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         It’s mid-October at Faraday, and the autumn leaves gather in honeyed drifts around the Priory bell tower and crowd the edges
            of the brick paths. In the golden hour before sunset, students and their visiting parents pose for Family Weekend photos,
            the sky behind them a transcendent peach. Just for them, the entire world pauses in its turning so that no one’s hair falls
            out of place. Digitally captured, their happy faces are ready to be shared with friends, social media, and the Faraday marketing
            offices.
         

         
         For the low, low cost of $80,000 a year and a modicum of artistic talent, this educational experience could be yours.

         
         For two years, I studied photos like these on the Faraday website. Those smiling, proud families. Teenagers, just like me
            but with straighter teeth and clearer skin, performing Shakespeare in the floodlights, writing novels on vintage typewriters,
            and painting lush, vaginal flowers onto enormous canvases. I knew how I’d decorate my dorm room long before I ever had a bed
            in the Wright House with the other writers, and every year that I filled out the scholarship forms, I was positive I’d cracked
            the code. My poems were flawless, and my statement of purpose letter struck a perfect balance of financial need, sterling
            merit, and go-getter independence. But to no avail. My freshman and sophomore year were spent in Cherryton’s public school,
            a fate worse than death. And since the bell tower is visible from Cherryton, peeking out through the trees across the inlet,
            I always had a reminder of where I wanted to be, and wasn’t.
         

         
         Every day at noon, the bells ring out “Clair de lune.”

         
         At first, I didn’t understand why I wasn’t good enough to win a scholarship, because I didn’t understand that it wasn’t about
            how good I was. If a student lacked a sufficiently impressive portfolio of art or writing, if their acting was wooden or their
            violin teacher lied to their family for ten years about their prospects, their parents could always donate a building.
         

         
         It’s the Faraday way.

         
         My parents are not the building-donating kind.

         
         They are not even the parental kind.

         
         My parents’ marriage, never particularly solid, imploded spectacularly near the end of my sophomore year. I hesitate to tell
            you the details because I’m trying to establish credibility, but here’s the short version: My mother fell for a dentist who
            sold custom dice at a D&D convention, and my father’s response was to abscond to Costa Rica for an ayahuasca retreat and never
            come back.
         

         
         Technically, I was not abandoned because my mother left me in the care of my Aunt Abbott, only she didn’t actually tell my Aunt Abbott beforehand. Or our
            landlord. Or me. Abbott and I pieced it together after my mom called en route to her new life in Las Vegas, apologizing in
            a way that wasn’t an apology. You’ll understand one day, she told me. Because love.
         

         
         Suffice to say, my parents aren’t here for Family Weekend.

         
         Darcy’s parents have already left, which is why she’s walking with me from our room to President Langford’s house for the Family Weekend farewell party. That, and pity, I suspect, since we are not the kind of roommates who hang out more than necessary. She’s also a scholarship kid—they put us together so we don’t eat the rich in the night—but that’s about as much as we have in common. She’s in art, I’m in writing. She’s built like a rugby player, and I am built for a tuberculosis sanatorium. 

         
         There was a window in the first week of classes when we might have become real friends. The truth is, I liked her, but I worried
            she’d drag me down.
         

         
         At my old school, Darcy would have been a social disaster. Here, she’s a queen, exactly the kind of weird that Faraday loves.
            Within the first week, she found her people: the art kids, anime nerds, and gamers. Meanwhile, I sank like a stone socially
            because I didn’t understand how drastically my circumstances had changed.
         

         
         And also, I’m kind of a bitch.

         
         We both know she’ll ditch me once she sees her friends at the party. It’s not her being unkind. It’s just how it is, and honestly,
            I wouldn’t have it otherwise. I’m better off on my own.
         

         
         But for now, we face President Langford’s house together, each of us taking a deep breath before stepping onto the brick path
            leading to the door. Darcy hesitating because she hates crowds, and me because I hate everybody.
         

         
         The well-lit house is warm and inviting. Almost everyone is inside already: students, family, teachers, talking and laughing, eating tiny sandwiches from magically replenished platters. Visible through the dining room window, President Langford is elegant in a cream-colored silk blouse and a burgundy pencil skirt. Though she has worn those heels all day, nothing in her bearing suggests she is anything but delighted by the evening of schmoozing stretching before us. She raises a champagne glass and commands the room to attention through the power of cheekbones. Pieces of her speech drift over the lawn as the front door opens and closes for the final arrivals. Thank you for coming. . . . Family is everything. . . . We are so glad you are here. . . . Your students are amazing. They teach us more than we teach them. . . . Please consider setting up a monthly donation to our scholarship fund, because everyone deserves a Faraday education.

         
         “Hey, that’s us,” I say, elbowing Darcy. “Everyone deserves a Faraday education. Even the unwashed plebes.”

         
         “Uh-huh,” she says. My biting class commentary does not impress. “Oh, there’s Siobhan.” She doesn’t immediately leave, a hesitation
            that is entirely for my benefit and a little out of character for her. She’s generally direct to the point of tactless, refreshing
            in a place like Faraday.
         

         
         “Go on, I’ll catch up.” I give her a reassuring smile. Of course I won’t be hurt if you leave.

         
         “Okay, see you later.” Waving goodbye, she darts down the bricks and through the door, leaving me alone on the walk.

         
         I’m totally hurt, of course, which I hate.

         
         No one will notice if I retreat to my dorm, and I’m tempted. But I came for a reason, and that reason opens the front door
            and leans out. Peter Barden, my poetry teacher and adviser, who is sending off the parents by giving a reading tonight from
            his latest book. Faraday loves to showcase Barden, for good reason. He’s one of their most distinguished faculty members,
            and he’s photogenic. Tonight, he’s wearing a tie, loose; his concession to the evening’s pomp.
         

         
         I desperately want to hear him read. And I even more desperately want to avoid talking to him.

         
         “Ava, come on in. We can’t start without you.”

         
         Both of us know this isn’t true. Everything on this campus happens without me, and there’s nowhere I’m less necessary than behind those walls. But it’s a fiction I’m willing to believe for tonight at least. 

         
         He holds the door open for me, and I step inside.
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         “Thought you’d get away, didn’t you,” Barden teases, closing the door behind me. “Can I take your coat?”

         
         I shake my head. My Aunt Abbott bought me the coat as a present, to start the year off right. I didn’t have the heart to tell
            her that it was the wrong material, the wrong color, a cheap copy of the cashmere swing coat all the other girls wear. If
            I hang it up, someone might see its polyester lining. No one would ever mistake it for the real thing, but I don’t want to
            confirm it.
         

         
         He nods. “Always ready for a quick getaway.”

         
         The party has its fist around me immediately, squeezing me on all sides with sounds and smells. First, there’s a mélange of
            mom-with-money perfumes—Diptyque L’Eau Papier, Le Labo Bergamote 22, Baccarat Rouge 540 (someone’s mom is a bit slutty, which
            I appreciate)—competing with whatever expensive hotel fragrance Langford has pumping through the vents. Then, the noise. A quartet of students from the music program are tucked away by the bookcases, playing unremarkable chamber music. There
            are at least four trim, middle-aged men sprinkled around the first floor, each holding a phone to one ear and a finger to
            the other, loudly fielding work calls. They are indistinguishable from one another. And chatter, so much chatter: parents
            speaking with teachers, teachers dispensing compliments and puffery, donors modestly bragging, students joking and cackling.
            I’m drowning in a sea of smug congratulation.
         

         
         Part of me wants to turn to Barden for help, for a reassuring smile, a shared look of can you believe these people?, and the rest of me wants to put as much distance between the two of us as possible. I don’t think he’ll try to talk to me about my sinking grades tonight of all nights—God knows he’s shown no interest in them all semester—but
            I don’t want to give him an opening.
         

         
         I needn’t have worried. Barden doesn’t spare me a second look after coaxing me in. He’s already across the room with Professor
            DiCamillo, the sculpture teacher, who amiably slaps his back in the way men do when they want to hug but won’t. Clearly, this
            is all I’ll get from him for the night.
         

         
         I’m disappointed but not surprised. He’s a great poet, and a terrible adviser. Darcy’s adviser has met with her several times
            over the semester, just to check in. Barden has never scheduled anything formal with me, despite obvious evidence that I’m
            floundering here, not flourishing. Once or twice after class he’s looked at me in an absent manner and said, “We should get
            together and talk about classes, shouldn’t we?” I agree, then dash to my next period, and the meeting never happens. I’ve
            managed to avoid having any difficult conversations all semester.
         

         
         Which is a relief, I suppose. But it’s one more sign that I’m not a favorite, a fact lodged in my heart like a thin sliver
            of glass.
         

         
         And twisting that little slice of glass is the fact that I ever thought I could be.

         
         I applied to Faraday for so many reasons, but top of the list was Peter Barden. The way he wrote about loss and heartache and desire—I’d never been married, much less divorced, but reading his poems made me feel like I’d lived another life, one with far more passion and loss than my own. His looks added to his appeal, too, if I’m being honest, though I admit that’s a little gross. He’s got wavy, sandy-blond hair that falls into his blue eyes, a wide, thin-lipped mouth, tasteful stubble, and a dimpled chin. Darcy, who mostly can’t be bothered with anyone’s attractiveness, let alone faculty’s, says he’s a “Midwestern Henry Cavill,” which is her version of high praise. I think. She once told me her sexuality was “Bernini sculptures” and didn’t elaborate further.
         

         
         The day I learned I had the scholarship to Faraday was the day Barden stepped off the faculty page of the school’s website
            and into my aunt’s diner, the Breakfast Nook, ordering a cup of coffee from me with a mischievous smile. I recognized him
            immediately, and my stomach sank. It was bad enough serving Faraday students after school. Waiting on my idol—who had no idea
            who I was—was heartbreaking. This man had read my poems in my application packet for two years, and each time he’d decided
            they weren’t Faraday worthy.
         

         
         But when I brought him cream, he slid my acceptance letter across the table.

         
         I let out a giant whoop, spilled the cream all over the table, and then gasped in horror while I desperately tried to towel
            up the spill. Barden, laughing, stemmed the flood with a wad of paper napkins from the table’s dispenser. By the time my aunt
            Abbott stepped out of the kitchen—bearing a little cake with a spitting sparkler in it because he’d called her in advance—I’d
            sat down across from Barden in the booth, stunned, my face wet with tears.
         

         
         He spent the next hour with Abbott and me, talking about my bright future. Before that day, I’d felt like a little star, lost
            in a crowded night sky. Then he reached out and gave me a name.
         

         
         But once classes started, my star quickly dimmed. Apparently, my excellent marks at Cherryton High were not indicative of my future success. I tested into a lower-level math class and I’m still doing terribly. In Spanish, my teacher says my accent isn’t incorrect, but it isn’t right, either. I suspect she finds my previous teacher’s accent to be rural, which won’t do. Even the history
            I learned at my old school was, as Dr. Nagly diplomatically put it, “a bit reductive.” It’s bad. Since September, I’ve been
            too afraid to log into my school portal to see my grades.
         

         
         The only thing keeping me afloat academically are my writing classes: Barden’s “Elements of Poetry” and “The Workshop Lab.”
            But even there, I’m a mediocrity. My classmates already have two years of Faraday under their belt, know authors I’ve never
            heard of, and some of them have won outside contests, a fact they can’t let go unspoken for more than five minutes. Meanwhile,
            despite acing the quizzes, I’m mostly learning that everything I thought I knew about writing is wrong. My poems are too obscure.
            But when I revise them, they’re too obvious.
         

         
         In the beginning of the semester, I brought my poems to Barden’s office hours, eager and hopeful. But the more of my work
            he read, the less interested in me he became. Eventually, I stopped going. People question whether writing does anything. My poems make a passionate teacher lose the will to live, and they make me feel like a fraud. That’s the power of art right
            there.
         

         
         Success begets success, and I’ve had none. That’s why I’m not nominated for any awards this semester, and why I wasn’t invited to dinner before the reading with his prize students. And that’s why it’s not me but Mars Gilmore stepping up to the podium by the stone fireplace to introduce Barden’s reading. Why she’s already got a copy of his new book, Throat Like an Animal, clutched to her chest as if it’s emotionally wrecking her through osmosis. It probably could, if Mars had feelings.
         

         
         The room goes quiet, and Mars smiles at all of us. She is a porcelain doll, her eyelashes painted with delicate brushes and
            her rosebud mouth blushed pink. Her long blond hair is tightly gathered in a ponytail, topped with a silken blue bow. It swings
            when she speaks, punctuating her sentences.
         

         
         She’s a pretty, vicious thing.

         
         “It’s not easy to be a dreamer,” she intones, evoking an ancient Greek oracle by way of Instagram Reels.

         
         She pauses, waiting.

         
         And they clap. The whole room of them claps, and all I can do is stare in disbelief.

         
         “But that’s what we are. Writers. Artists. Singers. Dreamers. Every day I am amazed at the talent of my fellow students.”
            She smiles again, and her fellow students, and their parents, beam back. Yes, we are all so talented. Yes, our progeny will inherit the earth.

         
         “For me, the dream is to be a writer.” She presses her hand to her chest on the word writer for emphasis. “I live, breathe, and eat poetry. And that’s why when I read Peter Barden’s poetry, I can recognize true artistry,
            and why—”
         

         
         The laugh rips out of me before I can stop it, raucously loud. It’s just so ludicrous: Mars making her introduction of Barden
            all about Mars. Everyone nodding along because she’s telling them they’re great, she’s great, Barden’s great, in an ecstatic
            circle jerk of self-congratulation.
         

         
         The entire room turns to stare. Mars has a half smile on her face, her annoyance at the interruption tempered by seeing me publicly embarrass myself. Barden, standing to her right, glares at me with open displeasure. 

         
         My hand clamps over my mouth, tardy and useless.

         
         Mars continues, and I retreat to the edge of the crowd, cheeks burning. The room resets itself with murmurs, whispers, and
            scattered laughter. I shelter in an armchair tucked behind an enormous potted plant, hiding myself with its broad, drooping
            leaves. I can’t see Barden when he steps up to read, but he’s miked and his deep voice thrums outward, curls around me, lulling,
            warm, and lovely. As he shares his poems, I forget about his indifference, his favoritism, the promises I thought he’d made
            about my future. There’s only his words, his voice, and the sense that if I stay within these spoken lines, if I puzzle out
            the allusions, the images and their echoes, I’ll understand something about the world, myself, that I couldn’t before hearing
            them.
         

         
         
            “. . . Love was a flock of birds, shifting

            with the illusion of thought.

            Now I see clearly what was

            never there. The spell unspools

            letter by letter.”

         

         Yeah. That sounds about right. Love wasn’t what I thought it was, either.

         
         His poems are over far too soon.

         
         President Langford joins him at the front of the room to conduct a Q&A, first thanking him and expressing once more how proud Faraday is to have faculty like Barden, and were we aware he’d recently won the Prix Humbert? The most prestigious and French of prestigious and French literary prizes? We were not aware, no, but we are now. Glory be to Faraday. The applause at this news is thunderous, and Barden looks charmingly embarrassed. 

         
         I suffer through the Q&A, which is mostly questions I’ve heard him answer before on badly lit YouTube videos about process
            (“Every morning I run to clear my head, rain or shine, and then I write for the next two hours . . .”) and inspiration (“The
            Confessionals, obviously, whose poetry has too long been undervalued because so many of its writers were women, and Dylan
            Thomas, if I’m honest, and I can’t not mention D. A. Powell, Jorie Graham, Alice Fulton—not that I can write as well as they
            can!”) and politics (“I don’t see how any man can look at this inequitable world and not be a feminist. I was raised by a
            single mother—I know firsthand how hard it was for her. It’s in everything I write”). He shines in these kinds of interviews.
            He’s modest. He’s hardworking. Everyone loves him, which makes it feel like his work is no longer mine, but theirs.
         

         
         But I have to believe they don’t get it, not like me. There’s no way that Cassie Collins, whose brain is a glass jar with
            one penny rattling inside, can possibly understand his work the way I do.
         

         
         “Christ, she’s unbelievable.” A female voice makes its way to me through my jungle hiding spot. “All she does is make fun
            of people. And of course she couldn’t let anyone else have attention. Mars worked so hard on that speech.”
         

         
         Another voice. A guy. “It’s not that difficult to just be nice. But if you can’t help her somehow, you’re nothing. I made the mistake of talking to her in the library once and she acted like
            I was the biggest waste of her time. Like, what the fuck? I just wanted to see if you were using a chair. I didn’t have to
            ask.”
         

         
         “How can you think you’re so superior and have such shitty grades? That’s what I don’t get.”

         
         “Apparently her poems are shit, too. Mars thinks she’s going to get kicked out.”

         
         “Good. She should—”

         
         Enough. I part the leaves and stick my face out. “Boo, bitches!” I hiss.

         
         The two freshmen yelp and jump back. The girl snaps, “You belong in a mental institution. Get help.”

         
         I bulge my eyes in response, and they scatter.
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         Leaving through the front door isn’t an option; I’ve had far too many eyes on me tonight, and I have no doubt Mars will see
            it as a personal victory if I’m spotted leaving early. So, I head down the hallway toward the kitchen, where there’s an exit
            with my name on it.
         

         
         But I take a detour when I spot President Langford’s study, and no one notices me duck inside. Langford herself is busy; she’s
            speaking to the crowd once more, talking up the school, their fantastic faculty, and other writers and artists who will visit
            in the coming year. Some kind of toast happens, glasses clink, the music swells again, and waves of conversation rise and
            fall, barely reaching me. I’ve got the room to myself.
         

         
         A night gone this sideways deserves compensation. I start looking for likely candidates.

         
         The study is lined in books, with one long case entirely devoted to former students who made it big. I flick a switch on the
            wall and the fireplace starts emitting eerie blue gas flames. Hanging above the mantel is a large oil portrait of the school’s
            founder, the so-called nun of the Priory. A rich spinster, she lived with her “best female friend,” until their deaths. A
            fluffy and saccharine little dog cavorts at her feet, his enormous, brown bug eyes upturned to his severe mistress with an
            idiot’s adoration. The gold frame of the painting bears both their names: Ella Garrett and Dogtray.
         

         
         The portrait artist really captured Ella Garrett’s air of acrid disappointment.

         
         Lady, I feel the same way.

         
         I started this semester so happy to finally be here. Every morning before breakfast, I smoothed the lavender quilt on my bed, and placed Bedlamb, my lamb stuffie, on the pillow
            to await my return from classes. My framed photograph of W. H. Auden hung above my desk, so I could gaze upon his beautiful,
            wrinkled, cigarette-damaged face while I wrote. It was the first time I’d had a space that was my own, and I loved it. I’d
            escaped the disaster that was my former high school and my not-a-love-life, and now, my real life could begin, one full of
            art, writing, and music.
         

         
         I knew there’d be bumps. Being a scholarship kid sets me apart from the regular students; I’d served enough of them hangover
            breakfasts at the diner for lousy tips to recognize that. I had steeled myself for snobbery and judgment. But it wasn’t as
            bad as I’d expected. A few, like Mars, made sure I knew my place, sure, but most of them clocked me for a nobody early on
            and ignore me.
         

         
         And a couple of them are okay, maybe even nice—but it’s so hard to be around them, day after day. It is exhausting to listen to someone complain about their trip to Spain. Exhausting the way students toss their MacBooks around like they
            are disposable. Exhausting when everyone on our floor but Darcy and me is invited to a girl’s debut in NYC, which, if you
            didn’t know—because why would you—is a girl’s official introduction to society. Exhausting to know that debutantes still exist in this century.
         

         
         Then there’s the way that my room, which I’d been so proud of, turned shabby the moment I saw inside the others on my floor; how the girls transformed their cinder-block cells into cozy hideaways through tufted headboards, peel-and-stick wallpaper, and a thousand throw pillows. One junior even has an Instagram page for her room. Her room. She has 50K followers.
         

         
         Langford’s desk would not garner an Instagram following. It is neat and spartan; whatever work she does in here must be tidied
            away every night. There’s a tray for papers, and a desk calendar taking up half the real estate. I’ve seen a similar one in
            Barden’s office. Like his, her notations on it are private: initials instead of names, cryptic reminders, devoid of juicy
            information. Disappointing.
         

         
         But I find what I’m looking for. I rifle through a brass cup of pens and pull out a fountain pen with a glossy blue barrel.
            It’s pretty. I like it. I disappear it into my coat pocket.
         

         
         This party is a perfect encapsulation of my Faraday experience: a gathering of comfortable, entitled people who think the
            canapés replenish themselves. Even the best of them are still the worst.
         

         
         There’s nothing I can slip into my pocket that’s going to balance the scales.

         
         But the pen makes me feel a little better.

         
         I swipe a letter opener for good measure, then glide down the hall, escaping through the kitchen’s back door.
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         The backyard is blessedly dark, and I kick leaves as I trudge through it. My plan is to exit Langford’s via the trees behind
            the house, slip past the Priory and the Pritchard Music Hall, and then on to my dorm. But I don’t make it far. Instead, I
            find myself standing by a small redbud that’s valiantly holding on to a smattering of scarlet leaves. I break off a thin branch
            and then tear off every twig, peeling back strips of bark as I work. Then I break off another.
         

         
         I’m so angry I’m muttering barely coherent curses under my breath. If I were a witch, Mars’s ponytail would reach around her
            skinny neck and strangle her. Barden’s shoelaces would whip together and he’d fall on his well-meaning, symmetrical face.
            The hors d’oeuvres would inflict the guests with food poisoning—hot liquid from both ends—everyone weeping, wailing, because
            there are no toilets left; my dark magic has clogged them all.
         

         
         Break. Snap. Strip.

         
         “My mother just planted that tree. Did it poke you in the eye or something?”

         
         I look up, clutching twigs in each hand like a degenerate gardener.

         
         Graham Langford stands before me, his hands in his coat pockets, looking amused. But he always looks amused. Amused by everyone’s writing in class, where he barely listens to Barden and draws doodles on my poems instead of giving me feedback. Not that I’d want his. Amused by his own cleverness when he answers Mrs. Nelson’s questions in US History with a quippy pun. When we went over Lincoln’s assassination by John Wilkes Booth, he sang out “These Booths were made for stalking,” which isn’t even that funny, though of course the class laughed and worse, Mrs. Nelson did too. I don’t think they even knew the Nancy Sinatra song. But more than anything, Graham is amused by being Graham, and how wonderful it is to be the principal’s son, graced with a rubber-stamped Faraday education, modest good looks, and
            no discernible talent.
         

         
         Graham is tall and lean, with long eyelashes and a melancholy air, despite the smile. In a few years, he’ll probably broaden
            into downright imposing, but for now he occupies a more elegant, androgynous space. Heathcliff by way of David Bowie. He’s
            almost gorgeous, almost compelling, and the near miss of it all will be the tragedy of his life.
         

         
         “It knows what it did.” I release the sticks and they fall to the ground. If there’s a pattern there showing my future, I
            can’t discern it. “Why are you out here and not in there? Smoking?”
         

         
         He laughs. “My mother can smell a vape across campus. No. I’m just avoiding all that.” He jerks his head toward the house. Someone opens a window in the dining room—it must be hot in there with all those egos—and
            a string version of Chappell Roan’s “Casual” lilts into the cool night. Against my will, I’m impressed with the quartet’s
            lesbianic choice in music. “ ‘Hell is empty and all the devils are here.’ ”
         

         
         Graham wants to be a playwright and thinks that if he quotes enough Shakespeare we’ll believe he wrote The Tempest.
         

         
         “Where’s your other half?” Stranger than seeing Graham without an audience is seeing Graham without Love Solt, his bestie best bestie. The two of them are a matched set; one rarely appears without the other, always sharing glances and whispering private jokes. It’s the kind of intense friendship—I think it’s only friendship—that springs up at Faraday when you have social skills, unlike me.
         

         
         Love’s pretty, in a Wednesday Addams sort of way.

         
         If you like that sort of thing.

         
         Which, unfortunately, I do. I’m in a deep, committed relationship with the back of her neck, which I stare at in chemistry.
            She sits two seats up and one row to the left from me.
         

         
         Not that I care.

         
         “This isn’t really her thing anymore.”

         
         I nod. I know a few things about Love, all of it gained through overheard gossip and feigned disinterest. Love came in as
            a rare double major—writing and acting—and dropped one for the other last semester, as most double majors do. As far as I
            could gather, my writing peers were happy about her defection because her writing was Very Good and made theirs look Very
            Bad.
         

         
         “I don’t blame her for quitting writing. Barden is such an asshole,” I blurt. He’s not—not really—I know that, but tonight
            I just want to be mad that all he’s given me this semester is indifference and a disapproving look. He’s so tied up with everything
            I thought Faraday would be that thinking of him makes me cringe.
         

         
         Graham’s eyebrow goes up, just the one. Barden is beloved on campus and my review is unorthodox. I am now interesting.

         
         “She still writes. She just had to make a choice, so she did.”

         
         “Poetry?” I try to keep any hint of competitiveness out of my voice. I feel it all the same, despite my—well, let’s not call it a crush. Plenty of people would find themselves staring at the hole in a girl’s sock when she slipped her foot out of her shoe. It’s very normal behavior. 

         
         “No, she’s doing fiction now.”

         
         “What kind of fiction?” Please say something about dragons.

         
         “The novel kind. Want to check out the greenhouse?” He points at a small building at the edge of the backyard, just before
            the line of shadowy trees. Its lights are on, the structure gleaming like a gold jewel box.
         

         
         “Sure,” I say, like he didn’t just change the subject on me.

         
         Inside, the greenhouse is warm, the air thick with scents of potting soil, petrichor, and green things growing. Long narrow
            tables holding plastic seed trays abut each wall. Stored below the tables are bags of soil, pots, odds and ends of twine and
            rolled chicken wire. It’s difficult to imagine President Langford in here with dirt under her manicured nails. I can only
            visualize her in her heels, wearing her immaculate red lipstick, every hair in place. Maybe she uses the power of her mind
            to wield a trowel so she can keep her hands clean.
         

         
         Graham hangs his coat on a hook by the door, then puts his hand out for mine. I pass it over carefully, hiding the inferior
            lining by draping it just so. I don’t know why I bother. Its cheapness is blindingly obvious.
         

         
         He waves me over to a tray. “Look, the kale is starting to come up. And these are going to be . . . I honestly can’t tell.
            They’ve still got their seed leaves.”
         

         
         It’s a little ridiculous, the two of us leaning over a bunch of dirt and seedlings, but something about his enthusiasm wins
            me over. It is special, actually, considering winter is creeping closer. Every day is a little grayer, and it won’t be long until the inlet between Faraday and Cherryton freezes. But here are little slips of life breaking through the soil, a hedge against the promised snow and ice. 

         
         “I like to come here when I’m feeling fed up with everything.”

         
         “Is that often?”

         
         Instead of replying, he gently nudges the remnant of a split seed loose from an emerging leaf. “There you go, little buddy.
            Freedom. Grow big.”
         

         
         Another dodge. He acts so open and warm, like everybody’s friend, but it’s a front. “So, you and Love share writing?”

         
         I catch a flicker of irritation, so fast I’m not sure it was there. Then he straightens, and I reluctantly do the same. I’ve
            liked visiting this little green world. But asking questions could get me ejected from Eden, I suppose.
         

         
         “Yeah. We’re the Bull Writers.” With his index fingers, he makes horns against his temples. He’s playful now, or pretending
            to be. It’s convincing, but I get the sense he’s conceding a point to me. “We ride the bull.”
         

         
         “And write bullshit?”

         
         “Exactly. You coming to the library on Halloween?”

         
         “What?” I have no idea what he’s talking about, but his tone suggests it’s a given.

         
         “Oh,” he says, and looks awkward. “Aren’t you on the GroupMe?”

         
         I shake my head. I don’t know what GroupMe chat he means, but I’m not on any of them. I feel a little sick suddenly, and I
            tell myself I’m just hungry.
         

         
         “That’s a mistake. I’ll get you added. Anyway,” he says brightly, happy to change subjects from the unpleasant revelation that no one wants me in their group chat, “it’s a writers’ tradition. We play hide-and-seek in the library with flashlights. Sign-in is unofficially extended until midnight. Which is to say, the housemother pretends she doesn’t know we’re out late, and we pretend we’re breaking the rules.” He gives me a sunny smile. “I’m the organizer this year.” He sounds proud of this, like it’s an elected position. 

         
         “Oh,” I say. “I don’t have a flashlight.” I have a phone, but I’m not feeling helpful.

         
         “Fear not,” he says, crossing to the door. “As the organizer, I come prepared. Voilà!” He pulls our coats from the hooks,
            and I hear a ripping sound and a clatter.
         

         
         “Shit.” He looks down, dismayed.

         
         My coat must have snagged on a nail. The polyester lining ripped straight down into a pocket, releasing the pen and the letter
            opener, the latter of which lands point down, crookedly sticking out from the wooden floor. The pen rolls to a rest between
            us.
         

         
         Neither one of us says anything for a moment.

         
         Then Graham picks up both and examines them, lingering on the blue pen in particular.

         
         “Do you like the Lamy?” He holds up the pen and uncaps it, revealing the nib. “I think they are slept on, honestly. A nice
            entry into pens. Though this one, I find, can be a little temperamental to refill. At least, the one I gave my mother was.”
            He turns it appraisingly, and as it rotates, I see SJL engraved on the barrel. He replaces the cap. “Same color, too.”
         

         
         Despite his careful expression, I know two things with stark clarity. This pen was a gift from Graham to his mother. And I
            am so screwed.
         

         
         Maybe I can grab the letter opener and stab him before he can report me.

         
         But he says nothing further. Instead, he holds my stolen goods out to me.

         
         I look to them, his face, and back again, baffled. Why is he returning them to me? Is he framing me for the crime I’ve already
            committed?
         

         
         “I keep trying to get my mother to appreciate fountain pens, but she’s happier typing. For a woman in charge of an arts school,
            she’s surprisingly uninterested in aesthetics. But her job is fundraising, really, not beauty.”
         

         
         “I didn’t—”

         
         “It’s wonderful you use pens like these. They should be used.”

         
         Nonplussed, I take the pen, letter opener, and my coat.

         
         “I’m sorry about the rip. Can you let me know what it costs to repair? I know a guy, if you’re looking for someone.” He says
            the last statement lightly, implying that I’m merely between tailors, because of course I’d have one on call.
         

         
         “It’s nothing,” I mumble. I numbly jerk on the coat, then push past him to open the greenhouse door. The cool air does nothing
            to lessen the burning of my cheeks.
         

         
         “Hold up,” he says.

         
         I freeze, my back to him. Here’s where he drops the hammer. We’ll go in and have a nice talk with his mother, and I’ll call
            Abbott and tell her she needs to pick me up from the police station. I wonder if getting expelled from my fancy boarding arts
            high school will improve my miserable reputation at my old school. It couldn’t be much worse after things with Ann.
         

         
         “Here. I was trying to give you this. I bought a bunch of cheap flashlights off Temu,” he says. He retrieves a key chain light from his coat. I drop it in my remaining pocket, where it clacks against the ill-gotten office supplies. 

         
         All I do now is accept objects and look daft.

         
         “It’ll be fun,” he says, as if my coming is a foregone conclusion.

         
         Not goddamn likely.
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         By Monday, my weird outburst of laughter at Barton’s reading is common knowledge among my fellow students. My gaffe might
            have died down quicker had the two freshmen I spooked not been enormous gossips who were happy to share their encounter with
            anyone who would listen. Whispers rise and fall as I walk through the cafeteria at breakfast, and by the time Workshop Lab
            rolls around in the afternoon, my burgeoning reputation as an unhinged misanthrope is solidified.
         

         
         At Faraday, you take technique classes on a single genre, such as fiction or poetry or playwriting, where you work on close
            reading, craft, and exercises. You’re required to take one additional technique class outside your preferred genre, which
            is why Graham, whose preferred genre is playwriting, is in a poetry one with me. But feedback on your work happens in Workshop
            Lab, which is mixed genre. Hence why Graham and I are both in this one with Mars, whose genre is fiction.
         

         
         Graham waves to me when he comes in, which is unusual, and even more surprising is that he sits next to me in the circle.
            Normally, when I’m not the subject of whispered scuttlebutt and pitying looks, I spend the time before a class starts reading.
            It’s easier to pretend I’m Highly Busy than to make small talk. I’m not really sure what to do with Graham, who is grinning
            at me with a friendly, manic energy. Maybe he wants to see what else is in my pockets.
         

         
         “Love’s excited you’re coming.”

         
         “I never said— Love is coming? You said it was for writing majors?” I have an unpleasant suspicion my cheeks are turning pink.

         
         “She’s still a writer. Just not a major. Anyway, she’s very pleased. Says she’s always wanted to get to know you.” He looks
            down at my desk, where I’ve laid out my notebook and pens. “Not using the Lamy today?”
         

         
         Before I can respond to the utter lie that is Love knowing I exist at all, Dr. Dolores enters the room and sits in the circle,
            taking up two desks with her three-ring binder, a stack of student work, and an iPad with a cracked glass. She and Barden
            alternate leading Workshop Lab weekly. She’s orderly, involved, and doesn’t fake chumminess with us like some of the teachers
            do. A lot of the teachers here with doctorates don’t insist on the “Dr.” like she does. A student asked Dr. Dolores about
            this once, and she said, “It’s easy for a man to give up a title when he already has plenty of power.”
         

         
         She’s in her sixties and made her mark by publishing a novel called Housebreakers, about a group of women who start breaking into houses in their neighborhood, uncovering all sorts of adulterous affairs
            and stealing for fun. It got her a Chanticleer Award and Oprah’s attention, and once she “made her bones,” as she puts it,
            she decided she wanted to try her hand at something radically different. Which was, it turned out, enormously popular fantasy
            novels with ornate magic systems based around the periodic table. I’ve read the Base Elements sequence three times.
         

         
         When the room doesn’t immediately quiet, Dr. Dolores sits with her hands clasped in front of her, waiting, a bland smile on her face. The last of the chatty students register the room has gone silent save for them, and that Dr. Dolores is owlishly staring at them through her large glasses. They shut up. 

         
         She’s a little terrifying.

         
         I like her.

         
         I’m not up this week, which is a relief. My poems aren’t well received under normal circumstances, and considering that there
            are at least five students in the class who worship Mars like the god of war she’s named after, I can only imagine what they’d
            have to say today.
         

         
         Still, some of them manage to send me a message anyway.

         
         “I wonder if the character could laugh here?” Susannah Preston says, pointing to a passage in Dani Reddy’s latest story, a
            weird little tale about two botanists in love. It’s an allegory of some kind, but for what I have no idea. “Really loudly?
            Maybe show us her insecurity?”
         

         
         Mars shakes her head. “No, I think it’s obvious already. Everyone can see it.”

         
         These fucking bitches.

         
         By the time we get around to Mars’s piece, I’m positively simmering. I can see no reason not to unleash the full force of
            my personality on the populace.
         

         
         As always, we open discussion by sharing positives about the work. I don’t raise my hand.

         
         “I love it, first of all. You are so good at dialogue. Like, when they are talking about the movie? Chills. It gave me chills.” Susannah taps her pen every time she emphasizes a word; she sounds like she’s transmitting Morse code.
         

         
         Mars nods beneficently. Compliments are her due.

         
         Graham elbows me and directs my attention to his notebook. Like everyone taking Barden’s poetry class, he carries a pocket notebook for jotting down inspiration, ideas, and quotes. Barden calls them “commonplace books”—we’re supposed to have them so we’re always ready to think, record, write. In his, Graham has written CHILLS, the letters squiggly as if shivering, and shoots me a look. Against my will, I smile. I notice that he wrote something above that, directed at me earlier in the class, during Dani’s workshop. IGNORE THE INFANTS. 

         
         Yeah, no. We will not be ignoring the infants today. The infants will be smothered with a well-placed pillow.

         
         “Susannah, can you be more specific? What was it about the dialogue that gave you chills? Diction? Tone?” Dr. Dolores says,
            with a touch of weariness in her voice. “Be specific” is her mantra, one that students regularly ignore. Her tombstone will
            read Deceased by Vagaries.
         

         
         Susannah gapes—asking her to explain her thinking is like asking a goldfish to explain swimming—but Sharif Brown jumps in.
            Sharif isn’t a kiss-up, at least, so I listen.
         

         
         “It’s the things unsaid. Sarah’s not really talking about the movie when she says she’s scared. And we know Sadie understands, but she pretends she doesn’t. She doesn’t want to get involved.” Dr. Dolores nods, and he continues.
            “It’s good. I wish the rest of the dialogue was doing double duty like that—like, there’s two pages where they are just talking
            about . . .” He flips back. “The lake, I guess? There’s a lot of lake in here.”
         

         
         Candace Orlean jumps in, as she always does whenever anyone questions Mars’s work. “The lake is key, though. It’s all about
            the lake. The lake is a metaphor—”
         

         
         Beside me, Graham has drawn a quick cartoon of a woman’s hand rising from a lake. Instead of holding a sword aloft, it brandishes a dildo. Beneath it, he writes LAKE METAPHOR. 

         
         “Absolutely,” says Thomas Seagrave. He’s a Mars supporter by default, because he has a crush on her. Poor, sad bastard. Imagine
            wanting to make love to a barracuda. “The lake is brilliant, there’s—”
         

         
         I toss my copy of the story on the table disgustedly. “The lake isn’t brilliant; it’s a crutch,” I say. “Her last story did
            the same thing, but with a meadow. And the one before that, with the beach.”
         

         
         My contribution is met with surprised blinking. It’s the first time I’ve spoken today. Everyone seemed to think I would sit
            Mars’s workshop out in favor of self-preservation. But that’s a quality I lack.
         

         
         “Every time Mars wants a character to sound deep, she has them stare at a natural feature and babble about the majesty of
            life. This is bad. She was probably trying to hit the word count and now we’re suffering the effects of her laziness.” The words flow out of
            my mouth with the power of truth. I’m warming up now, feeling good.
         

         
         Dr. Dolores narrows her eyes and leans forward; she doesn’t tolerate anything smacking of personal attack. And I’m way over
            “smacking.”
         

         
         But before she can rebuke me, Thomas leaps to Mars’s defense, her white knight in crooked glasses. “The lake works because
            it establishes Sadie’s character. She’s self-sufficient—she knows how to ice fish, and she—”
         

         
         “Bullshit. She does not know how to ice fish. This is written exactly like someone from California who saw the tents on the lake last winter and thought, ‘Won’t this be interesting regional color?’ and shoved it in this story.”
         

         
         “You don’t—”

         
         I cut him off. I have no desire to hear another word justifying Mars’s work, or her existence for that matter. And Thomas
            is just as bad really, even if he’s nicer. He’s written several stories about blue-collar workers “clocking in” at “the factory.”
            What is made at the factory? No one knows. The two of them are both happy to borrow details about people’s lives that they
            cannot understand.
         

         
         “It’s exactly like your dumb story about Cancer Mom, where you go on and on about the positioning of the chemo chairs, like anyone with
            cancer would think that much about where to sit.” I deliver these words with the certainty of a royal proclamation. I kept
            quiet during his workshop the other day, but everyone at Faraday deserves the gift of honesty, and I’m here to give it.
         

         
         The class goes silent. Out of the corner of my eye, I can see Graham’s shocked expression. He has nothing to doodle about
            this. Even Dr. Dolores seems taken aback.
         

         
         Thomas stares down at his papers, and the tips of his ears turn scarlet.

         
         The moment stretches on and on, until, to my absolute horror, a tear drips off Thomas’s face onto Mars’s story. He smears
            it across the page with a hurried fist, then stands up, shoves his books and folder into his bag, and leaves.
         

         
         Shit.

         
         Dr. Dolores stands up to follow him and then turns to me. In a terrifying, quiet voice, she says, “Ava. You are out of line. Please go sit on the bench outside the classroom.”
         

         
         And that’s where I sit for the rest of the period. Dr. Dolores follows me out, then returns a few minutes later, without Thomas.
            She doesn’t look at me before going back in.
         

         
         Shortly thereafter, Barden arrives. Dr. Dolores must have stopped by his office on her way back. Deal with your wretched advisee, I imagine her saying. I recognize his green trainers even before I look up.
         

         
         He does not look happy.

         
         “Ava. We need to talk.”
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         My defense is ready the moment I sit down in Barden’s office. I put my hands on the desk like I’m a lawyer winding up for
            closing arguments. “All I did was what you told us to do—I saw a pattern and I pointed it out, and—”
         

         
         Barden holds up his hand. “Stop. Don’t you for a moment act like that behavior was something I’ve taught you.” His tone is almost indifferent, save for the bright disdain running through it like a vein of silver through
            dull rock.
         

         
         Oh, I am in for it. But I can’t shut up. “I’m not wrong. Every week, Mars writes the same story over and over—”
         

         
         “And Thomas’s story? Were you wrong there?”

         
         I press my lips together. I do feel bad about that now. I knew his mom was sick. But in the moment, I . . . forgot, I guess.
         

         
         Also, it was a bad story.

         
         “Being right doesn’t justify being an asshole.”

         
         “I thought you said cursing was ‘the refuge of a writer with a poor vocabulary.’ ”

         
         He leans back in his chair, surveying me across the desk like I’m someone he’s never met before. “Ava, do you know why you’re
            here?”
         

         
         “Because I lack emotional intelligence and self-control?” My asshole index keeps rising. I’m at Pucker Level 7.

         
         “You’re here because I put my neck out for you. I believed in you, the way you didn’t take no for an answer, and I fought for you to get that scholarship. The rest of the committee thought you couldn’t hack it here.” The cool, detached tone has left his voice. He sounds genuinely angry. 

         
         I flush and look down. I thought I’d finally cracked the code when I got in, that my writing had evolved. But maybe I’d just
            been persistent. Like a little gnawing rat. Maybe I’d been pitied.
         

         
         “Imagine how it makes me look when another faculty member tells me what an incredible scene you’re making in her class. My
            advisee. The student I made a case for when no one else would.
         

         
         “Then I look at your grades. Are you aware you need to maintain an overall B average to keep your scholarship?”

         
         I blink rapidly. “Some of my grades are low, yeah, but I’m doing good in your classes, and if you take that into account—”

         
         “You are not doing well in my class.”
         

         
         “Wait, what? I get great scores on the quizzes.”

         
         “The grades are weighted, Ava. The quizzes don’t count for much. Five percent. Workshop Lab—which includes today’s abysmal
            performance—is forty percent of your grade. Your revised portfolio is twenty percent of your grade. Your reflection letter
            is ten percent. From where I’m sitting, that’s seventy-five percent of your grade that’s scoring poorly. You show no signs
            of taking peer critique seriously—”
         

         
         “Because they don’t know what they’re doing! I listen to everything you say, when you bother to—”
         

         
         “On day one, I told you all that workshop isn’t about you or your work. It’s about helping others achieve their vision. That’s
            how you learn. That’s how you get better.” His voice rises in volume, his words hard and fast.
         

         
         I rub at my eyes and wipe my hands on my jeans, equal parts embarrassed and furious.

         
         Barden sighs and runs a hand through his hair, his anger evaporating all at once. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have raised my voice. It’s just hard to see someone with so much potential throwing it away.” And then, more gently, “Here’s the thing. Even if the scholarship wasn’t in question, it’s hard for me to make a case for you staying here.” 

         
         I stare at him, stunned.

         
         “Today’s workshop is just a symptom of a larger problem. You’re a transfer, and we expect there to be some bumps transitioning
            to Faraday. But it’s the middle of October, and I never see you with friends. You don’t talk to anyone before class starts.”
         

         
         “I have friends.”

         
         “Ava, you eat alone, every meal. I’ve seen you.”
         

         
         I stare at him.

         
         “You’re saying—you’re saying I’m too unpopular to stay at Faraday? Are you serious? I’m a good writer!”
         

         
         He looks sad then, utterly sad, and a sick feeling blooms in my belly. Barden pities me. Friendless Ava. Grievously misinformed
            about her abilities.
         

         
         “From a holistic perspective—”

         
         “That’s it? That’s all—you’re supposed to help me.” The words are stupid and pathetic. But isn’t he supposed to help me? Tell me how to fix this? Maybe talk to me before now? Don’t I even get a warning?
         

         
         “Ava, I can’t help someone who isn’t trying.” He glances over at his laptop, clicks something, and types a quick line. I don’t
            even warrant his full focus right now. The pitying look gives way to a neutral expression as he disengages from this unpleasant
            situation.
         

         
         “I’m trying. I am!” I protest, my voice high and desperate. “I’m—I’m going to the dumb Halloween thing at the library with Graham!” 

         
         Barden takes his hand off his laptop’s keyboard and looks at me curiously, leaning forward. “Graham Langford?”

         
         “Yes. Invited me himself. Gave me my very own flashlight.”

         
         Because I’m special. I’m a special, pen-stealing prodigy and I deserve to stay here.

         
         “How did this come about?” He looks downright skeptical, almost like I’ve recently lied about having friends.

         
         “Um. He saw me attack a tree. And that was interesting, I guess?”

         
         A smile crosses Barden’s face. At least I have botanical violence in my favor.

         
         “Library hide-and-seek, I presume?”

         
         I nod.

         
         “Ah,” he says nostalgically. “I remember that from when I went here.” I didn’t know Barden attended Faraday, but it makes
            sense. It’s probably the only reason he’s teaching in a high school. Barden could have his pick of colleges for jobs, and
            I know he was teaching at one before he came here.
         

         
         The nostalgia fades and he’s serious once more. “I’m glad to hear it, but one person—”

         
         “And Love. Love Solt. She also invited me,” I say. “We’re in chemistry together. We’ve been talking a lot.” More lies. Why
            not.
         

         
         He pauses, giving me a considering look. “Did you kill a tree in front of her, too?”

         
         “No. I’m just . . . charming.”

         
         “I see,” he says.

         
         Barden leans back in his chair and puts his feet up on the desk. He’s wearing the same French brand of sneakers Colin Devy wears, the sort that look like they’re from the ’70s. He’s quiet for so long my glimmer of hope starts to gutter out. 

         
         “We miss her terribly, here in writing. It’s always hard to lose a major, especially one so talented.” He pauses, and sighs.
            “But c’est la vie. Acting seems to suit her better, and one must follow one’s passions.”
         

         
         I laugh. “Well, don’t worry, she’s still writing. Apparently, she’s working on a novel. She and Graham have their own little private writer club.”
         

         
         “A novel,” he says. “She always wrote poems before.” I can’t read his tone. Surprised? Or maybe a little sad. “What about?”

         
         I shrug. “I don’t know. Probably about how hard it is to be sixteen at a boarding school.” I roll my eyes a little, before
            I remember I’m supposed to be offering evidence of my burgeoning friendships, not my scorn.
         

         
         He frowns, then opens a drawer in his desk and pulls out a pack of cigarettes. He takes one and puts the pack away. Without
            commentary, he proceeds to peel the white paper from the cigarette in one long spiral. The loose tobacco falls to the desk
            in a growing pile.
         

         
         It’s entirely bizarre and I cannot look away or interrupt. Finished, he places the cylindrical white filter on one side of
            the tobacco pile, and the skinny, continuous spiral of white paper on the other side of it.
         

         
         Cigarette, deconstructed.

         
         We spend a lot of time in our classes trying to analyze images and actions. But I cannot parse this. I don’t know if our meeting
            is over or I should seek medical attention for him. Maybe this is some kind of seizure.
         

         
         He sighs again and then sweeps the wreckage off the desk straight into a trash can below. The sweet smell of tobacco wafts my way. 

         
         He gives me a hard look. “If I’m going to go to bat for you, I need to be able to say you are trying.”

         
         Holy shit. Whatever it was he wanted to hear, I somehow said it. I nod fervently. “I am. I swear to God.”

         
         “First of all, I want you to behave in class. Supportive feedback. No more air strikes.”
         

         
         I keep nodding. I am a bobble doll of goodness. Look at me behaving.

         
         “You’re going to work harder in your other classes. Show everyone you can hack it here.”

         
         “Absolutely.” Of course, of course. I will suck less from now on.

         
         “And you’ve got to go the extra mile if you’re going to turn things around in my class. You’re coming to my office hours weekly. Bring your poems.”
         

         
         I smile, a real one. This is practically a reward—now that I’m a struggling, wayward student, he’ll have to help me improve.
         

         
         “And when you do, I’ll expect regular reports on how things are going socially.”

         
         “Oh,” I say. Fine. I’ll sit with someone at lunch and nail their feet to the floor so they can’t get away. I’ll engage in
            terrible small talk before class. I’ll generate evidence to support my glowing reports of social success. “Yeah, of course.
            No problem.”
         

         
         “And one more thing. See if you can’t get into that little writing group of theirs.”

         
         “What?”

         
         “Graham and Love’s. They made an overture. Take them up on it.”

         
         “They invited me to a party. Not their group.”

         
         “You’re a capable young woman. Figure it out. I expect to see you all wearing little BFF necklaces.” This last bit he says
            jokingly, but he isn’t.
         

         
         “You can’t be serious,” I say. “I can’t just—”

         
         A resounding smack sounds out as Barden hits his desk with a flat palm, and I jump in my seat. “You want to be a writer?”

         
         Stunned, I nod.

         
         “You need to think long-term. The students you meet here become your network later. Agents, editors, writers who blurb you,
            recommend you for residencies. Those two are exactly the kind of connections you should cultivate. Love because she’s talented,
            and Graham because he’s the principal’s son and a born schmoozer. You can learn a lot from them both. Talent and hard work
            aren’t enough, understand? It’s not fair—I know that more than anyone—but that’s how it is.”
         

         
         He watches my stunned face for a moment, then looks satisfied. “I’m glad we got this sorted. Work hard. Play nice. Make connections.
            Meet with me weekly to go over poems and your social progress.” He glances at the clock. “You should get to your next class.
            I’ll email Tanner and let them know you’ll be late.”
         

         
         I stand and dazedly pick up my bag. I’m not certain what has happened here. “Um, thank you.”

         
         “You can do this, Ava. You’re the only person standing in your way.” He turns back to his computer. I’m dismissed.
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         By the time I show up for my shift at the Breakfast Nook that evening, I’ve shoved the conversation with Barden far, far away
            in my mind. I can’t think about any of it, not right now. I definitely can’t tell my aunt I might lose my scholarship. She’d
            immediately start scheming to pay my tuition, but the truth is, she can’t do it. There’s not enough money.
         

         
         The Breakfast Nook is Abbott’s baby. She was a line cook here for a decade, back when it was the Egg Castle, and bought out
            the owner five years ago. She replaced the faded, split red vinyl booths with bright yellow ones and installed silver globe
            pendant lights over each table. She hung a pink neon sign—The Breakfast Nook, in cursive script—behind the register. Too modern, some townies grumbled. Too different. She’d known her audience, though—she pulls in more students now than the
            Egg Castle ever did.
         

         
         The restaurant’s doing well. But renovations cost money, and so do new menus and advertisements. Then there are the unexpected
            costs, like a new AC compressor last summer, and emergency maintenance on the walk-in freezer. She manages, but she’s still
            in debt. In the colder, slower months, she runs the diner with a skeleton crew to save money. But a restaurant is a lot of
            work, even when it’s not busy. Just before the semester started, I overheard her talking on the phone to the “secret” girlfriend
            she’s been dating for half a year and thinks I don’t know about. She admitted to being bone tired, barely able to function.
         

         
         That’s when I offered to stop taking a paycheck. And she refused. But eventually, I wore her down and we worked out a compromise. I help her out when she needs me, and my pay goes into an account toward my books, clothes, other Faraday expenses. She grumbles about it, saying I should “concentrate on being a fancy person.” But she needs me. 

