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            Part One

         
         
            They deem him their worst enemy who tells them the truth.

            —Plato, The Republic, c. 380 b.c.

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            1

         
         
            Commencement Day, 2008

            Alara Cove, California

         

         There was a moment—brief, but as palpable as the sting of a wasp—when Nikki Graziola felt her power. When it was time to step
            up to the lectern, she would have everyone’s attention in a way she’d never had before. In all her eighteen years, she’d never
            been in this position. Now it was her moment to shine. She knew that if she managed to get through today’s ceremony, her life
            would go forward exactly as planned.
         

         
         That was the whole point of commencement, after all.
         

         
         It was a beginning. A fresh chapter. A commencement was the moment when new stories started. For Nikki and her classmates
            at Thornton Academy, life itself was meant to move ahead, not backward. Yet she couldn’t stop thinking about senior night,
            a mere six days ago, after the program committee had approved the written final draft of the speech she’d been chosen to deliver.
         

         
         The commencement ceremonies had almost been canceled due to the tragedy. But it was at the insistence of Mark McGill’s own
            family that the event was going forward as planned. Mark would have wanted it that way, his parents assured school officials.
            For the sake of his classmates, and especially for the sake of his twin sister, Marian, the show must go on.
         

         
         Out of deference and respect for their beloved classmate, every student and faculty member present wore a black armband. Amid the alphabetically arranged graduates, Mark’s sister sat next to a vacant chair. Actually, the chair had started out vacant, but as the graduates filed in to take their seats, the chair had filled up with tokens and memorabilia, spontaneous offerings from people whose youth and privilege had thus far shielded them from grief. Now, shocked into adulthood’s worst transition, most of them were at a loss. They brought flowers and candles, handwritten cards, photos, a soccer ball, a theater mask, an antique vinyl record. A stuffed toy slumped atop a debate trophy. 

         
         Awaiting her part in the ceremony, Nikki took in the crowd gathered at the hilltop stadium. It was late afternoon, the most
            beautiful time of day in the small seaside town, when the lowering sun drenched everything in deep golden hues. From her vantage
            point on the raised dais in the middle of the stadium, now filled with an emotional crowd, Nikki could see where the land,
            sea, and sky met. She had never viewed the landscape from this angle before. The coastline defined a series of curves from
            south to north, each curve forming a different beach. At the north end was the arch of the bridge that connected the mainland
            to Radium Island, a decommissioned Navy power facility. The old military station had given the town its name, ALARA being
            a radiation safety acronym for “as low as reasonably achievable.”
         

         
         The next inward curve was one of the middle coast’s best surfing beaches, known all over the world as the ideal place to catch
            the best waves of summer. To the south lay family-friendly Town Beach, adjacent to the marina with its forest of masts and
            radar equipment, connected to the yacht club by a network of docks. And then, just before the curve of the earth, there hovered
            a faint hint of the amber miasma of sky over LA. From Alara Cove, the big city was as distant as a dream.
         

         
         Chasing dreams was a central theme of Nikki’s original speech, the one she had written, deleted, and rewritten over the past few weeks. She had labored over the commencement address. She had lost sleep, waking up in the middle of the night in her room at Miss Carmella’s to work by flashlight, pen, and paper, crafting the speech that would be immortalized in the annals of Thornton Academy, one of the most famous schools in the country. But now how would she get the words out without bursting into tears? 

         
         She tried not to fidget from nerves as she waited for her moment. The keynote speaker was talking now—a famous Thornton alum
            who was serving as an ambassador for the State Department—but Nikki couldn’t focus on his words.
         

         
         Prior to the senior night incident, Nikki had been filled with a sense of wonder and gratitude for the school, and yes, of
            purpose, as she sought the right tone for her speech. Mr. Florian, her English teacher, had been her first reader and advisor.
            She gave him the first draft, and when he looked up from reading the pages, she had caught a glimmer in his eyes.
         