         
         Technically, working while I’m at Faraday is discouraged. They want their students on campus as much as possible for all those
            special serendipities, friendships, and artistic inspirations. According to the admissions counselors, it’s vital for me to
            “acclimate to the community.” But students are allowed to visit Cherryton on weekends, on weekdays during their lunch period
            or community time, or during social hours in the early evening. So long as I don’t skip classes and am locked up tight with
            the rest of the minors at lights-out, they can’t do anything about it.
         

         
         Weekdays in fall and winter are slow. Tonight, I have a four top in the booth by the long picture window, a Faraday family
            who must have stayed an extra evening at the Beatrix Inn after Family Weekend. I’d been rolling silverware and listening to
            a podcast about sonnets when they came in but took my earphones out to eavesdrop. Listening to the older of the two girls
            make a case for why her parents should buy her a replacement car after she totaled the first was far more entertaining.
         

         
         “But you’re stranding me. You’re literally stranding me,” says the older girl. She looks to be in her early twenties. She shakes her head in disbelief
            at her parents’ neglect, the cascading layers of her honey-colored hair swaying. She wraps her hands around her coffee cup
            and taps her nails against the porcelain. Every click makes her father wince.
         

         
         His wife jumps in, irritated. “Honey, you live in a city with incredible public transit. You don’t need a car. Honestly, I don’t know why we got it for you in the first place. The parking fee for your building is ridiculous.”
         

         
         “So, you want me to die. On a train. In Park Slope.”

         
         “When do you ever go to Park Slope?”
         

         
         I don’t know the other occupant of the booth, a quiet Faraday student, stirring her hot chocolate while they bicker. She’s
            younger than me, a first year probably, and the way her family nestles cozily around her suggests she’s the baby of the family.
            Considering her careless sister looks ten years older, maybe she’s even the surprise baby of the family.
         

         
         She’s mortified.

         
         It’s delicious.

         
         “You working or you spying?” Abbott says in a low voice, coming up behind me and leaning her elbows on the counter by my side.
            Normally she’s not out front, but tonight she has Samuel in the kitchen so she can unpack and prep the week’s food delivery.
         

         
         “I am working on spying.” I gesture to my pile of silverware, tidily wrapped with paper napkins. “Behold my accomplishments.
            How they glisten.”
         

         
         “I’m gobsmacked by your industry.”

         
         “Hey, could you keep your voice down?” I whisper. “My boss is kind of a bitch.”

         
         “Uh-huh. And what have you learned from your spying?”

         
         “None of them are natural blondes.”

         
         Abbott snorts. She removes the paisley bandanna from her head—she calls this “roadie fashion”—and shakes out her short, graying
            blond hair.
         

         
         “Not everyone is genetically blessed,” she says, and sucks her cheekbones into a model face. I grin. She’s being goofy, but it makes her look even more like Chris Pine than usual. Those leading man looks, and her regular attendance at the local CrossFit gym, afford Abbott a steady rotation of ladies and the official title of Cool Aunt. “This here is the face that launched a thousand ships.” 

         
         “Orders up!” says Samuel, pushing dishes out onto the pass-through.

         
         “I got it,” says Abbott. “Carry on the vital work.” She loads a tray with food and heads over to them.

         
         “Here we are,” she says. “One Benedictine Eggs, a Cowboy with Spurs for the gentleman, a Hash It Out with a side of eggs,
            and a bowl of fresh fruit, and a side of egg whites for the lovely lady.”
         

         
         The last dish Abbott slides in front of the mom, unleashing a devastating grin. The woman giggles in response, blushing. Her
            husband looks amused. The daughters look astonished.
         

         
         She tops off their coffees and leaves them to their conversation.

         
         “You got this?” she says, dropping the serving tray back into its stack behind the counter.

         
         “Yes, I think I can handle the nearly empty restaurant.”

         
         “Okay, I’m going back to the fridge. Samuel’s here for another hour.”

         
         “Aye aye, Captain.”

         
         She ruffles my hair as she leaves, and I pretend I don’t like it.

         
         I return to rolling silverware, but the family isn’t as much fun anymore. With the arrival of food, they’ve moved on from the drama of the car. Between bites of eggs and toast, both parents are listening rapturously to the girls’ recent accomplishments. The older girl received an offer to stay on past her internship. The younger girl got all As. While she talks about her newfound love for Dvořák, her mom reaches over and brushes the bangs out of her eyes. The girl keeps on talking, like it was an everyday, normal thing. 

         
         I try to imagine my mom noticing that something was bothering me and taking a moment to fix it. But my imaginary mother gets
            distracted and starts talking about her latest drama, and imaginary me eventually blows her bangs off her own face with an
            impatient huff.
         

         
         Thinking about my mom tugs my recent conversation with Barden up from the hole I shoved it into, and my ears start to roar
            as my heartbeat quickens.
         

         
         If I lose my scholarship, my mother is going to make me live with her again. In Vegas. And Abbott won’t be able to make an
            argument for keeping me here.
         

         
         I squeeze my eyes shut. Nope. Not going there right now. That’s future Ava’s problem.

         
         When I open my eyes again, it’s to see the dad blow his straw’s paper wrapper across the table to land in his older daughter’s
            hair. She screams and laughs, and the younger daughter picks up a straw to return fire.
         

         
         I want them gone. I can only tolerate so many adorable family dynamics.

         
         It’s a relief when they finish their meal, settle the bill (nice tip, actually), and get up to leave. They gather their coats
            and their little bags from Monica’s Cheesemongery and Posh Togs, just a few of our charming Cherryton businesses that subsist
            solely on Faraday trade. Their next stop is to drop the younger girl off at campus, and then drive on, presumably munching
            on sticky wads of goat’s milk Brie the entire way.
         

         
         The mother wishes me a good night as they ready to leave. That’s when I spy a camel-colored coat on the floor under their booth, near the wall. It must have slipped off her seat at some point during the meal. It was the older girl’s. I noticed it when she came in. Even from the counter, I could tell it was cashmere. Something about the nap of it, the way the light strikes the soft fibers. A coat like this costs around $800. I know, because it’s the one I’ve wanted since forever. 

         
         I honestly mean to tell them about the coat. I really do.

         
         But I just . . . don’t.

         
         They step out into the unseasonably warm night, one of those weird fall evenings in the Midwest that feel like summer, with
            their bags and coats over their arms. Minus one.
         

         
         Once they are out of sight, I wait. I bus the table and wipe it down. I wait some more. No one comes back. No one calls.

         
         After forty-five minutes, I scoop up my prize. It smells like a perfume I don’t recognize, but that will fade.

         
         It’s warm enough outside that the older girl won’t realize it’s missing until she and her parents are hours away, if that.
            Maybe not until tomorrow. She might remember having it in the diner, or she might think she left it in a coffee shop or pit
            stop on the road.
         

         
         Either way, it’s not going to be here if she calls.
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         Upstairs in Abbott’s apartment, I quickly head to my room and close the door behind me. I called out to Abbott that I had
            a phone call from my mom and needed to step out for five minutes, so I don’t have a lot of time.
         

         
         I lay the coat out on my quilted bedspread like a recently raptured Faraday student, smoothing it from top to bottom. I’m
            not sure what to do with my prize. Abbott is sure to recognize it as outside our price bracket, so I can’t wear it in front
            of her. I don’t want to stuff it into a wad, but smuggling it back to school in my bag is probably the best option. Experimentally,
            I crush a corner of the coat in my hand. The soft, resilient cashmere springs back, impervious.
         

         
         My phone buzzes, and I wince. By invoking my mother’s name as an excuse, I sent a message into the universe for Charlotte
            Quirk to make one of her infrequent calls.
         

         
         “Sweetie bug! It’s your mooooooom!” she says, as if anyone else could match her in either her intense cheerfulness or deep
            troughs, the two extremes she swings between in any given twenty-four hours.
         

         
         I’m immediately exhausted. But I take a deep breath. If I don’t mirror her energy, things will get worse.

         
         “Heeeeeyyyy, Mom! How are you?” I look at myself in the mirror hanging on the bedroom door as I say this. I look sincere.

         
         “No, no, how are you?”
         

         
         I nod impatiently as if she can see me. Her asking after me is such a perfunctory step in this conversation. I’d prefer we skip to the part where she talks about herself, since that’s where we’re headed anyway. It’s more efficient. “Good. Great. Things are going well.” 

         
         Yes. Extremely well. Just ask Barden.

         
         “I’m glad, Bug. How’s Abbott?” My mom is Abbott’s older sister, but you’d never know it. Abbott is the responsible one. She
            pays her bills on time, she runs a business, and she hardly ever buys a mink stole because “sometimes you just have to treat
            yourself.”
         

         
         “She’s doing okay. Working hard.”

         
         “Of course she is. She was always like that. What is she these days? Manager? She should be manager by now.”

         
         “Mom, she owns the restaurant.”

         
         She laughs. “Oh my God, I knew that. I knew that! My head’s all turned around, I swear! It’s all the activity. Yesterday we went hiking! Can you imagine your mom hiking?”
         

         
         “I cannot.”

         
         “I did! There’s a lot more to Las Vegas than what you see on TV! Real Las Vegas people don’t even go to the Strip. You know,
            Daniel was telling me there’s a great high school here in Vegas, a public one, you could—”
         

         
         I sit down on the bed and fall onto my back, the coat beneath me. Its lingering perfume puffs up around me. Sandalwood. Leather.
            An expensive hotel. “I’ve got a scholarship here, Mom.” For now.
         

         
         “I know, I know, but you’re so smart, you can do well anywhere!”

         
         “Uh-huh.”

         
         “I just miss you, Bug. I really do.”
         

         
         I scrunch my eyes shut and open them again. “I miss you, too, Mom.” As always, the required words sound false. I sit up and check my face in the mirror. I don’t look sincere anymore. I look tired. 

         
         After that, she monologues for a while, recaps of their latest day trips, a fantasy convention they went to where Daniel’s
            dice sold well, her tour of his dentistry practice.
         

         
         “Do you let him check your teeth?” I say, interrupting.

         
         “What? No. That’s weird.”

         
         “Afraid he’ll find out your real age?”

         
         “What?”

         
         “From your teeth. Like a horse.”

         
         “Oh my God, Ava, you. Daniel, she says you should check my teeth like I’m a horse.”

         
         Daniel says something unintelligible in the background.

         
         “What’s that? Yeah, okay, baby, I’ll tell her. Honey, Daniel says hi.”

         
         Lovely.

         
         “Hello, Daniel.” I don’t have anything against Daniel, from what little I know. He sounds decent enough. True, he’s technically
            an adulterer who broke up my parents’ marriage. But if I know my mom, he barely had a choice in the matter. Once my mom is
            interested in someone, she locks on like a guided missile. Daniel is not my mom’s first affair. He’s just the first one who
            didn’t manage to extricate himself from the situation in time to save himself.
         

         
         And it’s not like my parents were winning any Marriage of the Year awards anyway. My dad absconding to Costa Rica on some kind of spiritual quest was extreme, but not exactly new behavior. He’s always been avoidant, retreating into self-discovery whenever my mom spiraled out of control. Last time he spent a year deep diving into Jungian archetypes. There are twelve types of people, according to the book he sent me. I wanted to be a Magician—visionary, powerful. Unfortunately, according to my dad, I’m a Caregiver. Which is why he feels so comfortable leaving me to take care of things, I guess. 

         
         “She says hello, baby. Yeah, I know, she’s a sweetie,” my mom says. “You’re a sweetie, Bug.”

         
         “Mom, I need money,” I blurt. I don’t—not yet at least, but it occurs to me that dentists make a lot of money. Maybe I won’t
            need a scholarship if good ol’ Daniel finances my Faraday education. The school can’t care as much about the social skills
            of paying students; God knows a good portion of my classmates have personality disorders.
         

         
         There’s a long pause.

         
         “Who is he?”

         
         “What? No! Jesus, I’m not pregnant. God. I just, uh—I need some new clothes, and some books, and, you know, Abbott is still paying off the renovations and I don’t
            want to—”
         

         
         “I’m sorry, Bug, I can’t spare much more than I already send, and honestly, that’s more than I normally could because I’m
            not paying rent right now. You would not believe what Daniel pays in child support. The system is absolutely—”
         

         
         “Got it.” Message received. Daniel is not going to magically solve my problems with money. Unsurprising.

         
         “I’m sorry, sweetie. Have you asked your dad?”

         
         “It is surprisingly hard to convince someone on ayahuasca to write a check.” My dad does send money, but it’s unpredictable.
            A check here and there, and then long stretches of nothing.
         

         
         “And they say I’m the crazy one,” she laughs.

         
         I rub my face. “They say that, yes.”

         
         “Listen, public school doesn’t make you buy books and—”

         
         “It’s fine. I’m fine. I’ll just get them from the library.”

         
         “All right. Anyway. We’ve been having all these problems with visiting with Daniel’s kids. It’s been so hard. His ex-wife
            is a—well, I won’t say it. She’s a mother, and I support mothers. But it’s just been ridiculous.”
         

         
         “Yeah. Sounds complicated.”

         
         “And children are so sensitive, you know? I mean, they love me. I’m great with kids. You know that. But they think I’m trying to replace their mom, you know? I’ve got to, like, earn
            their trust.”
         

         
         I take a moment to hate these scions of dentistry and dice. They must be young. When you’re cute and helpless, adults think
            about your feelings and protect you from needing future therapy.
         

         
         “Daniel’s such a good dad. But there’s this thing in their custody agreement where he can’t live with someone until . . .”
         

         
         The rest of the conversation proceeds without me, as usual. By the time she releases me, it’s been a good fifteen minutes
            since I came upstairs. I’ve got a text from Abbott: wouldn’t let you go, would she?

         
         I groan, toss the phone to the side, and sit up, pulling the coat on as I stand. It’s surprisingly light. I drape it over
            my shoulders and turn from side to side, taking in my reflection.
         

         
         Wearing it, I don’t see myself in the mirror.

         
         I see a different girl. A better girl. A girl who’s been cocooned in pricey warmth from the day she was born. Her parents
            show up for school events. She has tutors for when she struggles. Answer keys to the SAT. Money for beautiful coats, honey-blond
            highlights. This girl can crash a car and expect another.
         

         
         She’s a girl who has everything she deserves, and then some.

         
         It must be nice.

         
         Graham’s like that. Love is, too. They don’t worry about their tuition. They don’t have to shake down their parents for money.
            They don’t worry about anything, as near as I can tell. They don’t even get pimples.
         

         
         It’s not fair.

         
         Barden is right. Everything is all about connections and who you know. I don’t have money to open doors for me; I’ve got to
            make my own luck. Besides, it’s not like me befriending Graham and Love hurts anybody. Barden gets to pat himself on the back
            for saving his wayward advisee. I keep my scholarship. Graham and Love get to enjoy the gift that is my personality.
         

         
         Everybody wins.

         
         At the end of the day, if I sit out a game because I don’t like the rules, I still lose. There’s no trophy for Principled
            Stands.
         

         
         I tie the coat’s belt decisively, nipping in my waist.

         
         Damn, I look good.

         
         This coat was made for me.
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         Halloween is a High Holy Day at Faraday. Come nightfall, ceramic pumpkins sprout throughout campus, flickering with LEDs,
            and the common areas of every dorm are festooned with black crepe paper, little plastic spiders, and candles floating from
            the ceiling on clear fishing line. After a week of horror-themed classes—I’ve spent the past several days reading The Haunting of Hill House and debating whether cordyceps fungus could really take over a population like in The Last of Us—everyone is primed for spooky mischief.
         

         
         With my Graham Langford–issued flashlight in hand, I head toward “the Berg,” one of the many buildings named after a donating
            alum. In this case, the actor Jesse Bergman, one of Faraday’s most famous students, who paid for an ultramodern glass expansion
            to the original, Gothic-style library. It’s an architecturally questionable affair. The overall effect is that of a church
            having sex with a glass brick.
         

         
         Moonlight reflects softly off the sidewalks, and casts long shadows through the trees. The atmosphere would be ominous were
            it not for all the teenagers screaming and chasing one another, wearing costumes and glowing necklaces and bracelets. It’s
            hard to be scared when you see a bunny making out with Captain America against a tree. For my part, I’m dressed as Shaun from
            Shaun of the Dead. Black pants, a short-sleeved white button-up smeared with fake blood, a name tag that says “Shaun,” and a red tie. Cheap
            but effective. I’m freezing, but one must suffer for art.
         

         
         As promised, the back door of the library is propped open by a copy of Madame Bovary. Flashlight bobbing, I descend a flight of stairs and then cross through a room of rolling book stacks, which Graham’s directions
            describe as “the restricted section.” Then I ascend another flight of stairs to the first floor of the library proper. Once
            there, I turn off the flashlight to peer into the dark, gradually picking out the outlines of the information desk, various
            tables and chairs. I’ve been here often—it’s one of my favorite places—but tonight it’s hard to orient. Everything looks foreign
            and strange.
         

         
         Maybe that’s why I almost yell when I see Love perched on a blocky couch not six feet from me, framed in the moonlight pouring
            through a window. She’s a prim little crow in her long black coat, sitting stiff-backed with her hands in her lap. Her black
            hair is gathered into two thick plaits, with dark red ribbons running through each. A large canvas bag rests beside her. If
            she’s in costume, I can’t tell. She looks like her usual self—witch-adjacent by way of Alexander McQueen.
         

         
         “Oh my God,” I say. “I thought you were a ghost!”

         
         She stares at me. Her brown eyes are lined in black beneath her straight and unforgiving brows. “But ghosts aren’t real.”

         
         “I . . . yes. I know that.”

         
         She looks puzzled, as if she’s trying to place me.

         
         This is going so well. It was better when we didn’t talk, and I just privately slavered over her ankles from afar like a Victorian
            pervert.
         

         
         Then she grins. “I’m just messing. Ava Quirk, right?” Most people give a little smirk when they say my last name—the Quirk
            Smirk, let’s call it—but she doesn’t. I nod.
         

         
         “You need a cricket bat,” she says. “But otherwise, perfect.”

         
         “Thanks. And you’re . . . ?”

         
         She looks embarrassed. “Wednesday Addams.”

         
         Well, that’s spot on. Now I register the slice of white around her neck, a Peter Pan collar, bright against her black dress.

         
         “But the original cartoon, not the Netflix show. There will be no weird dancing.” She jerkily waves her arms around to demonstrate
            the weird dancing that won’t be happening.
         

         
         She absolutely looks like the Netflix version.

         
         “Right. Gorey.”

         
         “No, Addams. Charles Addams. That’s why it’s the Addams family.”

         
         “Oh.”

         
         “It’s okay. Most people think it’s Gorey. Come on, Graham told me to ambush you.” She stands up and slings the bag over her
            shoulder. There’s the sound of several objects knocking together and settling inside.
         

         
         “Am I late?”

         
         “No, you’re early. We’re doing setup. You’ve been volunteered. Don’t you feel honored?”

         
         “Extremely,” I say, rolling my eyes. It doesn’t surprise me that Graham’s invitation is a ploy for free labor.

         
         But it’s weird, nonetheless. Like I’ve been invited backstage for no good reason to hang out with the band while they tune
            up.
         

         
         “This way,” she says. “He’s set up camp in the reading chairs.” She confidently walks ahead into the darkness, and I follow
            closely, afraid to lose her.
         

         
         “Graham says you write great poems.”

         
         I snort. “Glad someone thinks they aren’t ‘rigid’ and ‘uptight.’ ”

         
         She stops and turns around, and I take a step back, startled.

         
         “Who told you that?”

         
         Okay. Weirdly intense.

         
         “Nobody,” I say, which is true. After all, it’s not like Barden used those exact words about my work. It was just heavily implied. On my last poem, he wrote, This is so precise! You place the words with diamond-tipped tweezers. But what would happen if you loosened up a little? Played?
               Took risks? I think your reader would be more engaged.

         
         In other words: You’re fussy and I’m bored.

         
         She relaxes and turns back, leading us forward.

         
         “Graham drew pictures all over my last poem,” I said. “A sheep. And a broom. At least I hope it was a broom. It might have
            been a dick.”
         

         
         “Oh!” Love sounds surprised. “That’s a proposal of marriage, coming from him.”

         
         “Such fine work deserves my art. And my undying love. Also, it was a comet,” says Graham as we approach. He’s standing in a circle of reading chairs centered around a small table, like he’s giving a
            TED Talk to ghosts.
         

         
         Love laughs when she spots him and rushes over, and the two of them hug like it’s been years while I stand there awkwardly,
            an unwilling observer to this excess of affection. Graham rests his chin on the top of her head, and she elbows him in the
            side. They fall apart, laughing. For about the hundredth time, I wonder if they are having sex. It’s not like I think I have
            a shot with Love—if things with Ann taught me anything, it’s that everyone is better off when I’m celibate—but I’d like to
            know the extent of my stupidity for pining for her.
         

         
         “Finally,” says Graham, rummaging through Love’s bag. He pulls out several plastic candles and a snarl of battery-powered fairy lights. “Oh God, why is this so tangled?” 

         
         “Because you packed them up last time,” says Love.

         
         “Nice costume,” I say.

         
         Graham is wearing a cape over his shoulders patterned in gray and pink diamonds, a white blouse, and clinging dark gray pants
            that might as well be tights. I plan to studiously avoid looking at the lower half of his body for the entirety of the evening
            lest it awaken something within me. He’s topped the entire ensemble with a Prince Valiant–style blond wig, which he makes
            look chic as he tosses his head coquettishly, swaying the green teardrop gems dangling from his ears.
         

         
         He flutters his eyelashes in thanks. “Wizard Howl, at your service,” he says, and sweepingly bows. “Can one of you sort this
            out?” He helplessly tosses the tangled lights onto the table. “I need to prepare for opening ceremonies.”
         

         
         “In what way is this helping? Aren’t I just doing your work?” I grumble. Rather than untangling the snarled lights, I spread
            them out over the table like a web and nestle battery-powered candles among the wires. The little plastic wicks glow orange
            and wobble when I switch them on. Love squats beside me, placing a Bluetooth speaker under the table and repeatedly coaxing
            it into pairing with her phone.
         

         
         Graham frowns, then shifts my candle arrangement once, then twice, before he puts his hands on his hips in satisfaction. Each
            configuration looks the same.
         

         
         “Look at all the work I’ve done,” he says, gesturing to the circled chairs. “These were ever so heavy. I nearly died from
            exertion and exposure to the elements.”
         

         
         “It all looks really nice,” I say patronizingly. I extend my hands over the mass of glowing twinkles like it’s a campfire.

         
         “But is it sublime? In the true sense? Do you feel overawed by nature’s wonder?” Graham’s eyes are wide and urgent.

         
         “It’s . . . a bunch of candles.”

         
         “No one sees my vision,” he says, his hand clutched to his chest and his eyes cast upward, presumably to a pitiless God.

         
         “It’s very hard. It’s very hard to be so brilliant,” says Love. She pulls him to her and presses his head down into the crook
            of her neck.
         

         
         “I suffer. I suffer so much,” Graham mutters into her hair. He puts one arm around her waist.
         

         
         Sleeping together. Have to be. Thank goodness I’m here to witness this weird dynamic. Barden is so right. Surely being their
            awkward third will help me get ahead in the world.
         

         
         From the far back of the library whence we came, there’s the sound of a door opening and voices. Flashlights sweep the darkness,
            briefly offering slices of bookshelves, study carrels.
         

         
         “The animals enter the arena,” Graham whispers to us, then walks forward, his arms outstretched. In a deep, theatrical tone,
            he calls out, “Come toward the light, my children!”
         

         
         “I knew I didn’t survive that crash!” someone yells back.

         
         “Mother, I’m so cold! So cold, Mother!” says another. Laughter.

         
         I tense. Somehow, I’d forgotten the part where the other writing students were attending. Despite my having been well behaved
            the last week after Barden’s pep talk—I didn’t stab a single person in the eye with a pen, although many deserved it—I’m still
            persona non grata among my peers.
         

         
         “It’s okay,” says Love, catching my eye. “I’ll protect you.” In the warm glow of the lights, she looks like she means it.

         
         To my surprise, she steps close, takes my hand, and squeezes it.

         
         Out of reflex—or maybe wishful thinking—I almost squeeze her hand back. Almost. But I catch myself and pull away quickly.
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         “Tonight, we gather as fellows, fresh from arduous battle!” Graham is standing on the candle-bedecked table, a flickering
            light gripped in one hand, the other thrust toward the ceiling with oratorical flair.
         

         
         Twenty students surround us. All writing majors, except for one interloper from sculpture, and Love. Five of them are seniors
            I don’t really know, who seem amused and nostalgic. They’re in costume, so clearly, they aren’t too grown up. The freshmen are still unformed larvae, wide-eyed and terrified that a SWAT team of Faraday authorities will break
            through the glass windows and carry us away to a black site. Which leaves about ten sophomores and juniors I’ve met from classes
            or seen in passing, applauding Graham with obvious affection. He is their hammy golden boy, unaccountably loved for his position
            as the principal’s son, like a mascot.
         

         
         One of those students, annoyingly, is Mars. When she sees me, she rolls her eyes back in her head, lightly fluttering her
            eyelids as if seizing from disdain.
         

         
         As Graham strikes another stirring pose, reveling in the adulation, an electric guitar rings out the first notes of “Sweet
            Child O’ Mine” from under the table. Next to me, Love grins, gradually raising the volume on her phone.
         

         
         “Our parents are once more vanished to the outer realms!” Graham continues.

         
         “Hey, Graham, some of us had happy childhoods!” one of the seniors good-naturedly heckles.

         
         “You!” He points at her and narrows her eyes. “J’accuse! You are no writer!”
         

         
         She throws her hand to her forehead and mock collapses into the arms of her friends.

         
         “Our midterms? Long time the manxome foe we fought! Food poisoning from the cafeteria? I’m looking at you, Barrett. You fought
            that diarrhea like a champ.”
         

         
         A short boy raises his fist and bows his head. A round of applause sounds for sphincter strength.

         
         “All that Faraday has thrown at us, we’ve conquered! We deserve comfort! We deserve delight! And so, tonight, on this most
            hallowed eve”—he pauses for effect, and there are a few groans in response—“we return to the basics. To a simpler time. We play . . .
            hide-and-seek!”
         

         
         Right on cue, the ’80s heavy metal reaches its apex, the warbling vocals crashing over us, and everyone cheers, even the seniors.

         
         I wonder how many times he practiced the timing of this speech.

         
         “As the master of ceremonies, I anoint Love Solt as the Seeker. She is gone but not forgotten from the ranks of writing majors.
            Say aye?”
         

         
         “Aye!” the crowd roars back. Love moans and covers her face with her hands while her friends slap her on the back. An unlooked-for
            honor, apparently.
         

         
         Graham steps down and solemnly bestows the plastic candle on Love, who accepts it with a sigh. She shoots me an apologetic
            look.
         

         
         Then she grins and holds the light aloft like the Statue of Liberty. “All right, you motherfuckers, I’m gonna count to one hundred. You better run, you better hide, and you’d better turn that flashlight off by the time I’m loose because I will destroy you! If I catch everyone, you carry me out on your shoulders like your queen.” 

         
         Well, okay then. I was not anticipating Imperator Furiosa Love.

         
         Graham turns off all the candles but Love’s, and the dark presses in. She sits in a chair and holds her hands over her face.

         
         “One . . . two . . . three . . . get moving, maggots! . . . four . . .”

         
         We scatter and I immediately lose sight of Graham. Cursing, I turn on my flashlight and follow the lights bobbing in the darkness
            ahead. Giggling and hisses break out around me; lights snap on and off as people test hiding places, reject them, whispering
            advice to one another. I can’t figure out where to go—whenever I find a couch to crouch behind, there’s already someone there,
            and the library shelves provide little cover from someone walking down the aisle.
         

         
         Love’s counting is in the seventies, and I still don’t have a hiding spot. Picking up the pace, I bang my hip on a table and
            a bright light suddenly shines directly in my eyes. It lowers, and I blink to clear the green afterimage from my vision.
         

         
         It’s Mars. She waves me to her. “Hurry, I’ve got a place.”

         
         “Eighty-five, eighty-six . . .” Love’s voice grows louder as she nears a hundred.

         
         All the other flashlights are off, and even the whispering has stopped except for a giggle breaking out, here and there, immediately
            shushed. Everyone’s hidden but me and Mars. I hesitate, and Mars hisses, “For fuck’s sake, it’s tradition, come on!”
         

         
         “Ninety-one!”

         
         I dash after Mars, hugging close to her circle of light. I’m disoriented and can’t tell what side of the library this is.
            We run through the stacks until we reach a wall.
         

         
         “Lights out,” she commands, twisting her flashlight to dim it. I turn mine off. She opens a door. A study room. It’s even darker inside. 

         
         “Ready or not!” Love’s voice is a bell ringing out in the darkness.

         
         “What is—”

         
         “Get in!” She pushes me and I stumble forward into the black. Then there’s a click and a thump as she shuts the door behind
            me.
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         I’m sorry to say that I let out a surprised yelp when Mars’s shove sends me tumbling into the darkness, followed by another,
            squeakier cry when I immediately bang my shins on something hard as I struggle to keep myself upright. Recalibrating, I walk
            in what I think is the direction of the door and promptly stub my toe so hard that I see violet. What sounds like a wobbling
            pie pan rattles on the floor for ages before coming to a rest, which is a nice comedic touch.
         

         
         I am dangerously close to crying.

         
         Not, let me be clear, because I am so sad and put upon. Although my toenail hurts like a bitch.

         
         No. I’m near tears because right now my hands are uselessly squeezing my throbbing foot instead of where they should be, wrapped
            around Mars’s neck.
         

         
         I can’t believe I trusted that vicious American Girl Doll for a second. I am a certified idiot.

         
         Okay. Breathe. Escape now, murder later.

         
         First, light.

         
         The flashlight flew out of my hand when Mars pushed me, but my phone is still in my back pocket. Its cold, bright light reveals
            my prison: a cramped supply closet lined with shelves of toilet paper, various spray bottles, and cardboard boxes. By my feet
            are a mop and rolling bucket, my recent tango partner.
         

         
         “Hey!” I yell, even though I know Mars is long gone. I try the knob. It turns, but the door is firmly braced shut by something outside. I start kicking it with the foot that still has all its toenails intact, hoping the persistent thumping might reach someone’s ears. 

         
         No one comes.

         
         Eventually, my foot goes numb, and I stop kicking. This isn’t working. I need to think.

         
         Clearly, no one can hear me. There’s every chance that the game will go on without me and that everyone will leave with me
            MIA. I’d like to think Love and Graham would notice my absence, but I can’t trust that they will. I’ve got to assume I’m on
            my own.
         

         
         If I call Darcy, she’ll call campus security to get me out. And as lousy as my social standing is at this school, I do not
            particularly wish to go down as the girl who ruined the hide-and-seek tradition for all future generations. I also refuse
            to give Mars the satisfaction. She’s made it abundantly clear where I belong, and it’s not in the beautiful library with the
            clever kids. It’s with the toilet paper and bleach. Getting rescued by campus security would just be icing on the cake for
            her.
         

         
         My only option is to save myself.

         
         I position my phone on the floor to illuminate the room and survey my kingdom. It’s not just cleaning supplies, as I’d initially
            thought. There are all sorts of things shoved in here. I spy with my little eye a broken kite, an ancient Game Boy, and a
            soccer ball, but nothing immediately helpful. Rummaging further, I find glass cleaner, a toilet brush, and a vintage copy
            of Playboy for my troubles.
         

         
         I only look at the articles, of course.

         
         When I locate an air vent underneath one of the shelving units, the only thing that saves me from dying in the duct system is my grudging acknowledgment that this is an action movie solution, not a reality solution. That, and the fact that it’s clearly too small to accommodate my shoulders. 

         
         Then I see them, my saviors, resting together on a shelf in plain sight.

         
         A flathead screwdriver and a hammer.

         
         Those hinges are going down. I’ve been in here for about fifteen minutes, I think. If I work quickly, I can be out in five.

         
         I grab the tools and get to work on the bottom hinge.

         
         Only, I don’t, because the hinge isn’t accessible. The door opens out, not in.

         
         Fuck my life.

         
         Of course, this would be the moment when Love opens said door and peeks in, her long braids dangling, to see me squatting
            in my dim circle of light, clutching a tool in each hand like some kind of demented troll handyman.
         

         
         “There you are!” She opens the door wide, like letting a dog out of a kennel. “That utter bitch. I’m going to cut her hair
            off while she’s sleeping.”
         

         
         Graham stands beside her, grinning. “Mars said you left. But I knew you wouldn’t ditch us. We are extremely likable. Whoa,”
            he says, looking at the tools in my hands. “Are you leading a socialist revolution?”
         

         
         “That’s a hammer and screwdriver, not a hammer and sickle,” corrects Love.

         
         Cute. Just banter away, you two. Like it’s nothing. Like it’s funny. I stand up and drop the tools where I found them.

         
         I can’t look at either of them. I’m too angry.

         
         Too late, Love registers that I’m not amused. She tries again. “Ava . . . I’m so sorry. Mars is a terror.” She elbows Graham in the side. 

         
         He puts on his most serious face. “Yeah. Last year she put glue in Stella McKinney’s shampoo.”

         
         Right. This is what she does. Mars being Mars.

         
         It’s not only Mars, though. This is what all of them do, every day. They find a way to let me know I don’t belong. They talk
            about skiing, mention their family’s summer homes—plural—and look confused, then pitying, when I mention working at the diner.
         

         
         At least Mars is direct.

         
         Unlike Graham, who invited me here just to watch me squirm over whether he’ll turn me in for stealing.

         
         Or Love, who is so self-absorbed she doesn’t even know I’m in a class with her.

         
         But this is an opportunity, if I play it right. If I can use my anger to good purpose.

         
         “Fuck you both,” I say, pushing past them.

         
         I’ll admit, the look on their faces is the best part of my night.

         
         Saying this is a calculated risk. It might be too much. But I think I’ve got a read on Graham, at least. He’s like an insecure
            golden retriever: pretty, of dubious intelligence, and desperate for approval. He can’t stand to be unliked.
         

         
         I keep walking. And then, just like I’d hoped, he tries again. “Hey! Look, we said we were sorry. It’s not like we locked you in a closet. It was Mars!”
         

         
         I stop walking, my back still turned. “Did you?”

         
         “What?”

         
         “Did you say you were sorry?”

         
         He makes an exasperated sound.

         
         Not good enough, Graham. Come on, say something to change my mind. Make me turn around.

         
         But it’s Love who says the magic words. “Ava, we’re sorry. Sometimes Graham and I— I joke about awful things. It’s easier.
            But not everybody works that way. And I think we’ve become desensitized to Mars. She’s like—”
         

         
         Graham finishes for her, saying, “The weather.”

         
         “Let us make it up to you,” says Love. “Please.”

         
         There it is. Apology. And debt.

         
         I turn around.
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         Once we exit the library, Graham peels off, promising to meet up with us once he procures supplies because “we must observe
            the proper rituals.”
         

         
         “What supplies?” I ask. “What rituals?”

         
         Graham walks backward away from us, his cape flaring as his arms spread. “I cannot divulge the deep lore!” Then he turns and
            jogs off in the direction of the gym and dining hall.
         

         
         Love doesn’t answer either, and pulls a black lace parasol from her bag. She opens it up and twirls it, smiling. She looks
            cute. And a little smug.
         

         
         “Let us go, then, you and I,” she says, in a posh British accent. “While the night is immunized on a Tesla something something.”

         
         She hooks her arm through mine. I don’t pull away this time, but I stiffen. I can’t help it. I’ve got a year under my belt
            of Ann pulling away anytime I touched her in public. Of surveilling myself for any action that looked gay.
         

         
         “T. S. Eliot thinks it’s good that you switched to acting,” I say.

         
         “You have no idea.”

         
         She squeezes my arm.

         
         My cheeks flush.

         
         Love leads me toward the quad. Nightly sign-in on Saturdays is usually eleven o’clock, but it’s five till, and there are still students wandering campus in costumes, darting into bushes and leaping out to shrill screams and laughter. Just as Graham promised, no one seems to be enforcing curfew while all the writing majors engage in their weird Halloween traditions. Case in point: Theater is mounting an entirely improvised re-creation of the 2005 Pride and Prejudice movie on the grass lawn in front of the Priory. We pause for a few minutes on the outskirts of the gathered crowd, all of
            whom are taking audience participation very seriously, greeting every half-remembered line with giggles and whoops.
         

         
         The student playing Mr. Darcy—Leigh Bidet—is basing their entire performance around flexing one hand spasmodically and looking
            sweaty and constipated. Holly Blackwell channels Keira Knightley as Elizabeth, thrusting her jaw forward every time she speaks.
            We’re just in time for the scene where Mr. Darcy confesses his love in the most unflattering way possible. To simulate the
            rain, a student stands on an A-frame ladder and leans over the two actors with a watering can. Every time Leigh tries to say
            a line, a heavy shower of water pummels their face.
         

         
         “You must allow me to—plttshhh—I must confess—goddamn it, Gina!”

         
         Gina, from the top of the ladder, moves the stream to Holly’s head, who starts giggling and spitting through the water. By
            the time “Darcy” gets through his halting speech, “Elizabeth” is entirely drenched.
         

         
         “No, thank you,” she replies.

         
         “No, thank you? But I’m offering you marriage. Your other prospects suck. Also, I’m flexing my hand.” Darcy demonstrates,
            forcefully, three times in a row. “Observe the passion.”
         

         
         At the top of the ladder, Gina is taking direction from the audience on which actor to drench. The water redirects from Holly
            back to Leigh, who lets out an exasperated sigh we can hear all the way in the back.
         

         
         “Not today, thank you. You’re an asshole.” Elizabeth gives a curtsy.

         
         The two actors—and I use this term loosely—are looking increasingly chilled in the October night, but the show must go on,
            hypothermia be damned.
         

         
         “You didn’t want to do this?” I say to Love, who is grinning at her fellow actors. “Weird.”

         
         A girl next to me yells out “Most ardently! Say ‘most ardently’ again!” and claps her hands over her head.

         
         “Once I lost out on Mr. Collins, it was all over for me,” Love says. “My plan was to just yell ‘EXCELLENT POTATOES’ over and
            over. I’d already made a cravat out of toilet paper.”
         

         
         “That would have been fantastic.”

         
         “I know. The theater world doesn’t know what they’ve lost.” She twirls her parasol. “C’mon, let’s get going. I want to show
            it to you before Graham shows up.”
         

         
         “Show me what? This isn’t it?”

         
         “Do you feel like this makes up for you being locked in a closet?”
         

         
         “No, but I’m used to disappointment.”

         
         She sticks her tongue out at me, and we walk on.

         
         Like any building that’s aspiring to authority, the Priory is in the neoclassical style, which means it resembles a mini British Museum by way of an oversized post office. Ella Garrett spent a good portion of her inheritance on it, which shows in both the impressiveness of the building and the slapdash quality of the campus’s other buildings. It’s brick, with white porticos and pediments, a large Jeffersonian rotunda dominating the north front of the building, and a bell tower—a later, more Gothic addition—marking the south entrance. Four massive columns support the front pediment, which features Faraday’s crest—a shield emblazoned with Medusa’s snake-bedecked head and a quote from Ovid: “Omnia mutantur, nihil interit.” Everything changes; nothing perishes.

         
         As Latin poets go, I prefer Catullus. Odi et Amo. I hate and I love.

         
         We head to the side, to an unmarked door with a card reader.

         
         “We can’t open that,” I say. We have student cards, and this door looks like it’s for maintenance.

         
         “It pays to know people in high places,” she says. After a cursory glance around, she raises a key card to the reader, and
            it chirps and turns green.
         

         
         Seeing my face, she says, “It’s fine. We’re not going to get in trouble. No one looks at the logs unless there’s some kind
            of crime. Just don’t crime.”
         

         
         Something tells me that if we get caught, I’m the one who will get in trouble, not Graham and Love.

         
         But fuck it. Fortune favors the bold. And the stupid.

         
         Once inside, we are in the building proper to the west of the rotunda. All the lights are on—the Priory is always lit, no
            matter the time of day—and there’s a sense that at any moment, a bell might ring, and students will spill out from the classrooms
            in all directions, buffeting us as they pass by in a chattering stream. But the halls are empty, silent, and our steps echo
            on polished stone floor.
         

         
         “Here we are,” she says in front of an unmarked door, and pulls out a set of keys on a rhinestone-studded lanyard. She holds them up. “Home,” she says, pointing to a dorm key, painted green with what looks like nail polish. “Other home.” She points to a generic house key. “And skeleton!” The final key looks like the dorm one, only without green pizzazz. 

         
         “Holy shit,” I say.

         
         “I know,” she says. She tosses the lanyard up, then snatches it out of the air. “It’ll open most doors on campus. Can you
            believe they just leave these lying around?”
         

         
         “You found that?”
         

         
         “No,” she says scornfully, inserting the key. “Graham stole it from his mom. And then he snuck into the maintenance shop and
            used a key cutter to copy it. One for him, one for me.”
         

         
         I flush. It was a stupid thing to say, I know, but in my defense, good fortune falls into their laps on a regular basis.

         
         She softens. “To be fair, Graham did just find the key card lying on the ground.”

         
         “Seriously?”

         
         “Yup.” She pushes the door open. “Nobody had deactivated it. Probably couldn’t figure out how. Faraday keeps us safe with
            the finest in 1990s technology.”
         

         
         It’s dark inside the door.

         
         I give her a look. “Yeah, no, I’ve done this already tonight.”

         
         She laughs. “I’ll go first.” She swipes her hand over a light switch and a bulb buzzes on somewhere high above. Before us
            is a narrow staircase, switchbacking up and up.
         

         
         “Why do I feel like this wouldn’t pass code?”

         
         Above me, Love turns and says, “Where we’re going, we don’t need codes.”

         
         I roll my eyes, and she laughs, leading us higher.

         
         As a person of limited athletic ability, I do not fare well. By the time we reach the top and Love opens another door, I’m out of breath and sweating through my cheap synthetic shirt. As soon as I step through the door, I’m hit with a cold wind, chilling my sweat into a clammy film. 

         
         We’re standing at the top of the bell tower of the Priory.

         
         I’m speechless.

         
         All of Faraday campus spreads out around us. I can see the theater, the music hall, the Wright House, the arts center, and
            the students milling between them. Farther on, there’s the President’s House, and beyond that, the thick firs that encircle
            the campus like a wreath. A few faculty houses stand lonely and isolated at the eastern edge of campus, where the nearby lake
            narrows into the inlet. Beyond them in the darkness, the distant lights of Donner City. The rental houses peppering the inlet’s
            shore on the Faraday side look like boxy dollhouses from here. Families rent them as home bases for move-in and graduation.
            Past the bridge, I can see Cherryton’s lights twinkle, and if I squint, I can almost make out the diner.
         

         
         “You like?” says Love.

         
         I nod. “I like.”

         
         It’s beautiful. Faraday has always been a place in the distance for me, something to wish toward. Even when I came here, I
            never felt I was here, really here. And now I’m at the center of it all, looking down.
         

         
         “We thought—I thought—well, that you might appreciate it.”

         
         I nod, and for a while, we just watch the world together.

         
         “Um, I . . . I’m sorry I told you to fuck off,” I say, without looking at her. I’m not sorry for that, actually. I’m apologizing
            for something she doesn’t know about: how I used her guilt to worm closer to her.
         

         
         Mind you, I’m not sorry enough to come clean. And I’d do it again. I will do it again, I know.
         

         
         “ ‘Fuck you.’ ”

         
         I blink. For a moment, I think she knows my unspoken thoughts.

         
         She laughs. “You didn’t tell us to ‘fuck off.’ You told us ‘fuck you.’ ”

         
         I laugh, relieved. “Right. Totally different things.”

         
         “‘Fuck off’ is a command. As in, ‘fuck off to the hinterlands,’ ‘fuck off to space.’ ”

         
         “Well, I’m not that bossy.”

         
         “I highly doubt that.” She raises an eyebrow. Diabolical. My cheeks pink in response.

         
         I am not okay.

         
         “Whereas ‘Fuck you’ is more metaphysical,” continues Graham as he exits the stairwell, saving me from throwing myself either
            on her or off the bell tower. He’s gratifyingly out of breath and clutching three Styrofoam cups to his chest. “Or physical,
            I guess, if you’re being literal. Can someone take these before my nipples freeze and shatter?”
         

         
         “Thank you for that image.” Love takes two cups and passes one to me.

         
         Graham thrusts a plastic spoon into mine. “Straight from the dining hall’s soft serve.”

         
         “Vanilla?” Love makes a face.

         
         Graham sighs. “Vanilla is underrated. You kids today have no appreciation for old-fashioned, missionary-style ice cream.”

         
         “I’m sorry. I’ve been ruined by Rocky Road.” I suck a dollop off the spoon and shiver as the wind picks up.

         
         Graham shakes his head. “Look at you. So cold you can’t even make a decent sex joke. Whipped cream was right there. Some kind of Neapolitan throuple pun. Banana split, for God’s sake.” 

         
         And then, to my surprise, he takes off his checkered cloak and wraps it around my shoulders, warm from his body.

         
         If I have a kryptonite, it’s unexpected kindness. I never know how to respond.

         
         I must look besotted, because he says, a little gruffly, “Anyway, I know it doesn’t quite make up for tonight, but please
            enjoy the view and the sugar.”
         

         
         “And the company,” says Love. “We are delightful. Please enjoy us.”

         
         I snort and take another bite.

         
         I don’t know why I’m sitting here with them on the top of the Priory, freezing my ass off and eating ice cream, or why they’d
            include me, of all people, in this moment. I keep waiting for one of them to smirk and reveal it’s all a cruel joke.
         

         
         But they don’t. They are delightful, just as promised.

         
         And I do. I do enjoy them.
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         After that night, my entire experience at Faraday changes.

         
         At breakfast the next morning, I don’t even have time to open my book before Love sits down across from me, wearing pajamas,
            with her hair pulled up in two messy buns. Graham joins us shortly after, his breakfast a sole cup of milky coffee.
         

         
         Neither one of them says anything.

         
         I immediately lose the ability to speak. It’s like I’m walking in the forest and suddenly realize two unicorns are only a
            few feet away from me. I’m desperate to not scare them off.
         

         
         We eat together in silence. When Love reaches out and takes a slice of bacon from my plate and crunches it contemplatively,
            I should be annoyed—the dining hall staff are stingy with the bacon, and I treasure each salty piece—but instead I just watch
            her eat it. Her eyes aren’t yet lined in their usual black, and there’s a dusting of freckles visible on her cheeks. She has
            a Roman nose, the kind of strong feature most Faraday girls edit out with plastic surgery by age sixteen.
         

         
         When Graham reaches out to take the remaining strip from my plate, I snap out of my trance and slap his hand.

         
         “Ow!” he says, affronted. “Vicious.”

         
         Love, smiling, licks her fingers with satisfaction.

         
         When my poems come up for discussion in workshop, a moment I’ve been dreading since I was kicked out of class, Graham is in my corner, ardently defending my work. He tells Jennifer Yates that it’s understandable she can’t follow my poems because she hasn’t read Wallace Stevens. I haven’t read Wallace Stevens either (I make a note to do so in the corner of my notebook), but I nod along. Yes, I am incredibly well-read. Yes, my poems are some of the most exciting literature being produced today.

         
         It’s more effort than he’s put into anyone’s work so far. It almost feels like he’s trying to impress me, which is hard to
            imagine.
         

         
         When he points out a few allusions no one else was picking up on, I indulge in some wishful thinking: Maybe he showed my poems
            to Love and is passing on her feedback.
         

         
         Whatever the reason for Graham’s improved critique style, it has the bonus effect of infuriating Mars. She wants to destroy
            me—I can see her workshop notes on the table in front of her and it’s a solid block of venomous text—but she abstains. Fighting
            with Graham in public isn’t worth the cost, at least not today.
         

         
         Watching her simmer is so pleasurable it’s borderline sexual.

         
         Let’s not unpack that.

         
         After that class, I pay back the favor by becoming Graham’s biggest supporter. The moment his work is up for discussion, I’m
            the first to praise it, and as soon as someone offers critique, I step in with a counter. Fortunately for me, we’re workshopping
            scenes from one of his plays, which is pretty good, especially the dialogue. If he’d submitted any of the poems he drafted
            for our other class, I’d struggle. His line breaks feel like falling down a flight of stairs. But even if he had, I’d manage.
            I am now here to MAKE FRIENDS, which I’ve written in block letters in the margins of my commonplace book. If friendship means
            sacrificing my aesthetic beliefs, so be it.
         

         
         It’s the most involved I’ve been in classroom discussion, at least not with the intention to put someone’s head on a pike. And I’m not only being positive about Graham. I’m giving out compliments to everyone and phrasing my critique ever so thoughtfully. Overall, my classmates are gradually becoming less alarmed when I open my mouth, although Thomas is never going to forgive me (fair, I’m a monster) and Mars regularly shoots scathing looks in my direction (fair, she’s a monster). 

         
         Every time I speak, Barden raises an amused eyebrow.

         
         I’m so good I hardly recognize myself, and no one else does either. I consistently complete my Algebra II homework—badly,
            but I do it—which is an improvement over my previous method of avoiding it in favor of tallying how many times Dr. Manning
            said “um” in a class period (three hundred twenty is his top score), I write essays on the French Revolution, and I only occasionally
            imagine my classmates in line before the guillotine.
         

         
         In short, I’m a saint.

         
         Every day I spend with Graham and Love feels easier. More natural. It helps that they are incessant talkers with strong opinions,
            at least once they’ve had coffee. Together, we verbally draft a Venn diagram of our music and movie overlaps: Anohni and the
            Johnsons, Patti Smith, Childish Gambino, and as is requisite, Wes Anderson, Boots Riley, and Wong Kar-wai. There are some
            artists we have mixed opinions on but mostly approve of. Graham likes Michel Gondry, whom Love and I despise except for Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind. Love likes Kate Bush, but Graham thinks she’s “a lot,” and I only like covers of her songs. We all like Billie Eilish but
            fear it makes us basic, Hozier is unquestionably hot, Benson Boone only wishes, and we all agree Quentin Tarantino is a monologuing
            foot fetishist who gets points for gunning down Hitler but not much else.
         

         
         I Sherlock Holmes every new tidbit, using the barest facts to deduce a working theory of the two of them. Input: Graham justifies his enjoyment of Lana Del Rey by arguing she’s a performance artist. Love does so by saying she prefers damaged women. Hypothesis: Graham likes artifice and the theatrical, and Love believes she doesn’t deserve nice things. 

         
         It’s fun, talking with them. It feels real. Sometimes I even forget why I sought them out in the first place. I start to think
            that maybe Barden was right to push me into this.
         

         
         But there’s always a moment, usually after lunch has wrapped and we’re walking to our next class, when the conversation shifts
            and they fall into old patterns, referencing people they know and I don’t, trips they’ve taken together or plan to, funny
            stories where really, you had to be there.
         

         
         They’ve been revolving around one another for a long time, like binary stars.

         
         I’m not one of them yet. Not really. But they’ve let me slip into their orbit. And that’s all I need.
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         A large whiteboard leans against the wall beside Barden’s open door, neatly lettered with the semester’s office hours. These
            are barely readable, however, due to a chaotic cloud of student messages that has ballooned over the course of the semester.
            There are references to books he’s assigned, cartoon portraits of famous authors, and several inside jokes I can’t follow.
            Students particularly like to quote Barden back to himself, writing down little bon mots he says in class to post here later.
            I recognize a few of them. One is bang the words together and see what sparks. Another says, beauty is its own excuse.
         

         
         I’ve been staring at all roads lead to perdition for a while, waiting for Barden to notice me. He’s intently leaning over a poem at his desk, with one hand tented on the
            page and the other supporting his head, his blond hair spilling through his fingers. He writes a note in the margin, crosses
            out a word, and then takes off his glasses and waves me in, smiling.
         

         
         “Have a seat! I’m so glad you could come.” He’s clean-shaven today, which makes him look younger, and is wearing a fitted
            gray T-shirt. The sports coat he wears as a concession to Faraday formality is tossed over the back of his office chair.
         

         
         Neither one of us mentions that my visit is required.

         
         His office is small, windowless, with barely enough room for his desk, a chair for visitors, and a tall bookcase. But he’s transformed “cramped” into “cozy” by swapping out the standard-issue office furniture with an art deco desk and cornflower-blue chairs and covering the industrial carpet with a large blue-and-cream Persian rug. Rather than the fluorescent overhead lights, he reads by the glow of a small table lamp, which makes the room feel warm and intimate. On the walls are his framed degrees, a corkboard papered in multiple layers of thank-you notes from students, and several framed pieces of student art. My favorite painting is a large canvas depicting a suburban house floating high up in the air, with all its contents tumbling out to the green fields below. His most recent triumph, the Prix Humbert award that Langford couldn’t stop bragging on, occupies a place of honor on the wall behind him. It’s the first thing you see when you walk in the room. 

         
         I sit across the desk from him with my backpack in my lap, unsure of what to do. It’s my second time meeting with him since
            he told me to shape up. Our first meeting was mostly me filling out an “improvement plan,” a document full of encouraging
            language about how with the proper mindset I could do anything. I did not find it persuasive. I wrote down several SMART goals
            and listed ways to achieve them—dumb things like “do my algebra homework,” and “ask my lab partner for help in chemistry.”
         

         
         I hated it. No one has ever changed their life by filling out a form.

         
         For that meeting, he didn’t ask me about Love and Graham, and I didn’t say anything. But that’s not the case today.

         
         “You’ve got lunch friends now,” he says. “You’ve been busy.”

         
         I grimace. It’s weird to think about Barden watching me on his way to the faculty dining room, but of course, that’s why he knew I was so unpopular to begin with. I give him a quick report of the library escapade, minus Mars’s contributions and the bell tower excursion. I share a few amusing anecdotes from breakfast and lunch, painting such a rosy picture of my social future that I’m almost excited for myself. Damn, I sound well-adjusted. 

         
         After my report, the meeting goes quickly. He praises me for my improved workshop etiquette and tells me he’s heard from my
            Algebra II teacher that I’m paying more attention in class. I’m not really, but I’m faking it better. At the end of the day,
            math isn’t going to save me. My hopes are all pinned on my writing classes, on convincing Barden I’m worth saving.
         

         
         Then I hand over three poems. They’re not ones I’ve shared with workshop. They’re too personal. The idea of anyone reading them makes my stomach clench, but if I’m going to show Barden I’m serious, I need to give more than I have.
         

         
         Which means I’ve brought him poems about Ann.

         
         I pick at my thumb’s quick while he reads.

         
         “These are good,” he says finally. He taps the paper with the pen for emphasis. “Really good.”

         
         Relieved, I break out into a huge smile.

         
         He shuffles through them again. “You’ve been holding back. These are more like the poems from your application packet.” He
            looks at me over his reading glasses. “It’s work like this that made me champion you.”
         

         
         I blush and look down at my hands. Shit. My thumb is bleeding from where I picked at the skin. I press the wound with my forefinger.

         
         “Don’t be embarrassed. I’m just saying true things, things you should hear. Come on now, look up.”

         
         I do, even though it feels impossible. All I want is praise, but I don’t know what to do when I get it. He’s smiling at me,
            warm as can be.
         

         
         “There you are. Don’t hide, okay? Not from me, not from your own talent.” He holds my gaze, unleashing strong Coach Who Believes In You energy. 

         
         Good lord. It’s powerful. I can barely breathe.

         
         I’m relieved when he drops his gaze and returns to the page. Then he frowns, moving his pen down the lines. “The language
            in places is . . . odd, almost formal . . . like here, ‘how I trespass on my own past / and find it wanting.’ ” He circles
            the stanza.
         

         
         “I’ve been reading Lucie Brock-Broido. The Master Letters.”
         

         
         He nods. “I see it. Interesting. One of our finest long-haired poetesses. But let’s talk subject matter. A lot of historical
            references in here—not that I’m complaining. Tell me. Why is a sixteen-year-old girl writing in the voice of Anne Boleyn?
            You haven’t had to deal with a lot of lecherous old kings, I hope.”
         

         
         I shake my head. The feeling I had when he praised the poems—like I was expanding with light—departs so quickly I can barely
            remember it.
         

         
         If he’s asking me this, then he thinks I see myself as a young, pretty queen, misunderstood and unfairly treated. I’m too
            embarrassed to tell him that I’m the king in these poems, wanting more than Anne—my Ann—is willing to give. Gross and disgusting.
            Taking an axe to what I love. Killing it.
         

         
         “I just love history.”

         
         “Well, don’t get me wrong, these are great. It’s just . . . the thing is—they’re maybe a little too perfect. You’re not taking risks.”
         

         
         This again. I swallow, my throat tight. “I take risks.”

         
         He scans the poems again, page by page. “You’ve got this energy, only it’s all bottled up, locked down. If you could just find a way to let out the wild part of yourself—they’d be really something.” He gives me a warm smile. His face is open, kind. As harsh as his words feel, I can tell they aren’t intended to hurt me. He wants to help. 

         
         I take a deep breath. “I’ll see what I can do. Maybe rob a bank.”

         
         He laughs and says, “That’s my girl.”

         
         My cheeks turn hot and red, from either the critique or the approval. Either way, I’d like them to stop.

         
         We talk about the poems a little longer, until our time is up. “Let me send you off with presents. I’m always getting books
            from presses and space is limited. I love passing them on to someone who will appreciate them.” He stands and begins pulling
            books from the bookcases, while murmuring things like “this one . . . and this one” and “not this one,” and “definitely not
            that.” His soft voice makes me feel like I’m overhearing his private thoughts.
         

         
         He stacks the books on the desk in front of me. Then he takes me through them, picking up each book and explaining to me why
            they are perfect “fuel for the machine,” as he puts it. He’s close enough that I can smell his cologne, like spruce needles
            and salt. I don’t know why that sets me off-kilter. I guess I don’t think of teachers as having bodies. It’s like the time
            I saw my gym teacher at the grocery store in Cherryton and was shocked to discover she ate human food.
         

         
         I can’t remember if I put on deodorant this morning.

         
         There’s a collected D. A. Powell that he says I will adore, and a book by Sandra Simonds that he says is “strange in the best
            way.” Ross Gay is in there, a recent one I don’t have, and Marcus Wicker, who Barden promises will wow me. There’s a book
            by Jimin Seo with an imposing black cover.
         

         
         At the last book, he pauses, his fingertips hovering above the cover. “Sorry. I wasn’t thinking when I grabbed this.”

         
         It’s an anthology titled Blurred Lines: Poems of Sex and Desire. There’s a black-and-white photograph of a pair of stilettos on the cover. He takes it back, like I’m some sort of kid.
         

         
         “I’m sure I’ve read worse,” I say, affecting a blasé tone. I reach out my hand.

         
         He hesitates but concedes. “All right,” he says reluctantly, placing it in my hand. “But keep it to yourself. I don’t want
            it getting out that I’m corrupting the youth.”
         

         
         “Your secret is safe with me,” I say, grinning. I feel like I’ve won something. Ava Quirk, worldly risk-taker.

         
         He smiles.

         
         When I stand to grab the books, he’s still beside my chair. There’s no way for me to get by without brushing against him.

         
         And weirdly, my heart is beating faster than it should. I don’t know why. Maybe it’s the proximity, the cologne, the awkwardness
            about the anthology. It’s like when you’re driving and see something in the road ahead and aren’t sure you can turn the wheel
            fast enough. Or when you’re waiting for a kiss that might not come. It’s both, somehow.
         

         
         I look at him and then the door.

         
         “Oh!” he says, visibly chagrined, then laughs uncomfortably. “Apologies, I’m a large bear in a small office. Didn’t mean to
            crowd you.”
         

         
         His embarrassment mortifies me. Somehow, I’ve made a slightly weird moment a hundred times weirder.

         
         He doesn’t move away, though.

         
         “Oh, I forgot to ask, have they shown you their writing? Graham and Love, that is.”

         
         “Not yet.” I shift from foot to foot, the books heavy in my arms. “We’re still getting to know each other.”

         
         “I’m serious when I say I want you to be writing partners with them. It’ll be good for you, yes, but good for them, too. Graham
            needs someone to push him on diction. And taking himself seriously. And Love needs—” He stops, then smiles. “Well, Love needs
            a friend.”
         

         
         Love doesn’t strike me as lonely, but Barden probably knows her a lot better than I do. And she does mostly seem to hang out
            only with Graham, whereas I see him with lots of other people.
         

         
         “I know. I remember the deal.”

         
         He smiles. “I know you do.”

         
         He returns to his desk, sits down, and picks up his pen. He smiles at me, warm and wry. “Same time next week, Quirk. Make
            me happy.”
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         Two days before fall break, Graham slides a slim stack of poems over to me at lunch, narrowly missing a ketchup smear on the
            table.
         

         
         “Am I going to be embarrassed if I turn these in for portfolio at the end of term? This poetry class is killing me.”

         
         I look to Love, who is sneaking a french fry off Graham’s plate. “Don’t look at me,” she says, popping her stolen prize into
            her mouth. “I already told him what he needs to do.”
         

         
         “You told me to burn them and ask forgiveness from God.”

         
         “I stand by my words.”

         
         I snort. “Okay, lemme have a look.”

         
         Most of the poems are familiar; I’ve seen earlier versions in class, and they haven’t changed much. There are also a few new
            ones, and a couple of prose poems that I suspect are in that form just because he didn’t want to break the lines.
         

         
         They aren’t great.

         
         “I mean . . . I wouldn’t say you’d be embarrassed.” I flip through them again. “Embarrassment implies shame, which you lack. But yeah, I think Barden would tell you that you
            haven’t done enough.”
         

         
         “God. He’s impossible to please,” says Graham. “Well, you know. He’s an asshole, like you said.”
         

         
         I did say that, back when Graham and I had our first real conversation and I murdered a tree. That night, calling Barden an asshole was easier than admitting how much it hurt that I didn’t warrant his notice. Now I’ve got his attention and I’m not sure what to think about him. 

         
         But I can figure all that out later. Right now, I’m remembering that calling Barden an asshole caught Graham’s interest.

         
         “Tell me about it,” I say, rolling my eyes. “He’s my adviser. You get to take this class and move on. I’m stuck with him.”

         
         “He gives you a hard time?” says Love. She picks up one of Graham’s poems and reads, frowning. Her mouth twitches a little;
            it’s hard to witness the murder of language itself.
         

         
         I shrug, then laugh. “No more than anyone else, I guess.”

         
         She nods, then takes another fry from Graham’s tray. He sighs in defeat and pushes it over to her.

         
         For the rest of the lunch period, I help Graham edit his poems into the strongest ones he’s ever written, which is mostly
            because by the end of it, he isn’t writing them—I am. He’s happy to take my “edits” wholesale and is so thankful and charming
            about it that I come away with the impression he’s the one doing me a favor, not the other way around. This is probably how
            people like him get through life, by taking more than they should while making you feel grateful for the opportunity to ease
            their lives.
         

         
         Still, I don’t mind. Even with my rewrites, they’re only so-so. I’m fine with helping him be a higher-quality mediocrity.
            He can pay me back if I ever decide to break into playwriting.
         

         
         Giving him edits would even be fun if I didn’t feel like so much was riding on my performance. I don’t know if Barden is in the cafeteria but I’m very aware of our last conversation. If I’m going to “make him happy” and keep my scholarship, I need to convince these two I’m a necessary addition. But the more I’m around them, the more I realize there’s a bond between them I can’t touch. They eat with me for breakfast and lunch, but at dinner they arrive after I do, and sit elsewhere. I know without trying that joining them would cross some unspoken boundary. 

         
         I do my damnedest to showcase what a sharp reader I am, how insightful, how generous I am with my time. Exactly the sort of
            person you’d want in your writing group. Love listens to my suggestions but keeps quiet, all the while methodically demolishing
            the remaining fries on Graham’s tray.
         

         
         “Well?” Graham passes the poems to Love once I run out of words. My handwriting is all over them, along with arrows, cross-outs,
            and a doodle of a sheep. It’s no flying dick comet, but it’s surely indicative of editorial genius.
         

         
         She reads over them, nodding approvingly. “I don’t totally agree about the first stanza. But that’s not a bad thing.”

         
         “You don’t think he should cut it?”

         
         “No, I agree it’s not in the right place. But what if he . . .” She circles the crossed-out stanza and draws an arrow down
            to the bottom of the poem. “. . . moved it to the end, instead of cutting it?”
         

         
         I reread. “Yeah, okay, I see that. That’s good. But then trim out these three words, because: redundant.”

         
         “Yeah! Then it calls back to that line break you suggested here.”

         
         “Oh, definitely!”

         
         She grins at me, and my ears turn red.

         
         We go over my notes on the other two poems, bouncing our ideas back and forth, with Graham occasionally chiming in. His suggestions get better as we work together. It’s like when you play tennis with a superior opponent—you’re forced to up your game. By the end of it, I realize I’ve underestimated him a little. The sharpness he brings to his dialogue in plays is transferable to poetry—he just needed someone to show him how to bring that skill over.
         

         
         I can barely keep myself from bouncing in my seat. If this is a test—and I’m pretty sure it is—I’ve passed it. The next time
            I meet with Barden, I’ll tell him I’ve been invited into the writing group of the most insular pair at Faraday. Look at me,
            turning a corner. Ava Quirk, making it happen.
         

         
         But the invitation doesn’t come.

         
         Instead, Graham looks down at his tray and sees a lone french fry remaining, the sole survivor of Love’s depredations. He
            clutches at his chest, and says, “ ‘All my pretty ones? Did you say all?’ ”
         

         
         In response, Love holds his eye contact, then, with infinite slowness, reaches out for the last fry, picks it up, and dangles
            it over her mouth. After the fry’s slow descent into her gullet, she defiantly chews it, her eyes locked with his.
         

         
         “Don’t quote Macbeth at me, little boy,” she says, then stands, wiping her hands clean with a paper napkin. “Some of us are actually actors. All right, I’ve got to get to rehearsal. I’m still not off book,” she says to me, “and I don’t want to give Dr. Lewis
            any more reasons to yell at me.”
         

         
         Graham stacks their trays, then trots after Love, calling out something about daggers and unclean hands.

         
         Outside the cafeteria’s large windows, they join up and walk off together, deep in conversation. Love shoves Graham’s shoulder
            at something he says, and he bends over, laughing.
         

         
         No invitation for me. No secret handshake.

         
         Maybe they don’t think I’m what they want.

         
         But they’re wrong. I’ll make them see it.
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         My mother has a sixth sense for when I’m tired or overwhelmed. By this, I don’t mean that she senses I’m having a hard time
            with her deep maternal instincts and reaches out to comfort me. I mean that she’d always knock on my bedroom door or call
            me on the phone when I was least prepared to ward off her latest whim or idea.
         

         
         So the next morning after my unsuccessful “audition,” she calls repeatedly until she breaks through the Do Not Disturb on
            my phone and I startle awake, dreading what’s to come.
         

         
         “Hey, Mom.” I blearily register that Darcy is across the room from me at her desk, sketching in the morning light from our
            sole window, listening attentively.
         

         
         “Hey, Bug. How are you?”

         
         I pause. If she were a different mother, I could tell her about my grade troubles, the anthology of sexy poems that’s still
            in my backpack because I’m too embarrassed to look at it, or that I’m in danger of losing my scholarship. But if she were
            a different mother, she wouldn’t be calling from Las Vegas.
         

         
         “I’m good. Same old same old.”

         
         “How’s Abbott?”

         
         “She’s fine. You know, we’re heading into the cold months, so things are slowing down.”

         
         This is the part of the conversation I hate the most: when she asks after me, after Abbott, and pretends to listen to my answers. At heart, she wants us to have a relationship where I tell her things because that would mean that she’s a good mom. But she’s not willing—or maybe she’s not able—to do the hard work of shutting up. When I was a kid I gave real answers, but eventually I realized she was impatient for me to finish so she could talk. So now I give her bullet points. She doesn’t press for more. 

         
         “That’s so great. So great. Listen . . . Bug . . . I’m not doing well.”

         
         I close my eyes. I just woke up and I’m already so tired. But I emit a little grunt, which is all she needs to keep going.

         
         “I know he’s just afraid of real love, which this is, it’s a true love. The moment I saw him was like a zap! right between our eyes. There was a lady at the convention where we met—Denise Rogers, the one who makes those D&D adventures
            for kids?”
         

         
         She waits.

         
         “Uh-huh.” I have no idea who Denise Rogers is, but I long ago stopped keeping up with the various characters in my mother’s
            dramas. One week they’re her best friend, the next, a backstabber. It’s better just to let the names wash over me.
         

         
         “And she said, she said, ‘Charlotte, that man looks at you like he’s thirsty in the desert and you’re a cool drink of water.’
            So, I know it’s love. He knows it’s love. He keeps saying we’re going to live together, but it’s complicated because of the kids, and he’s doing what he can to speed things up, but, but, but, Bug, it’s just taking so long ! I thought by now we’d be living together but I’m still on his cousin’s couch.” She lowers her voice to a whisper, and I
            imagine she’s cupping the phone with her hand. “His cousin does not like me.”
         

         
         She pauses for me to respond.

         
         “That’s awful.”

         
         “He keeps talking about how he doesn’t want his kids to have to go to therapy after all this, but what about me? My feelings? He doesn’t understand what it’s like to just wait, hoping somebody notices you. I’m like a doll he picks up and puts down.”
         

         
         Yeah, I can’t imagine.

         
         “This isn’t working out,” she sniffles. “I want to come home.”

         
         At this, I freeze, my stomach clenching. She’s got my full attention.

         
         Without a man to distract her, she’ll want me close, listening to her every day, reassuring her, propping her up. Faraday
            doesn’t fit in with that. I know exactly how it’ll go. First, she’ll move me out of Abbott’s into an even lousier apartment
            than before, assuming she can get anyone to rent to her again. Because a girl should be with her mother. Then she’ll insist
            I attend Faraday as a day student, even though my room and board is paid for by the scholarship, because she never sees me.
            Eventually, she’ll decide that the school is too much pressure, and that I need more free time to “just be a kid.” Besides, look at my grades. Clearly, this isn’t working out. She’ll withdraw
            me and stick me back in my old school. Sometimes your mother must make hard decisions, for your own good. Not even Barden
            can save me from that.
         

         
         It’ll end as it always does, with me back to my usual routine: home every night, cooking dinner, weathering her midnight melancholies,
            and fruitlessly trying to curb her manic online shopping.
         

         
         This is the world according to Charlotte. She’s the point around which I pivot, constantly at her beck and call.

         
         I stare up at the ceiling of my room. There’s a spiderweb in one corner. I fix my eyes on it and then unfocus them. “You’re
            totally right, Mom. He’s just scared.”
         

         
         “Really?” Her voice is hopeful, childlike.

         
         I am going to hell for this.

         
         “Absolutely. Stick it out. Stay strong. He’ll realize what he’s got in you.”

         
         “He’s just scared? He loves me?”

         
         My jaw clenches at her neediness; it’s always been like this. I learned how to apply my own Band-Aids early on. But if she
            was hurt? I needed to comfort her.
         

         
         I take a deep breath, and channel who she wants in this moment. A cheerleader daughter. Rah-rah. Go Team Charlotte. I shake
            my pom-poms. “He’s just scared.”
         

         
         “I knew it. I knew he was just being a kid about it. Okay, I’m going to call him. It was good to talk to you, Bug! Tell Abbott hi!”
         

         
         “I will.”

         
         I will not.

         
         “I love you soooooooooo much!” She makes a kissing noise, and waits for me to make it back.

         
         I oblige. Darcy snorts.

         
         She hangs up, and I’m free. For now.

         
         I push the phone away and smoosh my face into my pillow. Come to me, sweet death.

         
         Darcy pauses in her sketching at her desk to deliver an apt summary. “Your mom’s kind of fucked up.”
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         “Sensitively observed, Darcy. You should be a therapist.”

         
         “I’m just saying.” She shrugs, setting aside her sketchbook in favor of an anime magazine. Every month she receives a care
            package from her parents, full of magazines, manga, and jelly candies. As ardent fans of onion soup casseroles and the Green
            Bay Packers, her corn-fed parents may not understand their daughter’s obsessions, but by God, they are supportive. It’s sweet,
            and utterly foreign to me.
         

         
         Wielding scissors, she begins the delicate process of freeing a mecha suit from its glossy background. “Look, an RX-78AL Atlas.”
            She holds it out to me.
         

         
         “That’s great.” I speak this into my pillow, then raise my head to nod helpfully.

         
         Darcy’s paintings are of giant robots like this one, only pastel, and doing everyday domestic tasks. Her robots grocery shop
            and change diapers. They have something to do with “dismantling gender hierarchies” but for me, they are just appealing. The
            robots look oddly friendly in their soft color schemes.
         

         
         “It’s between this and the Eva-02 for the next painting. They’ll be loading a dishwasher. I’m thinking baby pinks this time
            for the primary color scheme. Did you know the dishwasher was invented by a woman?”
         

         
         I shake my head.

         
         “She was badass.” The paper mecha falls free of the page, and she catches it. “There you are, you little bugger. Oh, you got a letter.” 

         
         I sit up, puzzled. I never get mail, and even if I did, Darcy doesn’t have my mailbox key.

         
         “Yeah, where’d it go. . . .” Darcy shuffles through the stack of magazines. A glue stick falls to the ground and rolls away,
            and she stops it with her foot. “Here!” She triumphantly produces a square envelope and flicks it across the room like a discus.
         

         
         One of the sharp corners hits my cheek. “Ow! Jesus. That could have been my eye.”

         
         Darcy laughs and turns back to her work. “But it wasn’t. Graham Langford dropped it off yesterday, when you were at dinner.
            He has a very symmetrical face.”
         

         
         “Thanks. I’ll let him know.” I turn the envelope in my hands. It’s heavy, crisp. There’s a goddamn wax seal on the back, impressed
            with a Gothic G. Between this and the pens, I’m starting to think Graham has some kind of stationery fetish.
         

         
         “You gonna go?”

         
         “Go where? Wait, did you read it?” I check, but the seal is unbroken.

         
         “It’s obviously an invitation. It’s square.”
         

         
         I mentally test this assertion. Are all invitations square? Does Darcy know something about the secret language of envelopes that I don’t?
         

         
         Darcy retrieves the glue stick from the floor and pastes her new mecha to the vision board she’s working on. It’s a densely packed roster of robots, shopping carts, kitchen appliances, and several instances of a video game voice actor named Ben Starr, his detached head floating around the board. Wherever you go, his eyes follow. Kissing her fingertips, she presses them to his face, whispering, “Love you, my king.” Then she stands and returns the board to its place of honor on the wall. 

         
         “Did he say anything?”

         
         She looks back at Ben Starr quizzically. She’s fucking with me.

         
         “Graham.”

         
         She snorts derisively. “Did Graham Langford say anything. That’s all he does. He talked my ear off about McDonald’s.”

         
         “Macbeth.”

         
         “Equally tragic.”

         
         “About the letter.”

         
         “No. He did ask about my fall break plans, though.”

         
         I frown. I have no idea what she’s doing for break, even though her bags are packed for her departure this afternoon. It never
            occurred to me to ask. I can’t tell if this is Darcy being pointed or not. If it is, it’s uncharacteristically subtle.
         

         
         “Apologies. What are you doing for fall break?” Another natural-sounding human interaction for Ava Quirk, viewers at home.
         

         
         “Thank you for asking, Ava. My folks are taking me to Great Wolf Lodge tomorrow. It’s an indoor water park. I will don the
            wolf ears, even though they’re for little kids. You?”
         

         
         “Chefsgiving with Abbott. All her restaurant friends get together and try to outdo each other with cooking.”

         
         “Cool,” she says approvingly. “See how easy that was?”

         
         I stick my tongue out at her. “What did Graham say he’s doing for break?”

         
         “He’s your friend. Why don’t you know?” Her curiosity here is genuine.

         
         “I’m still getting to know him. And Love.”

         
         “Good luck with that.” She starts packing her backpack for class. I’m savoring the last ten minutes before I force myself
            out of bed, but Darcy is always prepped and put together. This morning, for instance, she’s sporting a pair of green plaid
            pants, suspenders, and a long-sleeved T-shirt that says SAD BOYS ONLY. She’s pinned her braids around her head with a swarm
            of tiny plastic butterfly clips.
         

         
         “What do you mean?”

         
         “Nothing. Just that they seem hard to know. And you’re not great at knowing people.”

         
         “You noticed that, huh.”

         
         In the mirror, she stipples freckles onto the tops of her cheeks with an eyebrow pen, then applies two star-shaped pimple
            patches to her face, one below each eye. They are bright yellow and mesmerizing. “Which one of them do you want to sleep with?”
         

         
         “Oh my God. Darcy. You can be someone’s friend without wanting to see them naked.”
         

         
         “If they’re ugly. But they aren’t.” She gives herself one final look-over. “Perfection.”

         
         And it is. Her style makes my brain itch but it’s extremely Darcy. I envy that certainty. I feel like I’m in costume no matter
            what I wear.
         

         
         “I like those two. Most of the other writers are mean. Like that Gilmore girl.”

         
         “You know Mars?”

         
         “Everyone knows Mars,” Darcy says darkly. “At the last student show, she told me my art looked like Optimus Prime and Barbie’s
            Dream House had a baby.”
         

         
         I blink, taken aback that Mars knows a specific character from Transformers. It’s hard to visualize her watching a Michael Bay movie willingly. She truly is a Renaissance woman.
         

         
         “Okay. Optimus Prime and Barbie . . . is that wrong, exactly?”

         
         “No. It’s not wrong. It’s great. And I fucking hate her for coming up with it when I didn’t.”
         

         
         “She ever lock you in a closet?”

         
         “What?”

         
         “Nothing. Just wondering if I was special.”

         
         Darcy adjusts a butterfly clip in the mirror, looking at me in the reflection. “Anyway, I spat in her drink.”

         
         “What?!”

         
         “She left it unattended while she bad-mouthed a friend of mine’s work!”

         
         “Darcy. That’s biological warfare. I’m impressed.”

         
         She shrugs and says, “I am impressive.”

         
         I smile at her. She smiles back. We may not always understand each other, but we are united in Mars’s awfulness.

         
         “All right, I’m off to breakfast. Have a good break if I don’t see you before I go.” She slings her backpack over her shoulder.
            “Don’t give yourself a paper cut when you masturbate with that envelope.”
         

         
         “You are disgusting.”

         
         “I improve your quality of life. Bye.”

         
         After she’s gone, I open the envelope. Inside is a single square of cream-colored, heavy paper, handwritten in calligraphy.

         
         
            
               
                  Dear Ms. Quirk,

                  You are cordially invited to the next meeting of the Bull Writers. Please join us on November 22 at 11 p.m. on the Cross Creek Golf Course, hole 9. Dress warmly. Be discreet. 

                  Sincerely,

                  GL and LS

               

            

         
         November 22. That’s today.

         
         Below their signatures, there’s a heart drawn in pink ink, pierced by a dickish comet.
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         Barden is with another student when I arrive at his office, and so I fizz with impatience in the hall until they finish. I
            can barely wait for the student to say goodbye before I knock on Barden’s open door. He’s standing behind his desk, packing
            his bag to go. Yesterday in class, he told us he was leaving for break before lunch.
         

         
         “Ava! To what do I owe the pleasure?” He glances at his desk calendar. “I have you down for when we’re back.”

         
         “I know. But I thought maybe you’d want to see this,” I say, holding up the invitation with a grin. I’m beaming happiness.
            It’s like there’s a parade inside me, led by a pirouetting twirler wearing a bedazzled shako, light and glitter streaming
            behind her. I can almost hear the brass band, the fluttering snap of the flags.
         

         
         Curious, he walks over and takes the invitation. “Well, well, well,” he says after reading it. He taps the pink heart. “Looks
            like someone’s made some progress.” He hands it back.
         

         
         He’s pleased. But not as much as I thought he’d be.

         
         Inside me, the twirler falters and almost drops her baton. A trumpet squeaks.

         
         “It wasn’t easy,” I say defensively, then immediately feel embarrassed. Now I’m just fishing for compliments. I sag a little
            against the doorframe, deflated.
         

         
         Barden catches the shift in my mood. “I’m sure it wasn’t,” he says reassuringly, which feels worse. “This will be good for you, Ava. Some of the best writing groups I’ve ever been in were ones that happened outside of a class. Writing together, sharing dinners—staying up way too late drinking too much wine!” He laughs. “You can’t get that kind of community in a classroom.” 

         
         I smile weakly. I’m not sure if it’s a great idea for me to make jokes about my potential underage drinking, so I keep quiet.

         
         “So, what else you got?” He checks his watch.

         
         I hesitate. “You’re busy.”

         
         He glances at his watch once more. “Maybe. But I can spare a few minutes for my favorite student.” He winks, then returns
            to his desk, gesturing for me to follow.
         

         
         We’ve met once since he gave me the books, and I showed him revisions of the Boleyn poems he’d critiqued. At the end of our
            time, he’d told me, “New work next time. I need to see you move forward.”
         

         
         It had sounded a lot like, “Enough of the history, please.”

         
         I sit across the desk from him and pull my new poem from my bag. “I was going to show you after break. It’s kind of rough.”

         
         It’s not rough. It’s as polished as I could possibly make it. I don’t know that I’ve ever worked so hard on such a little
            poem. I’m proud of it. I scan his face as he reads, looking for signs of approval.
         

         
         
            A Small Song Before We Go

            Desertion makes the world go round,

            sifts sugar into sand,

            the flowers sign fertility,

            the black birds message land,

             

            and all the letters form the words

            you know but cannot say,

            the sentences destroy you

            and flake your love away,

             

            the island comes unmoored again

            and takes you out to sea,

            there is no second coming

            for either you or for me.

         

         On his second read through, he pulls out a pen. But then, to my surprise, he leaves the draft unmarked. For Barden, this is
            unheard-of. He loves to scribble his thoughts, draw arrows, circle, cross through. I smile. The little parade starts up again.
            Finally, I’ve written a poem that works.
         

         
         “What is this?” he says, frowning. He clicks his pen three times after saying it, like punctuation.

         
         “What—it’s a poem?”

         
         He sits back and removes his glasses, then places them carefully on the desk. He sighs with deep disappointment. “I told you
            to take risks. To try new things.”
         

         
         “I—I did! That’s exactly what I did! I never write in form! I never rhyme!”

         
         “This is doubling down.”

         
         “It’s—how exactly? You showed us that A. E. Stallings sonnet and said she was amazing, that she—”

         
         “You are not A. E. Stallings. You’re a young writer who has a problem with rigidity, and instead of pushing yourself out of
            that cage, you’ve settled in.” He sighs. “What’s the form?”
         

         
         I sit, mute. I have no idea.

         
         “It’s a ballad,” he says, looking slightly irritated. “Or it’s trying to be. Passable iambic tetrameter and trimeter. You’ve
            got an extra syllable in each stanza’s third line. Why did you do that?
         

         
         “I— What’s tetrameter again?”

         
         “We went over this in week two. Tetrameter—four metrical feet. Trimeter—”

         
         “Three!” I say, desperate to try to make up for my lack of knowledge. Look at me. I’m a bona fide Latin scholar, deploying
            the deep lore of tricycles and triangles.
         

         
         “Yes,” he says. “Obviously. Why the extra syllable?”

         
         “I . . . I don’t know. It sounded good.” At this point, I wish more than anything I’d just saved this poem for after break.
            Or burned it. All I want to do is escape. “You know, it’s okay, I’ll—”
         

         
         He interrupts me by reading the last stanza out loud, once, then twice. “Listen to this. Listen.”

         
         I listen, a helpless captive, as he reads the entire poem out loud.

         
         “You hear it?” He looks at me, his hand cupped around his ear.

         
         I shake my head. All I can hear is my rising, roaring awareness that I’ve made a terrible mistake with this poem.

         
         He frowns and turns back to the page. “This is precisely why I have concerns about you, Ava. If all you do is write intuitively,
            you might happen upon a good line, but you won’t know why it works. The craft isn’t there. You might as well be a drunk playing
            darts, hoping for a bull’s-eye. Anyway, the last line is wrong.”
         

         
         “What?” I whisper. I’m trying to read the poem again, but it’s blurry.

         
         “ ‘For either you or for me.’ It’s clunky. Three iambs if I’m generous, and one syllable. Compare it to the previous stanza’s
            last line. ‘And flake your love away.’ Three iambs.” He repeats both lines, exaggerating the sound. “Drop the ‘for.’ Then
            it’s ‘For either you or me.’ Hear it? Now it matches.” He lightly tosses the poem across the desk. The paper nearly flips,
            then skitters to a stop before me.
         

         
         “Okay,” I say. My ears are burning, and I’m trying to blink away tears. The parade in my heart has been strafed by a low-flying airplane gunner. The baton twirler is on the ground, bleeding out. “Thank you.” 

         
         I fold the poem, trying to cover my mistakes, but it’s crooked, sloppy. I refold. It’s still not even. I swear to God. I can’t
            even fold a piece of paper, much less write a poem, and I am fighting so hard to be in a place that doesn’t want me just so
            that I can learn how bad I am at writing. “Goddamn it,” I whisper. I crumple the paper and stuff it in my bag and stand to
            leave.
         

         
         “I’m late,” I say. For what, I don’t know. But anywhere is better than here.

         
         I’m almost out the door when I feel his hand on my shoulder, pulling me back.

         
         “Hey, Ava, are you okay?”

         
         I turn, and before I can say something about how it’s fine, I’m fine, everything’s extremely, outrageously fine, I burst into
            tears. Barden’s eyes go wide.
         

         
         “Wait, wait, I’ve got this!” he says. “Don’t move.” He pulls a tissue box off a bookshelf and holds out a Kleenex. I take
            one and sob into it, and then another.
         

         
         “Hey, I’m sorry,” he says, his voice gentle. His hands are cautiously raised, palms out and fingers wide, like I’m a stray
            cat he’s trying to corral. “That was too much. Way too much.”
         

         
         I wipe my eyes. “I’m okay. I’m—I just worked really hard.” I take a deep breath and roll my shoulders a little to make them relax. I suspect I look frightful, but at least I feel mostly pulled together again. I desperately want to blow my nose but doing so will ravage my mascara and what little dignity I have left. I make a silent pact with my snot not to drip. 

         
         He nods. “I know you did, kiddo.”

         
         Oh God. The kiddo really kills me for some reason. It’s so weirdly sweet. I feel another wave of tears coming on.
         

         
         “Hey, hey now. Let’s you and me go for a walk,” he says. “You need fresh air.”

         
         “But you’ve got to get on the road, you said.”

         
         “It can wait.”

         
         I shake my head. “No, I’m okay, I—”

         
         “Ava, look at me.”

         
         I look up. Barden holds my gaze. “I’m not going to have a good break if this is how we leave things. Come on.”
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         Outside, the sky is an institutional gray, the weather cold and damp. Wet, yellow leaves decoupage our shoes as we walk. We
            pass only a few students as we cross campus, most having already been picked up by their parents or taken a shuttle to the
            airport. I’m still sniffling, though I try to hide it, and Barden’s sympathetic glances make me feel like I’m fragile and
            pathetic in his eyes. I know he means to be kind with this walk, but it’s extending an already excruciating moment.
         

         
         Perhaps Barden rightly suspects I’ll bolt, because he steers us around the back of the music building into a narrow courtyard
            ringed by bare, thorny rosebushes. At its center is a small marble fountain, continuously burbling with water. According to
            campus legend, kissing by the fountain leads to marriage, which is just as good a reason to avoid it as it is to visit.
         

         
         It’s the perfect place for Barden to have a heart-to-heart with me, which is exactly the kind of support and attention I’ve
            wanted from him since I came here. But the fact that it took a lousy poem and me blubbering to make it happen sours it entirely.
         

         
         Resigned to my fate, I take a seat on a cast-iron bench, the cold leaching through the layers of my coat and pants. The courtyard
            isn’t exactly private; we’re visible to passersby. But this isn’t a part of campus most students frequent, and the chances
            of someone happening upon us and affording me an excuse to leave are small.
         

         
         Barden, still standing, makes an exaggerated show of looking around, then pulls a cigarette out from his coat pocket. I wonder if I’m in for another weird cigarette deconstruction moment, but he lights it instead. He takes a deep drag and lets it out slowly, his entire body relaxing. 

         
         “So, they aren’t just for shredding.”

         
         He laughs, looking a little embarrassed. “No. And I don’t usually do that in front of students. Or this, obviously,” he says,
            waving the cigarette.
         

         
         “But I’m special?”

         
         “Especially vexing,” he says, laughing. “You drove me to it. I get one cigarette a day. Whenever I have the urge to smoke
            another, I shred it as economic punishment.”
         

         
         “Couldn’t you just quit?”

         
         “And lose my mysterious eccentricities? Never.”

         
         “You are a terrible role model,” I say, laughing.

         
         He also laughs, then a pained expression crosses his face. “I am, actually.” He reaches out a hand to gently touch a rose
            cane, flirting with scratches. “Did I ever tell you about getting the call for the Prix Humbert?”
         

         
         I shake my head. Faraday’s social media crows about the prize incessantly, and it’s a favorite talking point for President
            Langford whenever she extols the virtues of Faraday. But other than a few self-effacing jokes whenever a student tried to
            bring it up, Barden is mostly quiet about it, as if embarrassed.
         

         
         That said, it’s also the first thing you see on the wall when you enter his office.

         
         “It’s not a prize you can apply for. You’re nominated by other authors, and the judging is highly secretive. You don’t even
            know you’re up for it unless you win. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.” He laughs at the memory.
         

         
         “That must have been incredible,” I say. Whenever I think about being a writer, I can’t help but imagine winning a prize like that one. Sometimes I imagine myself wearing a black ball gown, my hair and makeup immaculate, and stepping up to a podium to receive an award while everyone claps, like I’ve just won Best Actress. 

         
         “It was. I was stunned, happy. But it didn’t last. After I hung up, all I could do was sit on the edge of the bed, staring
            at my hands. My whole life I’d wanted prizes and recognition. Because if I had those, then the work mattered. I mattered.
            And now I’d received the biggest prize for poetry I could ever have imagined, and . . . I felt nothing.”
         

         
         He looks at me, then away.

         
         “Why?” The cold is getting to me. I pull my knees up and hug them.

         
         He smiles ruefully. “Love, of course. I’d just gotten out of a relationship that wrecked me, body and soul. I’d thought—well,
            it doesn’t matter what I thought.” He runs his hand through his hair, then takes another drag on the cigarette. I can see
            why the French threw an award at him. He looks like he should be filmed in black and white, staring soulfully across a bleak
            cityscape. “I hadn’t felt like that about someone since my divorce.”
         

         
         I’ve read all of Barden’s books, including House Rules and Gold Ring. The former is a series of love poems about his wife. The latter details the end of his marriage. Reading one right after
            the other is like having grief shot directly into your veins.
         

         
         “I’ve been hard on you, Ava. Too hard. I push you because I know you want to succeed and I think you have the talent to make it happen.” He finishes his cigarette and drops it to the bricks, grinding it with his foot. I flush at the compliment and fix my eyes on the fountain instead of on his face. “But apparently, I don’t know when to stop. I’m sorry.” 

         
         I shake my head. “Look, I know I got upset, but—”

         
         “God, I’m not saying this right,” he says, rubbing his forehead. “Maybe this whole thing was a bad idea. I want you to be
            able to stay here, but . . .” He shakes his head and shoves his hand into his pocket. I hear the Zippo’s metal lid pop open,
            and close. Once, twice. “You’re my student. I have a responsibility for your well-being. I need to be thinking about the person
            who is in front of me right now, not the writer I know you could be.”
         

         
         I stand up from the bench, my heart beating fast. “It is a good idea. It is. And if you aren’t hard on me, I’m not going to
            get better. I want to stay here. I want to be a real writer. I can take it.”
         

         
         He looks at me doubtfully.

         
         “I can take it,” I repeat.
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         The Faraday website proudly informs visitors that its students come from all walks of life, all ethnicities and creeds, and
            all parts of the country and beyond. And this is true. There are students like Love, who hails from San Bruno, California,
            and Mars, who hails from Hell. There are some international kids as well. But the majority of students are affluent, white,
            and from Donner City, a larger town twenty minutes north. These students, and their parents, enjoy spending their disposable
            income in Cherryton, which is how my “charming” and “quaint” town manages to support four ice cream shops on the same street.
         

         
         It’s also why there is an eighteen-hole golf course a mile from Faraday. I was aware of its existence in a theoretical sense,
            but now that I am sneaking onto the golf course after-hours, it’s a lot more real. Even more real is the idea of being caught
            trespassing. To avoid this, I’ve worn black from head to toe, in hopes of being less visible. I’m not sure it’s working, but
            I’m actively pretending I’m an Italian assassin (I’m wearing a turtleneck), so there’s that. I’ve borrowed one of Abbott’s
            fanny packs (yes, she has multiple) so I can carry a small notebook and a pen.
         

         
         Luckily, security at the Cross Creek Golf Course is minimal, which is to say, there’s a low fence and I climb over it. Do
            I do so gracefully? No, no I do not. But success is success, even if it involves getting your shoe temporarily stuck in chain
            link.
         

         
         Despite not being entirely clear on the location of hole nine, I only stumble into one sand trap before I track down Love and Graham. By now, my eyes have entirely adjusted, and I can easily pick out their forms in the cool light of the full moon. Both are on their backs in the grass, looking up at the stars. There’s an open bottle of wine beside them, its base precariously balanced in hole nine’s cup. 

         
         “Here she is!” says Love. “I was worried you’d no-show.”

         
         “Did you figure out it was us?” Graham asks, sitting up on his elbows excitedly. “I told Darcy not to tell.”

         
         “She told,” I say. He looks crestfallen. “And you signed your initials.”

         
         “Shit. I knew there was a flaw in my brilliant plan.” Graham slaps the ground. “Oh well. Wine! You drink now.” He struggles
            his way to a sitting position and hands me the bottle. It’s about half full, which explains why they’re horizontal.
         

         
         I join them on the ground and sweep my hand over the grass, which is still green but starting to brown. My hand itches immediately.
            I do it again. “Um . . . glasses?”
         

         
         “Graham thinks it’s more capital-R Romantic if we all swig out of the bottle. He’s not up-to-date on germ theory.”
         

         
         “Germs aren’t real. No one has seen them. Plus, this way I can honestly say I’ve swapped spit with the two prettiest girls
            on campus.”
         

         
         “I am . . . disgusted? Flattered?”

         
         “Ideally both,” says Graham. “That’s what really does it for me.”

         
         “Pig,” I say, and take a swig of the wine. It’s sweet, just this side of grape juice, and I suspect delivers a mean hangover.

         
         “Say more,” Graham purrs. “And catch up.”

         
         I take one more swallow. The taste does not improve with familiarity. “There. I’ve caught mono. Happy?”

         
         He does look happy.

         
         Love sits up and leans on one arm, the other resting on her knee. “Ava Quirk. Darling. Do you want to be in our extremely cool writing group?”
         

         
         Oh my God.

         
         “This is all a formality, by the way,” says Graham. “You’re joining.”

         
         “Do I have a choice?” I’m trying to be cool and blasé about it, but I’m internally fist pumping. Queen’s “We Are the Champions”
            swells in my heart. A stadium full of football fans does the wave. Barden stands up from his desk and claps, saying, Well played, Ava Quirk. Well played. I’ve done it. I’ve got the ungettable get.
         

         
         “It’s more of a join or die proposition.” Love mimes pulling a noose and drops her head to one side.

         
         “What does your extremely cool writing group entail exactly?”

         
         “We meet up and share work. It tends to be stuff we don’t want just anybody to read. You can ask for feedback, or not. No
            pressure.” Love reaches for the bottle. I pass it to her, and in no way overanalyze the brief touch of her fingers on mine.
            “And you tell Graham how pretty he is.”
         

         
         “I require constant validation to live,” he says in a hushed tone.

         
         “Why me? I’m not exactly . . .” I’m not sure how to finish that sentence. One of you. Well liked.

         
         “You attack trees. You steal pens. You smell like fresh-baked cookies. I was instantly smitten. Oh, and you’re a good writer
            and stuff.” Graham waves his hand about in the air dismissively.
         

         
         Love snorts. “We’ve been looking for a third. You seem like you’d be comfortable disagreeing with us.”

         
         Graham laughs. “Very comfortable.”

         
         I must look anxious, because Love pats my hand reassuringly. “We’ll be gentle.” Her words are just a touch slurred. I wonder if there was a bottle before this one. 

         
         I pull my hand away and run it through my hair nervously. “I’m not scared. I’m just . . . I don’t know. I’ve been kind of
            worried since coming to Faraday. Like my work is kind of boring. And I’m afraid I won’t figure out how to make it better.
            Like, what if I don’t know how to . . . how to take risks?”
         

         
         Love laughs. “Listen. If you don’t begin weird when you come to Faraday, you become weird.”

         
         “What doesn’t kill you makes you stranger,” intones Graham. “Or in my case, hotter. That is what’s happened, isn’t it, Love?”

         
         “Oh, totally. Your increasing hotness is all I can think about,” she says dismissively, then turns back to me. “My first year,
            this one girl came in painting these giant flowers—they didn’t even look like vaginas, but just flowers, like peonies and shit. Just looking at them would put you in a coma.”
         

         
         Graham raises the bottle to his lips once more. “Just horrendously dull. Ready to be hung in a dentist office’s waiting room.”

         
         “But by her senior show, she exhibited a bunch of paintings of horned women riding mechanical bulls,” says Love. “Beyond cool.”

         
         “I rather liked those,” says Graham.

         
         “Of course you did. You’re a pervert.”

         
         He opens his mouth to protest, then reconsiders and nods. “That checks out.”

         
         “Point is, you’re not supposed to know what you’re here to do. Not yet. You’re here to figure that out.”

         
         I shake my head. I want to believe Love, but I can’t.

         
         Graham puts his hand on my shoulder comfortingly. “Look, I get that meeting me and Love would shake anyone’s self-image, but you can’t let our brilliance derail your artistic journey.” 

         
         Love laughs and shoves his leg with her foot.

         
         “I’m not kidding!” He protests.

         
         “Do you really think you don’t take risks?” Love asks seriously.

         
         I wrap my arms around my knees. It feels like she’s taking the measure of me, and I don’t want to come up short.

         
         “Yeah. I’m writing fucking peonies.”

         
         Love grins. “Okay then, let’s get you riding a bull.”
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         In the shift from night to morning, when all is a pearly, bluish gray and the world is still the world, but softer, newer,
            there’s a moment in between waking and sleeping when everything is all promise, all possibility.
         

         
         If you are lucky, the dawn unfurls the solution to that question that’s haunted you, the one your dreaming mind teased out
            all night. The answer is as clean and smooth as a fresh sheet drying on the line.
         

         
         Or you’re me, and you wake up on a golf course, assaulted by sprinklers.

         
         “Fuck!” I sputter, shooting bolt upright as the cold spray hits me. All around us, sprinkler heads have risen from the ground,
            pelting us with freezing-cold water in staccato bursts. I raise my arms to try to shield my face, but I can barely see. I
            belatedly rescue my notebook by stuffing it under my shirt, but the cover is soaked. “Fuck, fuck, fuck, it’s morning, it’s
            morning—”
         

         
         Graham’s high-pitched scream cuts me off as he frantically tries to protect himself from the water attacking us on all sides
            by hitching his coat over his head. “Shit! My mom is going to kill me! Shit, shit, shit! My shoes! My beautiful shoes!”
         

         
         Meanwhile, Love is on her hands and knees, laughing, gasping. “Stop, stop. I’m going to pee my pants!”

         
         “Course don’t open till nine,” drawls a groundskeeper above us, his voice carrying from where he stands, safe and dry on a nearby slope. He watches us frantically gather our belongings—the empty bottles, phones, a copy of Meditations in an Emergency from which Graham read to us in the night, his voice peaceful and low—with an air of great satisfaction, sipping hot coffee
            from a thermos mug. “You’re lucky I just turned on the water instead of calling the police.”
         

         
         “We’re extremely lucky, sir. And thankful. Thankful for your forbearance!” Graham attempts to pull up Love, who falls down
            again, utterly limp with hilarity and sopping with water. Together, we get her to her feet, although she threatens to curl
            up like a pill bug every time a fresh gale of laughter sweeps through. “A merciful gentleman and scholar.”
         

         
         “Get the fuck out,” the groundskeeper says amiably.

         
         “Getting the fuck out, yes, sir,” I say. “Right now.”

         
         As we stagger away, bedraggled and wet, Love waves goodbye to the groundskeeper. “We had a lovely time! Ten out of ten! Would
            sleep here again!”
         

         
         He laconically shoots her the bird.

         
         Despite Graham’s fears, he is not in trouble and neither is Love. His mother is away for most of Thanksgiving break, “asking
            the rich and nostalgic for money,” and is either very trusting of Graham or very indifferent. At some point during the evening’s
            festivities, Graham texted to assure her that he and Love were very much snug and safe in the president’s house watching movies
            and not drunkenly capering about on a golf course. Love’s parents, who should perhaps reconsider their trust in Langfords,
            are midmorning texters; she’ll say hello to them later.
         

         
         Unfortunately, Drunk Ava lacked Drunk Graham’s presence of mind. When I open my phone, a series of increasingly irritated,
            worried, and then angry texts from Abbott greets me. I hadn’t answered a single one.
         

         
         “I am in such shit,” I say, reading them as we walk across the course toward the fence. In theory, now that we are discovered, we could just head out the front, but we’re not sure whether another employee of the golf course will be as understanding of our presence as the first. “She thinks I’m dead, which makes her mad, because if I’m dead she can’t kill me.” 

         
         “But you’re not dead, hooray!” Love hoists herself over the chain link fence in one swooping vault. She softly lands on her
            feet, then raises her arms like a gymnast, turning before an invisible audience. Show-off. “You’re full of life because we’re
            the best. It’ll be fiiiiiiiiine.”
         

         
         “A ten from the Russian judge! Unparalleled grace. The crowd goes wild!” says Graham.

         
         I shake my head. They don’t get it. I’m already a burden on Abbott—the only way any of this works is if I am the most self-sufficient,
            low-maintenance, and burden-free burden possible.
         

         
         Also, my head is throbbing and they both seem fine. Or still drunk. One more way in which life is unfair.

         
         “What’s it like to live in your world?” I mutter.

         
         “Pretty nice, actually.” Graham grins, striding forward confidently with his hands in his wet pockets. “As a main character,
            only good things happen to me.”
         

         
         “This is why your plays suck,” Love teases. She’s squeezing sprinkler water out of her braids, watching Graham awkwardly climb
            the fence. He makes my earlier performance look better.
         

         
         “You mean my poems.”

         
         “Sure. Sure, I do.”

         
         They continue to banter, oblivious to the urgent panic rising in my chest. After scaling the fence—this time without losing a shoe—I veer away from them. It’s going to be a twenty-minute walk in the chill fall air, and I’m soaking wet. Might as well get moving. 

         
         “Hey, hey, wait! Where are you going?”

         
         “Home. I told you. I’m in trouble.”