         
         “Well done, Nicoletta,” he said, taking off his rimless glasses and rubbing the lenses with a polishing cloth. “It’s very
            well written and beautifully expressed.”
         

         
         “You’re sure?” She trusted him. He’d been a powerful mentor all through senior year, and she valued his feedback. “It’s not
            too cheesy?”
         

         
         “What do you think?” Florian was always answering a question with a question. He encouraged her to think for herself. To evaluate
            her own work. He knew she was harder on herself than anyone else could ever be.
         

         
         “I suppose I said what I said in the best way I could. But . . .”

         
         “But what?”

         
         “I kind of wish the speech could be funnier.”

         
         He pursed his lips briefly. Put his glasses back on. “Do you want to say something funny, or do you want to say something
            true?”
         

         
         She’d shrugged her shoulders. “It’d be cool to be truly funny.”

         
         “When you play something for laughs,” her teacher said, “the message usually goes in one ear and out the other. When you speak from the heart, it sinks in deeper. I think you’ve accomplished that, Miss Graziola. These words show us your heart. You’ve spoken your truth.” 

         
         Had she? In that moment, at her meeting with Mr. Florian, that had probably been the case. She had felt the full weight of
            her role as the least likely class valedictorian of the class of 2008. In its hundred-and-fifty-year history, the venerable
            school had educated the sons and daughters of the most important families in the country—governors, legislators, foreign royalty,
            and even a few presidents. Its graduates became Nobel Prize winners, titans of industry, giants of the entertainment world.
            Given its proximity to Hollywood, Thornton was the school of choice for the rich, the famous, the powerful—and the power-hungry.
         

         
         And yet this year, after all the grades, faculty and coach recommendations, evaluations, and weighted scores had been calculated,
            the valedictorian announcement had shocked the senior class. Nicoletta Graziola was the chosen one. Local girl. Scholarship
            student. Practically—though not completely—an orphan.
         

         
         Nikki was pretty sure she was the first Thornton valedictorian who had been raised in an Airstream trailer at the ocean’s
            edge. She’d grown up with sand in her hair, her face freckled by the sun, her knees and elbows bruised from rough days on
            a surfboard.
         

         
         She had not taken the honor lightly. She was not the sort of person to take anything lightly. Deeply aware of her undistinguished
            status, she had worked her ass off to climb to the top of her class. She’d studied twice as hard as the next student. Trained
            twice as hard to letter in three varsity sports. Labored like a rented mule at her community service projects, keenly aware
            that some of the recipients of her good works were more well-off than she had ever been. She’d spent twice as many hours as
            any other student on her art portfolio.
         

         
         All to prove she was at least half as worthy of a Thornton education as the other students.

         
         Before the tragedy, this had been the image she wanted to project. I am worthy.
         

         
         The first draft had flowed from her brain to the page in a thin line of peacock blue ink from the fountain pen Miss Carmella
            had given her for her eighteenth birthday back in April, right after Nikki had received news of her acceptance to USC. The
            University of Southern California—her dream school. The one people considered a long shot for a girl like her. Nikki had not
            expected to get in. She’d assumed that she wasn’t unique enough, or special enough, or talented enough to make the cut. She
            knew without a doubt that she didn’t have enough money. But she could dream. And by some miracle, she had been accepted. With
            a generous financial aid package.
         

         
         Finally, her father’s status of being perpetually broke turned out to be useful. Thanks to Guy Graziola’s financial disclosure
            form, she’d qualified for all the grants and loans she needed.
         

         
         To her knowledge, no Graziola had ever attended college. She would be the first. For that matter, she would be the first Graziola
            to finish high school, as far as she knew. She didn’t actually have that much information about the Graziolas. They were in
            New Jersey, and her dad had only seen his folks a couple of times after he dropped out of high school and moved to California.
            But she was pretty sure she’d be the first to go to college.
         