         
         “Don’t be so freaked. We’ll explain to your aunt that this is all just a big misunderstanding. I’m great with parental types.”
            Graham’s confidence is undercut by his half-drowned appearance.
         

         
         “Absolutely not.”

         
         “Well, don’t walk, for God’s sake. We’ve got El Presidente.” At my blank look, Graham helpfully adds, “El Presidente is what
            I’ve named my mother’s car. You see, it’s a pun on—”
         

         
         “I get it. And no. You’re just going to try and talk to her and make it a hundred times worse.”

         
         “Oh, ye of little faith! I can make things a thousand times worse! But I won’t. Scout’s honor!” He holds up two fingers close
            together. I’m not sure if this is something to do with the Boy Scouts, or if he’s gunning to be pope.
         

         
         In response, I turn on my heel and head for the bridge, leaving their disappointed cajoling far behind.

         
         By the time Abbott spots me through the diner windows, I’m frozen solid. She stops talking to a customer long enough to give
            me a death stare and draw her finger across her neck like a knife. I nod—message received—and head upstairs, where I linger
            a good twenty minutes using all our hot water to thaw out. The longer I stay in the scalding spray, turning my fingers and
            toes ruddy, the longer I can put off my imminent demise. I spend longer than necessary dressing and put on a little makeup.
            Might as well save the funeral director the trouble.
         

         
         Abbott never skips out on service, not even to yell at me, so I’m unprepared to find her waiting for me in the living room. Worse, Graham and Love are perched side by side on the couch, straight-backed with their hands on their laps. 

         
         By their browbeaten looks, Abbott’s been the one doing most of the talking. I find this distantly satisfying.

         
         “These two were just telling me about your exciting night out. Apparently, everyone’s phones stopped working at once,” says Abbott. “What are the odds?” She cocks her head with
            insincere amusement. Behind her, Graham’s face takes on a sad clown quality, while Love casts her eyes upward. “Astonishingly,
            they think I should let you go out with them again today, even though you didn’t check in and they smell like a distillery.”
         

         
         Love breathes into her hand and smells it speculatively. They must have stopped briefly to change into dry clothes but otherwise
            haven’t repaired the night’s damages.
         

         
         “I feel like we got off on the wrong foot,” Graham begins foolishly. “My mom is—”

         
         “I know your mom,” says Abbott. “Langford, same as you. Black coffee. Egg whites and turkey bacon. Not a woman who enjoys
            life.”
         

         
         Love’s face, struggling not to smirk, speaks to the accuracy of this portrait.

         
         “I, uh, heard about your dad,” says Abbott, more gently. “That must have been hard.”

         
         He blinks once, twice, and for a moment I see an entirely different Graham. Then he’s gone. “It was a while ago. Thank you.”

         
         Graham goes quiet, and Love takes up the defense attempt, despite my shooting her a warning look. “Last night was for educational purposes,” she protests weakly. The leaf in her hair detracts from her credibility. 

         
         “I see. Well, let’s all have a learning moment, then, shall we? Ava, sit.”

         
         I dutifully take my place in a recliner across from my partners in crime. I have rarely been in trouble with Abbott, and it’s
            mostly been for diner carelessness, like the time I left chicken on the counter for mysterious reasons rather than putting
            it back in the fridge. Despite my inexperience with her displeasure, I know enough to just do what she says.
         

         
         “When you are at school, you’re under their watch. But when you are on break, you’re under mine. I expect you to adhere to
            a ten o’clock curfew. If you’re going to be late, you text me. Understood?” She’s speaking to me, but she’s glaring at them.
            Love’s eyes are wide and innocent, like a Disney woodland creature. Graham’s brow is furrowed, like he’s never experienced
            a conversation like this in his life.
         

         
         Maybe he hasn’t, because he authoritatively replies, “Midnight is pretty standard.”

         
         “Oh? How many kids do you have?” says Abbott sharply. He flinches, chagrined. Love puts her foot on top of his and presses
            down.
         

         
         Then Abbott pauses, as if remembering that she doesn’t technically have children either.

         
         Turning my way, she looks me over appraisingly. “Still. You’re getting older. And despite last night, you’re usually not an
            idiot. Let’s make it eleven. Understood?”
         

         
         We all wag our heads.

         
         “Phone numbers.” She pulls up her contacts and then hands them her phone. “Put your parents’ in there, too.”

         
         “Mine aren’t local. They’re in California,” says Love, looking up from the screen.

         
         “Great. They can tell me about the nice weather they’re enjoying when I call to ask them what the hell their child has done
            with mine.”
         

         
         For the rest of the conversation, they solemnly radiate responsibility and safe choices while discussing their school projects,
            describing the Bull Writers, and extolling their happiness that I’ve agreed to join. I contribute as I can, but mostly I’m
            frozen, save for my eyes, darting between the three of them.
         

         
         Finally, Abbott signals the end of the interrogation by standing up, and they follow suit. Graham immediately extends his
            hand. This must be why Graham thinks he’s so good with parents. He’s mastered “shake.”
         

         
         “It was such a pleasure to meet you, Ms. Abbott. Again, we’re really sorry for last night. It won’t happen again.”

         
         “No, it won’t,” she says coolly, “Ava, you’re free to go with these hooligans today. But I expect you to answer my texts.”

         
         “I will.”

         
         “Head downstairs and wait, you two. I need to talk to Ava for a moment.”

         
         They shoot me a worried look but head out, leaving me to my fate. As soon as the door closes behind them, the apologies begin.
            “I’m sorry, I really am, it was stupid, and I know I should have texted and—”
         

         
         She holds up her hand. “Chill. This is the first time you’ve done something like this, so I’m going to treat it like a one-off, okay?” 

         
         “It is, swear to God.”

         
         “Two things. First, I am happy to see you with friends.”
         

         
         I look away, embarrassed. It’s not like my friendlessness was a well-kept secret. After things went south with Ann, most of
            our mutual friends turned out to be not so mutual after all. I wasn’t living with Abbott then, but she’d known I wasn’t going
            out a lot. Or at all. For her to notice that nothing had improved at Faraday—well, that was somehow worse than Barden pointing
            out my unpopularity. He has a front-row seat. I must be pathetic indeed if Abbott can see it, too.
         

         
         “Second, you need to be careful. Kids like that can run around like idiots and nothing’s really going to happen. You heard
            him try to drop his mom’s name. I bet that gets him out of a lot of scrapes. But if you get caught underage drinking and trespassing—”
         

         
         “How do you—”

         
         “Dennis Lerner called me and told me you were dozing on the green.”

         
         Shit. There’s a whole crew of golf course workers who grab coffee and breakfast sandwiches at the Breakfast Nook before heading
            over the bridge. Of course she knows them.
         

         
         “Did you tell him to turn the sprinklers on?!”
         

         
         Her mouth quirks. “I can neither confirm nor deny.” And then, more seriously, “Listen, those two have a lot more resources
            than we do. That Langford woman knows how to make problems go away for Faraday. She and the chief of police are buddy-buddy.”
         

         
         “I’m a Faraday student . . .”

         
         “But you’re not that kind of Faraday student.”
         

         
         So everyone keeps reminding me. I sullenly nod.

         
         “Okay. Good.” She runs a hand through her hair and lets out a big sigh. “Now, do you need condoms? Dental dams? I don’t have
            condoms, to be clear.”
         

         
         “Oh my God!”

         
         “I just want you to be safe!”

         
         I can hear her laughter as I close the front door behind me, praying neither of them heard her.
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         “It’s an homage,” says Graham.
         

         
         “I think the phrase you want is ‘rip-off,’ ” Love counters, squinting at Graham’s draft.

         
         The three of us have taken over a corner of Bean Dreams Coffee, commandeering the one booth in the small café where we can
            spread out our papers. A draft of the opening act of Graham’s play-in-progress sits in front of me, with the words lord turnstone on the first page. On her copy, Love has crossed out the N for a D.
         

         
         Last night on the golf course, they told me they’d invited me to join their group because I’d be comfortable disagreeing with
            them. Now I can see exactly why they needed someone who could do that. It’s been ten minutes since we finished reading the
            draft and we haven’t discussed a single line because Graham and Love cannot stop bickering.
         

         
         I’m very close to kicking them both in the shins.

         
         Love pulls out her phone, taps a quick search, then holds up an image of Oscar Wilde beside Graham’s face. “Just as I thought.
            Identical.”
         

         
         “How dare you. No offense to Our Gay Lord and Savior, but I am far, far, far more handsome.”
         

         
         He is, of course. Despite our long golf course night, he’s annoyingly fresh-looking after one cup of coffee. He adjusts his
            glasses, which I’m not entirely convinced he needs. Love isn’t quite as unmarked by our shenanigans, her smudged eyeliner
            and loose braids giving her a sweet, devilish air.
         

         
         Graham is about to reply with yet another verbal volley when I cut him off. “Can we discuss the play? Or should I just come back later when you guys are done?” 

         
         They look suitably chastened. Briefly.

         
         “See? This is why we need you,” says Love. “He’s a monster.”

         
         “You’re both monsters,” I say. “And my head is killing me. So, let’s get to it.”
         

         
         “Who had Ava down for being such a dom?” Graham stage-whispers to Love. She snorts, then covers her mouth and tries to look
            innocent.
         

         
         I scowl menacingly and they dissolve into giggles. With that, we’re finally off to work.

         
         Graham’s scene is fun, an extended conversation between the main character, Lord Barrett Turnstone, and the estate’s gardener,
            whose main character trait seems to be “strapping.” It’s supposed to be a mystery—the previous Lord Turnstone has died under
            questionable circumstances—but Act One is almost entirely flirting between the two of them and no setup.
         

         
         We make it a good eight minutes before they are at it again.

         
         “All I’m saying is you can’t have a play be entirely banter,” says Love.

         
         “That’s ridiculous! Oscar Wilde—” Graham stops as soon as he starts. Love looks satisfied.

         
         I shoot them both warning glances. “Let’s talk about what’s in the dirt pile. Or who.” Turnstone and the gardener, when they
            aren’t undressing each other with their eyes, are discussing a pile of dirt that has appeared overnight in the garden.
         

         
         “Whom. Honestly, I don’t know,” admits Graham. “But it’s definitely a body.”

         
         So that’s where we focus, brainstorming together who it might be, and how this discovery might fold into the larger mystery he’s got cooking about Turnstone’s brother’s death. He visibly preens and moons besottedly when I point out lines that made me laugh, which, annoyingly, encourages me to find him funnier, to compliment him more. What must it be like to be Graham, to generate your own perpetual admiration field? 

         
         “Okay. Okay, Love, I’ll tone down the banter. And I’ll think about making Turnstone more ‘likable.’ ” He sneers, unsubtly, as we conclude. He takes our copies from us, greedily scanning
            over our notes. He suppresses a smile when he sees Love has changed his title to Lord Turdstone. “Problem is, I don’t find
            likable people interesting.” He turns to me and says coquettishly, “That’s why you are so fascinating.”
         

         
         “Really.” I roll my eyes, then yawn luxuriously. It isn’t commentary—I’m exhausted—but the timing is nice. The warmth of the
            coffee shop, coupled with my lack of sleep, has a lulling effect.
         

         
         “Without a doubt,” says Graham. He leans forward, propping his head in his hand. “I’ve adored you from the moment I realized
            that beneath that prickly exterior of yours was just . . . more prickles. You’re a gorgeous bouquet of thorns.”
         

         
         “Ava’s turn,” says Love. She tops off our coffees with the “Bottomless Bean Carafe.”

         
         “No, no, I’m not ready!” I say, laughing nervously, all my sleepiness instantly evaporated. “How about you next, and then
            me?”
         

         
         She winces, then smiles apologetically. “I didn’t bring anything today. I’m working on this longer piece—a novel—and I’m not
            ready to share it.”
         

         
         “Oh. Um, sorry.” This must be the novel Graham told me about, the genre shift Barden was so surprised by.

         
         “Don’t be. I’ll bring something next time. Maybe from a story instead, until I’ve got a handle on this thing.”

         
         I nod, trying to shake off the sense I’ve committed some sort of faux pas. Love doesn’t owe me her writing, I remind myself,
            and it makes sense she might not share work she’s uncertain of with someone new just yet.
         

         
         But I still feel weirdly hurt.

         
         I pass out my poems.

         
         I’m nervous, so I brought poems I’ve been perfecting for my final portfolio. They’ve already been through critique with Barden
            and multiple revisions. It’s probably not in the spirit of the Bull Writers—Graham’s piece was far less polished than other
            work I’d seen from him in class—but I want to stack the deck a little bit, make them appreciate why they invited me in the
            first place.
         

         
         While they read, I try and fail to act nonchalant. I let my attention wander to the general sounds of the shop—cups nestling
            into saucers, the intermittent roar of the espresso grinder and the pneumatic hiss of pulled shots—but nothing distracts me
            from their hands on my work, their notations and pauses as they read.
         

         
         Then someone’s shoe brushes my leg and stays there. Pressing.

         
         No. It’s not a shoe. It’s a foot. I can feel its warmth through my jeans.

         
         Now this, this distracts me.

         
         Across from me, the two of them sit closely together, steadily working. I try to remember if either of them are wearing boots that are easy to slip out of, but I can’t think clearly, much less do detective work on the fly. I don’t know if I’m uncomfortable or excited, if I like this or not. My brain is noisily whirring like a failing hard drive, trying to determine whether it’s weirder to keep my leg where it is or to move it away. 

         
         Mercifully, the foot retreats before I short-circuit.

         
         I scrutinize their faces. Neither one of them looks guilty.

         
         “First off, I really like these.” Love holds up her copy of my poems to show me she’s drawn a heart with an arrow through
            it in the margins of the first one. “You get my approval heart, which is rare.”
         

         
         “Ditto and likewise,” Graham says. He points to a cartoon dinosaur he’s drawn, which is eating one of my poems’ titles. He
            takes a sip of coffee, makes a face, and then pours in another splash of cream from the silver mini pitcher.
         

         
         I blink and, after a struggle, manage to get all my systems online, and enter the conversation. We talk about the images that
            are working and the ones that confuse, the lines that pop or fizzle, the sounds that caught their ear and the language that
            felt flat. Graham and Love have a tussle over one of my line breaks, but it’s a useful disagreement, and they answer some
            questions I had about titles and whether my beginnings were justifying the endings.
         

         
         “Honestly, these are really polished. They feel ready for the portfolio,” says Love. “I can tell you’ve worked hard on these.”

         
         “Better than mine, that’s for sure,” says Graham.

         
         I start to explain how often I’ve been meeting with Barden to work on these, but stop. If I tell them that, then I’ll have to explain that I’m on academic probation, the idea of which fills me with shame. It’s not only embarrassment over my grades, or even the fact that Barden essentially had to mandate that I help myself. It’s the fact that my presence at this school depends on a scholarship that neither of them needs. How could they understand what losing my scholarship would mean to someone like me? 

         
         Also, weirdly, the walk I took with Barden feels like something tender I need to protect. If I tell them about breaking down
            in his office, they’ll view me differently, I know it. And I don’t want to share what Barden told me about himself. It felt
            private, like sharing it with others would betray his confidence. I don’t think an adult has ever been so open and honest
            with me. So raw. Trying to describe it to them would cheapen it somehow.
         

         
         And I want it to be mine, not some anecdote.

         
         “Yes, I have worked hard on these,” I tell Love. “I really have.”
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         It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a girl in possession of good fortune, must be in want of an unscheduled appearance
            of her ex-not-a-girlfriend-girlfriend.
         

         
         Jane Austen. One of the greats. And she was really onto something. Because as soon as the three of us are walking down Main
            Street after discussing work at the coffee shop—as soon as I’m finally jumping through one of Barden’s stupid hoops—there’s Ann, headed our way with two of her soccer teammates.
         

         
         My body registers her presence long before my brain catches up. My ears roar with my rising, panicked heartbeat, and I barely
            catch myself when my feet stumble. She shouldn’t be here. Our high school brought together several smaller towns and Ann’s
            was twenty minutes away. She’d never even come over to my house.
         

         
         Don’t see me. Don’t see me. Don’t see me.

         
         She sees me. Her notice registers as resigned acceptance—she knew this might happen but had hoped otherwise—and then she tucks
            her disappointment away behind a false, sunny smile.
         

         
         She always was good at hiding things.

         
         Her friends are slower to clock me, but they do. Maddie and Jenna, her soccer teammates. Not my favorite people.

         
         They were, as far as I could tell, the ones who first started “teasing” Ann about how she and I must be “gay for each other.” I don’t know what set them off. Ann had been very careful. She never touched me in public. If anything, she became a little meaner to me once things started up. But somehow, we caught their attention. Maybe we looked at one another a beat too long or shared a smile that was only between the two of us. It hardly mattered why they said it, just that they’d said it. 

         
         Once they put the idea out into the world, it took hold like a dandelion in a sidewalk seam, rooting deep and cracking the
            solid ground on which Ann walked.
         

         
         The jokes started. No harm meant. Don’t be so sensitive. Then there was the anonymous note in her locker she wouldn’t show me. A group chat she was left out of. Accidentally. Any
            number of small slights and aggressions that gradually crystallized into the sense that changing with her teammates in the
            locker room was going to be a problem going forward. If she was queer. Not that there was anything wrong with it. But it’d
            damage the “team spirit.”
         

         
         Tending goal is super hetero, if you weren’t aware.

         
         I guess she felt like she had to squash the rumors. So, she did.

         
         There’s nothing like hearing your best friend loudly insist to everyone you know that she’d never date you in a million years.

         
         Like it’s unthinkable.

         
         Ridiculous.

         
         But even after that, the ridiculous and unthinkable kept happening, week after week, just like it had for months. She’d shut
            her bedroom door to the outside world and kiss me until my lips felt bruised, touch me until I collapsed into delicate petals,
            floating away.
         

         
         Afterward, her fingers absently stroking my hair, she’d make me swear not to tell anyone, just like she had the last time, and the time before that. Because her teammates. Because her family. Because she didn’t even like girls. Because whatever kept happening between us was a fluke. Nothing worth turning her world upside down for. 

         
         And every time, I’d tell her she was right. It was nothing. Because if I said otherwise, the nothing I so desperately wanted
            would stop.
         

         
         The distance between us shrinks as my feet bring me ever closer to her, like I’m in an ambulatory coma.

         
         She waves. She fucking waves at me.

         
         Traitorously, my arm waves back. No bodily autonomy for me today, thanks. I’m just puppeting myself through life.

         
         “Ava! Hi. Long time no see!” Big smile. So friendly. Beside her, Maddie and Jenna acknowledge my existence with unenthusiastic
            nods. Progress, really, considering I’d been invisible the last time I saw them.
         

         
         Okay. Okay. So this is how we’re doing it.

         
         She’s exactly like I remember: pin-straight blond hair with heavy, blunt bangs, her lips stained red as if from a cherry Popsicle.
            A beauty mark on her chin. Dark brown eyes that give me nothing. Against my will, I suddenly remember pressing my lips against
            her neck. Her cold eyes after she stopped talking to me.
         

         
         I stand there, my brain stuttering.

         
         I can feel Graham and Love listening, taking in my rapid-onset stupidity, the way I’ve wrapped my arms around myself. I know
            they are drawing conclusions, but I can’t look at them. I’m too busy gazing at her face, searing my retinas. I’ll carry the
            afterimage of her for days.
         

         
         Meanwhile, Ann looks composed. Maybe even amused as I twist in the wind.

         
         Just say something.

         
         “What are you doing here?” I blurt, then cringe at my accusatory tone. I weakly add, “I mean, Cherryton’s kind of out of your
            way.”
         

         
         “Maddie’s sister is having a baby shower,” she says.

         
         “Great. Great. That’s . . . great.” I turn to Maddie and say, “Congratulations. To her, I mean. Not to you. You’re not pregnant.
            Presumably.”
         

         
         Maddie’s eyes widen. She’s either in disbelief at the nonsense tumbling out of my mouth or she has suddenly realized her period
            is late.
         

         
         God, Ann looks beautiful.

         
         One day, she just stopped texting me back. And that was how she ended it. The friendship. Us. Whatever we were. I was left
            on read by the first girl I ever fell for. And I still had to see her every day in class, looking through me like I wasn’t
            anyone she knew.
         

         
         After that, my social life—never robust—dwindled to nonexistent. I don’t know exactly what she told people, but it wasn’t
            flattering. Maybe that I couldn’t understand she wasn’t interested. Or that I was obsessed with her. Whatever let her put
            the most distance between us. One by one, my friends pulled away, but they were always more her friends, I guess. They must
            have been, if they were ready to believe I was some kind of stalker.
         

         
         History is written by the victors, and she won, that was for sure. I’d promised I wouldn’t tell, so I let her spin the story
            she wanted to believe.
         

         
         I’d promised.

         
         “I’m Love, Ava’s girlfriend. So nice to meet you!” Love says, inserting herself into the conversation and beaming unfamiliar, out-of-character sunshine. Her hand’s already out, waiting. Again with the hand-shaking. This has got to be something Faraday first years learn that I missed out on as a transfer. 

         
         My soul snaps back into my body, leaving me disoriented, blinking.

         
         Maddie and Jenna, not very bright in addition to being homophobic, shake her hand confusedly. Ann does too, looking uncomfortable.

         
         “You must be from Ava’s old school.” Love is smiling like they’re already old friends. For a terrible moment, I worry that
            Love is going to invite the three of them to join us for an excruciating cup of coffee.
         

         
         Ann, thrown off by Love’s aggressive friendliness, croaks, “Yeah.” Then her voice steadies. “We were in science together.”

         
         Okay.

         
         I used to play video games with her little brother.

         
         We texted every day, and when the teachers took away our phones, we passed notes.

         
         When I slept over at her house, her breath mingled with mine in the quiet dark.

         
         But sure, science class.

         
         “Chemistry?” says Graham blandly. He’s been unusually subdued for this conversation, content to bask like a sunning lizard
            in Maddie’s and Jenna’s curious, interested looks. But letting an opportunity for sexual innuendo slip by unacknowledged was
            too much to ask.
         

         
         “No, uh, physics. How’ve you been, Ava?”

         
         How have I been?

         
         Well, I can’t form a sentence, Ann, due to the terrific audacity and unrelenting beauty of you and the continent-sized splinter lodged in my heart with your name on it. But thanks for asking. Goddamn it. 

         
         And for reasons I can’t explain, I suddenly have a very enthusiastic girlfriend. Never had one of those before.

         
         I mutter something generic in reply, which is what she wants. The less detailed I am, the quicker this will all be over.

         
         “Babe, you’re too modest.” Love squeezes my arm, then kisses my cheek, so quickly I almost think I imagine it, except for
            the scent of caramel and smoke she leaves behind. “Ava won the writing award for our year. Unbelievable, honestly.”
         

         
         It is unbelievable. It really is. Equally unbelievable is the way it feels to have her body pressed so closely to mine, her
            hand on the small of my back.
         

         
         “I can’t help it. I can’t stop bragging on her.” Love turns her face to me adoringly.

         
         Jesus.

         
         It’s not real—I know that. It’s even a bit much. But damned if it isn’t indistinguishable from the real thing, and like nothing
            I ever experienced with Ann.
         

         
         “How long have you been seeing each other?” Ann asks lightly. A risky question—why would she care?—but her friends have stepped
            to the side to flirt with Graham and are occupied.
         

         
         Luckily Love knows how long we’ve fictionally dated. “Oh, God, we got together pretty much when you started at Faraday, didn’t
            we, babe?” There’s no doubt in my mind that Love can, if pressed, describe our first date down to our outfits.
         

         
         “Wow, that’s great.” And then, because I didn’t ask, Ann adds, “Aiden and I are still together.”

         
         Right. I haven’t mentioned Aiden.

         
         That’s because it’s not my best look.

         
         She was dating Aiden the entire time things with me were—well, whatever they were. He’s a swimmer with floppy brown curls
            and a sweet, trusting smile. Worst of all, he’s genuinely nice and adores Ann. Back when Ann still called me her best friend,
            he made an effort to get to know me. We had things to talk about. We both loved sci-fi, especially the Murderbot books. Ann
            didn’t like video games, so she was happy enough to cheer us on while the two of us talked smack during Super Smash Bros.

         
         And sometimes while we played, I sat between them, and while his eyes were trained on the screen, she’d would trace one finger
            lightly down my side, slowly edging closer to the side of my breast.
         

         
         I played poorly during those matches.

         
         Other times, she’d press her leg against mine under the cafeteria table at lunch, even while she was all over him for everyone
            to see.
         

         
         For me to see. Because on some level, she had to let me know that I’d never be anything but below the table. Secret and hidden.

         
         That hurt, when I let myself feel it.

         
         As for Aiden, the innocent party in all this, I could have felt awful about it—I should have—but I didn’t. Sometimes I even
            felt like he deserved it—either because he was too stupid (trusting) to suspect anything, or because she was only with him
            because she felt she had to be. Or at least that’s what I told myself.
         

         
         Like I said, it’s not a flattering history.

         
         “That’s so lovely.” I look over at Graham, busily flirting with Ann’s friends, and try to signal it’s time to go. I’ve finally gathered myself enough to extricate myself from this situation. I don’t want to think any further about whether Aiden deserved what I gave him. And I definitely don’t need her to remind me how much she’d rather be with him than me. Message received, loud and clear. 

         
         Graham is in his element and gives no indication that he’s received my signal.
         

         
         “Yeah. When he graduates, he’s going to UW-Madison. It’s a drive but doable.”

         
         I look at her, confused. I’m the last person who’d be interested in her happy ever after with Aiden.

         
         “I’ve been thinking we might even get married,” she says. She lets out an odd and brittle laugh. “After college, I mean. I
            know it sounds dumb, but I think we’re really—we’re really meant to be.”
         

         
         She prattles on, unprompted, talking about their future. Aiden wants to major in something environmentally related. She’s
            not ready to figure out her career yet, but she’s taking as many APs as she can, so she can get into the same school.
         

         
         She’s talking fast, almost like she can’t stop. And all the while, she’s staring hard at me, barely blinking.

         
         She doesn’t look composed anymore. She looks nervous.

         
         Or scared.

         
         And that’s when I realize I’ve been reading this all wrong.

         
         She’s not mentioning Aiden to rub it in my face that she’s with him, not me. She’s reminding me of his necessity. She’s reminding
            herself.
         

         
         And she’s begging me with her eyes not to say anything in front of her friends. Especially now that I’m clearly out, with
            a (fake) girlfriend.
         

         
         I’m stunned.

         
         Stunned I didn’t immediately recognize her desperation.

         
         Stunned that she thinks I would out her.

         
         After all those late-night conversations, those kisses that left my lips wanting more, she doesn’t know me at all.

         
         I would never, ever do that.

         
         But since she thinks I would—since she thinks that low of me—I open my mouth and turn to her friends.

         
         I let her squirm for a beat.

         
         Because I’m not a good person.
         

         
         I’m just okay.

         
         “It’s nice to see you all again,” I say blandly.

         
         “Yeah,” she says, visibly relaxing. “You too.”

         
         “Ava, you promised me hot chocolate and I’m freeeeezing.” Love pouts and squeezes my arm.

         
         I shrug apologetically to Ann. Sorry, I must do what my Demanding Imaginary Girlfriend tells me to do. Them’s the rules.

         
         Relieved, thankful even, Ann smiles, and her friends begrudgingly step away from Graham. “Text me,” mouths Maddie as she walks
            away. Graham shoots a finger gun at her—what does that even mean?—and she giggles. Gruesome. The three of them walk on, presumably
            to eat melted candy bars out of diapers.
         

         
         All too soon, Love’s arm drops from my waist. She curtsies, and Graham applauds. I feel her absence, the warmth of her body
            fading.
         

         
         “Masterful work, Ms. Solt,” he says. “Bravo.”

         
         It was. The way she looked at me—it looked so real. It felt so real.
         

         
         I knew Love was an actress, but I’d never seen her put those skills to work. There was something almost uncanny about it.
            Like she’d conjured a version of herself from a different timeline, one where the two of us share milkshakes together in an
            old-timey soda shop.
         

         
         And now that alternative Love was gone, like she never was.

         
         Because she wasn’t, I remind myself.

         
         So why do I feel so lost?

         
         “How did you—how did you know?” I want to know if it was obvious to everyone, if she saw the whole stupid history written
            on my face.
         

         
         Her lip curls, and all the pleasure from her acting stunt disappears. “I know the type.”

         
         There’s a bitterness there, but before I can ask any questions, Graham steps between us and takes both our arms, pulling us
            forward. “But where is my praise? Will no one acknowledge how Tweedledum’s and Tweedledee’s hearts are positively broken? I did that. Me.”
         

         
         “They weren’t that into you.” Love rolls her eyes. The dark mood I saw so briefly retreats. “That was the most unsexy conversation
            that’s ever happened in the history of human speech.”
         

         
         “You just don’t understand soccer. That bit about the cleats? The shin guards? That was code. It was filthy.”
         

         
         As we walk, I sneak glances at Love from the corner of my eye. It’s unsettling. If Love can mimic adoration that convincingly,
            what else can she fake? How do I know if anything she shows me is the truth?
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         Chefsgiving in Donner City with Abbott’s friends—all of them either professionals in the restaurant business or CrossFitters—was
            a culinary whiplash. The dishes were either the most decadent versions of holiday classics imaginable or “healthy” versions
            where all the joy had been sacrificed to perfect, unyielding macros. After eating a colon-blocking amount of bourbon-glazed
            turkey and politely moving my fork around in a pile of “jewel-toned fall slaw,” my body initiates a defensive shutdown the
            moment we’re home. I have just enough time to ditch our leftovers container on the kitchen table before falling asleep face
            down on my bed, leaving Abbott to clean up the kitchen alone. A bit of a jerk move, considering that baking our contribution
            to the feast, a Milk Bar–inspired pumpkin pie with enough calories to power a bear through winter, had left the kitchen nigh
            unusable.
         

         
         An hour later I wrest myself from my food coma and guiltily exit my cave, ready to apologetically take on any remaining cleaning
            tasks. I stop when I hear Abbott on the phone in the kitchen.
         

         
         “Look, this was your choice. Don’t expect me to make you feel better about it.” Her voice is unusually tense, pitched low.

         
         In my defense, eavesdropping is hard to avoid in an apartment of this size. But I don’t do anything to not listen, either.
         

         
         I tiptoe closer, then peek my head cautiously around the corner. Abbott’s back is to me, her head bowed, her whole body attentive to the phone. The retreating afternoon light diffuses through the kitchen window and catches the gold and gray glints in her hair. There’s a dish towel on one of her shoulders, and the warm air smells like lavender cleaning spray. 

         
         She stiffens at whatever she hears and then her shoulders slump. Her voice is weary. “And all l asked from you was patience. To just let me pay off the new freezer and we could find a bigger place together. But until I do, money is
            tight.”
         

         
         There’s a pause, the woman on the other end talking at length, her tone shifting higher and higher. I can’t make out the words,
            but it’s not happy. Abbott runs her hands through her hair, exasperated. “No, no, that’s bullshit. I never asked you to be
            a parent.”
         

         
         There’s a pause, and then Abbott snaps, “Yeah, well, that’s not how ultimatums work, Janet. Play stupid games, win stupid prizes.”
         

         
         A much longer pause after that.

         
         Then it’s mostly about logistics—who has what item, how will said item be returned. When it’s over, Abbott carefully rests
            the phone on the countertop, and then wipes her face with her sleeve. It’s so hard to imagine Abbott crying that I can barely
            understand what I’m seeing.
         

         
         But I’m realizing I don’t know everything about her, and maybe I don’t know this either. To the extent that Abbott talks about
            her love life, she only volunteers the funny stories, like the date who insisted Abbott pet her tarantula. She’s never talked
            about women she’s truly cared for, or, come to think of it, anyone she’s dated for longer than a few months.
         

         
         I suspect Abbott’s reticence is on purpose, considering that my mom liked to tell me far more than I ever wanted to hear about
            her relationships, and my father once tried to tell me about the wonders of tantric sex. Or maybe regular grown-ups just don’t
            feel the need to tell kids the ins and outs of their personal lives.
         

         
         I retreat down the hall, wait a beat, and then stagger into the living room with heavy steps. I arrange myself on the couch under a fuzzy blanket, with one of Abbott’s book club books on my knees. As near as I can tell, it’s about a telepathic dog who is overly invested in his owner’s marriage. On the cover, a sticker declares that Oprah found it deeply moving. 

         
         “You left out the stuffing,” Abbott calls from the kitchen.

         
         “Sorry,” I say to the book. “It’s botulism time.”

         
         “Botulism is canned goods.” I hear her open the fridge.

         
         “Food spoilage comedy isn’t about accuracy. Who was that?”

         
         “Why did I buy nonalcoholic beer?” She huffs with irritation as she enters the living room and pops open the can.

         
         “You said you wanted to look ‘fine as shit.’ Who was it?”

         
         She frowns. “You regularly go around listening to private phone calls?”

         
         “In my defense, you’re not stealthy.”

         
         She rolls her eyes. “Just a lady I’ve been seeing. She wants to get more serious, and I’m not ready. Lesbians and U-Hauls.”

         
         “Huh?”

         
         “Nothing.”

         
         She joins me on the couch and glances at my prop book.

         
         “That made me cry.”

         
         “Really?”

         
         “No. That book is shit.” She takes a swig and sighs. “Anyway, it’s not a big deal. People break up. As far as problems go,
            it’s minor.”
         

         
         I think about all the ways in which having me around is cramping Abbott’s style. “It’s a problem, though. Me living here.
            I’m a problem.”
         

         
         She looks sad. “I’m sorry about all that. You shouldn’t have heard any part of it.” She turns to me and puts her hand on my shoulder. “Listen to me. You are not a problem. You’re my priority.”
         

         
         I look down.

         
         She squeezes my arm.

         
         “Hey. Hey, look at me. You are right where you need to be. If she can’t adjust her timeline to accommodate the facts of my
            life, then it’s not a relationship I want to be in. Besides,” she says, taking another sip, “I’m worth waiting for. I’m the
            hottest lesbian in the tricounty area.”
         

         
         I laugh. “There’s, like . . . five.”

         
         “I said what I said.”

         
         She tousles my hair and heads off to bed, warning me not to stay up too late. I stretch out on the couch, resting the book
            on my food baby. My stomach rumbles ominously.
         

         
         It’s not like I don’t believe Abbott. Ever since I can remember, she’s tried to buffer my mom, stand in for my dad, basically
            do everything she can to protect me from the fact that neither of them was super invested in my care.
         

         
         I know I’m her priority. But I shouldn’t be.

         
         She never signed up for a kid. She just has the misfortune of having a screw-up sister, just like I have the misfortune of
            a screw-up mom.
         

         
         I think about all the things she’s sacrificing to make sure I can be at Faraday. Then I think about my grades, and my stomach
            hurts, and not just because it’s full of stuffing and pie.
         

         
         I need to turn things around. Not just for me, but for Abbott too.

         
         The least I can do is make her proud.
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         Classes resume, and December is a month of snow in all its forms.

         
         It starts with wet clumps lazily descending over rooftops and tree branches, until thick daubs of snow paint the Priory white.
            Then it grows colder, and crystalline snowflakes spin though the air, landing decoratively on coats, eyelashes, and hair.
            Crossing campus on any given day, you might see a student staring at a snowflake on his glove in fascination. He’s not on
            drugs. Probably. He’s an art student, which is a similar condition, but not the same. Ice particles ping off the shoveled
            sidewalks like pinprick meteors on warmer days, and the plowed snow banked around the faculty parking lot piles higher. Students
            play King of the Mountain. Ironically, they’d claim. But they’re still playing King of the Mountain.
         

         
         I meet weekly with Barden, and each time is ruthless. I told him I could take his worst, and so he’s giving me what I’ve asked
            for. The process is exacting. I bring him a clutch of sacrificial poems, and we spend the hour breaking them down to bone
            and sinew until all I have left is a picked-over carcass. And then I take the broken forms away, and revise. I return. The
            revision does not meet with his approval, not exactly. There’s always a new “opportunity” for growth, a new problem created
            by my changes.
         

         
         But I must be making progress, because the poems have become unrecognizable to me. They are so far removed from my original conception that it’s as if another hand is writing them, my diction dissolving and re-forming. This, I know, is what butterflies go through in the chrysalis stage, but I never imagined how strange and terrible that indeterminate state must be. Writing poems has always been a way to make sense of the world, of myself. Now that I don’t understand my writing, I can’t see myself clearly either. 

         
         Sometimes it’s as if I’m watching myself as I sit at my desk to write. Ava looks over Barden’s ink-laden copy of her poem.
            Ava rewrites the poem in longhand, addressing each comment one by one. Ava moves a stanza. Ava retitles. Ava crumples the
            paper and starts over. I am scrutinizing my every move as I become the poet Barden knows I can be. I want to be more than
            a student whose potential is in the far-off horizon. I want to row ceaselessly, until I drag my boat onto that shore and find
            myself, the self he knows I can be, waiting.
         

         
         But God, it’s brutal.

         
         Whenever I am in doubt, whenever I am on the verge of saying enough, that’s when Barden reassures me. There’s a line, a stanza break, a turn in the poem that meets his standards, and he says
            the magic words, “Nice work, Ava.” And I feel pride like I’ve never felt before because I know it’s the truth. Those words
            are golden, precious, rare. I hoard them and sleep on them like a greedy dragon, warming myself on their glow and heat. Whenever
            I despair about my grades, I pull them out and count my riches. But there are so few.
         

         
         When we aren’t discussing my work, we talk about my life on campus. He likes hearing about Darcy’s robots because he admired
            her paintings in the last student exhibition. Apparently, they remind him of Voltron, some ’80s robot cartoon show. He asks after all my classes, and I report on the status of my homework, my projects, my papers. It’s irritating to recite and makes me feel like a child, but I do my best to be detailed. I am a model student now, after all. I am exactly what Faraday wants. 

         
         Finally, he asks about the Bull Writers, which meets erratically but frequently. He hasn’t said so explicitly, but I get the
            sense he was in a similar group when he was a student here. His questions feel a little vicarious, his demeanor nostalgic.
            He greets every story about our meetings like a new episode of his favorite TV show, asking for details about when and where
            we met, what we ate or drank, even what we wore.
         

         
         He’s curious whether they agree with critiques on my work, but since our first meeting, I don’t share the same poems with
            them. Instead, I bring new work and clumsy scraps, and they draw hearts and check marks, suggest possibilities for growth.
            Our meetings leave me feeling good. But later, that’s what sows doubt in my mind. I disregard most of what they tell me. Kind
            words are not going to help me pass.
         

         
         As new scenes from Graham’s play come in, I tell Barden the evolving story of Lord Turnstone, and we draw up a list of murderer
            suspects. But ultimately, although he doesn’t say it, I can tell he’s a little dismissive of Graham’s talent. At one point,
            he says, “Graham has a touch of the twee about his work,” which doesn’t sound complimentary. It’s a little unfair, considering
            he hasn’t read the play.
         

         
         About Love, there’s not as much to say. She brings work to every meeting now, unlike our first one. Sometimes a complete short story, and other times a scene in progress for which she’ll give bare bones context. But none of it is from the novel Graham mentioned she was writing, as far as I can tell, or at least I can’t string the disparate scenes into any kind of larger narrative. Despite there being so little to share, Barden listens with interest. It’s fascinating, he tells me, to learn how her poetic skills are being utilized in fiction. The pride in his voice about her is evident, and as much as I’d like to count myself as Barden’s favorite student, it’s almost as pleasing to know that Mars occupies that space only because Love withdrew from the major. 

         
         Telling Barden about the Bull Writers makes me appreciate Graham and Love, and describing my friends to someone else makes
            them more real somehow. But the sharing feels unbalanced. They know Barden is my adviser, but I’ve never revealed how often I visit with
            him. At first, it was because of my scholarship troubles. Then it felt like something I already should have mentioned but
            hadn’t, and so I couldn’t. But really, it’s because I can’t figure out how to explain the meetings without them sounding like
            torture sessions, especially to Graham. Like a dog that requires peanut butter to hide his pills, he only takes critique wrapped
            in ego-soothing compliments.
         

         
         All I know is that I need this hard edge. This pressure.

         
         Every meeting ends the same. Some days, I’m certain my grade in his class is assured; my portfolio is full of poems we’ve
            worked on together. Others, I wonder if it’s all for nothing, if I’m only calcifying his certainty that I can’t improve, I
            can’t change. Regardless, I pick up my broken poems and step out into the winter afternoon. I watch the white come down, relentlessly
            erasing the world.
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         In the final week before winter break, we can feel the semester’s shackles loosening, our escape approaching. Over half the
            students have already headed home, picked up by their parents in Range Rovers, Teslas, and BMWs. Exiting immediately after
            exams is frowned upon but happens regardless. Everyone remaining is useless, already anticipating their Netflix marathons.
            Our final classes shift to edutainment. In US History, Mr. Hendrix shows us a World War II miniseries that’s far more accurate
            and graphically violent than anticipated. He repeatedly, nervously apologizes, and attempts to fast-forward through the worst
            bits but invariably stops too early, and we are treated to a high-definition rendition of someone’s head blowing up. It does,
            at least, wake us up. In the dorms, all the doors are open, emitting competing soundtracks as we pack to go home at odd hours.
            Our lights stay on late without consequence.
         

         
         One by one, the campus empties of students.

         
         By the time Darcy leaves the Wright House on Friday, the last half day, our floor is abandoned. The other girls’ doors are
            closed and locked, their hand-cut paper snowflake decorations peeling loose one by one and drifting to the ground.
         

         
         On her way out, Darcy hands me a list of required animes to watch over break. It’s over two hundred hours of viewing. I tell
            her I’ll see what I can do.
         

         
         At lunchtime, the cafeteria’s quiet is oppressive. There are only twenty students eating, and the faculty table is empty. Even Graham’s and Love’s voices are muted, murmuring their semester postmortems as we indulge in chocolate cake. The cafeteria staff pulls out all the stops in the last week; the chicken pot pie we just ate was genuinely great—a flaky crust, tender carrots. Even Abbott would approve. 

         
         “I said, how do you think you did?” Graham repeats, tapping my shoulder. I startle, then smile weakly. Instead of listening
            to them discuss their grades while feeling sick about my own, I’ve been watching the snow come down outside, the flurries
            almost invisible against the blank sky. They’re predicting the inlet will freeze early this year.
         

         
         “Okay.” I put a wad of cake in my mouth to forestall future questioning. “When do you head out, Love?”

         
         She shares a conspiratorial smile with Graham. “I’m not. Graham and I are moving in together.”

         
         “It’s just as salacious as it sounds,” he says.

         
         “No, it isn’t,” says Love. “We are cat sitting.”

         
         “Salaciously.”

         
         “You know the Heeps, in the art department? They got some kind of winter residency—”

         
         “In Italy!” Graham says as they continue their back and forth.

         
         “Yes, in Italy. And they have to leave their baby—”

         
         “Who is a cat.”

         
         “Kikimora. They need a cat sitter.”

         
         “And a house sitter.”

         
         “Which is us,” finishes Love. “Graham got the job offer—”

         
         “Because I am dependable.”

         
         “Because he is local. And I convinced my parents not to make me fly home—”

         
         “You don’t want to go home?” I interrupt, confused. Everything Love has mentioned about her parents has been positive. Her parents—both accountants—seem to find her a bit of a mystery but are supportive of her artistic ambitions. 

         
         Love’s smile falters a little. “I kind of want to be on my own for a little.”

         
         I get the sense I’ve made an error. “Sorry . . . I didn’t mean to—”

         
         “No, no. It’s no big deal. They just—they worry a lot. They’re kind of overprotective.” She shrugs, asking me to leave it
            alone. “I want a break.”
         

         
         I do leave it alone, even though I feel like there’s a story here I haven’t been told. I remember Barden saying that Love
            “needs a friend.”
         

         
         Graham changes the subject. One of his superpowers is navigating a conversation clear of any unpleasantness he hasn’t personally
            engineered. It’s a skill he probably learned from his mother. “The Heeps’ house is bizarre. There is an actual suit of armor in the living room.”
         

         
         “With a pointy metal codpiece,” says Love.

         
         “One must protect the tender bits.” Graham nods solemnly. “Our plan is to spend winter break reading, writing, and drinking
            copious amounts of hot chocolate doctored with the Heeps’ personal stash.”
         

         
         “And sledding.” Love frowns. “I was promised sledding.”

         
         “Fine. We will indulge your disgusting winter sportiness.”

         
         “That sounds great,” I say, trying to keep the envy out of my voice. I have no firm plans beyond helping Abbott at the diner, eating Christmas cookies, and dodging my mother’s phone calls. Her attempts to get me to fly to Las Vegas to have “our first Christmas together as a family” with Dennis and his kids are ceaseless. I suspect it’s less about my presence and more about the family snapshots she’d like to show off to others so they can congratulate her on her beautifully blended family. Fortunately, her enthusiasm is inversely proportional to the cost of the plane ticket, which rises higher and higher the longer I hold her off. The other parental unit, my dad, is stateside once again and no longer actively hallucinating, but he’s already called to let me know he’s signed up for a “consciousness exploration” retreat in Arizona. It’s safe to assume he’ll be too busy tripping the light fantastic to go caroling. 

         
         “It will be,” says Graham confidently.

         
         I smile, but the muscles in my face feel strained.

         
         All at once, I’m at the end of my tolerance for human beings. It’s partly listening to the two of them commiserating about
            the unfairness of getting an A-minus, and partly the way they are blithely bragging about all the fun they’ll have, whereas
            I will be up to my elbows in grease when I help Abbott deep clean the grill, a disgusting project she always gets an itch
            to do in the coldest weeks when the diner is only open for half days.
         

         
         But mostly, I’m anxious about my final meeting with Barden after lunch.

         
         I know I’ve done everything I can to show I’m a hardworking, well-adjusted, rounded individual, someone Barden can find some
            grace for. I’ve brought up my grades in all my classes, even if I don’t know exactly where everything stands. These days,
            no one flinches when I open my mouth to speak. Other students have even started chatting with me in between periods and before
            class. Darcy’s friends include me in the conversation when they visit her in our room. And I’m a full-fledged member of the
            Bull Writers.
         

         
         My portfolio is in my bag, ready to turn in. The work is better. It must be better. He’s seen how hard I’ve worked, how much the poems changed. 

         
         I’ve done everything he asked.

         
         But it feels like none of it is enough. I’ve spent the past three nights imagining scenarios where he tells me he’s recommending
            that the scholarship committee kick me out. Sometimes, he looks apologetic. Other times, he can’t stop himself from sneering.
         

         
         “I’ve got to get going. I’ve got to turn in my final portfolio and finish packing.” I stand up from the table and quickly
            gather my things.
         

         
         “Wait, will we see you before final checkout?”

         
         I shake my head. “I’m going to be really busy—I put off a lot of things.” Suddenly I’m worried that my eyes are going to do
            something ridiculous like spill tears, which would be misleading because I’m more angry and irritated than sad.
         

         
         Okay, maybe I’m a little sad.

         
         “What about—”

         
         “Look, some people would be really fucking happy with an A-minus,” I snap.

         
         They stare at me, stunned.

         
         “Sorry,” I say. “I’m just—sorry. I’ve got to go.”

         
         I don’t know what Graham tries to say to me because I leave before he can finish. Right now, I need Barden to tell me everything
            is going to be okay. Then I’ll be able to deal with their winter escapades and wonderful grades. Then I can be a better friend.
            Maybe even a real one.
         

         
         
      

      
      
         
            27

         
         The first thing Barden says when I sit down in his office is, “Heyyyyy! It’s the comeback kid!” He beats a fast tattoo on
            the desk with his hands.
         

         
         All my nervousness dissipates, and I sit down and hand over my portfolio with a smile. It’s in a blue pocket folder, my name
            printed in permanent marker in the top right corner of the cover.
         

         
         “You did great, kid.” Today he’s wearing a baby-blue T-shirt that says real men cry. There must be a store just for teachers who want to look like inspirational billboards. He rubs his five o’clock shadow.
            “I’m seeing improvement in your classes; you’re acting like a bona fide human being in workshop—”
         

         
         I stick out my tongue and he grins.

         
         “And you’re still meeting regularly with Graham and Love for the . . . what do they call it?”

         
         “Bull Writers.”

         
         “Cute. I’m proud of you.”

         
         I preen a little, I’ll admit.

         
         “Got any winter plans?”

         
         Now that I’m in the room with Barden and he’s so cheerful, my body is releasing so much tension that it’s a struggle not to
            slump over with relief. “Not really. I think we’re going to ritualistically murder a small evergreen and decorate it. Otherwise
            staying around here. You?”
         

         
         “Also around here, mostly. Probably travel up to Donner City periodically to see my girlfriend. I’m working on a new book, so I’m loath to step away from it more than I have to.” 

         
         It’s odd to think about Barden having a girlfriend. Even though I know he lives just off campus in faculty housing, I assume
            he ceases to exist when students aren’t around.
         

         
         “Cool.” I look at him expectantly. I want him to say it. Ava Quirk, don’t worry about your scholarship. You’re a paragon of
            self-improvement.
         

         
         “Ah,” he says, leaning forward and clasping his hands on the desk. “About that. I’ve got to tell you—I’m sorry to say that
            you’re not out of the woods yet.”
         

         
         My smile falters. “What?”

         
         “You’ve improved in my classes. A lot. Like I said, I’m proud of you.” He smiles warmly and his eyes crinkle at the corners.
            “But I don’t know that you’ve quite made up for such a rough start.”
         

         
         I stare at him. His words make no sense.

         
         “You’re getting an incomplete for your two classes with me.”

         
         “What’s—what’s an incomplete? I just turned in my portfolio. Everything is complete.”

         
         “An incomplete is for unusual circumstances. For example—if you had submitted passing work all semester but then missed the
            last three weeks due to mono. Rather than an F, you’d get an incomplete, with the understanding you’ll submit that missing
            work the next semester. Once you do, that ‘I’ converts to a real grade.”
         

         
         “But that’s . . . that’s not my situation.”

         
         “It’s not. To be honest, I’m abusing the system a little bit to help you out. If I entered your actual grade, your overall GPA will be too low. You’d lose the scholarship for sure. This way, your GPA is in limbo and we kick the can down the road a little. Get you some breathing room.” 

         
         “I don’t understand—you said I just needed to show I was trying, that even if my overall grades were below the requirement,
            you’d—”
         

         
         “I’m sorry if you misunderstood me. But you need a solid B GPA, and for that, you need high As in my classes. And I can’t
            give you that right now.”
         

         
         “But you . . . I just handed you my portfolio. You haven’t even graded it.” My voice is almost inaudible.

         
         “I’ve been meeting with you about it regularly. I have a pretty good idea how it will score.”

         
         “I thought—you said you liked the poems.”

         
         “I do. I absolutely do. But they could be better. You’re a great student. But this isn’t A work. Not yet.”

         
         I will the tears rising in my eyes to retreat. I don’t know where to look in this room. Certainly not at him, even though
            he’s trying to hypnotize me with Caring Teacher eyes. I concentrate on the painting of the flying house on his wall, sailing
            through the air and dropping household objects on the fields of wheat below. Toaster ovens. Pots and pans. Right now, I feel
            like someone dropped a blender on my head from somewhere very high up.
         

         
         I fumble with my bag and pull out the books he loaned me. “I brought your books back. I didn’t get to finish them all, but
            they were really good.” I stack them on the desk, further evidence of how hard I’ve tried.
         

         
         “Keep them a little longer, then,” he says kindly.

         
         Great. Now they are pity books.

         
         “I just thought—I mean, what was—what was the point of all this? You have me do all this work, make all these connections with people—” 

         
         “Wouldn’t you say that’s been a good thing for you? Not eating by yourself every day? Hiding in a book before every class?”