         
         Back in April, staring at the laptop screen when the decision came in, she had felt like Dorothy before the gates of Oz as
            they opened to an unseen chorus of voices, welcoming her to her future.
         

         
         She had written her speech to reflect the pride and empowerment and opportunities she’d found at the school. Once the school
            administration had approved her speech, she’d had a deep inner urge to rewrite the address for the umpteenth time, and she’d
            stayed up late, laboring away at the piece.
         

         
         The glimmer from her flashlight had ghosted the ceiling of her room while the sighs and soft mutterings of Shasta, her foster
            sister, flowed through the darkness.
         

         
         And it was this—Nikki’s uncertainty about the speech, and her determination to get the words just right—that had sent her off into the night in search of Mark. 

         
          

         Nikki was one of a handful of local students who did not reside on campus at Thornton. Instead, she lived at the home of Miss Carmella
            Beach, a local artist and third-generation resident of Alara Cove. Miss Carmella took in foster children. Nikki was not in
            the system, but she might as well have been. By the time she reached grade six in the local public school, she was more trouble
            than her dad could handle, so he sent her to stay with his old friend Carmella.
         

         
         Nikki’s speech included a special tribute to Carmella Beach. She was one of Thornton’s distinguished alumni, having studied
            fine arts at Occidental College. She’d won many awards for her work. But that wasn’t the reason for Nikki’s tribute.
         

         
         Being exiled to Miss Carmella Beach’s home at the age of twelve turned out to be the best thing that had ever happened to
            Nikki. The rambling Beach family estate was a place of stability and routine, a secure haven for kids who were scared or flailing
            or abandoned, or girls whose fathers had no idea how to raise them once puberty hit.
         

         
         It was Miss Carmella herself who had arranged for Nikki to attend Thornton, and that was another reason Nikki had worked so
            hard to excel—to make her mentor proud.
         

         
         Nikki realized early on that in order to keep her place at the school, she would have to follow the rules as if they’d been
            chiseled in stone. A single infraction could get her expelled. For four years, she’d resisted the usual pranks and illicit
            gatherings most of the students indulged in.
         

         
         But on senior night after lights out, Nikki took a risk. She knew her commencement address wasn’t good enough. She convinced herself that perfecting the speech was more important than curfew rules. She needed help, not from a teacher or coach, but from her smartest, closest friend and the best writer she knew: Mark McGill. 

         
         From the day they’d met as brand-new freshmen, Nikki and Mark had been a bonded pair. He knew what she was thinking before
            she thought it. She could take one look at his face and read his mood.
         

         
         Mark was the one who would help her sort out the jumble of words swirling through her mind. The trouble was, the well-established
            Thornton rules made it impossible to reach someone late at night without permission. Students at any other school would have
            exchanged text messages or email notes, arranging an after-hours meeting.
         

         
         Sending a convenient text message wasn’t an option for Thornton students. The school was known for its academic rigor, socially
            progressive values, outdoor ethos, and its no-exceptions digital lights-out policy. Every night at ten o’clock sharp, the
            Wi-Fi was turned off and all data connections were blocked. Cell phones were rendered useless, and that included the hot new
            iPhone, which all the rich kids had. Laptop computers and the big ones in the computer lab became mere data banks. Students
            were reduced to reading books and talking to one another, maybe settling down for a game of chess or cribbage.
         

         
         The nightly return to the founders’ revered analog world had become a time-honored tradition. Some students tried desperately
            to find a way around the digital freeze, but most took it in stride, maybe even secretly enjoyed the silence.
         

         
         All of the day students were expected to follow the same rules as the students who lived in the traditional neo-Gothic dormitories
            on the verdant, sprawling campus. Nikki herself didn’t mind the rule, which Miss Carmella enforced throughout the school year.
            It wasn’t much of a hardship for Nikki. Her flip phone was flimsy, it charged by the minute, and anyway, she liked reading
            books. She always had.
         

         
         Nikki’s mother, eighteen years gone and unremembered, had left behind a small collection of books and not much else. Nikki had methodically worked her way through the library her mom kept under the banquette in the Airstream—The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter. The Diary of a Young Girl by Anne Frank. Beloved. The Lord of the Rings trilogy. Some Stephen King books. There was a Hollywood novel by Judith Krantz that was completely bonkers, yet Nikki had
            savored every salacious page of it, wondering if sex was actually like that. The Joy Luck Club—a gorgeous novel that had very little to do with joy or luck. One of the pages, where a woman went crazy and drowned her
            baby, was smudged and crinkled. By her mother’s tears, Nikki imagined.
         

         
         Pretty much everything about Lyra Wilson Graziola was imagined. Had to be, since Nikki was only a few weeks old when her mother
            had died.
         

         
         Nikki never even knew what she would have called Lyra—Mom? Mommy? Mama? Never knew what the two of them might have been like
            together. Would they have played at the beach, surfing the waves that brought people to Alara Cove from far and wide? Made
            mac and cheese for dinner and snuggled under the covers watching scary movies? Would they have gone shopping for clothes and
            hair clips and makeup? Would her mom have explained how to use tampons so Nikki didn’t have to figure it out on her own? Would
            they have traveled back to Indiana to see Lyra’s mother, the grandmother Nikki had never met? Would her mom have given her
            advice about boys and school and friends?
         

         
         Nikki would never know what her mother might have advised her to do about the night Mark McGill died.

         
         Intent on getting help with her speech, she had slipped out of the house around midnight. She jumped on her bike and rode to the school to find Mark. The dorm complex was organized around an oblong courtyard called the quadrangle. His room was on the second floor, three windows from the corner. Mark knew the drill. When she rattled the windowpane with a hail of pebbles—their longtime agreed-upon signal—he would sneak down to meet her. But that particular night, there was no response. 

         
         This was her first clue that something was wrong.

         
          

         On graduation day, the convocation included a moment of silence for Mark, and the moment stretched into endless sadness. A
            breeze stirred the eucalyptus trees under the stadium scoreboard. In addition to the school song, “Halls of Ivy,” there was
            an excruciating rendition of “Bright Eyes.” Then they sang “Hearts Lifted to Heaven,” which the McGills claimed was Mark’s
            favorite hymn.
         

         
         Nikki doubted that he had a favorite hymn. Mark was partial to the Ramones and Cake and seventies rock. He liked Usher and
            Coldplay and Adele. Ironically, his favorite song was Pink Floyd’s “Another Brick in the Wall.” She’d never known him to be
            a fan of hymns.
         

         
         During the eerie silence, which seemed to go on forever, Nikki shut her eyes and drew a mental picture of Mark, a boy she’d
            known since they’d arrived for the preterm freshman orientation weekend four years before. They had only known each other
            for four years, but they had shared a lifetime. Some friendships were like that, she supposed—intense and real.
         

         
         She tried to relive every moment, because there would be no more moments with him. What would he want her to say now that
            she had everyone’s attention? He was no longer here to speak his truth.
         

         
         Four years ago, neither of them could have foreseen this unimaginable loss.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            2

         
         
            September 2004

         

         On freshman orientation day, Nikki’s father drove her to school in his battered white delivery van. The old van wasn’t used
            for deliveries anymore, but the ghost lettering of the previous owner’s logo was visible: Alara Cove Catering: We Bring the Good Stuff to You. Her dad had bought the van for a song and used it to transport surfboards and gear for guests of his Airstream park, Beachside
            Caravans.
         

         
         Since Guy Graziola was always dodging bill collectors, the van was supposed to be anonymous, blending in, not drawing attention
            to itself.
         