         
         “Yes, but—”

         
         “Ava, think of the incomplete as a surprise extension. We’ll hold off on turning in that portfolio. You’ll meet with me over
            break, and we’ll strengthen the connective tissue between the poems—make it into more of a chapbook. Then you’ve got something
            you could even send to outside contests. I know a couple that are open to high schoolers, and we could get yours up to snuff
            with some hard work.”
         

         
         “More hard work.” I’m sniffling. Damn it, I’m not crying in front of him again. He pushes a box of tissues my way. I ignore
            them. Let him deal with my mucus. “I already did the hard work.”
         

         
         “Here’s my SlipSlip. Text so we can coordinate meeting up.” He writes something down on a Post-it.

         
         Despite everything, I laugh. SlipSlip is one of those anonymous messaging apps, but way less popular than Snap, though both
            apps share the disappearing-text feature. No one uses it anymore. “You’re on SlipSlip? What are you, fourteen?”
         

         
         “No,” he says, a little sharply. “I’m a grown man who’s not giving his personal phone number to teenagers.” He hands me the
            Post-it. “I’m also happy to drop by the diner to talk with your aunt if she has any questions about you coming to campus over
            break. Not a problem.”
         

         
         I shake my head dully. I don’t want him telling Abbott how badly I’ve screwed things up.

         
         He slides my portfolio back to me, unopened. At least he didn’t see the thank-you card in the inside pocket. Thank you for taking a chance on me . . .

         
         I don’t bother packing my bag, slinging it over my shoulder and awkwardly grabbing my portfolio and the books in my arms.
            I want out of here as fast as possible.
         

         
         “There’s one other thing I need you to do.” He smiles at my pained expression. “Don’t worry. It’s not hard.”

         
         “What is it?”

         
         “I need you to get me a copy of Love’s novel.”

         
         “What? Why?”

         
         He shakes his head. “I’m sorry, I can’t tell you much else without violating confidentiality, but suffice to say, I’m concerned.”

         
         I remember Love saying she wanted to stay here over break, rather than going home. How sad she’d looked. “Why can’t you just
            check on her? Why do you need her novel?”
         

         
         “Let’s put it this way. A cat hides when it’s sick or injured, and it runs away if you try to approach. Checking on her won’t
            result in much. But getting a peek at her work will tell me what I need to know. Our writing reveals a lot about us.”
         

         
         He looks meaningfully at me as he delivers this sentiment, and I think I’m supposed to dwell on the truth of his words about
            writing, but I’m way too worried about this new wrinkle to appreciate another learning opportunity. “How can I— I don’t think
            I can do that.”
         

         
         “You’re smart. You’ll find a way.”

         
         “Right, but—”

         
         “Ava. Over the past few weeks, you’ve demonstrated you’re willing to work hard if it’s to your benefit. Now I’m asking you to do something with real stakes, to help someone who isn’t you. This is important.” He smiles reassuringly. “She’s not going to know, I promise.” 

         
         I shake my head. “I get it, but . . .”

         
         “You feel like it would be a betrayal.”

         
         I nod.

         
         “I understand. Though I suppose the reason why you started hanging out with them in the first place is also a kind of betrayal.”

         
         I freeze. “That’s not—”

         
         He holds up his hand. “Listen, take a few days to think it over, then send me a message. If you can do it, great. We’re in
            business. If it’s a no, I’ll figure out some other way to check on Love. I’ll remove the incomplete and we’ll see how your
            overall grades shake out. It’s up to you. Have a good winter break, Ava.”
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         Once I’ve closed Barden’s door behind me, I let out a shaky breath. The Wright House is still and empty. The only movements
            are those of the swaying evergreens, framed by the common room’s tall windows.
         

         
         I head for the stairs. I want to grab my things, call Abbott to pick me up, and put as much distance between myself and that
            confusing humiliation as possible. Once I’m home, I can figure out what the hell just happened. Every time I try to unpack
            the conversation, the same thoughts circle me like carrion birds.
         

         
         It wasn’t enough. It will never be enough.

         
         It’s my own fault for asking him to be hard on me. I said I could take it.

         
         What’s got Barden so worried about Love?

         
         And how the hell can I get him a copy of the novel when she won’t share a single page of it?

         
         I’m halfway to the stairs when Mars intercepts me like a jump scare, her blond ponytail swaying. “What the fuck are you doing?”

         
         Startled, I barely recognize her. Despite living on the same floor, I’ve never seen Mars anything but polished and prepared,
            ready to destroy her subjects. Her usual uniform is Peter Pan collars, colored tights, and a stick up her ass. But today she’s
            barefaced and washed out, her blond eyebrows barely visible without their usual brow pencil. Her Taylor Swift Red album shirt has a hole near the hem.
         

         
         “I live here, Mars. Aren’t you late for a Republican fundraiser? A dinner for euthanizing orphans maybe?”
         

         
         Mars’s father is Senator Gilmore, a conservative politician who supports legislation that scares the hell out of me. Whenever
            I see him on the news, his teeth are larger, whiter. One day he will be nothing but a pair of pearly chompers floating above
            a double-breasted suit, spouting terrible talking points.
         

         
         She makes a face. “They’re on a cruise, so I’m a winter holdover.”

         
         “Ouch.”

         
         “It’s their anniversary!”

         
         “Sure.”

         
         She closes her eyes for a moment and gathers her tiny blond energies. “I meant, why are you meeting with Barden? The semester’s
            over.”
         

         
         “I was dropping off my portfolio.” I shake my head at her foolish question. Why else would I be there? Definitely not to enlist
            as a spy.
         

         
         Then I have a fun idea. “But he had me stay to talk about the sonnet sequence. He’s really excited about it. We’re going to
            look for journals to send it to.” I smile at her winningly.
         

         
         That shuts her up. She stiffens, her lips pressing tightly together. It just kills her to think she has competition for being
            Barden’s favorite.
         

         
         Before I can even register what’s happening, she wrenches the books from my arms. “What did he give you?”

         
         “Hey!” I try to wrestle them back, and my portfolio falls to the ground, its contents scattering across the carpet.

         
         I drop to my knees, giving up on the books in favor of gathering my papers, the humiliating thank-you card. “Christ, Mars,
            have you ever tried not being such a bitch?”
         

         
         “Sounds boring,” she says distantly, flipping through the titles. She pauses on Blurred Lines: Poems of Sex and Desire and scans through the first pages briefly before perusing the remaining books’ openings.
         

         
         “Satisfied? I’m sure if you ask nice, he’ll give you books too. Maybe something more on your level, like Hop on Pop.”
         

         
         With an air of indifference, she holds the books out, then lets them fall to the ground beside me. One of them lands awkwardly,
            bending the cover.
         

         
         “Really?” I shove the books into my bag while she watches, her hands clasped behind her back. I sidestep her and head for
            the stairs.
         

         
         “Wait,” she calls after me.

         
         I turn back to her. “What? Did you find another closet to shove me into? Why’d you even do that? What did I ever do to you?”

         
         She doesn’t answer.

         
         “Are you seriously such a snob that you can’t stand that I’m here on scholarship? Or is torturing me a sexual thing for you?
            Do I need a safe word?”
         

         
         She shrugs. “I don’t like you. And I saw an opportunity.”

         
         I roll my eyes. “Oh, good. At least it’s not personal.”

         
         “Did you really talk about sonnets with Peter?”

         
         “Yeah?” I mean, close enough. Technically there’s a sonnet in my portfolio that Barden didn’t read.

         
         “Okay.”

         
         “Okay? As in, that’s okay with you? I’ve got your permission?”

         
         Again, she says nothing.

         
         Whatever. There’s no point in talking further. Every interaction makes her stronger, like she’s a robot from the future sent
            to kill all joy.
         

         
         But I don’t leave. There’s something off about her. It’s not just the slouchy pajamas and the lack of makeup—all she’d have to do is stand up straight and just like that, she’d spin her disheveled appearance into an ad for fresh and glowing natural beauty. 

         
         But she didn’t do that. And she didn’t mention that she was staying with a host family, which is what a winter holdover typically
            does. In fact, she doesn’t look ready to go anywhere. She’s not staying in the dorm over break, is she? Over Christmas?
         

         
         If it was anyone but Mars, I’d say she looks . . . muted. Depressed.

         
         A strange sensation creeps over me. Oh shit. Is this . . . pity? Do I feel sorry for Mars Gilmore?

         
         I take a deep breath and close my eyes. I’m going to regret this. “Are you—are you spending Christmas alone? Because . . .
            if you were, I’m in town. Me and my aunt always cook too much. And Graham and Love are around, too.”
         

         
         She scoffs, then scans the common area, looking anywhere but at me and my presumptuous questions. “I’ve got plans,” she says
            coldly.
         

         
         Well, I tried. I don’t know why I tried, but I did. I turn to leave.

         
         “He’s not excited about your sonnets,” she declares to my back. “He just likes to meet up with the kids that are struggling. It’s sweet of him to put it like
            that, though.”
         

         
         The Christmas spirit is overrated.
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         Abbott can tell I’m in a mood the moment she picks me up. There are several signs, such as my monosyllabic answers to all
            her questions, and the way I watch the sun’s descent out our car window like I’m egging on the heat death of the universe.
         

         
         Another tell is that I insist we stop by Julio’s on the way home. Julio’s is owned by a guy named Joe Kowalski and its food
            bears little resemblance to Mexican other than the presence of tortillas. I eat it when I hate myself. As soon as we’ve unloaded
            my things, I’m scarfing down a burrito and leaving the smeary remains of the wrapper on the coffee table, a domestic sin that
            Abbott temporarily overlooks.
         

         
         But mostly it’s that I’m curled up on the couch with every blanket I can find in the apartment wrapped around me.

         
         I will never leave this cocoon.

         
         This is how I’ll die: on a sagging couch, swaddled like a giant baby, smeared with burrito.

         
         Then my body will rot through the cushions and seep through the floorboards, and one day a mushroom sporting a face just like
            mine will spring up from the juices.
         

         
         Abbott will cook that mushroom and serve it to Peter Barden in some kind of stroganoff situation. And Mars, too, for good
            measure. And if there is a god in heaven, they will die horribly as my poison shuts down their organs, one by one.
         

         
         Nature’s beautiful circle of life.

         
         Abbott rattles the sides of a paper bag on the kitchen table. I immediately recognize the pink rubber duck outline stamped on the bag. Ducky Luck Bakery, my favorite. Abbott and the owner have a long-standing arrangement: unlimited coffee at the diner in exchange for weekly pastries. In my opinion, the bakery owner got a bum deal since our coffee is at best mediocre, but I’m not about to suggest renegotiations. “You look . . . unwell.” 

         
         “Scone me,” I say. I eject my hand from the blankets and make pincer motions.

         
         “These were for breakfast tomorrow, but okay.” She noisily rummages in the bag until she finds my favorite, lemon blueberry,
            and delivers it on a plate to me.
         

         
         “Breakfast is meaningless. Time is stupid. I live here, in the now and forever of misery.” I balance the plate on my knees
            and lip at the scone from my blanket nest.
         

         
         “Are you all right?”

         
         “All of our representatives are busy.” I pull a blanket forward to make an eating fort, like the French people who eat tiny
            birds with napkins over their head.
         

         
         “It’s just, if there’s something you want to talk about—”

         
         “Your call is very important to us.”

         
         She sighs and doesn’t press. “Don’t get crumbs in the cushions, then. And stop using the throw pillows as napkins. I can see
            you.”
         

         
         Abbott assembles a plate of cheese and crackers for herself and takes up the other end of the couch. As soon as she’s settled,
            I tuck my feet under her legs to get them warm. It helps a little.
         

         
         Everything is terrible. My deal with Barden has somehow evolved into espionage and I still don’t know if I can go back to
            school next semester. But I don’t want to unpack any of that right now.
         

         
         Right now, I want to pretend we’ll stay like this, living together, with my parents off doing their usual nonsense, and no one asking anything of me. 

         
         Just for a little while.

         
         Tomorrow I can decide whether I’m a halfway decent person, or a spy and a thief.

         
         Maybe I was always a spy. I keep thinking about how Barden insisted I find a way to join the Bull Writers. Was he always planning
            to have me report on Love? Was it ever about me at all?
         

         
         “Have you read this?” She holds up the novel she’s reading for book club. The cover is red and gold with a curlicue font title
            dominating a background of medieval unicorns.
         

         
         I peek out from the blankets, scattering scone crumbs. Oops.

         
         “A Court of Fog and Anger? No. Should I?”
         

         
         “Nope.” She turns a page and shakes her head. “I’m never letting Tabby pick the book again. Straight people are so weird.”
            She rests the novel on the back of the couch, then makes a large circle with both hands, looking puzzled. “That seems physically
            improbable.”
         

         
         And that’s the last thing I’m aware of until Abbott shoves me awake with her feet. She’s leaning over the couch’s edge to
            peer at the front door. “Hey. Wake up. I think it’s the Purge.”
         

         
         I push myself up from where I’d slumped into the cushions and peer out at the front door. Love waves through the window. Graham
            puts two fingers to his forehead and salutes.
         

         
         “Oh shit . . . Shit, shit, shit.” I’m swimming in a refried beans miasma and there’s a lank piece of hair plastered to my
            cheek with drool.
         

         
         “You want to see them?”

         
         I do.

         
         I don’t.

         
         I’m not ready to interact with them post-Barden. I thought it was okay—or at least excusable—to hang out with them, even if he’d suggested it in the first place. 

         
         But now he’s asking for more, and it feels weird. Weirder. Wrong.

         
         “I can tell them you’re experiencing gastric distress. You probably will be soon enough.”

         
         “No. I want to see them.”

         
         “Go, get ready. I’ll let them in.”

         
         I squeeze her shoulder and head for my room, then hear her cheerfully say, “Now, where did I put my gun?”

         
         I do what I can to repair the day’s damage. I swipe on concealer and lip gloss, then change out of my Failure Pajamas and
            into jeans, a black tank, and an oversized green-and-blue flannel. I grab a necklace and slip on some gold hoops and tousle
            my hair. Nope, too much shine and floof. I take off the necklace and tie my hair back.
         

         
         “You can do this,” I say into my mirror, which is exactly what someone who is about to fail would say.

         
         There’s a knock at my bedroom door, and then I hear Graham’s voice. “You decent?”

         
         I glance at myself in the mirror for one last check. I look like a busty lumberjack.

         
         “Say no,” says Love. “I want indecency. Smut!”
         

         
         “I can hear you guys,” calls Abbott from the kitchen.
         

         
         I hear Graham loudly promise her that no smut will occur on the premises. Or anywhere. I will, he assures her, remain a pristine
            virgin.
         

         
         Abbott laughs derisively. I’m oddly touched by her confidence in my game.

         
         “Oh, shut up,” I say, opening the door. Love practically tumbles in—she’d been leaning on the door—and Graham saunters after.

         
         My room is small and crowded. It’s half the size of the room I had with my mom, and I kept all my stuff rather than putting
            it in storage with the rest of the apartment’s contents. There are still several unopened boxes stacked in a corner. Instead
            of a closet, I have a standing rack, which contributes to the overstuffed dressing room vibe. All my poet photos are at Faraday,
            so the walls are bare except for a Mercer Mayer print of East of the Sun & West of the Moon—a giant bearded man flying through the air with a woman in the palm of his hand. My mother bought it for me soon after I
            was born. I don’t feel like I ever met the version of my mother who would buy me a picture like this, but I’ve always loved
            it. An elaborate cloth kite shaped like a moth hangs from the ceiling, crowding the light fixture—a gift from my father, from
            Thailand. It’s gorgeous, and there’s no space for it. He’s not about practicality.
         

         
         The two of them sit on my bed and wordlessly absorb the chaos. Graham looks as fashionably shabby as his high-end clothes
            will allow; he cut the elbow holes in his olive-green sweater himself, I’m sure of it. Love is in head-to-toe black, as usual,
            in a gauzy, layered dress that looks too light for the weather, with long cigarette earrings dangling from her ears. She left
            her boots by the door; her toes wiggle in her stockings.
         

         
         Graham picks up the books on my bedside table—winter reading from Literature. There’s one about someone bravely dying of cancer and everyone learning a lesson, one about how we can solve racism through the power of friendship, and another about a dystopian world where the school system teaches children how to murder people and their own feelings. The last one feels a bit on the nose but at least it’s relatable. He tosses them back dismissively. 

         
         “Graham and I were talking,” says Love. She’s sitting on her hands to warm them from the outside.

         
         “Are you guys getting a divorce?”

         
         Graham lights an invisible pipe and puffs out a few pretend smoke rings. He watches them float to the ceiling and dissipate.

         
         “Your mother and I have decided that she’d be happier with your uncle Steven. And the house. And most of my paycheck.”

         
         “Be serious,” Love scolds. “You were pretty upset earlier, Ava.”

         
         “I was—I was a little stressed out. Sorry. I don’t do well with transitions. Moving and stuff.”

         
         She gazes around my room once more. “Right. But it seemed like—”

         
         Graham interrupts, his voice stern and reproachful. “Ava. You are aware that you are expected to hang out with us on a regular
            basis over break, right?”
         

         
         Confused, I lean against my desk and tip over a cup. Empty, thankfully, but I panic to catch it.

         
         Love smiles. “We weren’t just telling you about the Heeps for no reason. We want you to hang out with us there.”

         
         “Oh.”

         
         “Oh,” repeats Love, smiling. “What a beautiful doofus you are.”

         
         “Love, you’ll make her blush.”

         
         “You’re right, Graham! She is blushing!”
         

         
         “I am not bl— Look, you never said I was invited!”

         
         “Ava, we’re friends. The invitation is implicit.” Graham continues to puff away at his invisible pipe.
         

         
         “She didn’t know. This whole time we’ve been friends, and she’s just now figured it out,” says Love wonderingly.

         
         I smile uneasily. Before meeting with Barden today, hearing them say this would have thrilled me. Now I don’t know how to
            feel. Am I excited at the idea of more Bull Writers sessions with hot chocolate and stolen Baileys, or at the opportunity
            to sneak a look at Love’s novel? Is this about friendship or getting ahead? It’s all tangled up. “I’m catching on. Slowly.”
         

         
         “You’re coming over tomorrow, Ava. We’ll introduce you to Kikimora.”

         
         “Can’t wait.”

         
         After they leave, I download SlipSlip and add Barden’s handle to my contacts: PastPerfect.

         
         If I refuse to do what Barden asks, I’ll lose my scholarship. So what. People lose scholarships all the time. I don’t have
            to do what he says. I don’t have to do any of this. Next semester, I’ll either take the twenty-five-minute bus ride to the
            county high school, or I’ll get dragged to Las Vegas and start somewhere new. It’s a little less than two more years. I can
            do anything for two years.
         

         
         It’s not a death sentence.

         
         But it feels like one. When I imagine sitting in a classroom with Ann again, I shrivel up inside. I don’t want her to look through me. I don’t want Snaps from guys in our grade asking if they can watch. Not again. But the alternative—starting over in Las Vegas—doesn’t feel much better. It was hard enough making friends at Faraday, even surrounded by people who liked art and writing and music. I essentially had to be blackmailed into doing it. And the idea of living with my mother feels like my chest is flooding with water. She’s going to insist on so much enthusiasm that I can’t muster. Isn’t Las Vegas wonderful? Isn’t Dennis the best? Aren’t your new brother and sister adorable? 

         
         I know it’s weird for Barden to ask me to get him a copy of Love’s work. But I also know he’s worried about Love, even if
            I’m not sure why. He probably knows her better than I do—he was her adviser for two years before she dropped writing—and I
            don’t really know her like that. Really, I don’t know her at all. I don’t know why she doesn’t want to go home. If something
            is going on with her that he can see and I can’t—if he’s trying to make sure she’s okay—then sneaking him a copy isn’t necessarily
            wrong, even if it feels like it.
         

         
         And it’s not like she needs to know.

         
         I hesitate for a moment, watching the cursor blink in the text field.

         
         But only for a moment.

         
         
            Deal.
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         On a good day waiting tables, I can see five minutes into the future. I know who wants cream with their coffee the moment
            I put down the menus, I deftly avoid bumping into customers as I deliver dishes, and I flirt just enough to inflate my tip
            without anyone asking for my number. Abbott serves up the orders through the kitchen window just when I need them, and my
            fingers fly lightning fast across the cash register’s ten-key.
         

         
         Everything makes sense. People are hungry, so you feed them. They want a kind word, so you oblige. All you have to do is recognize
            what someone wants before they know they want it. It’s transactional, but everyone wins.
         

         
         Take Mr. Henderson, for instance. He’s my only remaining customer after the morning rush, and I know exactly what he needs.
            Constant top-offs on the coffee, and someone to listen to the same off-color joke about a narcoleptic doctor. Was the joke
            funny the first time? No. Has it gotten funnier over the last twenty repetitions? Also no.
         

         
         But he’s lonely. And loneliness I understand.

         
         “Anything else, Mr. Henderson?” I pour the coffee to the height he likes, leaving room for two creams, one sugar.

         
         “No, darling, I’m doing just fine. Hey, have you heard the one about—” He breaks off, looking confusedly in the direction
            of the counter. “Well, you don’t see that every day,” he says.
         

         
         I turn.

         
         This is when I realize I can’t see into the future at all. And I understand nothing about what people need. Because sitting at the counter is my mother, smiling broadly. Her sweatshirt says welcome to fabulous las vegas, nevada! in gold retro lettering and red sequins, just in case there was any doubt where she’d come from. A yellow suitcase is tucked
            under the counter; she’s straight from the airport. Two metallic helium balloons are tethered to a small teddy bear she’s
            holding hostage in her lap. One balloon says surprise! The other says sympathies. Both feel apt.
         

         
         She wags the teddy bear’s hand in my direction, and says, “Surprise, Bug!”

         
         I freeze. A profound sense of unreality unfolds inside me as a series of unpleasant conclusions spit rapid-fire out of my
            brain.
         

         
         She can’t be sitting at the counter.

         
         Because if she’s sitting at the counter that would mean she’s back.

         
         And that cannot be true.

         
         The longer I stand there taking her in, the louder the roaring in my ears grows from my heart’s attempts to burble out an
            SOS through skips and jumps.
         

         
         “Can’t you hug your mother? Come here!” She puts her arms out wide. “I was on the plane for hours to see you.”

         
         When I don’t move, she glances at Mr. Henderson, conscious that our audience isn’t getting the show she wants. Then, like
            any skilled performer, she improvises. She crosses the room to me and wraps her arms and a cloud of jasmine perfume around
            me. She’s still holding the teddy bear; the trailing balloons dully bonk together above our heads. Her chin tucks perfectly
            over my shoulder, hooking me close.
         

         
         After depositing a damp kiss to dry on my cheek, she lets go and looks at me expectantly.

         
         “You’re here,” I say.

         
         “I am!” She’s delighted.

         
         What a good talk we are having. Maybe we can just say self-evident things to one another forever until one of us drops dead.

         
         The sounds of Abbott moving in the kitchen abruptly stop. She’s heard my mother’s voice. Maybe she hasn’t fully placed it
            yet and has gone still like a deer with its white tail raised, trying to identify the danger.
         

         
         Behind me, I can just glimpse Mr. Henderson turning up his hearing aid to better hear our conversation. Well. Perhaps he and
            I will have something new to talk about together at last.
         

         
         “Are you— You’re moving back?”

         
         “No, no, Bug. It’s so much better than that. Daniel and I are getting married! Finally!” She thrusts her hand out to display
            an enormous square diamond on her ring finger. I don’t know much about precious stones, but the size indicates Daniel is making
            a hefty wager. The man lives in Vegas. He must like long odds. “We finally got their custody and visitation agreement amended
            so we can live together—what a mess that was!—and that was the last thing standing in our way!”
         

         
         “Oh. Okay. Um, congratulations.”

         
         My reaction is disappointing. She waits a moment to see if I will squeal and jump up and down. The teddy bear in her arms
            stares vacantly into another world, a better one, where he is not an unwilling participant in this awkward situation.
         

         
         “It’s—it’s very large,” I add.

         
         This is at least in the proper direction of the response she wants. “I know. It’s incredible-looking under fluorescent lights, it sparkles like you wouldn’t believe. I mean, you know me, I’d be happy
            with a plastic ring from a gumball machine, but he insisted.”
         

         
         “Why—why are you here?”

         
         “Aren’t you happy to see me?” My mother’s smile drops, which makes me feel like I’ve kicked a puppy.

         
         Abbott appears in the kitchen door, drying her hands on a cloth. “Charlotte.”

         
         Despite the cool greeting, my mother holds out her ring and wriggles her fingers. One of the things I can’t help but admire
            about my mom is how she’s always willing to try. For instance, there is no way in hell Abbott is going to be excited for her,
            but by God, my mom is going to try.
         

         
         “Look! Isn’t it gorgeous?!”

         
         “What’re you doing here?” Abbott quit smoking six years ago, but she reflexively taps her apron’s breast pocket where she
            used to keep her pack.
         

         
         My mother withdraws her outstretched diamond, frowning. “It’s Christmas. I’m not going to let my girl be alone on Christmas!”
         

         
         Right. Because Abbott doesn’t exist. Never mind the other holidays she’s missed. Or my birthday.

         
         “You’ve got somewhere to stay?”

         
         “What do you mean?”

         
         “There’s no room for you here,” Abbott says flatly. “It’s a small place.”

         
         “Don’t be silly. We used to sleep over all the time. Ava can take the couch. You don’t mind, do you, Ava? It’ll be so wonderful to be together as a family again. We can open presents on Christmas morning in our pj’s!” She lets her purse drop open and starts pawing through it. “Look, I brought some cookies from this adorable little bakery in the airport—where are they?” 

         
         She’s a positivity tornado bearing down on a life I’ve foolishly constructed from sticks and twine and all things breakable.
            There is nowhere to hide. I can feel myself start to acquiesce. What other option do I have?
         

         
         But Abbott doesn’t let me. “I’ll call Clara and get you a room at the Beatrix.”

         
         “Ava . . .” My mother looks at me beseechingly. Behind her, Abbott shakes her head. I look at my feet.

         
         “Don’t worry,” says Abbott. “They’re not full up. We don’t get near the Christmas traffic Donner City does.”

         
         She steps back into the kitchen to make the call. My mom is clearly vexed, but she recovers quickly. She turns to me expectantly.
            “Well. What should we do together?”
         

         
         I open my mouth, close it helplessly. I’m supposed to be meeting Graham and Love in an hour and a half at the Heeps’. I was
            promised a cat and a suit of armor. Hot chocolate. And—possibly—an end to Barden’s requirements. But now that Queen Charlotte
            has resumed her reign, all of that is out the window. She’s not about to let me socialize with friends now that she’s here.
            Not during our special mother-daughter time.
         

         
         Abbott peeks her head around the corner, her phone to her ear. “Ava has plans already. It’ll just be you and me tonight, Char.
            She’s staying over with friends.”
         

         
         Staying over is news to me, but I appreciate Abbott’s willingness to think on the fly. Hopefully Graham and Love will feel the same. 

         
         My mother turns back to me, consternated. “Can’t you cancel? I hardly get to see you!”

         
         Behind her, Abbott mouths, “Go.”

         
         “Sorry, school project!” I say, and bolt upstairs to pack.
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         Mighty Pen, a stationery store, is one of the few chains in town. Plenty of Faraday people shop there but Abbott and I never
            do. A shop like that is a harbinger of things to come. Once one chain gets a foothold, others come, and before you know it,
            all the little mom-and-pops are driven out, replaced with corporate businesses that pretend to be mom-and-pops. As much as
            Faraday likes cute places like the Breakfast Nook, they like upscale even better. Ten years from now, Cherryton will be like
            Donner City. We’ll still work here, but we won’t own any of it. We won’t even be able to afford the rent to live here.
         

         
         That’s why I have no problem visiting Mighty Pen feeling like I do.

         
         On one side of the store is a long wall of greeting cards and stationery packets, and on the opposite wall are crafting materials: rubber stamps and ink; long, wide sheaths of colorful printed paper; bookmaking supplies; and calligraphy books. Between these are two small aisles and some freestanding tables, mostly taken up with pens, inks, and an assortment of toys and gadgets more aimed at adults than kids. This is where you buy your fidget toys, books on astrology, self-care, and supplies to journal your way to emotional and financial freedom. There are also seasonal sunglasses—currently on offer is a glittery white pair with miniature snowcapped firs bobbing from the temples on tiny springs. They’re tempting, but the shape is awkward, making them a poor candidate. I’m not looking for a challenge, just a sense of accomplishment. 

         
         To get that feeling, I successfully swipe a small rubber stamp within five minutes of entering the store. It’s all about misdirection.
            First, I run my hand speculatively over the display rack, lightly brushing the raised ridges and surfaces on each of the rubber
            stamps. I pick one up, put it down, until eventually I find the one I want. A steer skull with flowers twined around its horns.
            Perfect for Bull Writers. But I don’t go for it immediately. I pick up a few others before I palm it. Then I make a show of
            holding a silver ink pad up to the light in my other hand. After I compare it to a gold one, I put them back and walk away,
            discreetly dropping the purloined stamp into my coat pocket.
         

         
         Then I’m off to the pens, practically skipping. I feel a little lighter now that the stamp is in my pocket, like everything
            is more manageable. My mom’s arrival is just a little hiccup. I’m still going to the Heeps’. I’ll hang out with Graham and
            Love, and I’ll try to appease Barden. I can handle this. I can even handle my mom. All I have to do is keep calm and carry
            on, just like the big poster on the wall says.
         

         
         Almost immediately, a salesclerk is by my side.

         
         Crap.

         
         The salesperson—his tag says “Kevin” and “Ask me about my favorite ink”—is around my age, and cute, if a little generic. He
            has floppy, curly hair brushed forward, and looks like his main activities are soccer, shotgunning energy drinks, and responding
            slowly to outside stimuli. The fact that this guy has possibly noticed my theft suggests I’m not as good at this as I thought.
         

         
         Maybe he wants to sell me a pen. Or ask for my number. A girl can dream.

         
         But probably this is about the stamp in my pocket.

         
         I’m still riding a wave of calm, so I keep my wits about me and don’t give him the chance to talk.

         
         “Squid?” I say.

         
         “What?”

         
         “Ink. Your favorite ink. Squid?” I point to his name tag.

         
         “Oh. Uh, no. Hey, I don’t want to—”

         
         “Do you like the Sarasa Nano line?” I hold up a pen. “I heard the weighted tip makes them really stable.”

         
         I actually learned this from the marketing copy on the pen display, but I’m trying my best to channel Graham’s pen knowledge
            and charm. Pen nerds like Graham don’t steal. Neither do I. Look at my fancy coat.
         

         
         It’s not working. He’s scrutinizing my face like he’s identifying me in a lineup.

         
         “I think—”

         
         But before he can say anything further, he’s interrupted by another customer I didn’t notice coming in.

         
         “I’d like to get this,” Love says, holding up a pocket-sized notebook with my big important feelings embossed in gold on the cover. Rather than her usual black, she’s wearing a dark green coat with a thick fur collar, along
            with emerald-green furry earmuffs. Her eyes are lined in a vibrant cobalt blue that extends beyond the outer corners in a
            sharp V. They pass over me impatiently, without recognition; I’m just some girl in a shop who is monopolizing the staff.
         

         
         “Yeah, absolutely, can you give me—”

         
         “I’m kind of in a hurry—do you mind?” she says the last to me, apologetically but also a little bitchily.

         
         I demur. No, I don’t mind, girl I’ve never met before. Please take this clerk’s full attention.

         
         Still keeping me in his sights, the clerk follows Love to the register.

         
         Just before the register, Love pauses alongside a display table full of fountain pens and ink bottles, along with a small
            tray of enamel pins shaped like quills. There’s a calligraphed sign that says “Write Your Own Story” in swooping letters.
         

         
         “These are so cuuuuuuuuuuutttttteeeee,” says Love, picking up a pin. “Are these organic?”

         
         “Uh . . . probably? If you’re not ready . . .” He looks back my way. I’ve edged a few feet closer to the door. I gaze around
            the shop innocently and then nonchalantly examine a scented candle labeled “Enchanting Seascape Cottage.” It smells like Tide
            detergent and juvenile detention.
         

         
         “No, I’m ready. I’ll get one of these, too.” Love picks up a bottle of hot-pink ink and holds it up to the light. Then she
            says to the clerk, “Does this ink match my eyes?”
         

         
         As she spins around to show him, she violently bumps into the table with her large, slouchy purse. The entire display—pens,
            bottles, pins—crashes to the ground with a tremendous clatter, followed by the table itself. The “Write Your Own Story” sign
            wafts through the air to land among the wreckage and blooms a vibrant purple as spilled ink rapidly wicks through its length.
         

         
         It’s the most beautifully orchestrated destruction I’ve ever seen. God in his heaven, just wrapping up the latest typhoon model, has tossed aside his hurricanes in frustration because here is a real disaster artist.
         

         
         For a long beat, all three of us are immobile, awestruck by her ruinous accomplishments. Love’s eyes are wide with shock—but
            she’s smiling behind her hands.
         

         
         As the rolling pens slowly come to a stop, the clerk breaks free from her chaotic spell, and rushes forward to assess the
            damage, while Love drops to her knees to help, ceaselessly apologizing. Fortunately, the ink bottles have thick, heavy bottoms,
            and miraculously only the one broke. It’s still an incredible mess, though. Kevin rights the table, then retreats behind the
            register briefly to grab a roll of paper towels to stem the violet tide. Meanwhile, Love grabs pens by the handful and artlessly
            drops them on the table. They promptly roll off the edge and clatter back to the ground in a syncopated tattoo.
         

         
         “I’m so, so, so sorry! I’m so clumsy.” She’s about to cry, seemingly.

         
         Kevin looks like he’s five minutes from calling his mother for help. “Please just—it’s fine—just—no, just please—”

         
         On her knees, Love clumsily corrals five bottles of ink by wrapping her hands around them precariously and lifts them up.
            They rattle ominously on the ascent.
         

         
         “No!” says Kevin, alarmed. “No. Please. Put those down. On the floor, gently.”

         
         Gingerly, she lowers them to the ground. By now I’ve retreated to the store’s exit and pushed the door quietly open with my
            backside. As I step outside, Love says, “So the notebook . . . Is it still full price? Because there’s some ink on the cover
            now.”
         

         
         Kevin stares at her, fully bewildered by what his life has become. “Please—please get out.”

         
         When Love joins me on the snowy street outside, she sputters with barely controlled laughter. As we walk away, Love casts a mournful look back at the store. “I’ll never be able to shop there again. I hope whatever you slipped into your pocket was worth it.” 

         
         “You knew?”

         
         “I took dance for ten years; I am a creature of considerable grace. I don’t bump into tables.”

         
         “Here,” I say, handing the stamp to her. “For Bull Writers.”

         
         She looks it over critically, then nods and puts it in her bag. “I accept your tribute.”

         
         Love had walked to town early to pick up cheese at Graham’s insistence; her purse is full of “ghastly-smelling” Camembert
            and Gouda. She’d been planning to kill time at a coffee shop when she saw me through the window of the stationery store. I’m
            welcome to come over early to “hide from the cops.” We walk a few more blocks down Main Street, then cut through an alley
            to the walking path around the lake’s inlet, toward the bridge.
         

         
         “Could I also . . . spend the night? Sorry, it’s weird to invite myself. I’ve sort of got a situation at home. My mom showed
            up.”
         

         
         “That’s bad?”

         
         I nod. It’s not easy to sum up just how bad it is, but I try to give her the CliffsNotes version. My mother’s dental love
            story. The divorce, and my father’s globetrotting, spiritual journey of drug-assisted navel gazing. Living alone in the abandoned
            apartment, and Abbott’s intervention.
         

         
         As I tell Love about these things, I make it into a funny story. Because if it’s a funny story, then it’s about someone else,
            a character in a farce, rather than me. And besides, it is funny. It’s ridiculous and hilarious and unbelievable that I’m the kid and they’re the parents. What else can I do but laugh? 

         
         But Love doesn’t laugh. Even when I get to the final punch line—my mom showing up with those two balloons—surprise! sympathies—she doesn’t laugh.
         

         
         It almost makes me angry when she doesn’t. Without laughter, the funny story is just a story about my disastrous life. And
            I want no part of that.
         

         
         We step onto the pedestrian side of the bridge spanning the inlet between Cherryton and Faraday, salt melt crunching under
            our boots. The light snow flurries of the early morning have grown heavier with noon’s approach, clumping and gathering in
            thick drifts along our path. Halfway over, we stop to look through the fence at the frozen inlet.
         

         
         “You ever do that? Walk on the ice?” Love says, pointing at a lone figure walking below us, a man carrying a long ice chisel.

         
         I laugh. “Since I was a kid. He’s out early; me, I’d wait a few more days until Christmas, just to make sure it’s good and
            thick. But it’s pretty safe. Most of the people who fall in are either drunk or obliviously walk into a fishing hole. In a
            few more weeks, it’ll be so solid you can drive a truck on it.”
         

         
         “I’ve always gone home for break, before it froze.” The man speculatively taps the chisel against the ice. Dissatisfied with
            whatever he’s hearing or seeing, he moves on. “Your mom sounds intense.”
         

         
         “Yeah,” I say quietly. I’d hoped we were done with this conversation.

         
         “Can I ask you a favor?”

         
         I nod.

         
         “You called her ‘crazy’ a few times. I get that. But . . . well, I’m crazy, too, I guess. I have ‘persistent depressive disorder with anxious distress.’ ” She makes quote signs with her fingers, or at least I think she does. She’s wearing mittens. “Basically, I’m a sad sack who worries a lot. I don’t know. It’s dumb. I mean, you have the right to say that word. It just kind of . . .” 

         
         “I won’t say it. And if I slip up, tell me.”

         
         “Thanks. It’s weird, I know.”

         
         “It’s not weird. I mean, no weirder than anyone else. I don’t know if you are aware of this, but I borrow things without permission.”

         
         She laughs. “No, that got by me.” The man taps the ice a few more times, then shakes his head and heads back to the Cherryton
            shore. “You know, I had to beg my parents to let me come to Faraday. They were worried I couldn’t handle being on my own.
            I think they finally said yes because they didn’t know what else to do with me. I was so miserable, and this was the only
            thing I wanted.”
         

         
         Love watches the loose ice crystals swirl across the inlet surface. There are snowflakes gathering on her fur collar, her
            earmuffs. The tips of her eyelashes. Her lips are pale, her freckles stark against her chill skin.
         

         
         “They’re great—they really are—but my dad is alarmingly well-adjusted and my mom’s biggest mental health struggle was not
            getting into Harvard. They make sensible decisions about sensible things.” She laughs. “When I had to go on meds, my mom made
            a spreadsheet of side effects and efficacy rates so we could figure out the best choice.”
         

         
         “That’s . . . strangely logical. But supportive.”

         
         “That’s them. It’s not that I disappoint them. It’s that I perplex them. But they were reassured because I came here and I was so, so happy. It was the first school where I didn’t feel like everyone saw me as broken. I’d found my people, you know?”
         

         
         I nod. Every Faraday student finds their people. Darcy. Love. Every student featured on their Instagram. It’s what I thought
            would happen when I came here but didn’t.
         

         
         I don’t know. Maybe Graham and Love could have been my people. They almost feel like it. But the thing with Barden spoils
            it.
         

         
         “But I don’t know. Last semester—before you came—I kind of . . . I had this bad breakup and I just . . .” She swallows, glances
            at me, and then away again. “Well, it turns out you have to take your meds for them to work. They were going to send me home,
            I think. I wasn’t behaving. You know, doing things like eating or going to class.”
         

         
         I’m mentally running through a list of all the boys I know at Faraday for likely candidates. Callum Arnold? He’s an asshole,
            but he’s pretty. Beck Kahn? But I saw her talking to him last week. Whoever this is, she’s not on good terms with him.
         

         
         I must look worried, because she says, “Oh, hey, I’m okay. I swallow all my little pills now. I adjusted my workload to optimum
            self-care. Besides,” she says bitterly, turning back to watch the retreating figure on the ice, “I wasn’t going to let him
            ruin Faraday for me. He doesn’t get that.”
         

         
         “I’m sorry.”

         
         “It’s fine. I’m fine. Oh, I almost forgot.” Love rummages through her purse and I catch a pungent whiff. Monica’s Cheesemongery
            does not play around.
         

         
         “Here!” She reveals an enamel pin of a feathered quill. It has a tiny dot of purple ink on it that she wipes clear with her mitten. I have no idea when she swiped it. She leans in and fastens it to my coat’s lapel. 

         
         I hesitate, then say it. “A stolen pin for a stolen coat.”

         
         I don’t know why I confess it. Maybe because I can’t say all the other things I should. Or maybe I want her to feel closer
            to me. After my meeting with Barden, I can’t be sure of why I’m doing anything anymore.
         

         
         There’s a terrible moment when I can’t read her expression. But to my relief, she smiles, and we continue crossing, leaving
            Cherryton’s bright streets behind us. We walk in companionable silence.
         

         
         Finally, Love speaks. “You know . . . it’s a beautiful coat. But you don’t have to wear a costume for us.”

         
         “I know. I don’t.”

         
         I say it, but I don’t believe it.

         
         I don’t think she does either.
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         The Heeps’ house is a venerable old lady, one of the few original houses on the Faraday side of the inlet left untouched by
            enterprising flippers and Donner City real estate conglomerates. I first catch sight of the two-story Victorian’s scalloped
            slate roof, dark against snow-laden evergreens, and then the muted pink siding, accented with gray, decorative scrollwork.
            She’s in indifferent shape; a sagging downspout has unhooked from the gutters, and the cold-blasted vestiges of the front
            yard’s garden suggests a survival of the fittest situation.
         

         
         Love tries the front door, but it’s locked. She sighs. “Every time,” she gripes, and knocks on the door with a heavy brass
            bee mounted against a metal plate. The doormat says must you?

         
         Graham answers eventually, drowsily holding a similarly laconic large gray cat with tufted ears and oily fur, possibly a small
            lion. He’s wearing wide, pinstriped pajama bottoms and a velvet chartreuse dressing gown, open to his lean and hairless chest.
            I try not to stare at the ghost of Oscar Wilde, walking among us.
         

         
         “Password?” The cat, realizing his dangerous proximity to the cold outside, weakly struggles in his arms.

         
         “Move it, Graham, I’m freezing.” Love shoves past him. “That’s the password.”

         
         “That’s not it! That’s never it!” he complains after her. Frowning, he repositions the cat in his arms until Kikimora is rendered
            a helpless, furry baby on his back. The cat shoots me a plaintive look. Save me.

         
         “Kikimora?” I hazard a guess.

         
         “Kikimora, yes, exactly it!” He ushers me in, closing the door behind us. Now that the threatening winter air is vanquished,
            Kikimora has gone limp once more. His eyes are slightly crossed, giving him a vacant, sedated air. “See, Love, some people
            say the password!”
         

         
         Graham chatters on, mostly to Kikimora, about the many marauders he saved them from via his excellent safety protocols, and
            I kick off my snow boots and coat. Once I’ve managed to shake the snowflakes from my hair and twist my curls into a semi-tidy
            bun, I take in my surroundings.
         

         
         They described the house as bizarre. They weren’t wrong.

         
         The first thing greeting me is an enormous oil painting, hung directly across from the front door. It depicts a naked man
            and a woman, standing in front of a tree. The woman holds an apple, and the man has a snake draped over one arm.
         

         
         “Huh. I didn’t think they were religious,” I say. I have never taken a class from either of the Drs. Heep, but I’ve seen them
            on campus. Darcy worships the female one, whom she says has “aesthetic integrity.” All I’ve heard from her about the man is
            that he is a ceramicist and has “forearms like Popeye.”
         

         
         Graham smiles and looks at me expectantly, waiting. I’ve missed something, clearly.

         
         Puzzled, I look over the painting again, and this time notice the people in the background, among the trees. They are holding
            cell phones, filming the duo in front. Odd. I take a step closer and look hard at Eve. Then Adam.
         

         
         “Oh no,” I say.

         
         “Yup. It’s the Heeps. In the flesh. All of it.”

         
         “My eyes!” I yell, immediately covering them.

         
         “It’s their wedding portrait!” Love yells from what must be the kitchen.

         
         “So much naked middle age! Why?!” I moan. “Am I being punished?!”

         
         Laughing, Graham steers me to the living room, sparing my eyes further degradations. As promised, there is a suit of armor,
            Sir Stanley, who lurks by the stairs. His codpiece is as protuberant as described. Graham sits me down on a low green velvet
            couch, kitty-corner to a piece of furniture that is either a blue fainting divan or a sculpture of a cartoon cloud held aloft
            by spindly brass legs.
         

         
         “This is . . . a lot.” I hardly know where to look. The walls are covered in photographs of friends and family juxtaposed
            with paintings of uncanny animals dressed in historical costume, all of which competes with a sizable collection of ancient
            movie posters framed in dull gold. Books and LPs are barely contained by the room’s many bookshelves, bowing from the weight
            of their charges.
         

         
         “They are maximalists, that’s for sure. Also, I think they are swingers? I don’t judge, though. Stay here, I’ll be back with
            fortifying snacks,” he says. His gown’s tie has come loose, exposing his chest, which somehow makes him more naked than before.
            I look away, because I am a very modest young woman.
         

         
         “Wait, why do you think they are swingers?” I call out, but there’s no answer. I look around dubiously, fearing my surroundings
            will lead me to further unwanted knowledge of the Heeps’ sex life.
         

         
         Luckily, I can deduce nothing of their proclivities. Instead, I note the signs of the houses’ current occupants, Love and Graham. On the floor near the fireplace are several empty teacups, a record player, and a pile of LP sleeves. Scattered throughout the room are small piles of books, as if someone was constantly picking up a volume, reading, and putting it down again somewhere new. 

         
         And right in front of me on the coffee table is a pile of papers. One I recognize immediately as the Turnstone play, now retitled:
            If Tennessee Williams Had an IVF Baby with Grey Gardens and Agatha Christie. Queer Mystery!

         
         Beside it is another stack of pages, with a title I don’t know. The Glass Coffin by Love Solt.
         

         
         It’s too small to be a novel, but it could be part of it. Before I can think any further, Graham reappears in the doorway
            with a tray of cheese, crackers, and grapes.
         

         
         “Have you met Geoffrey?” He casts his eyes upward and I follow his gaze. A tall porcelain giraffe statue looks down upon me,
            gingerly holding a light bulb between its flaring teeth. Its white, sightless eyes are lined in gold paint. It’s one hell
            of a reading lamp.
         

         
         “Jesus Christ. How did I not see him?”

         
         “You lack perception.”

         
         Graham starts a fire—which is to say, he flicks a switch, and low flames appear in a glass box inset into the wall, like a
            small portal into a sedate hell. Then he sits on the floor by the record player and peruses selections from the Heeps’ eclectic
            collection. After several false starts with Sufjan Stevens (too sleepy, he declares) and Taylor Swift (too earnest), he settles
            on the Butchies (“niche ’90s lesbian, you’ve probably never heard of them”). He’s right; I’ve never heard of them. They sing
            sweetly about wanting to get laid. I decide not to read into it.
         

         
         “Love says you’re spending the night.” He drapes himself across the blue fainting cloud couch.

         
         “Yeah, I hope that’s okay. I don’t want to, like . . .” I shrug. “You know. Be in the way.”

         
         He looks confused, then catches on. “Ohhhhhhhh! No, no, very thoughtful of you, but it’s not like that. I mean, don’t get
            me wrong. Everyone falls in love with Love at one point or another. But she’s not for me.”
         

         
         “How so?” I realize as I say it that I sound utterly disbelieving.

         
         He gives me a wry smile and runs his hand through his hair. “I just know how much I’m willing to give. I’m not a reader who
            is in for a challenge, you know? I read for fun. For entertainment.”
         

         
         “Just to be clear, you’re not talking about books, right?”

         
         “Correct. Well observed. Not at all like someone who doesn’t see the giant giraffe in the room.” I stick my tongue out at
            him. “After extensive study and testing in the romantic department, I’ve come to realize that most of the time, I prefer a
            book you can read quickly and then forget.”
         

         
         “Like V. C. Andrews.”

         
         “Shut up, no, that’s art. Like Dan Brown.”

         
         “Disposable.”

         
         He shrugs.

         
         “And that’s not Love.”

         
         “No.” He shakes his head and smiles a little wistfully. “Definitely not Love. She’s . . . she’s the kind of book that is hard
            to get started with. You bounce off it a few times because it’s not holding your hand, making things easy. But if you stick
            around, the prose is gorgeous, the structure is so smart, and you never know what’s going to happen next, but when it does it feels so necessary—”
         

         
         “You sure you’re not in love with her?”

         
         “I never said that. I just said she’s not for me.” He smiles. “Anyway, that’s my personal Dewey decimal system. But who knows.
            Maybe there are other types of literature. I haven’t read everything in the library yet. Though God knows I try.” He smirks
            and stretches out, arranging his robe decorously. “Now, be quiet. I want to catnap for fifteen minutes. My beauty demands
            it.” He closes his eyes.
         

         
         I can hear Love in the kitchen, bustling around and talking with Kikimora, but I stay put, thinking. What kind of book was
            I for Ann? A guilty pleasure read that you can’t tell your friends about?
         

         
         Or just trash. Read and forgotten.

         
         Graham sighs and pillows his arm under his head. There’s no way he’s already asleep, is there? My eyes rest on The Glass Coffin again. I reach out my hand cautiously—then pull back when he turns over, eyes still closed.
         

         
         To distract myself, I pick up a cheap yellowed copy of The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe from the book-covered coffee table. Each turn of the page releases a whiff of almond and vanilla from the paper’s slow decay.
            I know the book backward and forward, but I only ever dip into the early sections because the latter half is too gruesome.
            All I want is Mr. Tumnus and Lucy. The beaver family. Stupid Edmund and his poor choices.
         

         
         After a while, I rub my eyes, tired. My mother’s reappearance and nearly being caught shoplifting have taken a toll on me. I put the book down in favor of mindlessly scrolling through my feed. Faraday’s Instagram features the snowy campus today, white as a communion gown. Scrolling further back, I pass a showcase of the winter solstice concerts, and before that, a profile of Emma Jahrt, who has discovered a new way to combine her love of aquatic ecosystems with dance. Then there’s Mars, holding a copy of The Paris Review and gazing out a mullioned window with the dreamy conviction of a minor saint. The caption reads: Faraday has taught me how to pursue my dream of becoming a published author. Grit and perseverance are just a few of the incredible
               lessons I’ve learned here.

         
         I glare at her image for so long my eyes water.

         
         Graham stirs himself. “I should go help Love. She’s hopeless in the kitchen.” He says the last sentence loudly, and a protesting
            scoff can be heard farther back in the house.
         

         
         I should offer to assist, but I don’t. Instead, I linger after he leaves, telling myself I’m not going to do what I’m going
            to do. But I am.
         

         
         I move quickly, wanting it to be over with. I open a message to Barden and then snap and send a picture of each page in the
            stack of papers. It’s not a lot. Only ten pages or so. But hopefully it’s enough to satisfy him.
         

         
         Once the messages zip through the ether, I let out a shaky breath. I settle back into the couch and dry my sweating palms
            on my jeans. God. Stop freaking out.
         

         
         It’s done. It’s fine. It’s not a big deal.

         
         I pick up the book again and skip forward, looking for familiar comfort.

         
         But instead I land on Edmund, greedily eating Turkish delight beside the White Witch, selling out his siblings and the future
            of Narnia for candy.
         