         
         It didn’t exactly blend in that day, parked in the bumper-to-bumper line of families delivering their kids to the West Coast’s
            most exclusive boarding school. Instead, the thing stuck out like a black eye amid the gleaming luxury SUVs with tinted windows,
            the flashy European sedans, the polished limos and bulletproof secure cars like the one that was tightly wedged directly in
            front of the van.
         

         
         Nikki’s gaze darted around in nervousness. Incoming freshmen, including a handful of day students, would all move into the
            dormitory for a three-day orientation program. Dressed in their khaki and navy school uniforms, they would take a tour of
            the gorgeous campus, learn where all their classes took place, set their sights on the clubs they wanted to join, the sports
            they wanted to go out for, the challenges they wanted to take on.
         

         
         To Nikki’s eyes, all the students swarming the campus were ridiculously attractive and polished and filled with exuberant confidence. The sight of them made her feel self-conscious, with her home-barbered short hair, sun-drenched freckles, and ropey muscles formed by long summers of surfing and cycling around town. 

         
         A guy in a dark suit with an earpiece got out of the shiny black vehicle in front of the van. He was followed by two students,
            a boy and a girl. Nikki recognized Mark and Marian McGill, because their image was plastered, a hundred times larger than
            life, on a billboard at the side of the coast road on the edge of town. It was one of their mom’s campaign ads. The brother
            and sister looked as wholesome as a glass of milk. In person, they were even more attractive, with shiny blond hair and clear,
            pale skin, brilliant smiles displaying expert dental and orthodontic work, and the perfect posture of trained dancers.
         

         
         The McGill twins needed extra protection because their mother, Senator Barbara McGill, had recently introduced a controversial
            bill, and she had been getting threats. As a little kid, Nikki had first heard the name McGill during a political discussion.
            A group of guests at her dad’s caravan park was having a heated debate around the communal fire pit. Later she’d asked her
            dad, “What’s a same-sex marriage?” She couldn’t recall his answer—probably a shrug of genuine bafflement.
         

         
         Mark was slender and unassuming. Marian’s face was lit with wonder and delight as she looked around the campus, her bright-eyed
            gaze following a group of jocks who were shoving each other toward the main gate to the dormitory quadrangle. Mark seemed
            more cautious, even vulnerable, as he spoke to his parents at the curb. He hugged his mother, then turned to Mr. McGill and
            shook hands. He stared down at their joined hands as they shook. Then he took a step closer and hugged his father. To Nikki,
            it looked like a one-sided hug.
         

         
         In the van, her dad drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. “Yeah, yeah, let’s not be in too much of a hurry, people.”

         
         “You can’t wait to get rid of me,” Nikki said, only half joking.

         
         “Don’t give me that,” said Guy. “I got work. Unlike these yay-hoos, I don’t have all the time in the world.”

         
         Nikki doubted a US senator had all the time in the world.

         
         “What even is a yay-hoo?” she asked, fixing the collar of her polo shirt. The school uniform felt strange to wear. She’d never
            owned a polo shirt before, and she wasn’t quite comfortable in it. Collar up or down? Top button undone or fastened? The knee-length
            khaki skirt was stiff, too big in the waist, and it sagged around her hips. She’d traded her summer flip-flops for closed-toe
            shoes, which made her feet look weird. “And what makes you think these people are yay-hoos?” She watched Mark reach into the
            car and emerge with a small, squirming dog in his arms.
         

         
         “Oh, now we got Timmy and Lassie in the picture,” her dad said, shaking his head. “Take your time, fellas. We got all day.”

         
         Nikki rolled her eyes, then climbed behind the passenger seat, stepping over a litter of fast-food wrappers and CD cases,
            wetsuits, board fins and leashes, pots of Sex Wax and wax combs—the flotsam and jetsam of a talented but not-very-neat surfer.
            She moved a mildewy-smelling wetsuit out of the way and slid the van door open.
         

         
         “Well,” she said. “I guess I’ll get going now.” She dragged out her battered overnight bag, which hit the ground with a thud.
            The bag had a preprinted tag that had come in the mail along with her student orientation packet. Suite 4C. That room, shared with a group of girls she’d never met, would be her home for the weekend. Even the day students were required
            to stay on campus for orientation.
         

         
         She tilted her head to look up at the grand iron and stone arch that marked the gateway to the school. There was some kind
            of Latin motto spelled out in formal lettering. Everything about this place seemed important; she felt the weight of it. This
            would be the start of a new chapter in her life. That was the Thornton promise, after all.
         

         
         Her dad got out of the van and hurried around to the curb. “I’ll give you a hand,” he said.

         
         “I got this.” She hoisted the strap onto her shoulder. The bag bore a Ralph Lauren logo, but it had the name Amy embroidered on the side, because she’d found it at the local thrift shop.
         

         
         “Yeah, so listen,” her dad said. “It’s a big deal you got into this school. Don’t blow it.”

         
         Meaning, she knew, don’t screw up. Don’t go skipping class just because the surf’s up. Don’t get caught shoplifting tampons
            because you’re too embarrassed to tell your dad that you need them. Don’t let the assistant coach find you making out with
            some boy under the bleachers at the stadium. Don’t pick a fight with a kid because he called your best friend fat.
         

         
         Now that she was going to Thornton, she didn’t have a best friend anymore, fat or otherwise. She and Shasta swore, of course,
            that they would be friends forever, but this—the start of a new school—was a dividing line, and they both knew it. They’d
            still share their room at Carmella’s, yet each sensed that things would never be the same.
         

         
         Nikki was a grade ahead of Shasta in school, so Shasta wouldn’t even start high school until next year, and she would attend
            the public high school. The gulf between them might prove to be too wide for the kind of friendship that had bound them together
            for the past two years.
         

         
         “I’m not going to blow it,” she told her father. Their hug was brief, just one beat of the heart, and then they broke apart.
            Her dad wasn’t a hugger. Nikki wasn’t either, even though sometimes she wished she could be one.
         

         
         The McGills’ car finally pulled away from the curb, and her dad climbed back into his van. The exhaust pipe coughed as he
            revved the engine, then left a puff of blue-gray smoke in his wake as he drove away, garnering disapproving glares from some
            of the other parents. It was not the first time her father had dropped her off somewhere. Far from it. She was used to him
            leaving her places.
         

         
         She joined the stream of students heading toward the quadrangle, the vast green space meticulously tended by her friend Cal’s dad. It would be weird not to see Cal Bradshaw anymore. They’d spent their early school years together, but now Cal would be a freshman at Alara Cove High starting next week. Mr. Bradshaw was the groundskeeper at Thornton. 

         
         Upbeat music drifted from hidden speakers. At the far end was the Sanger Residence Hall, named after a famous donor family.
            Its twin wings opened like a wide embrace. A few upperclassmen and proctors were greeting the new students and helping them
            find their way around. Beyond the quadrangle was the stadium, which overlooked the inward curve of the bay, its grand entrance
            shaped like two sentinels on guard duty.
         

         
         A tall, russet-haired boy with a backpack and leather duffel bags in both arms blew past her like a football player rushing
            the end zone. The backpack bumped into Nikki and she nearly lost her balance.
         

         
         “Hey,” she objected. “Watch it.”

         
         The kid swung around, an insolent grin on his face. “Oh, pardon me, your highness.”

         
         Nikki recognized him. Like her, he was a local kid—Jason Sanger—same name as the residence hall. Unlike her, he was as rich
            and privileged as any Thornton student. Everyone in Alara Cove knew who the Sangers were. His house—the Sanger mansion—was
            so fancy it had a name of its own—Quid Pro Quo, a nod to their success at winning lawsuits. The Sangers had made a fortune in private practice. Their public service, as DAs
            and county solicitors, gave them enough political clout to do favors for their friends, and to go after their enemies.
         