         
         It’s hard to understand why he does it, unless you know the context. Edmund and his siblings lived in a world at war, where sugar was rationed, where candy was a rarity. He must have been starving for sweetness. 

         
         And he was enchanted. Everyone forgets that, too. Because we want to believe we would not be so easily fooled.
         

         
         Edmund’s siblings are generous, loving children. They forgive him for his selfishness. But even knowing what I know—about
            wants that are never met, about the desire for just a little bit of sugar, about adults who promise but never deliver—I can’t
            forgive him. No reader can. We hate him forever.
         

         
         I can’t forgive myself either.
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         Kikimora is unimpressed with me.

         
         But according to Love, Kikimora is unimpressed with everyone. He sits on the kitchen island and stares, a giant smoky silver
            beast with squinting yellow eyes. Even though I’m sitting still on a barstool across from him and looking as harmless as possible,
            Kikimora only has baleful eyes for me.
         

         
         “What does he want?”

         
         Love doesn’t answer. She’s gathering ingredients from the pantry—a can of tomato paste, a small flat tin, red pepper flakes—and
            Graham is sautéing shallots at the stove. She’s already apologized for being “lazy” and not preparing any vegetables or a
            salad for a meal that’s already more effort than I’d ever put in for myself.
         

         
         “Souls, as near as we can tell.” Graham shakes the steel skillet to toss the shallots. A few slivers escape the pan, but then
            he gets a rhythm going and looks pleased with himself. There’s already water on the boil for pasta and chopped parsley on
            a cutting board.
         

         
         “I’m safe, then.”

         
         Love smiles at my weak joke. “He’s just sore his parents abandoned him.”

         
         “Aren’t we all.”

         
         The Heeps’ kitchen is anchored around a butcher block island that doubles as a high table, and like the rest of the house, it is a bit odd. The window over the sink is entirely covered by vines emerging from cut sweet potatoes in mismatched glass jars crowded on the sill. They’ve trained the vines to traverse the walls, curling around the many odd prints and illustrations decorating the room. My favorite set of prints is a series depicting medieval cats eating priests from the toes up. Each new image shows the priest descending farther down the cat’s gullet. Something theologically complex is happening there. 

         
         Love pops open a small tin. Kikimora turns off his death rays and shifts to high alert, his whiskers pushed forward. He lets
            out a plaintive mew of desire, lifting one paw to stroke the air. A pungent smell wafts toward me.
         

         
         “Oh my God, what is that?”

         
         She takes a deep whiff from the tin, ecstatically. “Anchovies!”

         
         My face is very expressive right now.

         
         “Must we?”

         
         “Weren’t you going to work on taking risks?”

         
         “In my poetry.”
         

         
         “It doesn’t work that way. You’ve got to be risky in all areas. Including stinky fish.” She tosses two of the small fish into
            Graham’s pan, then comes over and places an offering in front of the cat. Kikimora horks them down with gusto. “Be like Kikimora.
            Try new things with enthusiasm.”
         

         
         Kikimora runs his tongue along his chops with satisfaction, drugged with pleasure.

         
         “Kikimora is a cat.”

         
         Love cups Kikimora’s face in her hands; he attempts to lick her fish-oil fingers. “Are you a cat? Have you been lying to me
            all this time?” Then, as if responding to an unspoken request, she returns to Graham’s side, stirs pasta into the water, and
            sets a timer. She leans her head on his shoulder as he stirs the skillet’s fragrant mixture with a wooden spoon.
         

         
         We eat at the kitchen island by the light of a tea candle Love finds in a junk drawer. The pasta is oily, peppery, and delicious, and even though I think I can taste a slight fishy note, it’s pretty darn good. Love opens a bottle of wine, and while I don’t know much about vintages, I’d say it’s superior to our golf course libations. 

         
         Graham regales us with his love life, a saga he calls “The Great Depressions.” There was the first great love, Elliot, then
            the rebound, Alice, followed by a period of celibacy “that stretched over the land like a dark shadow,” and finally, an unrelenting
            crush on a boy named Quentin “just for fun” since Quentin was straight.
         

         
         “The incompatibility is the point. He’ll never reciprocate. I’m pre-rejected. It’s perfect. I pine for him, and soothe my broken heart by making my way through
            the theater department. They are a lively, athletic bunch.”
         

         
         “You are such a slut,” says Love, tossing her napkin at him.

         
         “Yes, but I’m a slut for emotionally avoidant reasons. Which makes me tragic and mysterious.”

         
         I laugh. “No doubt all the girls want to teach you to love again.”

         
         “Oh, they do. Tall, dark, and damaged is like catnip for them. I owe romantasy so much.”
         

         
         We’re all a little tipsy by the time Love suggests we share work. I grab a few poems from my portfolio—now that I’ve had wine,
            I want to see if they think them as lousy as Barden did—and we sit on the floor around the coffee table in the living room.
            Sir Stanley and Geoffrey the ceramic giraffe watch over our little group benevolently.
         

         
         We start with Graham’s work first. Now that he’s no longer writing poetry against his will, he’s much more enthusiastic and,
            honestly, so are we. He’s such a better playwright than a poet. Queer Mystery!’s main character—a wisecracking promiscuous pansexual—is so funny that you don’t realize how damn sad the play is until it
            punches you in the solar plexus. It’s improved a lot from the earlier drafts I saw, which were mostly just witty jokes and
            no emotional center. This section is about the untimely death of the senior Lord Turnstone. Unlike all the other deaths in
            the play, this one is accidental.
         

         
         “And yes, this is totally about me so you can just stop saying ‘the protagonist,’ ” Graham declares lightly. He’s affecting
            a casual air, but his posture is uncharacteristically straight-backed and proper.
         

         
         Love nods, unsurprised, but I ask, “So your dad . . .”

         
         “Bicycling accident. Stupid, isn’t it.” The bitterness is vast, oceanic, and then gone, replaced by Graham’s usual amused
            irony. “He was such a stickler for safety, too. Helmet, reflective jacket, hand signals, everything. And some guy just runs
            a red light and . . .” He raises a fist and then explodes his fingers outward. “I’m honestly surprised you hadn’t heard. I
            thought everyone knew my tragic backstory.”
         

         
         “I’m not really plugged into the social scene,” I say wryly.

         
         “I know. Your ignorance is what I love about you. There’s just so much of it.”
         

         
         I blow a raspberry at him, because I am very dignified.

         
         After discussing the end of Act Two, which Graham believes to be “a veritable bag of excrement” but we think is working better
            than previously, we move on to me.
         

         
         I give a radically revised Anne Boleyn poem. Or, more accurately, an Ann poem. The Tudors are no longer present. I think it’s
            better? It’s more direct, at least.
         

         
         
            Married to the Sea

            She’s gone, I hear, the girl

            with the mute mouth

            and upward aspirations,

            who walked on her feet

            (though they cut like knives)

            like a girl who’d been doing it always—

            she finally dissolved into foam.

             

            Now I only think of her when the waves raise

            a red flag, when the little that remains

            between us washes up with the fragments

            of shells and condoms and glass

            ground smaller and smaller

            by the waves just as we were,

            when we were together.

         

         Don’t get me wrong. It’s still a mess. Some of the lines are awkward and clunky. Which is what they conclude, too, but nicely.

         
         “Well, we’ve established I’m no poet, but it feels a little bit like two poems jammed together. Like, there’s a Little Mermaid
            poem and a poem about relationships.” Graham draws a line between the two stanzas, indicating the clumsy seam. “Do you need
            the fairy tale? Can you use the ocean imagery without it?”
         

         
         “Yeah, because I love the way you use the ocean as a metaphor for being ground down, making yourself smaller for someone else.
            That’s really good.”
         

         
         “Good, I’m glad someone likes it,” I say darkly. “Barden thinks it’s trash.”

         
         “Fuck Barden,” says Graham cheerfully. “A pox on all his tender bits.”

         
         Love’s eyes remain fixed on the page. She’s grown increasingly subdued while discussing the poem. I don’t know if it’s because
            my poem is so terrible or because she’s up next.
         

         
         When we move on, I’m not surprised to see the words The Glass Coffin before me.
         

         
         It’s not the novel. It’s some kind of strange fairy tale where the princess is cursed to sleep forever by a prince’s kiss.
            He stores her in a glass coffin in the woods and takes her out every day to pose her like a doll. Every night he returns her
            to the coffin, smoothing her hair on the satin pillow. But over time, he plays with her less and eventually grows bored and
            forgets her. The story ends with the glass coffin still in the woods, gradually obscured with leaves, the girl inside endlessly
            sleeping.
         

         
         As I finish reading, I glance in my lap at my phone’s notifications. There’s a message from Barden.

         
         
            What is this?

         

         It disappears after I read it, but the shame remains. I flip my phone over, my cheeks burning. Stupid. Stupid. I already felt
            bad taking pictures of Love’s work. I feel even worse knowing there was no purpose to it. I should have read it, but there
            was no time.
         

         
         When I look up, Graham is talking about the forest imagery, something about the light and dark of the forest and allegories
            for depression. Love is listening but not really taking notes. She’s drawing a spiral on one corner of her copy, circling
            tighter and tighter with each revolution of the pen.
         

         
         We’re not supposed to assume work is autobiographical—that’s why Graham essentially gave us permission to do so—but I can’t help but wonder who the “prince” was in Love’s story. Who could have made her feel like a toy? And what kind of fool would forget about someone like Love? 

         
         I know a lot of assholes at Faraday, but none of them seem quite like this handsome prince.

         
         But it’s not like people go around wearing T-shirts that say i’m here to wreck your life, let’s go.
         

         
         Things would be so much easier if they did.
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         “I liked your poem,” says Graham. We’re on sink duty post-workshop, repairing the damage done to the kitchen by dinner. He’s
            washing, I’m drying, both of us a little buzzed. Love is in the living room, sitting on the floor with a stack of records
            and the remaining wine. For the past fifteen minutes, she’s played a song for a couple of bars, then switched to another one.
            Every time the needle drops without first finding a groove, my teeth clench.
         

         
         I say nothing, though, and Graham doesn’t complain either, even though his shoulders tense with every new song. She was quiet
            after we discussed her story. None of our compliments could reach her down where she’d retreated, deep inside herself. Graham
            steered the workshop to a close and indicated to me with a shake of his head to let her be. After that, the rapid record cycling
            began.
         

         
         “Thanks.” I stack the clean, dry plates, deposit them on their shelf, and return to his side. I’d hoped that Love would join
            us in the kitchen to talk, but she shows no sign of abandoning her musical journey and seems determined to demolish the wine
            by herself.
         

         
         “Ann was an idiot.” He gives me a wet plate.

         
         “She . . . she wasn’t an idiot. She was scared,” I say quietly, turning the plate in my hands and then toweling it dry.

         
         Graham snorts dismissively. “Blah, blah, blah, she wasn’t ready to come out, she was in denial, she got confused. Whatever.
            That doesn’t mean she can treat you like a sapphic release valve.”
         

         
         “Don’t.”

         
         For the time it takes to wash three more dishes, Graham says nothing. And then, gently, Graham bumps his shoulder against mine, an affectionate gesture that takes me by surprise. I look at him, but he doesn’t meet my eyes, intent on his task. 

         
         “Sorry,” he says to the soapy water and his submerged hands. “I got carried away.”

         
         I bump his shoulder back. “It was funny.” We work quietly together for a little while, falling into a natural rhythm. He hands
            me another wet plate just as I finish drying the previous, and the pile in the sink diminishes. It feels good to have a simple
            task to accomplish, one that doesn’t require me to think about complicated, unsettling things. Like Love’s story. Like texting
            it to Barden.
         

         
         And for a while, it’s enough. The warm, soapy water and the buzz in my blood makes me feel dreamy. Our hands touch as we work,
            and it almost feels flirtatious, though it’s hard to tell with Graham, who’d flirt with a tree if it swayed in the wind. Whatever
            it is, it feels sweet and safe. Not serious.
         

         
         But the creepiness of Love’s story seeps through everything. I keep imagining Love sitting on a couch with her eyes closed
            while a boy poses her like a doll, lifts her arms, uncrosses her legs, unbraids her hair. It’s gross. Somehow just picturing
            it makes me feel like I’m the boy, doing those things.
         

         
         I tell myself it’s fiction. But it feels real.

         
         “You know,” Graham begins. He runs hot water over a bowl, then flicks off the excess. He hands me the clean bowl, and his
            eyes catch mine. His blue eyes are sincere behind his water-spattered glasses. And not as indifferent as he pretends. “You
            have options. If you’d like to be distracted.”
         

         
         In the living room, the needle lifts and the music abruptly stops. We hold one another’s gaze. His face—always a touch melancholy no matter how he jokes—is near to mine, but moves no closer. 

         
         Then a new song stutters into being, and I drop my eyes. He turns back to the dishes, his face expressionless. He dips his
            hands back into the soapy water and pulls the last plate out with one hand, the stopper with the other.
         

         
         The offer—whatever it was—is withdrawn. And I feel its loss, the way I always do when I make a choice.

         
         What might have been is a terrible thing to lose.

         
         “So, uh, Love’s story.” I scrape at a glob of sticky something adhered to the granite kitchen counter with a dull butter knife,
            a method as subtle as my implied question.
         

         
         Graham doesn’t answer at first, just rinses water over the last plate and hands it to me to dry. “What about it?”

         
         “That was about someone at Faraday, right? Who was it?”

         
         “It’s not your business, Ava.” He doesn’t say it unkindly. He turns off the water and takes the towel from my shoulder to
            hang it up, then dries his glasses on his shirt. “Let her fiction be fiction, unless she tells you otherwise.”
         

         
         I open and close my mouth. Being gently rebuked by Graham for nosiness is a rich experience. Embarrassed, and ashamed more
            than he knows, I find lavender-scented multipurpose cleaner under the sink and start wiping down the counters. I have never
            been this interested in cleanliness in my life.
         

         
         I wish I’d stayed in the soapy warmth of the two of us working together and had kept my nosy questions to myself. I even wish, a little, that I’d kissed him. Certainly that would have been a new, risky, poetry-transforming experience. Plus, it would bring my number of kisses up to a grand total of two. But instead, I’m chronically longing for a girl who’s shown me no real interest. 

         
         I almost say something to that effect—that is, I almost double down on saying stupid things—when the music stops and stays
            stopped. Love enters the kitchen. She puts one hand on the doorframe to steady herself and raises her bottle emphatically.
            I can’t tell how much she’s drunk, but she’s certainly less tense.
         

         
         Graham looks at her warily and leans his back against the counter, crossing his arms. Whatever he’s seeing in her face, he
            doesn’t like it.
         

         
         “It is time for a tromp in the wilderness! A wild rumpus!” She puts the bottle down on the floor unsteadily and raises her
            arms out wide.
         

         
         “It’s nearly dark.” He glances out the window. “Correction. It is dark. And I don’t think anyone has shoveled the paths. I
            know I haven’t.”
         

         
         Graham shoots me a look that means Don’t encourage her, but it’s a warning I don’t heed. Her infectious enthusiasm is infinitely preferable to my own thoughts, or Barden’s messages.
            Instead, I grin at her. “We’ll need to make you a crown.”
         

         
         “No, no, I’m not Max. I’m one of the monsters.” Impatient with our failure to comprehend, she bares her teeth, crooks her fingers. “Look at my claws! Look at my teeth!
            Be afraid!”
         

         
         I stare at her, astonished. Graham rubs his face, looking immeasurably tired; I get the feeling he’s seen this behavior before.

         
         But then I giggle and make claws right back at her. We’re immediately stomping around Graham, chanting, “Look at my claws! Look at my teeth! Be afraid!” I can barely get the words out because I’m laughing so hard. I feel a little unreal, like Love has transformed reality through sheer force of will. In this new world, there are no evil princes and no secret, shameful love affairs. There are no disappointed crushes. There are only monsters, and the monsters know they are monsters and like it.
         

         
         Tromp tromp!
         

         
         Graham puts his hands over his face, then lowers them to look directly at me. “You know not what you do.”

         
         I bare my teeth, bare my claws, and hiss. “Be afraid!”

         
         “You,” says Love, standing up from her monster crouch momentarily to point at Graham, “are a boring person. And we are going
            to eat you.” She lunges forward and worries at his shoulder, growling. He yelps and collapses to the ground.
         

         
         I fall down after him, laughing. I distantly consider whether the wine I drank at dinner was excessive after all. But I don’t
            care.
         

         
         Beside me on the floor, Graham sighs, all the fight gone out of him. “Fine. I’ll tromp. I’ll rumpus. Someone needs to keep
            an eye on you two.”
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         Love in the kitchen was a tipsy and fun monster. But Love in the woods is another beast entirely, single-minded and unstoppable.
            The moment the three of us exit the Heeps’ and start walking, the silliness leaches away from her, step by step, and her mood
            darkens into something restless and dissatisfied. She takes the lead, cutting through the snow into the woods behind the house,
            fallen branches and milkweed stalks cracking underfoot. Graham and I keep pace at first, but she quickly gains a good ten
            steps on us, and the gap is widening. She stumbles periodically but perseveres. Drunken determination trumps self-preservation
            every time.
         

         
         “Love, wait up!” The moon casts its cold light everywhere, and her figure slips in and out of the shadows of towering evergreens.
            My calves burn from navigating the uneven, snowy ground in my stiff snow boots. Graham lags behind us both, holding his side.
            With his slower gait and the paper crown he’s sporting, courtesy of Love’s handicraft before we left the house, he looks like
            a wounded king.
         

         
         No answer but the sound of her plunging forward, crashing her way over fallen branches and through heavy drifts. It’s only
            when she trips and falls to her hands and knees that I close the space between us.
         

         
         Her body shakes with the effort of trying to hold back the tears, but she can’t, and a sob gasps out of her. I look back to
            Graham for help, but he’s nowhere near catching up.
         

         
         It’s dawning on me that he recognized this mood of hers and knew its downward trajectory.

         
         “Hey, hey, where are you going to? What’s going on?” I crouch down beside her, meaningless, soothing words spilling out of me. I tentatively pat her back, like she’s a horse. I’ve got plenty of experience dealing with my mother’s tears, and the intensity of this feels similar, but Love isn’t going to lean into it like my mother does. One wrong move and she’ll shake me off. 

         
         But she doesn’t push me away. Instead, she shakily raises herself to kneeling, my hand still resting on her back. I linger
            a moment, then let go. She scrapes at her face with her mittens.
         

         
         “Sorry, sorry. It’s dumb. I’m fine!” A bright smile that fades, too heavy to maintain. “It’s nothing. Winter’s just hard.”
            She wipes at her face again, roughly, and takes a shuddering breath as I help her to her feet. “Anyway, welcome to why I’m
            not supposed to drink on my medication. Because when I do, I act like this. Like an idiot.” Laughing weakly, she flourishes
            her hand at herself, then sniffles.
         

         
         “You’re not an idiot,” I say softly. Barden said he wanted the novel because he was concerned for her. I’m starting to see
            why.
         

         
         “I must be,” she says quietly. “I mean, I thought it was love. That’s how dumb I am. And he acted like I was—like, a child
            or something. And now it’s like—it’s like it didn’t happen, didn’t matter. How can he act like that?”
         

         
         She looks at me like she’s expecting a real answer. Her eyes are darkly ringed from crying. I close the gap between us and
            hug her, cupping the back of her head with my hand, feeling the warmth of her skin where the braids part her hair.
         

         
         “Is this okay?”

         
         “You’re supposed to ask before you do it, not after.”

         
         “Oh! I’m sorry!” I let her go and pull back.

         
         “I’m kidding. It’s very okay.” She steps back into my arms, and I hold her tightly.

         
         When the hug ends, there’s a moment where we are two people with our arms around one another. A brave person would know what
            to do with that moment. They’d take a risk.
         

         
         But I’m not that person. And it isn’t the moment.

         
         It’s not like I think anything will ever happen with Love. But if it did, I wouldn’t want her to be three sheets to the wind.
            And crying over someone else.
         

         
         “We should head back. Graham might die out here.”

         
         She lifts her head from my shoulder. All the energy from her wild sadness and the wine has left her, and she looks weary and
            undone. She steps away from me. “Yeah, sure.”
         

         
         We retrace our steps, meeting Graham on the way, huffing, puffing, and thoroughly miserable. His jeans are wet to the knees
            from the snow. His first action, however, is to see to Love, whose ears and cheeks are chapped and red from cold. He takes
            off his wool cap and places it on her head, tucking it over her ears. She submits to his caretaking with feigned annoyance,
            but she’s pleased. It’s how their friendship works, I’m realizing. He takes care of her, and she lets him. They both get something
            out of it.
         

         
         “Have we rumpused enough?” he says, briskly rubbing his arms. “I want warmth and hot chocolate and to do never do this again.”

         
         I look to Love for confirmation, and she nods. “We’re ready.”

         
         On the walk back, everyone is tired and sad, but peaceful. Graham and I flank Love; we each take one of her arms in our own.
            She leans into me and puts her head on my shoulder. It makes walking awkward, but I don’t care. She’s barely sniffling now
            and even smiling a little.
         

         
         At the Heeps’, Love despondently curls up on the couch and pats a cushion, and Kikimora trots over and alights beside her. Graham squats by the record player, riffling through a box of records to find the perfect soundtrack to whatever this strange night has become. He makes a sound of disbelief and pulls out an album. He flashes the cover at us. Frank Ocean’s Blonde. “The Heeps have range. I have got to take a class from one of them. They are so exquisitely weird.” He loads the record
            onto the platter, turns it on, and lowers the tone arm onto a later track. “ ‘White Ferrari,’ my friends and enemies.”
         

         
         I don’t know the song, but it resonates in my body, in my heart. The synthesized opening tones are muted, like a church organ
            from space, then Ocean’s voice enters in chorus with itself, gentle and longing.
         

         
         Graham sways a little, his back to us both, one hand raised as though he’s conducting. Love nods along, a little smile playing
            on her lips. As she begins to sing, her eyes shut, the heaviness of her body lifts. This is a song they know well, that they’ve
            shared together late at night in the dorms, their voices falling in and out of harmony.
         

         
         The song is intimate, like Ocean’s chanting in my ear, even as more voices join his. An acoustic guitar comes in, miked close,
            capturing the sound of the string hitting the fret, the slide of fingers. It’s an elegy for a love that never quite happens.
            For a connection that fades. I relate more than I’d like.
         

         
         Graham sings along, goofy, unselfconsciously. Then he looks over his shoulder and smiles at us. He puts his hand out to me—I protest, but there’s no escaping—and I cross the room and take it in mine, laughing. He pulls me to his chest dramatically, then dips me so low my curls brush the ground before swooping me back up. I’ll admit I gasp at the sudden closeness and warmth before I’m released. I have no rhythm, and I don’t know the words, but Graham dances and sings well enough for both of us. His hand on my waist glides us across the hardwood with only the lightest pressure. 

         
         The dance ends with the song, and I only linger in his arms a second before I join Love on the couch. She draws me close with
            her arm around my shoulder, and I snuggle in, my eyes closed, my body boneless. Graham joins us, lying down with his head
            in my lap. I play with his curls as he hums to the next song’s beginning.
         

         
         When I started hanging out with them, I thought she and Graham would be full of themselves. Spoiled.

         
         And they are, a little.

         
         Also complicated, smart, and funny.

         
         There’s no one else I’d want to be with tonight.

         
         In the morning I’ll have to deal with my mother. Barden’s demands and his concern for Love.

         
         I’ll think once more about holding Love in the woods, and how little room there must be for anyone else in her heart if she’s
            that sad, that angry.
         

         
         The last thing I want is to be someone’s second choice again.

         
         But all that’s for tomorrow. For now, I’m here with them, dreaming the sweetest dreams. I never want to wake.
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         In the morning, I’m up with the dawn. The sun is low in the sky, but it’s enough to see that the ground outside is thick with
            fresh snow. Walking home won’t be easy; I should wait for them to wake up. I could help shovel the drive and one of them could
            take me home.
         

         
         But considering what I’m about to do—or at least try to do—I deserve a lousy walk home.

         
         Maybe worse.

         
         Last night was a beautiful blur. I remember how sweet it was to talk late into the evening, how we murmured until we were
            barely making sense and giggling at nothing and everything. I dimly remember Love tucking a blanket around me, and the two
            of them going upstairs, still chatting quietly, while I slipped into sleep.
         

         
         It was wonderful.

         
         But today there are practical matters to resolve. And I can’t afford the luxury of sentimentality.

         
         From my impromptu couch bed, I squeeze my eyes shut against the slanting light, then gather my inner resources to stiffly
            kick off a blanket. I fold it and stack it on the arm of the couch and plump up an embroidered pillow I smushed in my sleep.
            There. I was never here.
         

         
         The two of them have claimed the Heeps’ study as their own workspace for the duration of the break. The Heeps are a collaborative pair; their two desks are pushed front to front so that they face one another as they work. This setup suits Graham and Love, who like to write in forty-minute jags and then pause for a “mutual praise session.” Graham’s side of the desk is messy. There is his laptop, on which he writes most of the time, and numerous printouts of previous drafts, with which he revises by hand. There is a collection of used coffee cups moldering at one corner, and a slew of fountain pens on the other. As much as he likes fancy writing tools, he treats them rather shabbily. Several have fallen to the floor; I smile, thinking of Love in the pen shop. Love’s side of the desk, by contrast, is neat and tidy. She writes on a typewriter, and then, like Graham, does hand corrections. Presumably she retypes them into a computer at some point, but there’s no evidence of a laptop here. The typewriter is a puce Olivetti, an ancient device that looks oddly modern. It’s very at home here at the Heeps’, where everything looks like it’s been fetched from the past by eclectic time-traveling interior designers. 

         
         If the novel is anywhere, it’s here.

         
         I take a deep breath and enter. The floor creaks under my socked feet, and I wince. No one stirs upstairs that I can tell.
            It’s paranoid to think the sound would carry so far.
         

         
         On her desk is another copy of The Glass Coffin—an earlier one, perhaps, the prose less polished. There’s another short story of some kind. I glance at it quickly. The main
            character is a boy who lives in a haunted house. I can’t imagine Barden wants this.
         

         
         I carefully move on to another stack of papers, careful to leave everything in the order I found it. I find a series of poems,
            which I force myself not to read. They aren’t what I’m here for, even though I’m itching to find out what her verse is like.
            Nothing. Nothing here looks like a novel.
         

         
         In desperation, I pull open the drawers of the desk, but they are all full of the Heeps’ files and office supplies, save for the topmost one, which is lined with a blanket. Out of nowhere, Kikimora heavily leaps up on the desk, scrabbling a bit, and I barely suppress a yelp of surprise. He steps into the drawer and begins to purr, kneading the blanket. 

         
         I haven’t found a novel. I’ve found a cat bed.

         
         I take a deep breath and let it out shakily. I’ve failed. I’m going to get kicked out of Faraday.

         
         It’s over. I’ll go have my weird Christmas with Abbott and my mom, and I’ll tell them that I won’t be going back next semester.
            Then they can figure out what to do with me.
         

         
         I almost feel relieved, like the worst has finally happened, and now I don’t have to worry about it anymore.

         
         Almost.

         
         But not enough to quit. I go through Love’s papers once more. There must be something I missed.

         
         Kikimora, snug in his drawer, looks up at me and gives a silent meow. I pet him.

         
         “I need to get you out, baby.” Kikimora does not oblige. I try to scoop him out and he somehow increases his weight tenfold
            while spinning his body around in the drawer. He reveals his tummy to me, and his claws, warningly.
         

         
         “God, whatever, cat. You win. Everyone wins. Everyone but me.”

         
         I’m so resilient. True grit, that’s me.

         
         I pull back the desk chair and sit down to pet Kikimora, hoping he’ll vacate the drawer if I provide him with an inviting
            lap.
         

         
         Then I realize I’m sitting on something.

         
         I pull out from under me a bulging, glossy red folder labeled with the words an unsentimental education in permanent marker, followed by a fat heart. I recognize Love’s careful hand in the lettering. 

         
         Oh shit.

         
         I open it on the desk, while Kikimora looks on. One side of the pocket folder is labeled Before and the other side is labeled
            After. Each pocket is stuffed with typed pages.
         

         
         I pull out my phone and photograph the open folder and its labeled halves. You can’t read much of anything this way, but I
            want him to see the size of it, so he knows I found the right thing. I hit send, then pull out the first page in Before and
            position it in the camera’s frame.
         

         
         But before I snap the picture, I pause.

         
         Maybe I do so because I don’t want to send Barden the wrong thing again. Maybe it’s because I’m genuinely curious as to what
            it is he’s concerned about. Maybe I’m worried about her, too, after last night’s high emotions, that brief glimpse of her
            pain. Maybe I want to find out more about this guy whose memory is my competition. Or would be, if I was even in the race.
         

         
         I’d like to think I pause because I’m feeling just how wrong it is to take pictures of her work, to share it without her permission.

         
         Or it’s that there are too many pages for me to photograph them all, and I want to make sure I’m getting the good stuff. Whatever
            that is.
         

         
         At any rate, I lower the camera. I start to read.
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         Like all good narratives, it starts in the middle.

         
         
            “Thank God that turned out all right,” he said, closing the car door as he sat down in the driver’s seat across from me. “You
               must be so relieved.”
            

            I nodded. I was relieved. It had been stupid, I knew, to get so frantic when my period was late. Once the idea that I was
               pregnant took hold of me, I couldn’t let it go, even though I’d taken a pregnancy test on my own and it was negative. That
               single pink line was no match for the avalanche of terror rolling through my body, building and building, until the inevitable
               breakdown in front of him, confessing my irrational fears.
            

            He’d done the right thing taking me to the clinic to check. Only a nurse or a doctor—someone in authority—could soothe this
               anxiety. He seemed to know this instinctually. Or from experience.
            

            When the nurse returned me to him in the lobby, she spoke to him as if he was my father. Nothing to worry about, she’d said,
               and had squeezed my shoulder reassuringly. Probably a HIPAA violation for her to say that out loud in the waiting room, but
               he was good at making people forget the rules.
            

            He paid the bill in cash, while I stood behind him, mute.

            I felt like a child. All my attempts to be grown up and sophisticated, to be as cool and effortless and easy like he wanted, had led to this humiliating moment with tears still wet on my face. I was needy for reassurance and frightened of consequences. I was not grown up. 

         

         I pause, the paper trembling in my hand. I don’t know what I expected, but this isn’t it. The boy in this story doesn’t sound
            like a boy at all. He sounds like a grown man.
         

         
         
            But neither was the girl I’d been before he kissed me. The girl was gone, spoiled, impossible to retrieve.

            Now I wasn’t any recognizable category.

            He inserted the key in the ignition, its chain rattling against the steering column. Then he paused before starting the engine,
               his hands still on the wheel. He licked his lips and looked out the windshield at the rain wending its way across the glass
               in wandering rivulets. “You know, this really makes it hit home how this isn’t a good idea. You’re so young, and if that had
               been for real—it could ruin your life. I don’t want to do that to you.”
            

            He sounded regretful. Noble, even. Like he’d proposed a personal sacrifice. In response, I squeezed one of my hands as hard
               as I could with the other, until the bones ached to be freed.
            

            I imagined the things I could say. But it was real, a real fear about a real, plausible thing. I might say, you’ve already ruined my life. Or you’ve ruined me. You’re still ruining me. 

            But instead, I whispered, “You said I was special.” I almost laughed as I said it. I could only speak in clichés, in words
               other women—other girls—had said before. Phrases worn out from constant use, frayed around the edges.
            

            He bristled. It was subtle, but I was skilled by now in reading the language he’d taught me. His irritation was obvious in
               the flex of his biceps as he gripped the wheel, even though the car was still in park, in the set of his jaw, his eyes narrowing.
               First, I’d made him go on this pointless trip to the clinic, where he had to wait on a Saturday even though he had work to
               do. Now I was bringing up things he’d said in the ancient past as though they were still relevant.
            

            But he gathered himself. He was nothing if not capable of presenting a smooth surface. It was a skill of his I’d done my best
               to emulate, reasoning that if I could act like he did—unconcerned and confident—then he’d be happy.
            

            He’d see himself in me, and all he wanted was a mirror, really.

            “And you are! You’re so special! You’re smart and talented and you are going to go so far. I cannot wait to see what you do
               with your life. But it won’t be with me. You must know that. It would be unfair to you.”
            

            My breath shuddered in my chest. It would be unfair.
            

            He filled my silence, talking about how I was a wonder, a rock star, and so mature. All things he’d said to me before, but they had never sounded so much like “shut up.” 

            “What about Paris?”

            He sighed and let his annoyance show. “That was a fantasy—a fun thing to imagine together. If I’d known how you’d latch on
               to it, I never would have said anything. You knew that wasn’t possible. You knew what this was when it started.”
            

            “I thought—”

            “I don’t know what to tell you,” he said, cutting me off, his tone sharp. I flinched, and he softened, his correction having
               done its work. “I’m sorry. Forgive me. That’s not how I want this to go.”
            

         

         As I read, I feel heavier and heavier. The two talk briefly of logistics. She still had one of his books, but she could keep
            it until she was done. It’s all very straightforward, and the girl in the story—Love, it’s Love, even though I want to pretend
            it’s a character—has stopped protesting or trying to correct the record. Everything is as he says it is, because he says so.
         

         
         After a long drive—they went to a clinic out of town—he drops her off outside campus, and she walks to her dorm. There’s a
            great line about how her room doesn’t look familiar to her anymore, like it’s a stranger’s. But that’s not what stays with
            me. It’s this:
         

         
         
            “I promise, things will be better tomorrow.” He smiled, a smile that required one in return, per the contract. “This hurts right now—it hurts me, too, so much—but it will hurt less and less, until one day you’ll look back on this and you’ll think, ‘What did I ever see in that old man?’ ” He said this with the wry confidence of a man who doesn’t think he’s old or ever will be. His hair will always be golden, his jawline sharp, and if the next girl has to overlook his softening belly, she’ll never tell him. He winked, the wink he always flashed when he knew he’d won. 

         

         I don’t know why I pause. I must be remembering a movie scene like it, or something from a novel, but nothing specific comes
            to mind. There are so many examples of this man, after all. It’s impossible to think of just one.
         

         
         But it’s not that, it’s not. There’s something here I recognize. I flip through the pages; I already know what I’m looking
            for.
         

         
         
            The books he gave me to read were outside the curriculum of my school. They were stories of brilliant, complicated men who
               suffered from their genius.
            

            Every book was a gift, presented with ceremony, but also a test. Would I learn the correct lessons from them? Could I glean
               the interpretation he was looking for? These were the stories he deemed worthy of his attention, and there was no room for
               me in them. I learned to repeat the words he wanted me to say. When I did, he praised my beauty, my perception, my wit.
            

            Before I had read these books, I’d thought myself—not a genius, not that—but potentially brilliant. I was young, after all; who knew what I might do? But the more I read from his private library, the less I believed I’d ever write anything comparable. 

            Apparently, neither did he. He did not praise my writing anymore, even though that was (he’d said) what drew his attention
               initially. The problem was, he’d said, a certain primness about my work that had persisted, despite his efforts. When would
               I learn to be wild, to let go?
            

            That first kiss from him in his office had been a promise; he’d help me access a truer self I couldn’t unlock. It never occurred
               to me to ask why he was the one who held the key. Because I’d read the books. I knew the story. It is always the man who transforms
               a girl into a woman through the magic of his kiss.
            

            But it had all gone wrong. His kiss had put me to sleep in a glass coffin. My body remained, his to pose and play with.

         

         A certain primness.

         
         When would I learn to be wild, to let go?

         
         I know these words. But for me they were, But what if you loosened up a little? Played? Took risks?

         
         I think of Barden, leaning over me in his office to show me the poetry anthology he’d accidentally included. But it had been
            no accident, had it?
         

         
         And I’d reached for it, eager to show I was grown up and ready.

         
         I remember him reading his poems to an adoring crowd of Faraday families. Myself among them, eagerly drinking in his words.
            Love was a flock of birds . . .

         
         My cheeks burn.

         
         I’d been so desperate to prove to him I could be what he wanted. I’d become friends with Love and Graham on his orders. I’d
            reported on them to Barden, and betrayed Love’s trust by sending pictures of her work. And I am doing it again now, in this
            office, with my phone still in my hand. I put my phone in my pocket and return the pages to their folder, and the folder to
            the chair. I pry the protesting Kikimora from his nest and shut the drawer.
         

         
         I did all this so he’d say I was good enough for Faraday. That I was good enough for him. That I deserved the scraps he’d
            give me. That I’d met his standard.
         

         
         Every brief word of praise for my work was followed by a sharp reminder of their failings. Of my failings. And I’d asked him for more of the same.
         

         
         That’s my girl, he’d said.
         

         
         “Finished?” says Love, standing in the office doorway.
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         “I wasn’t—” I start, but then immediately stop. I have no idea how long she’s been standing there, whether she saw me taking
            pictures or just reading her story without permission. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have read your work. I was curious—but it was
            wrong—and I—”
         

         
         “Why were you taking pictures?” Her face is emotionless. Unreadable.

         
         My breath catches, and ridiculous answers tumble through my head.

         
         I wanted to print out your words and sleep with them under my pillow.

         
         I am secretly a documentarian of teenage writing groups and you are my most fascinating subject.

         
         I’m a spy.

         
         The phone in my pocket buzzes angrily. Barden, demanding more. The picture I sent would confirm the subject of her novel—“Education”—but
            not enough to see if he was recognizable in it, if he was named.
         

         
         Which is what he’s wanted all along, I realize. None of this had ever been about me, my writing, or even my grades. I was
            a means to an end, a useful idiot to help him determine if he was in danger of being exposed, if he needed to make a move.
         

         
         When Barden shared his concerns for Love, I quickly jumped to conclusions about her mental health. He probably already laid down similar groundwork for a defense with others, sharing “concerns” with colleagues. After all, she’d struggled in the past. She’d dropped a major because she couldn’t handle the stress. She’d almost had to leave. They’d be primed to believe him when he regretfully and reluctantly revealed how her schoolgirl crush had tipped into something unhealthy, unmoored from reality. 

         
         Perhaps he’d given her work too much attention, he’d sadly admit. She’d been talented, and he hadn’t realized how she’d take
            it. But he could no longer ignore her fabrications.
         

         
         It wouldn’t be hard for him to manufacture emails or other evidence in his favor. I already learned from her novel she’d have
            no such proof to offer as counter. He paid the clinic bill in cash. And I’m betting every message he ever sent to her was
            view once, just like with me. It would be his word against hers.
         

         
         Barden told us on the first day of class that effective writing manipulates the reader to feel what the writer desires.

         
         He’s a good writer. And I’d been such an easy mark. All it took was giving me a taste for approval and then yanking it away.

         
         “You’d better answer it.” She crosses her arms. “Sounds important.” She’s doing her best to project confidence, authority.
            But I can hear the tremor in her voice.
         

         
         I open my mouth, close it. I can’t find the words that would save me right now, if they even exist. My phone buzzes again
            and I pull it out to silence it.
         

         
         “It’s my mom—she’s always—”

         
         But I can’t finish my weak excuse because when I look up from my phone, her eyes are full of tears, and her hand is outstretched.
            Waiting.
         

         
         God help me, I hesitate, gripping the phone tightly. “I can explain, I—”

         
         “Please don’t.” There’s a touch of pleading in her voice. Don’t make this harder. Don’t double down. Don’t be the kind of person who would do this. 

         
         I hand it over. I don’t have to open it; a stack of SlipSlip notifications fills the lock screen.

         
         She looks at them and returns the phone to me. “Peter. Peter put you up to this.”

         
         It’s not a question, but I mutely nod.

         
         “I can’t believe you. I . . . wow. You are really something.”

         
         I really am.

         
         “How much did you send?” she asks curtly.

         
         “Not much. Just . . . just the folder, open. Then I read it and . . .”

         
         She stiffens, shaking her head. Don’t. Don’t say another word. She couldn’t be any clearer.

         
         But I can’t not. “Love, I didn’t—I didn’t realize. I should have but I didn’t.”

         
         “God, you’re so bad at this,” she says. Either a laugh or a sob escapes her, then all emotion leaves her face. It’s as if
            she’s stepped outside herself to take a walk, and only distant disbelief remains.
         

         
         “It doesn’t matter what you knew or when you knew it. None of that matters, Ava. You’re a liar,” Graham says flatly. Sometime
            between Love catching me red-handed and my admission of guilt, he’s come to stand beside her, the bleariness of sleep melting
            away under the heat of his growing anger. Now he glares at me, lip curled, while Love gazes through the walls of the study,
            out into the snow and ice beyond. At her feet, Kikimora plaintively rubs his face against her ankles.
         

         
         “I am. I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry.” I clasp my hands and press them to my lips, as if praying I’ll shut up.

         
         Graham steps forward, putting his body between me and Love. With any other guy, I’d feel threatened, but with Graham I never doubt my safety, no matter that his fists are clenched. 

         
         He’s not threatening me, no.

         
         It’s me. I’m the threat. He’s shielding her from any other unhinged thing I might do.

         
         Who can blame him.

         
         “Did any of this seem like a normal thing to do? Do you regularly pretend to be people’s friends while spying on them? Pretend
            to be someone you’re not?”
         

         
         I shake my head. No, I’ve never done anything like this. I’ve never been this person before.

         
         But that’s not quite true, is it? Ever since I was a child, I wanted to be like the older, glamorous students I saw in my
            town. I wanted to be a writer, yes, but more than anything, I wanted to be at Faraday. I thought if I wore the right coat,
            and brushed my curling, frizzy hair into an impossibly sleek ponytail, and read the books I saw in their hands, it would all
            come to me. Whatever it was that they had that I didn’t—money, connections, the surety of their place in the world—I could
            hold it in my hands and keep it. My envy was a seed buried deep within me, aching to split open and curl its green tendrils
            around my heart. Barden’s offer was just water and light.
         

         
         “I was going to lose my scholarship, I was—”

         
         “Your scholarship . . . you did this because . . .” He takes a deep breath and adjusts his glasses as if to see me better, since he’s so obviously
            seen me wrong from the start. “It’s a fucking school. It’s nothing!” His attempt at calm fails and he’s yelling now, throwing
            his arms out for emphasis.
         

         
         I know I am the villain in this scene, and I deserve all the harsh words. My behavior is inexcusable.

         
         But how dare he say it’s only a school. That it’s nothing.

         
         His words blow through me, and one ember glows, then another, until I am furious, incandescent heat in the shape of a girl.

         
         “Fuck you.” I say it with all my chest.

         
         He’s thrown by my vehemence, but the guy can pivot. “Oh, fuck me? Fuck me? Unbelievable.”

         
         “Yes. Yes. Fuck you. Getting to attend Faraday is like background music to you. You don’t even hear it, because it’s been
            playing ever since you were born. Meanwhile, the rest of us catch a few notes, then spend our lives with an ear pressed to
            the speaker, sifting through static for more.”
         

         
         He steps back, flustered, then says, “Whatever. You’re not the poor little match girl, for fuck’s sake. You’re doing okay.
            There are plenty of people with way less and—”
         

         
         “Oh, am I not pathetic enough for you? Let me know the criteria for earning your pity, and I’ll get right on it.”

         
         “Look, I’m sorry, really sorry that I have things you want. I’m all torn up inside about it. I can hardly sleep at night,
            just thinking of your thwarted social climbing—”
         

         
         “God! You have so much already and somehow that makes the world hand you more. You’ll graduate and get internships and scholarships
            and prizes, because you’re preapproved. Meanwhile, I could barely get my foot in the door here. I deserve Faraday as much
            as you do! More! But my mom’s not the goddamned principal.”
         

         
         “Wow. First of all, go to hell. Second, getting into— No, you know what? This is not the point. The point is, I’m not the one who got in bed with Barden and fucking lied all over the place, spied on people, acted like we were friends.” 

         
         “I did not—”

         
         “If we are going to blame anyone for getting in bed with Barden, start with me,” says Love quietly. She’s returned to her
            body from wherever she was.
         

         
         Graham whips back to look at her, aghast. “I swear to God, I didn’t mean—”

         
         “It’s fine.” She sits at Graham’s desk, opposite her own and me. She looks incredibly tired, her face without makeup impossibly
            young. “This isn’t surprising, I guess. He’s been watching me, in one way or another, since it all happened. He’s safe. You
            can tell him that, if you want. I’m not planning to do anything with the novel. It’s not even good. I’m just writing it to . . .
            to understand.”
         

         
         “Love . . . This isn’t right. We should tell someone.” I’m the wrong person to say this, but I do anyway.

         
         She shakes her head and picks up a paperweight from the desk. A small bronze horse, running. “I don’t want to. It wasn’t . . .
            it wasn’t like you’re thinking.”
         

         
         I glance at Graham again, whose lips are tight. It’s not clear how much he knew about all this, but he disagrees with her
            here.
         

         
         I try again. “He was your teacher, and twice your age, and what if—”

         
         “I said it wasn’t like that. It was messed up, and it shouldn’t have happened, but it was real, okay?” She places the bronze
            horse back on the desk, carefully, so it can run in place forever. “It was real.”
         

         
         I look to Graham again, who looks away. Even if he disagrees with her, he won’t throw his lot in with mine.

         
         “Besides,” she says wryly. “It’s not like anyone would believe me anyway. I did not take his cutting me off well, and I had more than one bad night.” 

         
         “They’ll have to believe you, we’ll—”

         
         Her face goes stony. She does not want me, of all people, offering advice or assistance. “I hope you can keep your scholarship,
            Ava. You’ve worked so hard.” She absently bends to pet the cat, who throws himself against her hand in ecstasy. She doesn’t
            seem sad, or angry, or even hurt. Just empty. There’s nothing I can do or say. Any thinking otherwise is magical.
         

         
         “Love, I didn’t mean—”

         
         “I don’t care. You should leave.”

         
         She’s right. I should.

         
         So I do.

         
         The walk back to town is miserable. The streets aren’t yet plowed, and no one has their sidewalks cleared. Most of the houses
            on this side of the inlet are empty anyway in winter; I’m not certain the plows even come through here. I consider cutting
            across the frozen inlet, but I wouldn’t put it past my luck right now to fall through an unmarked fishing hole and not be
            found until spring. And that would make Abbott sad, if no one else. I slog through the snow with long, awkward steps until
            I make it to the bridge, my thighs screaming at me to stop, please stop, and for God’s sake get under a blanket.
         

         
         Abbott’s still asleep when I come in, but the coffee maker commences burbling through its automatic program when I hang up my keys. It won’t be long until she wakes and starts asking me questions about my night. Suddenly I feel bone-achingly tired, and sad. Really sad. My jeans are soaked through with melted snow and my face is raw from the wind. The idea of trying to hide my misery from her feels impossible. 

         
         It’s only when I’m finally safe behind my bedroom door that I can let out a sigh of relief, followed by a sudden bout of crying,
            fast and inexplicable. I stretch out on my bed and press my face into the pillow, letting it absorb my sobs like the silencer
            of a gun.
         

         
         
      

      
      
         
            39

         
         They don’t text me.

         
         And I don’t text them.

         
         But Barden texts plenty.

         
         Initially, he’s excited about what I’ve found. When I don’t answer, he asks where the rest of the pages are.

         
         Then he tells me again how helpful this will be for Love.

         
         Implies that she’s troubled.

         
         Asks when I’m going to come by his office. Why I’m not answering.

         
         Do I want to keep my scholarship.

         
         What do I think I’m doing.

         
         I don’t know, Barden, I really don’t.

         
         I ignore them all.

         
         What do I do with what I know now? Am I supposed to tell someone? It’s Love’s secret, not mine. And she’s made it clear she
            doesn’t want it told.
         

         
         More pressingly, I need to figure out how to tell Abbott—and my mom—that I’m not going back to school. Not without a dramatic
            cash infusion.
         

         
         But like all pressing things, I put it off.

         
         Since it’s nearly Christmas, Abbott closes the restaurant after breakfast for the next two days so that she can be at my disposal as a buffer. It helps. My mom is on her best behavior around Abbott, most of the time. We quickly fall into a pattern: late breakfast at the Beatrix, a walk along our side of the lake, lunch out, and then some activity—streaming a movie, visiting Ducky Luck—that provides safe conversation fodder. The evenings conclude with dinner at Abbott’s, where she cooks my mom’s favorites: spatchcocked chicken and roast potatoes, sweater-weather soup, and spaetzle. The food is delicious, but these dinners are painful. They feel too much like the past, as if my mother will pop me in her purse at the end of the night and deliver me back to our old, dinky apartment. No, they feel like my future. 

         
         The day before Christmas Eve, my mother lobbies for lunch and last-minute present shopping in Donner City. On the drive there,
            I sit in the back, while Abbott and my mother talk in the front about people they knew in high school, who has gotten married,
            divorced, had a kid, lost a kid, moved away, come back. It’s nice, watching them talk. Cute private jokes, shared memories
            of spiking punch at a party, Mom teasing Abbott about the one guy she almost kinda sorta maybe thought about having a crush
            on (“But I didn’t! That’s what matters!” says Abbott). Without me in the mix, they get along well, really. It’s only when
            it comes to child-rearing and abandonment that they disagree.
         

         
         In Donner City, we wander around the shopping and restaurant district before lunch, discussing food trends (Abbott) and fashion
            (my mother). The current upscale shop aesthetic is to display a small amount of inventory with no discernible price. The three
            of us share a look of amused disbelief when we finally find the tag on one sweater. Two hundred and fifty dollars. It’s exactly
            the kind of sweater you’d see a girl wearing on the Faraday Instagram feed, cozied up with a book in one of the Priory’s mullioned
            windows. At least I don’t have to try to find its cheaper cousin anymore, though. That’s over.
         

         
         Nonetheless, I wistfully pet its hazy blue softness, like it’s a small animal.

         
         We eat lunch at Pig and Blanket. Abbott starts critically assessing the restaurant the moment we walk through the door, taking
            in the lighting choices, the purposefully mismatched chairs, the tiny vases with sprigs of evergreen on each table. She mutters
            to herself as she peruses the menus, noting where they can reuse ingredients for each dish, how much they are likely upcharging,
            speculation about the level of skill needed by the kitchen staff to successfully execute each one. Our waitress picks up on
            the scrutiny (Abbott grilling her about the provenance of the burger buns doesn’t help) and takes our order with a terrified
            expression, convinced Abbott is either a food critic or someone sent by the owners to check up on things. Consequently, our
            food comes out quickly and immaculately executed. Abbott is disgruntled with how well they’ve performed; she likes to feel
            superior.
         

         
         We’re almost finished with our meal when I hear a familiar voice say my name.

         
         “Ava! I didn’t expect to run into you here!”

         
         Barden is standing next to our table, wearing a Fair Isle sweater and blue corduroys, his blond hair covered by a green wool
            watch cap. He’s carrying a bundle of books under one arm, and holding a small, cabernet-colored shopping bag with the other.
            He looks like a fashionable, well-read fisherman.
         

         
         I fumble my fork, then arrange my face in its friendliest configuration. With difficulty, I make eye contact. I am still your
            girl on the inside, I say with my eyes. You and me, we are conspiratorially simpatico.
         

         
         My mother looks at him with open curiosity. “Who are you?”

         
         Let it never be said my mother failed to check out a member of the opposite sex. Normally her overt appraisals mortify me, but right now I’d like nothing more than for her to drive him off with the full force of her inappropriate interest. 

         
         “Please, forgive my manners.” He shifts the books to his bag arm and shakes her hand. “My goodness, what a grip you have!
            I’m Peter Barden. I teach at Faraday. I have the pleasure of working with young Ava on her poems. She’s very talented.”
         

         
         “Of course she’s talented. She’s my daughter.” A little puff of pride from my mother. She’s always pleased to talk about my
            virtues when she can claim them as her own.
         