         
         Generations ago, there had been bad blood between Charles Sanger and Henry Beach, who was Miss Carmella’s grandfather. Charles
            Sanger, the county prosecutor, tried to indict Henry for his interracial marriage back in the fifties, and to prohibit him
            from building a home inside the city limits. The suit failed laughably, but it left a bad odor behind.
         

         
         Still, the Sangers rose in power and wealth and influence. They served on city council boards, held positions in the Department of Natural Resources enforcement agency, ran the county solicitor’s office, and built a private law firm founded on personal injury lawsuits. They were close pals with the Navy administrators of Radium Island. It was thanks to the Sangers that the power facility was located on the island so close to town. 

         
         Several times, the Sangers tried to shut down Guy Graziola’s Beachside Caravans park for code violations, but their efforts
            failed. “Bunch of troublemakers,” Nikki’s father often declared. “I got no use for ’em.”
         

         
         Jason Sanger had no idea who Nikki was, though. Why would he? Even though they were from the same hometown, they hardly breathed
            the same air. Alara Cove was sharply divided between the locals who made the town a town, and the rich people who owned everything
            and ran everything.
         

         
         With hot, squinty eyes, Jason gave her a once-over that felt intrusive, borderline rude. His gaze lingered on her chest, then
            slipped lower to her hips and crotch. Boys did that. It had been happening a lot lately, ever since she had grown boobs.
         

         
         “What?” she demanded in an annoyed tone.
         

         
         Being challenged for staring made his eyes turn mean. “Nothing,” he said with a curl of his lip. “Just wondering what a trailer
            park mongrel’s doing here at Thornton.”
         

         
         Ah, so he did know who she was. Maybe he’d seen one of the features about her in the local paper. She’d won her share of amateur
            surf competitions and her picture had appeared several times in the sports pages. She looked a lot different in those pictures,
            wearing a swimsuit or wetsuit, her short hair mussed by saltwater and wind. “I guess you’re about to find out,” she said to
            him.
         

         
         “I guess I’ll see you around,” he said, then focused on her bag. “Amy.” Since he probably couldn’t think of anything else to say, he gave a snort of sarcasm. Then he pivoted and strode toward the residence hall, barging past other students. A few yards ahead, Jason’s backpack smacked into Mark McGill, who lurched sideways, seemed to trip over his own feet, and fell to the ground. His bag hit the sidewalk. It popped open and a few items spilled out across the grass. 

         
         Jason didn’t seem to notice the impromptu yard sale. He just kept striding forward.

         
         Nikki set down her bag and hurried over.

         
         “You okay?” she asked.

         
         “Yes, sure. Bruised ego, maybe.” Mark brushed at the grass stain on his khakis. He groped around, gathering his things and
            stuffing them into his backpack. Nikki pitched in, retrieving a hacky sack ball and an iPod player that had landed on the
            preternaturally weedless, groomed lawn. There was an awkward intimacy in seeing a stranger’s personal things strewn about.
            Socks and underwear, and one of those athletic cups boys wore to play sports, a Speedo swimsuit, rolled up shirts, pajamas
            with a designer logo, some books, a JCPenney sale brochure and a boys’ magazine she didn’t recognize, an alarm clock—the prosaic
            contents of kids’ baggage.
         

         
         She handed over the Penney’s circular and a copy of The Hunger Games. “That’s one of my favorites,” she said. “I like to think I’d be that brave. Have you finished it yet?”
         

         
         “I just started reading it,” he said, tucking it away.

         
         “Then I won’t spoil it for you. I’m Nikki Graziola,” she said, grabbing her overnight bag.

         
         “You travel light,” he said.

         
         “I won’t be living on campus,” she said. “Just here for the weekend orientation. I live in town.” When school properly started, she would go back to staying at Miss Carmella’s. She wondered if she would feel like an outcast because she didn’t live in the dorm, sharing late-night whispers and after-hours games with the other kids. Although she liked living at Miss Carmella’s, and she liked sharing a room with Shasta, Nikki hoped the boarding students wouldn’t treat her differently. They probably would, though. 