         
         He bows his head in acknowledgment of her superior genetic material. “Of course. It’s a pleasure to meet you . . .”

         
         “Charlotte.”

         
         “That’s a lovely purse, Charlotte,” he says, pointing to her purse, hanging from the back of her chair. “Ferragamo?”

         
         My mother preens. “Yes. A gift. From my fiancé.” She says the last with mixed emotions; she wants to brag about her fiancé,
            but she also wants to flirt.
         

         
         Barden gives news of my mother’s engagement exactly the reception she wanted from me. Congratulations! Let me see the ring. How did he propose? She answers his questions in minute detail, casting me reproving looks as she does. See? This is the right way to respond.
         

         
         “Is that from Riccio’s?” asks Abbott, mercifully interrupting a deep dive on diamond cuts and clarity, and pointing to his
            small paper bag.
         

         
         “Of course. I drive up here special for their fresh pasta. It’s—”

         
         “Unmatched, absolutely. I do find their gnocchi to be gummy, if I’m being honest, though.”

         
         The two of them start discussing potato to flour ratios, then move on to pesto. My mother watches Barden with interest, then looks at me. I immediately avert my eyes. I’m sure she’s decided he’s handsome and that I have a crush on him. It’s the best explanation for why I’ve gone silent with his arrival. 

         
         My mom interrupts Barden’s opinion on pine nut substitutions.

         
         “You don’t live in Donner City?”

         
         “No, in Cherryton. There are so many on-campus activities I’m expected to attend—the drive would be exhausting. Besides, the
            school owns a few houses on the lake that faculty can rent at a discount, so I’m there, saving up.”
         

         
         “Why haven’t you given my daughter a writing prize yet?”

         
         Abbott turns to her incredulously. My eyes burn holes through our wooden table. My mother has been asking inappropriate questions
            my entire life. I don’t know why it still bothers me.
         

         
         Barden answers her seriously. “Actually, I offered to meet with her over break to help her prepare work for school contests—I
            think she’s even ready for outside contests, if I’m honest—but I haven’t heard from her.” He looks at me, and his eyes narrow.
         

         
         Abbott looks surprised. “Well, don’t let her tell you she’s too busy at the diner. School comes first.”

         
         My mother chimes in, not about to let Abbott be the superior parent. “That’s what I always say. She’ll absolutely meet with
            you. That’s why we pay for a school like Faraday—you can’t get teachers like this elsewhere.” She says this last bit to me,
            chidingly. I don’t correct her on the payment part.
         

         
         “Well, let me know. I’m happy to come by the diner to meet.”

         
         My face is as bland as unsalted gnocchi.

         
         A part of me resents that neither of them sees through his charm. But I can’t blame them, not really. He makes it easy to believe. His smile and his even white teeth. His perfect teacher costume. And he’s doing all the right things to stave off any concerns by offering to meet me in a space where Abbott can watch over us. 

         
         Even now, knowing what I know, I listen to his litany of promises and compliments, and find myself nodding along.

         
         Why wouldn’t I? He’s singing my favorite song.

         
         He shakes Abbott’s hand as he leaves, and jokes that she needs to work out if she wants her grip to rival her sister’s. She
            grins and unleashes her full strength, and his bones crack pleasingly. Rueful, he winces, and then he’s gone.
         

         
         “Ava, that man thinks you hung the stars,” says Abbott. “If he says you’re ready for these contests, I want you to take him
            up on the offer for help. It’s why you’re there.”
         

         
         My mother moves her salmon around on her plate, unusually quiet. I register that the Faraday talk has bothered her, but my
            brain is too busy rehashing everything Barden did and didn’t say to massage her mood.
         

         
         “You miss all the shots you don’t take, Ava,” says Abbott. “You deserve good things, okay? Remember that.”

         
         She smiles at me. She thinks I’m self-sabotaging or lacking confidence. It hurts to imagine how disappointed she’ll be when
            I tell her I’m not going back.
         

         
         I smile weakly back at her. “You’re right.”
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         It’s dark after we eat, the temperature is dropping, and we’re all tired. My mom limps a little as we head to the car. Once
            she’s in the passenger seat, she tugs her shoes off to reveal a sizable blister on each heel. We warned her to wear proper
            snow boots, but she insisted on her new gold boots. I am a paragon of virtue and do not say “I told you so.” I just think
            it, loudly.
         

         
         As Abbott backs the car out, my mother yelps loudly. Abbott slams the brakes, and we all jolt forward.

         
         “My purse! It’s not here! Oh my God. Oh my God.”

         
         Abbott lets out a sigh. “Okay, where did you have it last?”

         
         “I don’t know! Oh, God, my phone. My phone is in it, too. It’s okay, it’s fine,” she says in a loud, brave voice, wincing
            visibly as she gingerly massages her blistered foot. “I’ll go get it. It’s probably in one of those shops.”
         

         
         Abbott and I share a weary glance. I volunteer before Abbott can. “Keep the heat on. I want to be toasty when I return.”

         
         My mother smiles at me. “Thank you, Bug.”

         
         It’s a short walk from the public parking lot back to the shops, and I’m only a little chilly by the time I reach the last
            two stores we visited. No dice. The saleswoman in the last one gives me a bored, disbelieving look, as if I made up a missing
            purse just to talk with her. Lady, you are not that hot.
         

         
         But it’s not at the restaurant either, and I know she had it there because I remember Barden admiring it.

         
         I step back out onto the sidewalk and bite the inside of my cheek. Shit. I really do not want to tell her it’s gone. She’ll go to pieces, which isn’t unusual, but the lost purse will be a genuine pain in the ass since she needs her wallet to fly back to Vegas. Which means her little visit could be extended into the new year. 

         
         On my way back, I cut through a short alley between the restaurant and its neighbor, enjoying a temporary respite from the
            rising wind. My phone dings—Abbott, probably—and I realize I should call my mom’s phone to see if someone picks up.
         

         
         When I open my phone, there’s a message from Barden.

         
         
            You forgot something.

         

         Well, that’s not ominous. I’m taken aback, which might be why I don’t hear Barden behind me until his hand is on my shoulder.

         
         I gasp and stumble back in surprise as I whirl to face him. He raises his hands, signaling he means no harm, laughing at my
            reaction.
         

         
         My mother’s purse dangles from his hand.

         
         “I found this. I went back to the restaurant because I remembered something I wanted to say to you, but you were already gone.
            I’ve been chasing you three all over town, trying to give it back.” He smiles.
         

         
         Peter Barden, Good Samaritan.

         
         He doesn’t offer me the purse.

         
         “Thank you,” I say. Polite, like a little girl. “What did you want to say to me?”

         
         Behind him, a trio of people pass by on the sidewalk, chatting, sipping hot drinks, packages in their hands. My eyes flick back and forth from him to them. I’m safe, I remind myself. It’s dark, but it’s still early, and passersby could hear me if I screamed. 

         
         In an absent way, I register that people who check for potential witnesses are afraid, and witnesses are witnesses only when
            a crime occurs. Rather than considering the implications of that, my brain rapidly downplays the situation. This is fine.
            He found my mom’s purse. That’s a good thing.
         

         
         But I don’t believe him, is the problem. I believe she left it, sure, that tracks—but I don’t think he’s been chasing us all
            over to return it. I think he scooped it up before the restaurant staff could, hoping I’d be the one to come back to fetch
            it.
         

         
         “Ava, I thought we had an understanding.” The smile remains, but sadder, tempered by the disappointment in his eyes. He’d
            thought better of me.
         

         
         I swallow, my throat dry. I’ve started to sweat, despite the cold. I don’t know why my body is reacting like it is.

         
         It’s not like he’s going to hurt someone.

         
         Like me, for instance. That’s not a thing that can happen.

         
         “We do,” I say emphatically. “We absolutely do have an understanding. I just—I didn’t have time to get more than that one
            picture, and—”
         

         
         The smile is gone, and the disappointment, too. There’s something else in his eyes now.

         
         It’s anger.

         
         “What did you read?”

         
         I babble, “I didn’t. I didn’t have time, and it’s been busy at the diner and—”

         
         “Stop lying to me!” he shouts, his fists balled tightly, the contents of my mother’s purse rattling as he shakes. Two men walking by on the sidewalk behind Barden glance our way but decide we’re a couple having an argument. They move on, gesticulating and laughing. A man yelling at a woman isn’t going to keep them from their destination. 

         
         “I didn’t—” I stop as soon as his eyes narrow, daring me to lie to him once more. I swallow. I know I can run; my end of the
            alley opens out onto a parking lot, and from there it’s a quick dash to the back entrance of the restaurant. He won’t chase
            me, I tell myself. That would be insane.
         

         
         Insane like stealing a purse.

         
         Barden’s chest heaves as he struggles to calm himself down, clenching and unclenching his fists. “Don’t lie to me, Ava. Don’t
            do that.” His voice is pinched and strained; the effort of keeping it at a reasonable volume is costing him dearly.
         

         
         He watches me for signs of flight, but I just stand there, my body uncooperative, a frightened rabbit pretending it’s a rock.

         
         “I won’t,” I whisper. “I just think—I’ve been thinking—maybe Faraday isn’t for me. I really, really appreciate everything
            you’ve done for me. But . . . you’re right. I can’t hack it. I think I should just—just go back to my old school. I’ll do
            better there.”
         

         
         He nods repeatedly, closing his eyes. When he opens them, they are vividly blue in the dim gray of the late afternoon. “That
            would be unfortunate. You have such potential, Ava. And the truth is, I’m not asking for much from you, am I?”
         

         
         “No,” I say.

         
         “I wouldn’t want to have to talk to the administration about your cheating.”

         
         “My— What?”

         
         He nods. “Yes, I don’t know how it got by me for so long, but it’s evident you’ve been using outside resources on your quizzes. And that explication you wrote—that’s not your writing, clearly.” 

         
         I stare at him, aghast. I’ve never cheated, not once. And he doesn’t think I have either. No, he wants me to know he’ll retaliate.
            That if I don’t cooperate, he’ll try to ruin me. This is just an opening salvo.
         

         
         “That sort of thing goes on your record, you know. I’m afraid your next school would have to be informed. But I’m willing
            to overlook it. Everyone makes mistakes.”
         

         
         The sounds of last-minute Christmas shoppers can barely break though the roaring panic rising in my ears. I can’t understand
            what’s happening.
         

         
         “Here.” He thrusts my mother’s purse toward me, and it sways beneath his fist.

         
         When I don’t move, he impatiently shakes it. Jumping to attention, I dart forward, grabbing the body of the bag.

         
         With a jerk, he tugs the straps back and I stumble forward with a yelp.

         
         He catches me before I fall, his hands tightly grasping my shoulders. My sweatshirt hood slips off my head, and even when
            I get my feet under me, they wobble like a newborn colt’s.
         

         
         “I believe in you, Ava, I really do.” His thumbs tighten on my shoulders with increasingly painful pressure. “But my God,
            you make it hard.” He smiles, and is almost himself again or, at least, the self he likes to show to the world.
         

         
         I nod. I do make it hard. I do. Please let me go.

         
         “Get me more, Ava. Make me happy.” He affectionately squeezes my shoulders, then releases me. When he exits the alley with
            his hands in his pockets, he looks like any other man walking down the street.
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         The car ride home is quiet. My mother nods off, and Abbott hums to herself as she drives. In the back seat, I lean my temple
            against the window’s cold glass, letting the headlights of oncoming cars blind me intermittently. I still feel Barden’s thumbs
            pressing into my arms.
         

         
         When we drop off my mom at the Beatrix, she asks me to walk her to the door. Abbott gives me a questioning look, but I shrug.
            It’s not a big deal.
         

         
         My mother wraps her coat tightly around herself and we lean forward into the wind as we walk to the door. “I’ve lost my tolerance
            for this kind of cold. I packed all wrong.”
         

         
         I give her a sympathetic smile, because it’s what she wants. It’s a hard habit to break, performing what she needs, especially
            when it’s small.
         

         
         “I bet. It’s like, what, in the sixties there?” Talking about the weather seems safe.

         
         But she’s not going to let us remain on pleasantries.

         
         “I’ve already got a doctor up there. He’s great—the best in the state. He says he wants to try me on this new drug; I forget
            the name. It’s one of those drug company names.”
         

         
         “Perplexa.”

         
         “No . . . not that. I can’t remember. Anyway, he thinks it’ll be great for me, keep me grounded. I said to him, ‘I can lose
            a little sparkle if it means my kid is happier.’ ”
         

         
         She gives me a sidelong glance to see if her potential sacrifice has impressed me as we make our way to the Beatrix’s front door. God, the path seems longer and longer. 

         
         I don’t believe for a second she offered to rein in her “sparkle,” but I’m glad she’s found a doctor. She’s mostly been good
            about that. It’s not that she doesn’t take her medication or listen to her doctors—on the contrary, she treats her doctors
            like they are deities really, at least until she decides they are out to get her. They are always saving her life or making
            breakthroughs, according to her. It’s that there doesn’t seem to be a drug cocktail that addresses chronic self-involvement.
         

         
         “That’s great.” We’re at the vestibule and cut off from the wind. My shoulders relax and I take a deep breath. Free from the
            cold, and almost free from her for the night. I’m so close.
         

         
         “I know you don’t want to come to Las Vegas.”

         
         “Well, I’m at Faraday . . .” For now, at least.

         
         She holds up her hand. “I know. I know. I just . . . I hope you’ll come live with me. One day, I mean.”

         
         “Okay.” I don’t know what else to say.

         
         “I’ll try and be a better mother. I really will.”

         
         I nod. This part I’ve heard before. It goes along with the speech about new and improved medications. I know she believes she’s telling the truth. The trouble is, she’s never been clear on what being a mother means. I’m not either, I guess. The versions I see on TV are so strange. Not because my mother never acts like them—she’s taken care of me when I was sick, for sure, and both of us appreciated her beatific glow as she did—but because they are so consistent. The kids in those shows always know what their mother will say or do. I could never be sure when I went to mine with a skinned knee or wounded feelings from kids at school whether I’d get the mother who’d fuss over me so much I squirmed or the mother who looked at my hurt indifferently, like it—or I—was a nuisance. 

         
         “I know you don’t get why I left like I did. You’ll understand when you’re older, sometimes you just—” She stops. The look
            I’m giving her is deadly. I am not interested in hearing about the grand romance once more. She pivots. “I hurt you. I’m sorry.
            Can you forgive me?”
         

         
         I’ve heard this before, too, though this is one of her better iterations.

         
         I usually say yes.

         
         But this time I’m honest. Honesty hasn’t been in my life a lot as of late. I should give it a try. “I’ll let you know.”

         
         She hesitates, then nods. If she’s disappointed, she doesn’t show it.

         
         One of the Beatrix staff holds the door open for her, and warm air wafts against us.

         
         “This is your stop,” I say.

         
         She hesitates, then opens her arms for a hug.

         
         I give her one, stiff and unsure.

         
         As she turns to go, she says, “Oh, I almost forgot. That man. That teacher guy. Stay away from him.”

         
         I blink. “Why?” My mother isn’t generally perceptive or concerned with who I socialize with. For a second, I think she somehow
            knows.
         

         
         My question confuses her, as if she isn’t sure why she said this either. “He thinks he’s prettier than he is,” she decides.

         
         I walk back to Abbott in the car, puzzled. I can’t tell if this is the shallowest thing she’s ever said, or the most insightful.

         
         As I buckle my seat belt, Abbott says, “Does she want us to drop her at the airport tomorrow?”

         
         “What?”

         
         “She rebooked her flight for the morning. She said she had to get back for—I don’t know, something about Daniel. It didn’t
            make a lot of sense, honestly. She didn’t tell you?”
         

         
         “No.”

         
         Why am I surprised? Why is this always a surprise? It’s not like I wanted her to stay longer. But if you show up for Christmas
            holidays, I feel like you should stay for the full Jesus birthday.
         

         
         I didn’t even get a present, I realize. Or give her mine. Which is a real little-kid thought.

         
         Abbott takes a deep breath. “Goddamn, Charlotte. I’m sorry. She said she— I thought you knew.”

         
         “It’s okay.”

         
         Back at the apartment, I retreat to my room and Abbott gives me some space. It’s temporary, I know. She’s not going to let
            me stew all night; at some point she’ll knock on my door and tempt me out with Christmas cookies. She makes these odd German
            gingerbread cookies this time of year that I love, even though they are tooth-crackingly hard. But for now, I’ve got a reprieve
            from heartfelt looks and prying questions.
         

         
         Which means I have time to take a good hard look at the absolute bog of disaster into which I’ve sunk my life.

         
         I make a list.

         
         
            	I befriended Love and Graham for selfish reasons.

            	I stole Love’s work and gave it to her enemy.

            	My friends—if I can even call them that—think I’m a duplicitous monster. See above.

            	Barden is straight-up blackmailing me at this point.

            	He might be dangerous.

            	I’m getting kicked out of my dream school.

            	My next school is going to think I’m a cheater. Whatever.

            	If I stay here, I go back to Cherryton High, where I will have the pleasure of encountering Ann on a daily basis while being
               a financial burden on Abbott.
            

            	Alternatively, I live with my mom in Las Vegas, where I will become addicted to slot machines and die wearing a green plastic
               visor while clutching a Solo cup full of chips, which is what I deserve.
            

         

         As far as lists go, Santa is breaking out the coal.

         
         Back when Graham shared his Dewey decimal theory of relationships, I wondered what kind of book I was for Ann. I should have asked myself what kind of book I was for Graham and Love, now that they’ve read me to the end.
         

         
         Not a comfort read. Not a literary work of genius.

         
         No, for them I’ve been the kind of book that you feel worse after reading, like it damaged something in you, but you don’t
            know what.
         

         
         And what kind of book is Barden?

         
         The Necronomicon, probably.
         

         
         Thinking about him makes me so angry. No. The word angry is inadequate. I feel livid.
         

         
         Some of that emotion, I know, is that it’s easier to be furious with him than it is to look at what I’ve done and take responsibility
            for it.
         

         
         But most of it is that he’s a horrendous human being and he deserves to roast in hell, lanced on a spit recto verso.

         
         I rub my shoulders; they still throb from his hands. But when I look in the mirror and lift my sleeve, there are no bruises.

         
         Without those marks, I catch myself trying to rewrite the moment in the alley into some kind of misunderstanding, to soften
            his hands into support and sweetness. He didn’t mean to be so scary. He cares too much. He wants the best, even if he has
            to shake me until I see it.
         

         
         There’s even a little voice inside wondering if maybe Love is misremembering, mischaracterizing him, or perhaps even being
            a little dramatic. All because, even knowing what I know, a part of me wants the warm sunlight of his approval radiating over
            me. The alternative, that voice tells me, is nothing but icy, overcast skies forever, with no fire in the world to warm you.
         

         
         And that’s by design. He chooses the students most likely to be disbelieved. Students like Love, who come to the school with
            their files stamped fragile and handle with care. Students like me—outsiders—desperate for a way in. He finds you struggling to fly, cups his hands around your trembling
            body, and soothes you, even as he unsheathes his scissors to clip your wings.
         

         
         He promises you’ll soar. But only with his help.

         
         And he’s been careful. SlipSlip. Our private conversations. I’m sure if he ever gave gifts to Love, they didn’t bear his name.

         
         It would be his word against ours.

         
         No, only mine. Love doesn’t want to expose him, and her story isn’t mine to tell.

         
         But grabbing me like that—the way he looked at me—I shudder. Those cold blue eyes belonged to a man I didn’t know.

         
         What if I’m silent, and something happens to Love?

         
         I could never forgive myself.
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         During winter break, Faraday is a ghost town, with only essential staff holed up in their offices, keeping warm. On Christmas
            Eve, it’s abandoned. It’s not difficult to make my way to the Wright House unseen and slip inside without difficulty. Using
            my key card to do so means my entrance is logged. But I’m already kicked out of Faraday; it just hasn’t officially happened
            yet. What’s one more infraction? I need something tangible on Barden. I need proof.
         

         
         The faculty office hallway is dark and empty. The dry-erase board outside his office has been wiped clean, and his office
            door is closed. I try the handle, just to see if the Lord is smiling down on me. But he’s busy elsewhere, I guess.
         

         
         I’m not worried, though. I open YouTube and watch a few tutorials on how to pick a door with a lever handle. Some are by lock-picking
            aficionados, but most of them are by regular people hoping to save you from having to call a locksmith if you’re locked out
            of your apartment. What I learn about Barden’s lock is that it can be easily picked by sliding a knife between the door and
            frame, high enough to press the “dead latch shim.” Or, if you’re lucky, you just slide a thin piece of plastic in and down
            and the door swings open, because these locks are notorious for being installed incorrectly.
         

         
         On my first attempt, the latch pops open with the judicious application of a plastic notebook cover. Thank you, Faraday maintenance
            staff, for not doing your best.
         

         
         I close the door behind me and turn on the lights; he doesn’t have an office window and I’m pretty sure no one is on campus anyway. Then I search. 

         
         I don’t know what I’m looking for, but I’ll know it when I find it. His desk calendar has already had its months torn out
            in advance, prepped for the coming semester, and any evidence it held regarding Love was ripped out long ago. I turn on his
            desktop computer, but it’s password protected. I doubt he’s keeping detailed notes on his illegal activities on his work computer
            anyway. His desk yields nothing useful. There’s empty hanging file folders, office supplies, hand cream and lip balm, and
            a full carton of cigarettes, ready to be shredded. An ancient Discman. A pair of running shoes tucked under the desk, with
            shorts and a T-shirt folded on top. I think back to the Q&A after his reading, his running and writing regimen. Why did I
            think that was so amazing?
         

         
         Defeated, I sit down in his desk and survey the room. The walls are covered with his accolades and accomplishments. There’s
            his degree from Iowa, one of the best creative writing programs in the country. A PhD from Brown. A photograph of him and
            his Stegner cohort, a creative writing fellowship. Barden shaking hands with the editor of Poetry magazine. Barden on the cover of Poets & Writers, gazing out at the reader with magnetic intensity. The words the image is first float beside him. His Discovery Prize. His fancy French Prix Humbert.
         

         
         God, he is full of himself.

         
         I put my hands on my head and fist my fingers, pulling my hair. I don’t know what to do. There’s nothing. What did I think
            I’d find? A handwritten confession? A convenient stash of Polaroids? He’s not an idiot.
         

         
         I take a deep breath. I’d hoped for an easy fix, some magic piece of evidence I could take to Love, that would reassure her it wouldn’t be just our word against his. Something I could take to President Langford that Barden couldn’t possibly explain away. Something unquestionable. 

         
         But that’s not here. I release my breath. It’s shaky.

         
         Then I realize there is something I can take from this office that would hurt Barden. Not in the way that I’d wanted, but maybe in a way he’d feel.
         

         
         It’s not the kind of thing you can fit in your pocket, though. Luckily, I brought a backpack.

         
         

         When Graham opens the door to the Heeps’, the first word out of his mouth is “No.” And then, “Whatever it is you have to say.
            No.” Graham’s sweatshirt says here to sleigh and is covered in candy canes. Sinatra croons about Santa’s panopticon in the background.
         

         
         I plant my feet firmly on the must you? doormat and hold forth my present. It’s rectangular, wrapped in silver paper festooned with anthropomorphic skating doughnuts.
            It doesn’t befit the seriousness of this moment, but it’s what I could scrounge in Abbott’s closet, who’d helped me find the
            bag of bows squirreled away in the very back. She refrained from asking where I’d been all morning while she’d taken my mother
            to the airport, although she clearly wanted to, or what I was wrapping, or why I needed to hare across the inlet on Christmas
            Eve. She even loaned me her car.
         

         
         I’m not going to let him run me off.

         
         “You cannot be serious.”

         
         “Is it Santa?” Love appears beside him, wearing a felt headband with reindeer ears. Reindeer dance across her Fair Isle–style
            pajamas. “Oh. It’s you.”
         

         
         “Please,” I plead. “Just let me talk to you. That’s all I’m asking.”

         
         She looks at me, the present, then closes the door.

         
         I sit down, huddle up, and wait.

         
         The air is bitterly cold. Thirty minutes pass. Then fifteen more. My breath, reflected against my face by the scarf I’ve wrapped
            around my head, is the only thing saving my nose from frostbite. My hands and feet aren’t so lucky. I lost contact with my
            toes and fingers long ago. I start thinking about doomed arctic explorers. The Franklin expedition, where everyone died. Some
            of them ate each other. Maybe, later, Kikimora will make a meal of my corpse. He’ll finally like me.
         

         
         Love opens the door. “Come in. I don’t want a dead body frozen to the porch.”

         
         The house is warm, but the welcome isn’t. I sit on the couch while the two of them stand, watching me suspiciously.

         
         “I’m not going to steal anything.”

         
         “History says otherwise.” Love glances at the pin on my lapel, like she’d like to take it back.

         
         “You wanted to talk. So, talk,” says Graham.

         
         “Isn’t one of you supposed to be the good cop?” God, why am I joking?

         
         They are not amused.

         
         I tell them about my grades, the scholarship, Barden’s initial bargain. How I’d become their friend on purpose. How I’d previously
            sent the fairy tale, a reveal that makes Love’s lips compress tightly. How Barden changed the deal.
         

         
         I tell it as plainly as I can, trying not to justify, not to excuse. But it’s hard. I want to say that she and Graham weren’t only a means to an end for me, not anymore. That I’d thought I was helping her in some way. But had I? Or had I just told myself that whenever my conscience reared up? I don’t know anymore. 

         
         As the details pour out of me, I’m left with nothing but the feelings all liars suffer when they confess or are caught. Guilt.
            Stupidity. Wishing like a child that I could go back and do it differently.
         

         
         Or that I could have gotten away with it. That’s in there, too.

         
         Because when I unbutton the story of the person I’d pretended to be, it pools around my feet, exposing the grasping, greedy,
            heartless girl I’d hid within. A girl I can’t stand to look at. Myself.
         

         
         “I vote we put her back outside,” Graham says.

         
         “Thank you for telling us. It’s good to have . . . context.” Love chooses her words carefully and speaks with deliberation.
            “But let me be clear. We are not okay, you and me. I do not forgive you.”
         

         
         It’s what I expected her to say. But nonetheless, what little color I’ve regained in the warmth of the house fades away.

         
         “Of course. Right. Um, there’s something else I need to tell you.”

         
         “Oh, for fuck’s sake, more?” says Graham, exasperated. “How can there possibly be more? Did you open credit cards in our names?
            Are you actually a fifty-five-year-old divorcée named Edna?”
         

         
         I tell them about Barden in Donner City, his behavior in the alley. His thumbs pressing into my flesh.

         
         Love turns white. Graham sits down on the sofa across from me, his hand over his mouth.

         
         “Love,” I say, after the quiet becomes unbearable. “I know you don’t want to—”

         
         “I don’t,” says Love, cutting me off.

         
         “I understand. But I’m going to talk to President Langford. Not about you. About things with me.”

         
         “It’s not going to work.”

         
         “I know. He’s already let me know he’s got plans. He’ll say I’m a disgruntled student or go with the cheating angle. But I
            don’t have a choice. He’s—”
         

         
         “Dangerous,” interjects Graham. “That’s . . . that’s unhinged behavior, Ava. I— I’m sorry that happened to you.” He’s still
            angry with me. But his face is stricken.
         

         
         “I’m not going to talk about it.” The words can barely escape Love’s clenched jaw.

         
         “I’m not asking you to. But I feel like—I have to. I’ll keep your name out of it. I only wanted . . . to give you a heads
            up.” My voice trails off, uncertain. Love is hugging herself; her fingers gripping her arms are white with pressure.
         

         
         “Love,” says Graham. He stands up from the couch and crosses to her. He takes her hand in his. “Darling. You know I adore
            you.”
         

         
         “Do not start,” she warns, snatching her hand back. Her face is suddenly on the edge of tears.

         
         “You know I’ve got your back. Always.”

         
         She hugs herself even tighter, her eyes downcast. She nods.

         
         “It wasn’t okay. What he did with you wasn’t okay. And I’m scared for you. For both of you.”

         
         She shakes her head. “He’ll say I’m crazy. I can’t—I can’t stand that. I want it—I want it to have never happened.”

         
         “I know.” He wraps his arms around her and holds her for a long time. “I know. But maybe, just maybe, we can make sure it
            never happens again.”
         

         
         “It won’t work,” she mumbles.

         
         “Okay,” he says lightly. “Okay. But what if we did it anyway?”

         
         She laughs into his chest.

         
         “Okay.”

         
         He kisses the top of her head. “You smell like cat breath. Has Kikimora been grooming you? You’re aware he licks his asshole,
            right?”
         

         
         “I hate you,” she laughs, breaking away from him.

         
         I’m not forgiven, but we enter an uneasy truce. Love sits on the far end of the couch from me, and Graham puts a cup of hot
            tea in my hands.
         

         
         Tentatively, I hold the present out to Love.

         
         She takes it, frowning. Graham scoops up a curious Kikimora, and hovers behind Love, looking over her shoulder.

         
         When she rips open the paper and sees what it is, she almost drops it.

         
         “This is—this is Barden’s Prix Humbert.” Her tone is full of wonder. She runs her hand over the gilded frame.

         
         It’s impressive-looking, that’s for sure. The document bears a gold-embossed medieval-style lion, whose tongue seems to be
            on fire. The calligraphy declares Peter Alistair Barden to be recognized by France as a preeminent literary voice and a substantive
            contributor to the arts. There’s some additional verbiage in French, which I presume praises his skill in screwing underage
            students, but I’ve never been good with languages.
         

         
         Graham looks impressed. Kikimora, who I now realize is wearing a Christmas sweater that says santa’s favorite ho, is less so, but he always was my toughest audience.
         

         
         “It’s his greatest achievement,” says Love. “He wouldn’t shut up about it.”

         
         “I thought he got it after . . . after you two.” I remember Barden’s story of the failed relationship, the meaninglessness of literary fame. So tragic, so sensitive. A recollection that spurred me to ask for worse treatment. God. 

         
         “Ha, no. I was there when he got the call. You should have heard him yell after he hung up. Utterly self-satisfied. He fist-pumped
            the air like he’d sunk a basketball with nothing but net. After that, it was ‘When I won the Prix Humbert . . .’ this and
            ‘When I was writing my last collection of poems—the one I won the Prix Humbert for . . .’ that. It never stopped.”
         

         
         She traces the flourish on the letter P with her finger. “Thank you,” she says. “I don’t know what I’ll do with this, but thank you.”
         

         
         I hold her gaze and she smiles at me, just a little. My heart feels three sizes larger.

         
         “I was thinking we could burn it.”
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         Burning the Prix Humbert is a solemn, momentous occasion, according to Graham, and requires a heavy dose of pomp. Luckily,
            he and Love had already planned an evening activity that they felt would adapt nicely to these changed circumstances. Neither
            one of them, annoyingly, will tell me what that activity is.
         

         
         “It involves metaphor! And poetry! And sexy poets!” Graham removes the award from its frame, rolls it up, and snaps a rubber
            band around it. Then he retreats to the office and returns with something swaddled in a blanket. “Let us away.”
         

         
         “Don’t worry,” says Love. “This is not a wild rumpus.”

         
         “‘By the pricking of my thumbs, something wicked this way comes.’” Graham waits impatiently for us to don our winter gear,
            then bids Love to open the door for him. “‘Open, locks, whoever knocks’!”
         

         
         “Will there be a lot of Shakespeare?” I ask as we make our way down the slope from the Heeps’ house to the inlet shore below.

         
         “Ever so much,” says Graham.

         
         “It’s beyond my control,” says Love. “I’ve learned to let the Bard have his sway.”

         
         “‘From this moment the very firstlings of my heart shall be the firstlings of my hand.’” Graham delivers this line with gravity,
            but the effect is ruined when he takes another step and sinks into a well of snow up to his knees. He pulls himself out of
            the trough and steps confidently forward onto the ice. “Onward!” he says, holding his swaddled object high.
         

         
         Love smirks, then gingerly makes her way down a small slope to the shore’s edge. I follow in her footsteps until she stops dead, right in front of me. Her body is rigid, her eyes closed. She’s trembling, and it’s not from the cold. “Let’s do it here. It’s close enough.” 

         
         By now, Graham is a good eleven feet ahead of us out onto the ice and grinning from ear to ear. He shakes the swaddle at us
            enticingly.
         

         
         Love’s eyes remain trained on her unmoving feet.

         
         “It’s okay,” I say to her, and I step out onto the ice ahead of her. Walking on ice isn’t novel or scary for me. It’s safe
            this time of year. Relatively safe, I mean. The inlet perimeter is frozen for several feet down and many feet out, and even
            the lake it stems from is walkable, if thinner. For the most part, if you pay attention, you’re fine. “It’s okay, it’s safe.
            See?”
         

         
         I scuff the ice with my foot to demonstrate how rough the surface is. A lake that freezes under relatively warm conditions
            can be slippery, though never as much as a polished ice skating rink. But this year has been seriously cold, and the lake’s
            surface is rumpled and pitted. Traction isn’t a problem.
         

         
         “Here, I got you.” I hold out my arm like I’m asking her to dance.

         
         She doesn’t move. The smile on my face falters. Why would she trust me, of all people, to keep her safe?

         
         Finally, with a shuddering exhale, she takes my gloved hand in hers. I hope the pressure of my hand on hers is coming through,
            reassuring and solid. “Little steps at first. And if you’re worried you’ll fall, lean forward a little bit as you walk, like
            a penguin.”
         

         
         She shakes her head but takes one step, then another. Graham is walking backward away from us, still smiling, like a swim instructor moving out of reach. 

         
         “Okay,” she says. “Okay.”

         
         When she draws near, I step close, my arm bracing hers. “You got this. Right? I’m here.” We take a few more steps; she tightens
            her grip. “See? You’re good! You’re good.”
         

         
         Eventually, she relaxes into her natural stride. Our arms are still hooked together, and I wonder if I should let her go,
            if she wants me to.
         

         
         But I like her being so close to me.

         
         And I don’t pull away.

         
         And neither does she.

         
         It’s hard to describe what it’s like to walk on a frozen lake. It’s limitless, the milky, dingy surface extending out from
            the inlet in all directions until it’s swallowed by the gray sky. On sunny days, the glare from the surrounding snow leaves
            you squinting and paralyzed. On an overcast afternoon like today, you might walk the blank earth forever, the horizon always
            out of reach.
         

         
         Then there’s the wind whipping across the lake in regular intervals, stirring dancing clouds of powdery ice that rise, twist,
            and disperse, like flocks of white starlings. It rips through our hats and mufflers, its force unchecked by buildings or trees.
         

         
         “So, what is the plan? Are we sacrificing a goat?” I say during a lull, when it’s easier to hear. I point to Graham’s mysterious
            burden. He’s dropped back to walk alongside us.
         

         
         “Secrets!” He bumps into Love playfully. It’s a measure of how much Love’s confidence on the ice has improved that she transfers
            the bump to me. “Just a bit farther!”
         

         
         After a while, we’ve crossed the mouth of the inlet halfway, and veer toward the lake proper. To our right, Cherryton looks far off now, and to our left the lights of Faraday are swallowed by the trees. 

         
         Finally, we come to a stop, huddling around Graham, who drops to his knees to unwrap the bundle, revealing something that
            looks like a clumsily constructed box kite. It’s been altered, its top papered over. A flimsy aluminum foil cup with a tea
            light candle inside hangs from the open end on stiff wires. When the wind picks up, Graham shields the delicate balsa wood
            and paper with his body.
         

         
         “Too much wind,” says Love worriedly. “It’s going to tear to pieces before we can get it off the ground.”

         
         “Patience, patience. It will calm. The gods are with us.”

         
         “The bigger problem will be lighting it.”

         
         “Thank you for your support, Love.”

         
         “But what is it?” I ask impatiently.
         

         
         “You’ve heard of Elizabeth Bishop?” asks Graham.

         
         “Sure. ‘Rainbow, rainbow.’ ”

         
         “Right. Of course you know the most anthologized poem.”

         
         “Hey!”

         
         “Anyway, she’s brilliant and we love her. She and Robert Lowell—another poet—”

         
         “I know who Robert Lowell is.”

         
         “Gold star. So, they met once and then wrote letters to one another for the rest of their lives. They shared their work, critiqued it, made it better. Bishop wrote him a poem with fire balloons in it, and I thought—well, it’s not exactly a love story, although he would have loved to have slept with her, but it sort of is, like—”
         

         
         “A love story about creating things,” finishes Love.

         
         He nods approvingly. “Mostly we wanted to light a lantern.”

         
         “And you, you beautiful yet untrustworthy creature, have brought us the perfect fuel to kick off its journey to the stars.”
            Graham grins, and rummages through his backpack, eventually producing a metal coffee can, which he places on the ice. “Love,
            will you do the honors?”
         

         
         Love produces the Prix Humbert, which she’s carried as a tube sticking out of her coat pocket. She unrolls it once more, pinning
            it down with her knee. For one last time, she admires the calligraphy, touching the raised borders of the golden lion, its
            flaming tongue. The edges of the paper flap in the wind. “So pretty,” she says. “How do the French get lions so right and
            writers so wrong?”
         

         
         “I’m pretty sure most writers are absolute monsters,” I say.

         
         “I resemble that remark,” sniffs Graham, “and resent it.”

         
         “God, this feels like a sin,” she says, her hands on the paper.

         
         “He’s the sinner,” I say. “Wad it up.”

         
         “Pretend it’s his black, black heart!” Graham says.

         
         She smiles, and with that, she crumples the beautiful award into a loose ball and drops it in the coffee can. Graham adds
            a few sheets of notebook paper on top of it. We crouch around the can, shielding it from the wind.
         

         
         He pulls a box of kitchen matches from his pocket, takes off his gloves, and strikes one. The stench of sulfur flares forth, and he drops the match into the coffee can. The wind holds off in deference to the ceremony. Inside the metal can, the flames catch, the crumpled balls unfurling as they are eaten away. The gold lion blisters into sparks. 

         
         “Quick, before the wind picks up. Ava, steady the candle holder?” Love holds the lantern above the flaming coffee can, and
            I put my fingers to the shallow aluminum cup at the base of the lantern. I can feel the heat from the flames below through
            my gloves. He strikes another match and reaches it to the tea candle’s wick. His bare hands are pale in the night.
         

         
         The wind rises, shuddering the flames of the little coffee can, snuffing the match out.

         
         “Again!” says Love. “Hurry!”

         
         We draw tighter, creating a shield as best we can with our bodies and thick coats, as he strikes another match. I laugh at
            how badly I want to see that lantern take off. I need something magical.
         

         
         The wick catches, and, in the safety of our circle, holds steady. We hold our breaths for one heartbeat, two, and—let go.

         
         The lantern wobbles, and then, unbelievably, rises. Love lets out a whoop, her arms raised high, and I cheer too. Graham,
            looking relieved, smiles goofily, like a little boy.
         

         
         Up, up, up, the gold box flies through the night sky, brighter than the moon. Slowly, it grows smaller, until it passes from
            our sight, blown out or drifting into the clouds.
         

         
         Love keeps her eyes on the dark sky where the lantern disappeared.

         
         “Wasn’t it beautiful?”

         
         “It was,” I whisper.

         
         She takes a deep breath and lets it go. “I don’t want to forget what matters. Making something beautiful, if only for a moment.” She’s trembling from cold or fear, but her face is resolute. “He doesn’t get to take that from me.” 

         
         In an act of uncharacteristic bravery, I take her hand again and squeeze it.

         
         She squeezes back.

         
         “Good,” says Graham. “Let’s fuck him up.”
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         The difficulty is this: We have no evidence.

         
         This is the conclusion we draw under the watchful eyes of the Medievalized Heeps in all their naked glory. Like them, forever
            on the precipice of a fateful choice between marriage and the love of a good snake, we don’t know what to do.
         

         
         Graham paces back and forth slowly in front of the fireplace like a sluggish metronome. Not knowing what to do with myself,
            I sit on the floor beside the couch, leaning back on it. Love joins me on the floor, sitting beside me. She’s wearing a perfume
            that smells like cardamon and cream, and my eyes close at the scent of it. I don’t know what’s wrong with me. Now is not the
            time to get woozy over perfume and proximity.
         

         
         “What if—what if you met with him,” I ask, “and we recorded you two talking about it?” TV procedurals have taught me this
            is the logical next step.
         

         
         “Yes! Let’s put Love alone with the guy who manhandled you. That. Let’s do that.” Graham snorts. He breaks out of his perpetual
            loop and crouches next to us. “Shame, though. There are so many things we can do with setting for that. Lighting.” He stops
            talking, struck with a new idea. “Oh my God. You could wear a wire and an earpiece, and I’d tell you things to do. Such as
            stabbing him.”
         

         
         Love laughs. “He wouldn’t meet with me. Or if he did, he’d just act like he didn’t know what I was talking about. That’s what
            he did the last time I talked with him.”
         

         
         Graham grimaces and sits down on the other side of Love. “What about Ava?” He looks at me speculatively. “He’s already given you a book, puffed up your ego, been a little too close to you.” 

         
         Before I can say no or defend the puffiness of my ego, Love shuts him down. “Absolutely not.”

         
         “He already knows something’s up. I’m not a good—” I stop as Graham raises a skeptical eyebrow. I guess I don’t get to claim
            I’m bad at lying anymore. Baby learned a new skill. “I’m not good at flirting. What we need is to show a pattern. If he did
            this with Love, and started up with me, he’s done it elsewhere.”
         

         
         Graham cleans his glasses on his shirt, then pulls out his phone and starts tapping. “Let’s find out where he was before.
            And we could check his office again. Maybe there’s something you missed?”
         

         
         I shake my head. “His office is tiny. I looked everywhere.”

         
         Love agrees. “I doubt he’s harboring a secret collection of girls’ panties in his office.”

         
         “Okay. We’ll look for secret panties elsewhere—”

         
         “I’m going to have to ask you to never say ‘panties’ again,” I say.

         
         “Nope. That promise goes against my religion.” He stops scrolling. “All right. Here are the results of my research, coupled
            with my extensive knowledge of academia—”
         

         
         “You went on Google, and your mom’s a high school principal,” says Love.

         
         “I went on Google so very hard. And my mom’s not technically a high school principal. She’s a high school president who wanted to be a college professor but failed to do so because of a lousy job market. I’ve heard all about the system, I assure you.
            Do you want to hear my findings, or do you want to give me shit?”
         

         
         “Both?” I grin.

         
         “Ignoring you. Okay, so some of this we know. He did his degree at Iowa but no student teaching there. Then the PhD. Again, no teaching. He got a Stegner for a year, then a fellowship in Wisconsin, and then something in Italy? Jeez. Bunch of residencies, bunch of prizes, and . . . okay, he starts teaching, but it’s a visiting job.” 

         
         “Meaning?”

         
         “Visiting is a temporary contract, like a year or two. Maybe he did something while there, maybe he didn’t. His leaving doesn’t
            tell us anything. After that, however, that’s where we see something weird. He gets his first tenure-track job at Raistling
            University. He publishes two books, and he gets an NEA—National Endowment for the Arts—big government art grant.”
         

         
         “Look at you with all the fancy acronyms.”

         
         “You’re basically on probation until you apply for tenure, but he was totally set up to get it. Then! He leaves. And not for
            a better job. He comes here. Faraday might be a fancy high school, but it’s still a high school. It’s seen as a step down.”
         

         
         “Your mom’s pretty bitter about working at Faraday, huh?”

         
         “Unbelievably.”

         
         “Here, I’ve got the English department at Raistling,” says Love. We huddle around her phone. “These two come in after he left.
            And this guy was there but he looks like a dick. . . .”
         

         
         “You can’t tell that just by looking.”

         
         “Hard disagree. In terms of people who worked with him, that leaves the current chair, Dr. Maum, a Dr. Ray, and Professor
            Couri. Who looks the most likely to talk shit?”
         

         
         Dr. Maum’s headshot looks professional and bland; he has the thousand-yard stare of someone who has spent a lot of time in meetings. Dr. Ray is younger, and something about him gives off Barden-esque energy. I don’t trust him. Professor Couri’s black-rimmed glasses give her an owlish, inquisitive look. She looks like she might secretly have a My Little Pony collection. 

         
         “Her,” Love and I say at the same time, pointing to Couri.

         
         “All right,” he says, taking back the phone. “Let’s get stalking.”

         
         The brief amount of time it takes for him to scrape a phone number from the internet is disturbing.

         
         “Great,” says Love. “Let’s call.” She shifts with excitement next to me and her arm presses against mine.

         
         “It’s late! It’s like . . .” I check my phone and wince. “Nine.” I text Abbott quickly to tell her I’m still with Graham and
            Love, and that I’m going to spend the night. Are you serious, she writes back. I put my phone away guiltily.
         

         
         “Way too late to call some lady about her previous coworker. And it’s Christmas Eve.”

         
         “That’s why it’s the perfect time to call. We’ll catch her off guard.” Love gives me a wink and hovers her finger over the
            call button.
         

         
         “Excuse me. Let the master work.” Graham snatches the phone, and she squeals and reaches for it.

         
         “You’re not even a good actor! She is!” I say.

         
         He raises his finger in warning and puts the phone on speaker. The phone rings and Love puts her hand over her mouth. “Oh
            shit,” she whispers. “This is actually a terrible idea.”
         

         
         “Hello?” Alongside the woman’s voice are the sounds of a party in full swing. I can barely make out Mariah Carey singing about
            Christmas over the din of people loudly talking.
         

         
         Love’s eyes grow wide.

         
         “Hello? Yes, hi, is this . . .” He squints, trying to remember the name. “Arlene? Er, Professor Arlene Couri?”

         
         “. . . yes. Who—”

         
         “I’m calling to do a reference check on—”

         
         “Excuse me? It’s eight p.m. On Christmas Eve.”
         

         
         “Oh, I apologize. My secretary didn’t account for the time difference. We’re calling from—” He looks to us for help, but we
            can’t save him. “From . . . from France.” Love covers her face with her hands and shakes with laughter.
         

         
         “My caller ID says Michigan.” Her disbelief is palpable. She’s seconds from hanging up. Maybe academic prank calls are a thing.

         
         Graham shifts into an affected French accent. “Yes, that’s right. Michigán, France. I’m so sorry, but Peter Barden listed
            you as a reference and—”
         

         
         “Peter Barden?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Peter Barden listed me as a reference.” She no longer sounds irritated and incredulous. Her voice is scrubbed of all emotion.

         
         We share a look.

         
         “Oui, madam,” says Graham, and winces. Now that we might be getting somewhere, he’s clearly regretting his ridiculous choices.

         
         There’s a long pause. “I worked with Peter Barden.”

         
         “Er, yes. We wanted to ask you how you felt about his mentoring capabilities? We are a small school, and our teachers need
            to have a—a personal touch.”
         

         
         “I worked with Peter Barden.”

         
         “Yes, you said, but—”

         
         “I worked with Peter Barden. That’s all I have to say. Goodbye.”
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         It’s not a win, but we’re elated, nonetheless. We sit together for some time, toasting our audacity with sparkling water and
            giggling over Graham’s increasingly ludicrous reenactments of his conversation with Dr. Couri. Graham holds his phone to his
            ear with one hand and smokes from an invisible cigarette with the other. “Dr. Coo-ree, we are wondering if you could tells
            us, if this Bardeen is . . . how you say in English . . . a deepsheet? Non?” He pantomimes stubbing out his cigarette against
            the couch cushion, and Love and I applaud.
         

         
         But eventually, even Graham runs out of steam, and we’re back where we started. Dr. Couri obviously has an issue with Barden,
            but she gave us nothing usable, and we have no hope her coworkers will do otherwise.
         

         
         It’s late. The house is still and pensive around us, and we are equal parts melancholy and tired. Graham is the first to call
            it quits, upturning his empty glass and dribbling the remaining sparkling water on his outstretched tongue. “Good night, sweet
            ladies. I am retiring. Au revoir.”
         

         
         He places his empty glass on the table in a careful manner, his fingers lingering on the rim before pulling away. He smiles
            at me and there’s something in his face I can’t read, but then it’s gone. He gives Love a salute, and heads upstairs.
         

         
         Without him, it feels a little strange to be sitting so close to Love, but she doesn’t pull away and neither do I. I am acutely aware of the warmth of her body along my side, the pace of her breathing and mine. A quietness unfolds, and I have the option to nestle into it like a soft warm blanket, or to open my mouth and fuck it up. So obviously I choose the latter. 

         
         “Love, I’m sorry. I can’t say it enough. I should never have—”

         
         “Made a deal with a creep to spy on me so he could better sabotage my life, and you stay in a fancy school?”

         
         “Yeah. That.”

         
         “You didn’t know what he was like. He was working you.”

         
         “But I knew I was using you to get what I wanted. And . . . and I didn’t really care. Not at first.”

         
         She nods. “I know. It’s weird. I should be angry about that—I mean, I was. I am. But I mean, wow, you wanted something so
            badly that you went full sociopath. I’m forced to admire it.”
         

         
         I laugh.

         
         “Really! I don’t think I’ve ever wanted anything that much. Not even Faraday, even though it helped me—at least, before Barden
            it did. But I didn’t want it the same way you did; I always knew it was possible, or something like it, if I just asked.”
         

         
         “That’s me. The scrappy underdog. Lying my way into hearts everywhere.”

         
         “Why do you do that?”

         
         “What?”

         
         “Act like no one would like you unless you were someone else.”

         
         I shrug. “You did just call me a sociopath.”

         
         “Said with admiration.”

         
         She elbows me and I push her back. All my worries about talking to them, the lake outing, and the phone call have worn me
            out, leaving me punchy and fuzzy. We settle back in, this time a little closer, leaning on one another for support.
         

         
         “Are you going to be okay? If you . . . leave?”

         
         I take my time answering. “Yes. I’ll stay with Abbott. If she’ll keep me. But I’ll be all right.”

         
         “You don’t need Faraday to be a writer, you know.”

         
         “I know. But it would have helped.”

         
         “You have friends at your old school, right?”

         
         “Kinda. Well, not really, after Ann. I mostly kept to myself.”

         
         “Cool. Very future domestic terrorist.” The next thing she says gently, carefully, like she’s unhooking the housing on an
            explosive device.
         

         
         “Do you miss her?”

         
         “Ann?” I think about it. And to my surprise, the answer is no. “Not anymore. For a long time, I couldn’t think about her without
            crying. Whenever she showed up in my head, I’d visualize pushing her off a cliff.”
         

         
         “Another point in the sociopath column.”

         
         “No, cutely. Like, a cartoon. I’d push her off the cliff, and she’d hang there for a second, then fall through a cloud of
            her own making to the canyon below. But now . . . she was really screwed up. About who she is, who she wants to be. She still
            is.” I laugh. “I guess we have that in common, just differently.”
         

         
         I don’t ask her if she misses Barden. She doesn’t volunteer.

         
         She studies the fraying threads at the knees of her jeans. “You didn’t have to tell us about Barden.”

         
         “I didn’t. You caught me.” I remember the hurt on her face and look away.

         
         “I mean, you didn’t have to tell us what he did the other day. You didn’t have to warn us. You could have just walked away.”

         
         I shake my head. “No, I couldn’t.”

         
         Love sits up straighter and removes the hair tie from one of her braids, then the other, and contemplatively unbraids each
            one. Released from its bindings, her hair is full and wavy.
         

         
         “Now we’re twins,” she says, slouching back next to me and fluffing it to try to compete with my volume. Whatever she uses
            on her braids to smooth them smells like baked goods, vanilla and spice.
         

         
         “Your hair’s naturally straight. Poseur.”

         
         “You’d know. Poseur.” She grabs a pillow off the couch and shoves me with it, hard. Giggling, I collapse onto my back and
            pull her down after me.
         

         
         Her face is inches from mine, her hair tumbling around me. I go still, uncertain.

         
         “This is the Ava Quirk I prefer,” she says. Her eyes flick to mine, then to my mouth, her lashes low. “The real one. Ambitious.
            Sneaky and funny. The one who writes good poems. I don’t care what coat you wear, Ava. I like the girl inside.”
         

         
         “I’m not—”

         
         She presses one finger to my lips. “Shush.”

         
         And I shush, all obedience, as she lowers her body onto mine completely, warm and heavy. Her thigh presses between my legs when she gathers my hair in her hand and lifts my mouth to hers. My head rushes, but she doesn’t kiss me yet, doesn’t crush me to her like I want her to. My eyes are shut, my mouth parted, I’m waiting and I’m dying, and I would not have this stop ever. She brushes her lips against mine, asking if this is what I want, and my answer is yes. I push myself upward, I kiss her so emphatically she breaks off and laughs and then kisses me back, and then my hands are on her waist, slipping under her shirt, and she’s breathless in my ear, and who knows what would have happened if we hadn’t rolled into the coffee table and a pile of books had not rained down on and around us, bouncing on their spines, splaying their pages wide, pummeling us into helpless laughter, and then, quiet. We’re swaying in a lull between storms, our tired bodies torn between the late hour and what we might discover if we sailed on. 

         
         She traces my eyebrow with the tip of her finger. First one. Then the other. “I wasn’t sure you liked me. I thought . . .
            maybe Graham?”
         

         
         I furrow my brow a little. “I don’t— Maybe? Maybe something could have happened there. But it didn’t.”

         
         She nods. “Yeah, I know. We talked about it.”

         
         “What!”

         
         “We’re friends. I didn’t want to get in his way; he liked you first. But he felt I had a better shot and conceded the game.”

         
         I sputter indignantly, “Excuse me?”

         
         She laughs. “Oh my God, your face. I’m kidding. It was more that he knew that if the two of you got together, it would be,
            well, less than he’d want. Graham talks big . . . but he feels more than he lets on. He didn’t want to be someone you settled
            for.”
         

         
         “Oh,” I say. I think back to when Graham went to bed, the way he placed his glass on the table and let his fingers linger,
            like a chess player who keeps his hand on the piece before committing to the move. His parting smile had been sad, I realize.
            Resigned.
         

         
         “But I also wasn’t sure—well, about you.” Seeing my worried face, she smiles at me reassuringly. “I mean, about whether you
            liked me. You pulled away every time I . . .”
         

         
         I stare at her, my eyes wide.

         
         “Oh my God, you didn’t even know I was coming on to you,” she says.

         
         I shake my head.

         
         She laughs. “Well, besides that, you just seemed closed off. I thought for a while it was Ann.” I shake my head, and she smiles.
            “Yeah. I know now. It was Barden, and Faraday, and all the parts you’d hidden away, the you that you didn’t love or like.”
         

         
         “My crippling insecurity. My history of fraud.”

         
         “Girls with low self-esteem are so hot,” she says, and she kisses me again, ending it with a little nip on my lip. “Now, now
            you make sense. You’re real and I just want to—” She kisses me. “That. A lot.”
         

         
         So we do that. A lot.
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         When Love shakes me awake, there’s a moment when I don’t know where I am, followed by another where I don’t know what time
            it is. It’s dark outside the windows, but a fraction blue, like daylight might happen eventually, if it gets around to it.
         

         
         “Wake up! I’ve got an idea!” Love says, jostling my shoulder again. She’s turned on Geoffrey, who is shining light directly
            in my eyes like a giraffe interrogator. I squint. At some point before we fell asleep, I’d hazily imagined waking up with
            Love beside me, and how happy I’d be. This is not what I imagined.
         

         
         I sit up, bleary, and make out Graham in the nearby armchair, looking similarly miserable in a velvet robe. “Yes, it’s four
            in the morning. This is happening,” he says flatly.
         

         
         Beside me, Love is fully dressed in fresh clothes, her hair smoothly parted down the middle and rebraided, vibrating with
            excitement.
         

         
         “I know what we should do!”

         
         “Sleep?” Graham removes his glasses and rubs his face. “Shoot you with a tranquilizer dart?”

         
         “Steal Barden’s calendar!” She grins at us expectantly.

         
         Graham and I share a skeptical look.

         
         “Love, I don’t want to burst your bubble here, but I saw his calendar when I was in his office. It’s one of those big ones,
            where you rip out the months as you go. And anything with you—that’s long gone. And I couldn’t get into his computer.”
         

         
         She shakes her head. “No, no. That’s not what he uses. It’s in his commonplace book.” Just like he asks his students to do, Barden keeps a notebook for ideas, poem drafts, author quotes, what have you. But Barden’s, Love says, is also where he jots down his clandestine meetings. She watched him write in it every time they parted, a quick note about the when and where of their next meetup. He’d written her name as “L🤍.”
         

         
         “Okay,” says Graham slowly. “Let’s say you’re right. How do we get it? I’m guessing he keeps that on him.”

         
         “Yeah,” says Love. “You’re not going to like it. It’s a bit of a wild rumpus.”

         
         He cocks one eyebrow. “Go on.”

         
         Barden is a man of regular habits, and Love knows his schedule well. During the school year, he runs for thirty minutes every
            morning, and an hour on weekends. During term breaks, he amps up his training and runs for ninety minutes every morning. He
            adheres to this regimen religiously, regardless of the weather. He leaves for his run every morning at five.
         

         
         If we time it right, we’ll have ninety minutes to look in his house for the notebook.

         
         “You mean . . . we break into his house,” I say.

         
         “No,” she says cheerfully, “we use the skeleton key!” She pulls her keys from her pocket and jingles them.

         
         “Uh, no, we don’t,” corrects Graham. “Faculty houses may be school property, but they’re private residences. I’m sure maintenance
            has keys for them, but it’s not going to open with the key you’ve got.”
         

         
         She looks crestfallen.

         
         “Does he take his keys to run?” I ask.

         
         “No,” she says slowly. “He doesn’t. He leaves them under his mat.”

         
         Graham makes a face. “No one does that.”

         
         “People can be surprisingly unsurprising. Let’s give it a shot.” I look at him, and then at Love, and back to him again.
         

         
         He sighs. “I’m going to look sallow in prison. Orange is not my color.”

         
         

         We take Abbott’s car. Graham’s mom’s vehicle, El Presidente, is known on campus and sports a bumper sticker that says, “Ask
            me about my 500 honor students.” It’s not exactly inconspicuous.
         

         
         “L with a heart?” Graham frowns in the back seat. He looks cramped. As the tallest, he should by rights be in the front passenger
            seat, but Love beat him to it. He changed into jeans and a Chappell Roan T-shirt that declares him a “Midwest Princess.” He’s
            been mulling over the “L🤍” detail ever since he heard it, murmuring it to himself like he’s trying to summon a half-forgotten song. “Lo, like, ‘Lo-lee-ta?
            Fire of my loins’?”
         

         
         In the passenger seat, Love gags loudly. “Coincidence, I hope. I’m not twelve, at least.” She fiddles with the dashboard to
            coax heat from the ’78 Dodge Colt but receives only a disconsolate wheeze for her troubles.
         

         
         “The bar is in hell,” he mutters, catching my eye in the rearview. He looks skeptical.

         
         “Merry Christmas, Graham,” says Love.

         
         “Merry Christmas.”

         
         We follow the road that runs between the campus and rentals along the lake until it shifts north and follows the shore up to the east end of campus. Barden’s home is one of three identical faculty houses a half mile from the school’s secondary entrance. The walkability to campus and the low rent makes them attractive to new teachers, but most move out within a year. The houses haven’t been renovated since the seventies, one has a recurrent mouse problem in winter, and none of them feature air-conditioning. 

         
         After a year is also when most new teachers realize the importance of cultivating some boundaries with their students, who
            will happily demand every moment of a teacher’s time and then some. This is why so many live in Donner City, except a few
            outliers, like the Heeps. But even they are on the southern side of campus, out of casual walking distance.
         

         
         But it’s Barden’s second year in faculty housing. He likes walking to work, he likes the low rent, and he says the house has
            “soul.” The fact that the house is also walking distance for a student like Love, who like other Faraday students is not allowed
            to have a car on campus, may also have factored into his decision.
         

         
         We park in an empty maintenance lot outside campus. I’m hopeful it won’t be towed considering it’s Christmas—as if that’s
            the worst of what I’ll have to explain to Abbott if things go wrong.
         

         
         We walk quickly, zipping our coats and tugging on hats as we go. Even though Love has told us Barden’s usual path is in the
            opposite direction from our approach, I’m still afraid he’s started early and we’ll run into him. The others seem to share
            my anxiety, nervously scanning the trees overhanging the street, as if a big bad wolf in a tracksuit might suddenly leap out.
         

         
         The sky has shifted from dark blue to pearly gray by the time the three houses appear before us, each one’s driveway flanked by a dim streetlight. Two are unoccupied, but the center one has a few lights on downstairs. There’s a thin line of trees behind the houses, through which we can see the lake. It looks eerie and silver in the predawn light. 

         
         We take cover behind the bushes of one of the neighboring houses and wait. Right on time, the front door opens at five, and
            Barden steps out, clad in winter running gear. He takes a moment to pair his headphones with his watch before he’s off, jogging
            down the steps onto the salted road, his head bobbing to music we can’t hear. Then he’s gone, leaving behind barely visible
            footprints in the thin layer of snow on the road ahead.
         

         
         A screech owl lets out a whinnying call to my left and I grab Love’s arm in surprise. She pats my hand reassuringly. I look
            back at our own path, trying to see whether our footprints have also been recorded on the road’s surface. But we’ve mostly
            walked in the center of the road, clear of residual snow. Other than the owl, all is quiet.
         

         
         “Let’s do it,” says Graham, standing up. He puts his fists to his hips and thrusts out his chest. “Let’s do a feminism.”

         
         “This isn’t a feminism. It’s crime. But for good,” say Love. Her light tone is at odds with her face, which looks scared as
            hell.
         

         
         “Yeah, Graham, get it straight,” I say, because I can banter, too, you know. Look at me banter. I’m not terrified. Not at
            all.
         

         
         “In this, and in all things, I am not straight,” he says, mounting the steps. We follow.

         
         The porch is spartan. There’s a planter holding a dead plant, and a doormat. Not a lot of hiding places for a spare key.

         
         Love lifts the doormat. “Fuck,” she whispers. She runs her mittens over the damp wood beneath. “It’s not here.”

         
         “I don’t want to say I told you so,” says Graham.

         
         “So don’t fucking say it. It used to be here. He must have moved it.”

         
         We investigate the wicker planter, looking underneath it as well as under the dead, unidentifiable plant inside. As the tallest,
            Graham runs his hands along the top of the doorframe to see if a key might rest there. No luck.
         

         
         Love attempts the skeleton key, just to be sure. While she tries to encourage it to turn through sheer will, Graham holds
            himself tightly, watching the road for signs of Barden. I’m not much better; I’m jittery and keep looking behind us.
         

         
         I step down off the porch, trying to get a different perspective. If I were a running-addicted sexual predator, where would
            I hide a key?
         

         
         “Wait, what are these dumb rocks?” There are heavy, smooth stones resting in the corner of each porch step.

         
         “Decoration?” says Graham.

         
         “If you say so.” I pick one up, then a second. Under the third one, I find a key.

         
         I hand it to Love. Taking a deep breath, she opens the door.

         
         We knock the snow off our boots and scrape them on the mat repeatedly so as to not leave wet prints in the house, then again
            on the inside doormat. I shut the door behind us quietly, even though there’s no one near to hear.
         

         
         Barden’s house isn’t what I envisioned for the home of a writer. I’d expected the adult version of my own room—framed pictures
            of admired writers on the wall, books all over with sticky notes jutting out, a half-drafted poem intriguingly left out on
            his desk.
         

         
         But this looks more like a long-stay hotel, devoid of character. Even after over a year, Barden’s presence has made little impact on the house. The front door opens onto a living room, where the inset bookshelves house a meager collection. The few pictures on the wall unquestionably came with the house, unless Barden has a strong interest in boats. The desk against the wall to our right holds a MacBook, its charging light glowing and fading like respiration, and the wall above it is papered in poems secured with painter’s tape, for easy repositioning. A book in progress, perhaps. 

         
         Graham looks as surprised as I am, but Love doesn’t seem to find any of it unusual. She’s been here before, and no doubt had
            always seen it the way he wanted it viewed. If it was empty, he was a minimalist. If it was impersonal, it was because he
            had higher intellectual concerns than decorating.
         

         
         Even though we know the house is empty, we’re unnerved, moving quietly as we rifle through the few papers on the desk and
            the console table by the door where he usually puts his keys. A tour of the nearly empty kitchen yields no results other than
            a dirty colander and a cooling pot of coffee. No small notebook to be found.
         

         
         “It’s probably upstairs in the bedroom,” Love whispers. She doesn’t look thrilled at the prospect of visiting that room.

         
         As I ascend the steps after her, I cast a glance behind me as if Barden is following, but no one is there.

         
         It’s a small house, and the upstairs is only a hallway, a small bathroom with a walk-in shower, a linen closet, and the bedroom.
            Love puts her hand on the door and turns to us.
         

         
         “It’ll be in here, either on the dresser or the nightstand. We’ll grab it, then we’re gone,” she says. She glances at her phone to verify we’re still good on time. Our search has gone quickly, but all of us would like to get out of here sooner rather than later. Satisfied, she opens the door. 

         
         Then she staggers backward into Graham with a yelp, who in turn bumps into me. The cause is obvious.

         
         There’s someone sitting up in bed inside, awakened by the sound of the door opening and the light spilling in.

         
         It’s Mars.
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         Mars has been many things to me. A rival. A tormentor. A cartoonish villain grown in a lab from a tissue sample of Cruella
            de Vil. She’s the best example of the worst of Faraday: self-important, cruel, perfectly coiffed, and calculating. All her
            moves are made to make others suffer and to raise her own standing.
         

         
         Now I don’t know who Mars is.

         
         For once, she doesn’t have a cutting remark at the ready, nor does she immediately go on the offensive. She’s exposed and
            unprepared, clutching the bedsheet to her chest, wearing a white tank top and a pair of blue boxers—Barden’s, I presume. As
            we stare at one another, she raises the sheet higher, as if one sudden move will send her hiding under the covers. A red blush
            suffuses her cheeks and the top of her chest.
         

         
         Love says gently, “You too?”

         
         Mars opens her mouth, then closes it. A look of recognition passes between them.

         
         And this is the moment I realize—we all realize—that Mars is so much more than she’d seemed, her prickly antagonism merely
            a front hiding deep hurt and unmet emotional needs.
         

         
         I’m kidding.

         
         None of that happens.

         
         Mars breaks off from Love’s gaze and snaps, “Jesus Christ, Graham, take a goddamn picture, you perv.”

         
         Graham is momentarily speechless—quite the accomplishment—then sputters out, “I’m not— You— Oh my God!” He throws his hands up and backs out of the room. “I’m not a pervert!” he calls from the hall, his face turned away. 

         
         “We’ll let you get dressed,” says Love sympathetically. She picks up a slim notebook from the bedside table. “We’ll be downstairs.”

         
         Mars sneers in response.

         
         “Will we be downstairs, though?” whispers Graham as we head downstairs. “We’ve got what we need.” He’s vibrating with anxiety
            and I’m not much better off. I can feel all my molecules pinging around inside me.
         

         
         “We can’t just— We have to talk to her,” says Love.

         
         I love a lot of things about Love, but her sense of personal and community responsibility is not my favorite right now.

         
         “Sure. Let’s have a heart-to-heart with Lucifer. They’re just misunderstood.” Graham mutters this comment to no one in particular.

         
         We aren’t waiting long. Mars descends the stairs with the practiced magnanimity of a queen, dressed in jeans and a men’s button-down,
            hair freshly hoisted to the heavens in her usual sleek ponytail. Amazing.
         

         
         Love brings her up to speed with a blazingly fast recounting of our recent revelations. Mars listens, her face unexpressive,
            until she hears about Barden’s attentions to me.
         

         
         “You? Love I get, but you?”

         
         My eyes widen. “For the last time, what is your problem with me?!”

         
         “I hardly think about you at all,” she says blithely.

         
         I am not religious. But I do ask God to stay my hand.

         
         “We’ve got his notebook,” says Love, “and we’re hoping it can corroborate things, but if you—”

         
         But she doesn’t get to finish her thought because we hear the front door rattle from a man’s fumbling attempts to unlock it with cold, numb fingers. 

         
         Barden is home early.

         
         I do have to give Mars credit for one thing: that girl knows how to shove people in a closet. The moment she realizes he’s
            coming in, she jams the three of us between Barden’s winter coats with near professional efficiency.
         

         
         “Thank you,” whispers Love, her face framed by coats. In response, Mars narrows her eyes at the sheer inconvenience of our
            existence before shutting us up in stuffy darkness.
         

         
         “You’re awake!” Barden’s voice is muffled by the closet door, but we can hear him well enough. “Thought you’d still be sleeping.”

         
         “Lemme hang that up for you.” We hear Mars say this, and after a moment the closet door half opens once more on our terrified
            faces. Scowling, she grabs a hanger from next to Love’s head and hangs up a running jacket. She widens her eyes at us warningly
            and closes the door.
         

         
         Because I am in hell, my bladder chooses this moment to make its urgent wishes known. I imagine myself walking through an
            arid desert, a coping mechanism aided by the fact that I’m already sweating in my winter coat, crammed in by coats and the
            body heat of three teenagers.
         

         
         “Up early? Dressed? Hanging up my clothes? Who are you?” Barden’s voice is teasing.

         
         “Come find out,” she says. The next thing I hear is the two of them kissing in nauseating sonic fidelity only a few feet away
            from us.
         

         
         What a time to have ears.

         
         Wait.

         
         Oh my God.

         
         We can hear them.
         

         
         Graham arrived at the same conclusion before I do. The screen of his phone as he begins to record illuminates our faces briefly
            before he blocks the glow with his hand.
         

         
         “Well, I like where this is going,” Barden says.

         
         More noises I’ll need years of therapy to scrape from the wrinkles of my brain.

         
         He laughs at something she’s said. A long pause, and rustling. Then the wet sound of their mouths parting.

         
         They will find my body at the bottom of this closet, soaked in my own urine and vomit. She died of secondhand embarrassment,
            the PI will say.
         

         
         “First you need to shower.”

         
         “I love it when you’re bossy.”

         
         “Do you?” More sounds. “Hey, um, I got a weird message this morning. From Love Solt.”

         
         Barden doesn’t answer. Love’s hand finds mine in the dark and holds it tight.

         
         “She said— Did you sleep with her?”

         
         “I told you she’d do this. She’s obsessed. Try to ignore it and I’ll take care of it.”

         
         “Nothing happened, though. Right?”

         
         A pause. Rustling. A shift in his voice. “She’s not well.”

         
         “Did you—?”

         
         His voice grows sharp. “Mars, I said nothing happened. I’m going up to shower. You can join me if you want, or you can stay
            down here and be a child.”
         

         
         Closet time is black and limitless, but eventually Mars opens the door and lets us out. We exit cautiously.

         
         “He’s in the shower. Get out of here,” she says. She looks shaken.

         
         Love tries to reach for Mars’s hand, but Mars pulls back, wrapping her arms around herself protectively.

         
         “Mars, he’s—”

         
         “I said go. Stop messing things up for me. I don’t want to be part of your little cabal.”
         

         
         “Please, just . . . just talk with us first. Outside.”

         
         She squeezes her eyes shut, then huffs out, “Fine. If you go.”
         

         
         The four of us tiptoe out of the house and onto the porch, pausing only long enough for Mars to put on her boots.

         
         But it’s all for nothing. No matter what she says, Love can’t convince Mars to join us in reporting him.

         
         Eventually I get impatient and stop sugarcoating it. “You won’t always be in high school,” I say. “What happens when you’re
            older? Are you going to be the girlfriend in Donner City, while he cheats on you with one of the fresh sixteen-year-olds?
            That’s what he’s doing now.”
         

         
         “You don’t— Shut up. Leave. Just get out of here,” she says.

         
         We leave. But we aren’t even halfway down the path leading to the road when Love turns back to gaze at the house, at Mars
            standing on the steps, watching us.
         

         
         I pull at her arm. “Come on. Let’s go.”

         
         “He’s such an asshole.” Her voice is soft, no different really from when she was speaking gently with Mars, or when she’s
            listened to me talk about my mom. “Look what he’s done to her.”
         

         
         “We need to get gone,” says Graham. He points back the way we came. We can be out of sight in minutes if we walk down the road quickly. When she doesn’t budge, he holds up his phone. “C’mon. We’ve got the whole gross conversation. He won’t get away with it.” 

         
         “We can’t use that. She didn’t agree to that.”

         
         “I think in the interest of the greater good we can cut some ethical corners here—” starts Graham, but Love’s already walking
            back to the house. Mars watches her, confused, as she picks up one of the “decorative” stones from the porch. I’m also confused.
         

         
         Love returns to us, the stone in her hand.

         
         “Okay, yes, great, you’ve got a rock friend, perfect. Let’s goooooooo,” says Graham, who looks ready to throw her over his
            shoulder.
         

         
         She tosses the stone experimentally in her hand, once, twice.

         
         Then she lobs it at the house with all the might and smooth follow-through of an Olympic shot-putter. “You crazy bitch!” yells
            Mars, ducking and then dashing off the porch.
         

         
         But she’s not the target.

         
         The living room window explodes.

         
         The sound of shattering glass stuns us silent, along with every woodland creature in a mile’s radius.

         
         Love glares at the house, her chest heaving. “You’re a real fucker, Peter Barden!” she yells.

         
         Then she grabs another stone and obliterates the next window with a whoop. The breaking glass has a sweet, tinkling sound.

         
         She looks at me expectantly.

         
         Beside me, Graham is wide-eyed and disbelieving. As for me, I’m terrified. My heart is pounding, my mouth has gone dry, and
            I know that of everyone here, my life is most likely to be utterly destroyed by what we’ve already done, by whatever we do
            next.
         

         
         But I pick up a stone all the same.

         
         Because I’m not timid.

         
         I’m not rigid.

         
         And I’m not about to fail.

         
         The stone sails from my hand like it was always meant to live inside Barden’s house. It crashes through the remaining porch
            window just as Barden throws open the front door. He’s still damp from the shower, and wearing his hastily tugged on running
            gear once more.
         

         
         For a moment, he can’t fathom what he’s seeing. The broken windows are as impossible as the four of us standing together,
            staring up at him from the house’s walkway.
         

         
         But his shock doesn’t last.

         
         He leaps down the stairs, sputtering, “What are you—you fucking—you fucking bitches!”

         
         For a man who makes his living by his words, his vocabulary is lacking. But his body language is plenty eloquent. He intends
            us harm.
         

         
         Mars dashes forward, desperate to calm him down, to let him know she’s not with us. “No, Peter, I’m not—”

         
         He shoves her aside as he walks toward us.

         
         Graham steps before Love and me with his arms spread wide, as if his skinny body could present any challenge to Barden’s physicality.

         
         Love immediately skirts around him.

         
         “You’re a fucking creep, Peter, and we’ve got proof. You’re not going to be able to get a job sweeping floors by the time
            we’re done. Shit, you’re going to jail, you pretentious, mini-dicked, bicycle-seat-sniffing asshole!”
         

         
         At this stream of invective, Graham temporarily lowers his arms and turns to Love, aghast. She’s impressively vulgar, even by his standards. 

         
         I pull a dazed Mars to her feet. “We’ve got to go,” I say urgently. Because it’s evident from Barden’s face that he’s absorbed
            the full import of Love’s words.
         

         
         “Oh! And your poems are out-of-date, warmed-over sentimental schlock, and you only ever get published anymore because you
            call in favors. I bet your editors feel sorry for you. I bet you wouldn’t make it out of the slush pile on your own if you
            didn’t network and schmooze like a goddamn sleazeball. I bet—”
         

         
         But she cuts off, because Barden lunges for her. His hands brush her coat as she stumbles backward, barely avoiding his grasp.

         
         After that, no one needs to tell us to run. Not even Mars.
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         Normally, I wouldn’t be confident in my ability to outpace a seasoned runner all the way to the car, but we’re fresh and he’s
            not, even if he did cut his run short. The sound of his footsteps in pursuit of murder is highly motivating as well.
         

         
         But we aren’t running for long before Barden’s footsteps retreat and fade, and when we cast a glance backward, he’s gone.
            We cautiously slow to a brisk walk, and I limp on, my side lanced through by a stitch. I’m wheezing. Organizing my life around
            avoiding physical exertion has ill prepared me for this.
         

         
         “He’s gone,” says Love. She sounds both hopeful and disbelieving.

         
         “He turned back to call campus security,” Mars says. “You are all getting kicked out.”

         
         “He thinks you were in on it, Mars,” I remind her. “I’m pretty sure you were included in ‘you fucking bitches.’ ”

         
         “He was just— There was a lot going on,” she says.

         
         “He pushed you down,” says Graham. Mars’s mouth tightens.

         
         That’s when we hear a vehicle behind us, headlights blinding, and fast approaching.

         
         “It’s him,” Love and Mars say simultaneously, recognizing his car.

         
         I freeze like a doe staring down my death until Graham tugs my arm and I start running.

         
         But there’s nowhere to go. We can’t escape by leaving the road to cut through the trees to Faraday. The gate on this side of campus is locked during break. And we’ll never beat him on foot to the maintenance lot and our waiting car without him catching us. Or running us over. 

         
         That leaves only one solution.

         
         Like a flock of birds changing direction as one, the four of us leap from the road in the direction of the lake and half run,
            half fall down a slope tangled with trees and underbrush. We charge through the cattail stands and tumble out onto the icy
            expanse as Barden pulls up alongside our exiting path above us and slams his brakes. We hear the car door open and then Barden
            crashing down after us.
         

         
         We don’t look back. The wind sweeping across the lake hits us like a series of backhanded blows, and I can hardly open my
            eyes from the force of it. Love and Mars run staggered near me, and I’m praying that Graham, in the lead, knows where he’s
            headed.
         

         
         Behind us, Barden is yelling at the top of his lungs. The wind steals his words and whips them away, but we don’t need to
            hear them to know what he’s saying, or to guess what he might do if he catches us. We’re wearing warm coats and boots and
            he’s only wearing his running gear, but they are made for the weather, and the cold proves no deterrent—he’s on the ice and
            closing in fast.
         

         
         I chance a look back, praying he’s flagged. He’s already run so much this morning. But he’s only closer, ever closer, and
            my lungs and legs are burning. The stitch in my side has progressed to searing pain.
         

         
         That’s when I slip.

         
         One of my feet loses purchase and before I know it, I’m flat on my stomach, my hands scraped raw even through my gloves.

         
         Graham drops back and helps me up. Once I’m on my feet and running again beside him, he presses something into my hand. “Take
            this. Go.”
         

         
         I hardly register his words, only that suddenly his phone is in my hand and he’s no longer beside me. He’s stopped running and turned to face Barden. I scream his name just as he throws himself at Barden, sending them both sprawling across the ice. But Barden is instantly back on his feet and nimbly evades Graham as he tries to grab his leg. He kicks Graham in the stomach, then the knee, and leaves him curled up in a ball on the ice behind him. 

         
         “He’s slowed him down for us. Come on!” Love doubles back and grabs me, pushing me forward toward Mars, who has assumed the
            lead like some kind of tundra gazelle. I fumble the phone into my pocket, and we’re off again.
         

         
         I try to balance speed with secure footing. Much of the lake surface is rough and my boots’ treads find easy traction, but
            there are treacherous patches of smoothness hidden under the drifts of ice crystals. Ahead of me, Mars almost falls, then
            catches herself. Love, once afraid of even walking on a lake, seems to be the most agile of us all.
         

         
         Graham’s okay, I tell myself. He’s okay.

         
         I can’t breathe.

         
         Mars leads on, cutting a path across the broad mouth of the inlet, toward Cherryton. It’s a wider expanse than if we were
            crossing on the bridge, but our best shot of getting somewhere populated.
         

         
         If we can get there. It’s so far.

         
         Though Mars shows no signs of stopping, Love is flagging next to me, her eyes wide and wild. I’m struggling, too, the churn
            of my legs sluggish, my breath raggedly ripping through my chest. It’s only fear of the man relentlessly chasing us that keeps
            me in motion.
         

         
         Ahead I see Cherryton, its streets bedecked with white holiday lights. Ducky Luck Bakery’s ovens must be hot. Abbott is in her bed, hitting the snooze for five more minutes. Maybe she’s wondering how I could be so ungrateful as to ditch her on Christmas. 

         
         We are not going to make it.

         
         On my right, surreally, I pass a folding beach chair, striped white and blue. On my left, a camping chair, dark navy.

         
         We pass additional detritus from an ice fishing camp: a lost lure, an empty Sterno tin, then it’s nothing but blank ice until
            we pass a small flag, stabbed into the ice. Another.
         

         
         There’s a small stool, sitting by itself on the ice like a child’s time-out seat.

         
         I try to call out to Mars to tell her we need to steer clear of this area, but I’m too breathless to eke out the words. All
            I can do is plead with fate, or good fortune, or whoever might be looking down on us from the impassive sky above.
         

         
         Let Graham be okay.

         
         Let Barden tire.

         
         Let us reach the shore.

         
         We must have raced another hundred feet before we realize Barden’s no longer in pursuit. It’s Mars who turns first, confused,
            and then Love and me.
         

         
         He’s nowhere to be seen.

         
         It’s like a magic trick.

         
         Now you see him, now you don’t.

         
         But every trick has a tell, and this one is obvious.

         
         Beside the wooden child’s stool is a gaping hole. And down that unmarked fishing hole, in the icy water below, is Barden.
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         We do all we can. No one could say otherwise. When Love realizes Barden has fallen in, she yells a sound that might be his
            name, might be a scream, and runs back, stopping short of the mouth of the hole to peer inside. I chase after, yelling for
            her to back off from the fragile edge. Farther off, the way we came, Graham appears, limping and slow. For a moment I imagine
            him wearing a paper crown again, a wounded king once more presiding over the wild rumpus. He yells Love’s name through cupped
            hands, telling her not to be stupid.
         

         
         He knows what she’s going to do before the rest of us.

         
         She looks back at us, only once, and then she steps in after Barden, the water closing over her head like an eye squeezing
            shut.
         

         
         Graham reaches the hole first, instantly dropping to his stomach and sliding himself to its edge. He uselessly reaches his
            arm into the water after her. Nearby Mars stands hugging herself—she’s not wearing a coat, I realize—dull from cold or shock.
            I don’t know what I’m doing, or what I look like. All I know to do is to watch for Love’s return, holding my breath, because
            as long as I can hold mine then she can hold hers. But even now my lungs are burning, bursting, demanding I breathe.
         

         
         Then she bursts through the water’s surface, her sudden inhalation enormously loud, mittens scrabbling against the ice. Graham tries to lug her up, but she thrashes away from his help, pushing herself up on the edge. Her arms tremble from the weight of her wet clothes, and the ice under her palms cracks. She slips back down, the water swallowing her with a sucking gulp. 

         
         “Stop, stop, let us help you!” Graham hooks his hands under her armpits. Her head breaks the surface once more, and she gasps
            for air. He struggles to pull her up and out, but he can’t get leverage on his stomach, and standing will only make the hole
            widen. “Pull my legs,” he yells at me. With that, I snap out of my terror, and grab Graham by his feet. Then Mars is beside
            me, and we each take a leg. Together we drag Graham backward, until Love’s wet and heavy body emerges onto the ice.
         

         
         Graham and Mars hold Love up between them. Her face is deathly pale, her eyelids and lips purple tinged. She’s groggy and
            confused, and as we stagger forward, she mumbles, “I touched his head. I had him.”
         

         
         Clutched in her hand is a sodden watch cap. I tug it from her loose grip, squeeze it dry, then stuff it in my pocket, unsure
            if she even knows she has it. Then I fumble in my pockets for my phone and hold it in one hand while I pull off my other glove
            with my teeth. But when I try to dial 911 with my frigid fingers, it falls to the ice. The glass cracks and the screen turns
            black.
         

         
         But it doesn’t matter. On the shore of Cherryton I can now see a few passersby whose initial mild interest in the figures
            on the ice has rapidly turned to concerned agitation. Two people, then a third, are crossing the ice in our direction, while
            flashing red and blue lights wind their way down Main Street.
         

         
         Love sags and more of her weight falls on the two of them. Graham stumbles, his injured leg buckling. I take his place, Mars
            and me supporting Love between us determinedly, ploddingly.
         

         
         “I dropped my phone.” It seems important to say for some reason.

         
         We take one step. Another.

         
         “I called,” says Mars. “When she first went in. For her. Not for him.”

         
         We’re hardly moving anymore, our steps are so constrained by the wind, the cold, the immense heaviness of Love, and the knowledge
            that somewhere behind us, Barden’s lungs are full of water.
         

         
         Time is excruciatingly slow. I can see the snowflakes falling around us, each single one, spinning with almost laughable sluggishness.
            My God, they should really speed up, I think, or they’ll never get where they are going. Several of them are trapped in Love’s
            eyelashes. Other snowflakes land on her wet hair and melt away, and even that is slow, the frosty whiteness taken over by
            creeping clear. Then they are liquid. Then they are nothing.
         

         
         Then we are surrounded by men and women in yellow emergency vests, and everything begins to speed forward, everyone is very
            loud, someone wraps us in crinkly silver blankets and then we aren’t carrying Love anymore because she’s been loaded onto
            a stretcher and instead we are the ones being carried or supported, the shore of Cherryton edging closer, faster, and I don’t
            know where the others are, but waiting for me is Abbott in her house slippers and pajamas, no coat. She crushes me in her
            arms and holds me so tightly I start crying, and I may never stop.
         

         
         “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. It’s Christmas and I—”

         
         “I thought you were— Someone fell in.”

         
         “It wasn’t me.”

         
         She laughs, a little hysteria creeping in. “Obviously fucking not.”

         
         “I think he’s dead,” I whisper against her neck. “We couldn’t pull him out.”

         
         She pulls back and stares at me, then soothingly pets my hair. “What are you— No, no, sweetie, Love fell in, not Graham. But she’s going to be okay. They both are. That other girl, too. You’re confused.” 

         
         “No. No. Barden. He was chasing us. I think he was going to kill us.”

         
         She processes this for a beat. We are surrounded by EMTs, firefighters, and more than a few cops. So far, the focus has been
            on Love, at least until she was whisked away to the hospital, mumbling that she was fine. But that won’t last.
         

         
         “Come with me,” says Abbott grimly, and pulls me after her through the crowd to Graham, who is huddled with Mars. His mother,
            President Langford, stands next to them with military bearing, emanating a protective aura of authority. Even though it’s
            barely seven thirty in the morning, her blond hair is brushed into a neat chignon, and her red lipstick is beautifully applied.
            When a policewoman attempts to speak to Graham, Langford interposes herself between them, then does the same when the woman
            attempts to move on to Mars. Confused and dissatisfied, the policewoman wanders away, repelled by the magic of Langford’s
            authority.
         

         
         Langford wraps her arm around Graham’s back, her fingertips just touching Mars’s shoulder, and guides the two of them away
            from the gathered crowd.
         

         
         “Oh, no you fucking don’t,” mutters Abbott, so low I barely catch it. She jerks me forward into Langford’s protective bubble.
            Graham sights me with relief and squeezes me tightly. Mars nods: We are now best friends.
         

         
         To Langford, however, Abbott and I are not a welcome sight. Briefly, the mildest look of distaste flashes across her face before it recedes behind a telegenic, apologetic smile. “I’m sorry, no questions please, these two have had a hellish, truly traumatic experience, and almost lost a dear friend in a senseless accident. As a mother, and as an educator, I’m sure you understand I cannot let these minors participate in any interviews at this time.” 

         
         She tries to move Graham along and looks confused when he does not. Graham is staring at her like he’s never seen her before.

         
         “Don’t even pretend I’m a reporter,” says Abbott. “You know this is your student, too. We need to talk. I suggest you do some
            more of that police-repelling magic while we do.”
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         Three days later, Graham, Love, Mars, and I are in President Langford’s office, sitting across from her desk, our chairs in
            an even row.
         

         
         It’s my first time seeing Love since the night we pulled her out. Her parents arrived on the first flight out of California
            and kindly but firmly turned me away at the hospital when I tried to visit, saying she needed to rest and recuperate. From
            what I can see, she’s bounced back from death remarkably well. There’s hardly any sign that three days ago she was indistinguishable
            from a corpse.
         

         
         For today’s meeting, she’s bound her hair in two fishtail braids and lined her eyes even darker than usual. She emanates extreme
            raven energy. Her eyes slide my way, and she winks. Without a word, our hands clasp together, resting on her thigh.
         

         
         Mars is to my right, and beside her is Graham, both wearing dress clothes. Slacks and a collared shirt for him, and a sweater,
            skirt, and tights for her. Mars’s hair is pulled back with plastic green barrettes shaped like bows. She’s once again doing
            a bang-on impression of a porcelain doll possessed by one of Lucifer’s more ambitious servants. Graham, on the other hand,
            is not nearly so polished. The skin beneath his eyes is faintly blue, like he hasn’t been sleeping, or because he recently
            yanked his best friend out of a watery grave.
         

         
         As for me, I’m wearing jeans, and a sweatshirt illustrated with cats dressed as various D&D classes. My mother had it overnighted when she heard about my near-death experience. She did, I should say, offer to hop on a plane, but we dissuaded her. There was too much chaos already to add hers to it, as well-meaning as it might be. I was touched that she wanted to, honestly. The sweatshirt might be the best thing she’s ever given me. The bard cat is my favorite. His mouth is a wide O as he yowls along with his lute. 

         
         I’ve let my hair do what it wants this morning, and what it wants is to expand in a low-flying cloud around my neck and shoulders.
            I did swipe on some cherry-colored lip balm, and my face is clean and moisturized. But that’s more for me, rather than in
            deference to the gravity of the moment. I refuse to dress however it is that President Langford and the stuffiness of this
            office require.
         

         
         Above the fireplace, the portrait of Ella Garrett hangs on the wall. There’s no doubt in my mind that many a Faraday student
            has trembled under this disapproving gaze, immediately offering up whatever secrets and sins they’ve committed. Most days,
            President Langford’s expression probably matches it. Students aren’t called to her office for happy reasons.
         

         
         But today President Langford looks nothing like the polished, unflappable woman I know. Her hair is pulled back in a low ponytail,
            and she’s wearing a sweatshirt and jeans. Her makeup is simple, if she’s even wearing any. Like Graham, she has circles under
            her eyes. She looks weary.
         

         
         “I must begin by saying how incredibly sorry I am for what has happened. This week, and . . . before. None of you should have been exposed to a man like Peter Barden, and the fact that you didn’t feel safe enough at our school to tell someone . . . that tells me there is something seriously wrong with our—our culture. I always want my students to feel we will listen.” She pauses and looks at Graham. He looks away. “That they will be believed.” She says this to Mars, to Love, and to me. 

         
         None of us say anything. I’m not used to grown-ups apologizing, and I hardly recognize this new version of President Langford.
            It doesn’t look like Graham knows what to make of it, either. Based off his face, this apology—semipublic as it is—might be
            the closest thing to a heart-to-heart he’s had with his mother in a long time.
         

         
         She nods resignedly, as if our silence is all she expected. “As minors, your names have been kept out of the news. But as
            I’m sure you know, most of Cherryton witnessed—”
         

         
         “Your employee trying to murder us,” says Mars helpfully. Her hands are folded primly on her lap, her posture impeccable.

         
         Not even a flicker of irritation crosses Langford’s face, a woman who normally brooks no interruptions. Her voice wavers as
            she says, “Again, I cannot apologize enough.”
         

         
         It’s a performance. I know that. She’s spoken with all our parents over the past few days, offering herself up as a punching
            bag in the hopes of heading off lawsuits. But annoyingly, I also can’t help but believe her. She dances the mea culpa with
            real sincerity.
         

         
         Mars, disappointed, glowers. She wanted a fight.

         
         Langford begins again. “Despite my efforts to protect your privacy and reputations—”

         
         “And the school’s,” says Love.

         
         President Langford closes her eyes briefly in acknowledgment. “And the school’s. The fact remains that the . . . incident
            on the ice is common knowledge here, and while the full details are mostly a matter of speculation . . .” She trails off uncomfortably.
         

         
         Beside me, Love tenses, and I squeeze her hand.

         
         “You think we don’t know this?” I say. “Why are we here?”

         
         “Because I wanted to tell you personally how sorry I am. But also—I need your help. Faraday needs your help.”

         
         The four of us share a confused look.

         
         “People talk. The alumni donors are calling for my head,” she says, then holds up a hand as if any of us would protest her
            statement. “And perhaps they should. Our institution has failed our students, and I am the representative of that institution.
            We thought we were hiring a passionate teacher—”
         

         
         “He was very passionate,” says Mars, cocking an eyebrow.
         

         
         President Langford winces. “He passed our background checks. His references were glowing. But it doesn’t matter. This happened.
            Consequently, many of our alumni have canceled promised donations. Many more will not give in the future. To be frank, we
            depend on those donations. Institutions like Faraday may seem moneyed, but in actuality we are overextended and our endowment
            is small.”
         

         
         “You want us to do damage control,” says Mars. As someone who comes from a political family and seems destined to annex a
            small country, she’s quicker than the rest of us to connect the dots.
         

         
         “Yes. I suppose I do.” She clasps her hands on the table and leans forward. “We want to feature you in the alumni magazine
            when we share the news about a new committee we’re forming with staff, faculty, and student members to improve campus culture.”
         

         
         “I take it we’d be on that committee,” says Graham.

         
         “Yes. We want to remind our donors that even those most harmed by our mistakes want Faraday to go on. To change for the better.”

         
         “And if we don’t participate in this little PR campaign?” I ask tersely.

         
         She nods resignedly. “I would certainly understand. You owe us nothing. But without your help, Faraday may very well close in just a few short years.” 

         
         We look at each other.

         
         “We need to talk,” says Love. “Alone.”

         
         “Of course,” Langford says. “Take all the time you need. I’ll be outside.” She leaves, closing the door behind her.

         
         “I would like to personally apologize for my mother,” says Graham. “Despite my fervent wishes, I am not adopted.”

         
         “It’s okay, Graham,” says Love. “She’s just . . . trying to play a bad hand well.”

         
         He rolls his eyes. “Sure. But it does make me question how nice she’s been the past few days. I mean, maybe I had to get my
            ribs fractured to get her attention, but I had it. Now . . .” He grimaces, then says with forced lightness, “Anyways, what
            do we think of my mother’s scheme?”
         

         
         “It’s a smart move on her part,” Mars says approvingly. “It’s what I would do.”

         
         Love opens her mouth as if to say something about how Mars has completely failed to acknowledge Graham’s pain, then thinks
            better of it. Some battles are not worth fighting.
         

         
         “I don’t know,” I say. “Part of me wants everyone at Faraday punished. Because I’m angry. Because even though they vetted
            Barden . . .” I don’t say the rest of what I’m thinking. Because they’re the adults. Because they should have looked harder,
            past his handsome face.
         

         
         “I know. I feel that too,” says Love softly. “But I also . . . Faraday is where I’ve felt—where I feel—like I belong. I don’t want it to close.”
         

         
         Graham nods, agreeing. “I like it here.”

         
         I look at Mars.

         
         She shrugs. “I thrive anywhere. But sure. Let’s save Faraday or whatever.”

         
         I roll my eyes.

         
         “What about you, Ava?” says Love. “Do you want to do this? We won’t do it without you.”

         
         I take a deep breath and try to put my anger aside. It’s not easy. But when I manage it, I’m filled with sadness at the idea
            of Faraday disappearing, imperfect as it is. Not sadness for myself alone. But for the other students like me who wouldn’t
            find their way here to paint robots, to perform theater on the lawn, to read a poem and be utterly shattered. To find their
            people, finally. Like I have.
         

         
         I nod.

         
         When Langford again sits across from us, tense and stiff, I say, “We’ll do it. But we have conditions.”

         
         President Langford leans back in her chair, and smiles. Apologies and asking for help may not come naturally to her, but negotiating?
            That’s her element.
         

         
         “All right. Let’s talk.”
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         Barden’s body won’t be recovered until spring. The retrieval teams have tried their hardest, of course, searching for the
            outline of his body beneath the frozen lake, like a shadow trapped under glass. The body, they assured the bystanders and
            reporters who lined the shores to gawk, would rise after a few days, unless he’d become entangled in something down below.
         

         
         But it didn’t appear.

         
         When I try to think about that morning on the ice, I have a sort of double vision. There was the Barden I thought I’d known,
            who plucked my application out of a stack because he saw something in my poems. And there was the real Barden, who’d chased
            us across the ice.
         

         
         All the local television stations ran interviews with Cherryton business owners about the morning of the drowning. Barden
            was described as a regular at the cheesemongery and the coffee shop, although, to my knowledge, he didn’t visit our downtown
            often, despite living there. “Never would have imagined,” said one. “Oh, I always thought there was something not right about
            that man,” said another. One of our neighbors vividly described seeing us in the distance on the ice that morning, stumbling
            forward in a ragged line. Another, speaking too closely into the reporter’s microphone, claimed he’d seen Barden fall through
            the ice “like a goddamn rock.” But eventually, the reporters moved on, and the townspeople found new gossip.
         

         
         When his body failed to make an appearance after several days, the search team lowered sonar devices on loan from Donner City into holes they’d cut in the ice. But all their attempts were unsuccessful, and the shifting temperatures soon made working on the ice dangerous and unpredictable. 

         
         Eventually, daffodils will prick their way through the melting snow and the ice will recede. Then the county will hire a small
            diving team to disentangle his feet from whatever thick snarl of plant matter bound him to the lake’s soft floor.
         

         
         There’s nothing to do but wait.

         
         Langford’s damage control plan seems to be working, with our help. She’s already shared prepublication copies of the article
            with donors. They took a picture of us for the cover. I’m pleased to report that they caught Graham’s best angles. The calls
            for Langford’s dismissal are fading, and money is beginning to flow once more. Despite Mars’s complaints that the new committee
            will be “unpaid labor,” we are excited to be on it. I don’t know if we can change things, but if there’s a way to make sure
            another student feels confident in speaking up, I want to try to make it happen.
         

         
         It’s early January now, and the Faraday parents have descended on Cherryton in their SUVs, returning their excited teenagers
            to campus along with their Christmas hauls of new designer purses and limited-edition kicks. The Breakfast Nook is slammed
            most days, because if it isn’t a visiting family, it’s the students themselves, already eager to have a break from Faraday’s
            dining hall. It keeps me busy, but as Abbott’s regular waitresses return, I’ve slowly lost my real estate in the dining room,
            section by section. It’s all right. With the start of the semester, I’ll be working on campus instead, depending on my homework
            load and my “burgeoning social life.” Abbott’s words, not mine.
         

         
         On the first day of classes, I help Abbott unload our farm share from her new-to-her secondhand van. My dad didn’t do anything so radical as to come home when he heard about what happened. But he called to check on me several times and sent me a copy of Manifesting Your Divine Feminine Rage. I haven’t read it yet, but I know how it ends. The other thing he sent was a sizable check for me, and one for Abbott, hence
            the van. I don’t know who was more shocked by this, me or her. We’re not counting on this happening again anytime soon, however;
            he’s signed up for a sweat lodge in Arizona, where he will “be sweating buckets” as he “seeks to contact his most disciplined
            self.”
         

         
         After we’re done unloading, I sit down at the counter, and Abbott whips me up a plate of brioche French toast with ricotta
            and raspberries, and a rasher of cracked black pepper bacon. A special, off-menu breakfast for a special morning.
         

         
         “You can still go to Vegas, you know.”

         
         I roll my eyes, my mouth stuffed with fried bread. I mumble something inspirational about never backing down and never surrendering,
            but it’s lost to the bread and syrup.
         

         
         The bell over the restaurant’s front door rings, and Graham pokes his head in. “Ready to launch?”

         
         “Fueling up the rocket,” says Abbott, and pours him coffee in a to-go cup. He joins me at the counter, and I immediately protect
            my bacon. He has the audacity to look hurt.
         

         
         Mars arrives next. She takes her coffee black and tries to stop Abbott from pushing eggs on her but fails. She eats them grudgingly.
            Her natural diet is human misery and baby tears.
         

         
         The two of them chat with Abbott as I wolf down breakfast. Then I grab my coffee thermos and bag and put on my new wool coat, courtesy of my mother. It’s not designer and it’s not stolen, but it’s nicer than anything else I own. She conferred with Abbott about the best color to choose, which was dark green. She and Daniel flew up to see me after my exciting winter adventure, and we had a weird holiday together. Daniel’s kind of cool; he gave me a dice set that looks like electric-blue raspberry candy. I’m still not in any rush to live with her, though. She’s starting to realize she’s going to have to sit with that. 

         
         I do like the coat, though.

         
         Abbott drives the three of us to campus in the van. A year ago, I would have been mortified by Faraday students seeing me
            exit a dirty white van with rust gnawing at the wheel wells. I would have even been embarrassed by Abbott, I’m sorry to say,
            who, in her Bikini Kill T-shirt and red bandanna, doesn’t look a thing like the other Faraday parents.
         

         
         But now I don’t care about any of that.

         
         I was locked in a closet by the meanest girl in school and lived.

         
         I was a liar, a spy, and a thief.

         
         I kissed Love Solt.

         
         I was chased across a frozen lake by a man with murderous intent.

         
         I helped save a girl’s life.

         
         And I negotiated with President Langford a few perks for all of us. Our tuition is paid in full for the rest of our time here
            at Faraday, regardless of GPA. In addition, I scored a surprisingly well-paying, low-effort campus job now, and a book-buying
            stipend.
         

         
         I’m sitting pretty, and it’s safe to say I don’t care anymore what anyone thinks about how I dress.

         
         Because they may not know it, but I own the whole damn school.

         
         In the Merrill House, my room is waiting for me. We moved my things back in over the weekend and I said hello again to the
            pictures of my favorite poets and writers plastering my walls. I can’t look at them the same way, though. They used to seem
            like gods, gifted creators of beautiful music, impossible worlds, unquestionable in their genius.
         

         
         Now they’re just people.

         
         And people must be read carefully, just like their words.

         
         Love appears by my side, her cheeks pink from the cold. “Took you long enough,” she says, lacing my fingers with hers.

         
         “There was a French toast situation.”

         
         “There always is.” She kisses me on the cheek, her lips warm and soft.

         
         I haven’t known what to do with Barden’s hat, snatched by Love’s fingers just before her lungs gave out and she clawed her
            way back to air and sunlight. I dried it on the radiator in my room. It’s waiting for her at Abbott’s if she asks after it,
            but she hasn’t yet. I don’t think she will.
         

         
         It’s not that she doesn’t remember diving after him. I think she remembers everything, grabbing the cap, even the soft feel
            of his hair brushing the tips of her fingers. But she has let it go, just like she let him go rather than die alongside him.
            She’s happy with her choices.
         

         
         And so am I.

         
         Faraday isn’t everything I’d dreamed of. It can’t be. No one place—no one person—can be everything you need. Barden taught me a lot, in his way, about that. No matter what he said, or what I thought, I deserve to be here. I’m a good writer, and I’m becoming a better one. 

         
         The best thing I’ve written so far is my way here, to this spot, with friends at my side.

         
         “Ready for first period?” Love asks, joining me.

         
         Graham and Mars wait for my answer.

         
         “I’m ready for all of it.”
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