         
         “That’s cool. I’m Mark McGill,” he said.

         
         “I know.” She flushed. “I mean, I know your mom is Senator McGill.”

         
         “Nice to meet you.”

         
         Ahead of them, Jason Sanger was engaged in a game of keep-away with some girl’s faux fur pillow. He held it out of reach while
            the girl nearly cried in frustration.
         

         
         “That’s Jason Sanger,” she said. “He’s a local kid, too.”

         
         “He seems nice.” His deadpan expression underscored the irony. She liked this kid already.

         
         In the lobby of the residence hall, there were tearful farewells to the families, promises to call and write and visit. Nikki
            was glad her dad hadn’t insisted on coming in with her. The outpouring of emotion would have made him gag.
         

         
         Eventually, the group of one hundred awkward fourteen-year-olds was left in the hands of faculty, staff, and proctors. There
            was a bit of a scramble as people found their rooms and beds. Everyone had a twin bed, a study carrel, and an armoire. Nikki’s
            meager belongings took up only one shelf. She hung up her dress uniform—navy blazer, blouse, skirt, necktie, socks with those
            ridiculous tabs, and lace-up oxfords. The dress uniforms were for assembly days, field trips, and visits from VIPs. She’d
            never worn anything remotely like it, but Miss Carmella said the uniform would simplify things—probably a diplomatic way of
            saying it would keep people from being snobby about her clothes. Nikki usually wore cutoffs and tank tops and flip-flops.
            When she had to dress up, she could usually find something nice at the local thrift shop.
         

         
         An announcement came over the PA. They were to proceed to the assembly hall. Miss Carmella had told her that it used to be
            called the chapel a hundred years ago, but now the school was neutral on the subject of religion.
         

         
         Mr. Ellis, the headmaster, gave a welcoming speech (“we are all equal here, blah blah blah”). Yeah, right, thought Nikki, picturing the limos dropping off the kids. Ms. Chenoweth, the dean of students, promised them an orientation
            full of fun challenges, supportive group talks, and the chance to make lifelong friendships. They would soon dive into the
            signature Thornton experience—a diverse panoply of events that reflected the school’s distinctive outdoor spirit and its proximity
            to the beach.
         

         
         An a cappella group of upperclassmen performed the school song, which they would all soon learn by heart. The voices echoed
            like a chorus of angels up to the high, arched ceiling, bouncing off the jewel-toned windows. Although the song was old-fashioned
            and sentimental, the sound of it made Nikki’s heart swell. Everything felt so shiny and new—this school, these students, the
            eager teachers, her life.
         

         
         They proceeded to the open-air atrium to visit the booths and tables that had been set up to welcome them. This event was
            meant to offer the incoming students a look at all the clubs. They were invited to sign up for the ones that appealed to them.
            Chess. Glee club. Mathematics. Drama. Robotics. Art club. Archery.
         

         
         “What are you interested in?” she asked Mark, who was hanging back, looking slightly bewildered.

         
         “Drama, I guess,” he said. “Glee club.”

         
         “You should try both. I could hear you singing at assembly. You’re good.”

         
         “Thanks,” he said. “Oh, and orchestra, for sure.”

         
         “You play an instrument?”

         
         “Cello and piano.”

         
         “Wow, that’s cool.” The only thing she played was the tabletop jukebox in her dad’s Airstream.

         
         “Also, I need to join the Buccaneers,” said Mark.

         
         “Who—or what—are the Buccaneers?”

         
         “It’s a club. It’s the club. My great-grandfather, my grandfather, and my dad were all Buccaneers. They kind of turned it into a family tradition.” 

         
         “Okay, but what do they do?”

         
         “Raise funds for the school, boost the sports teams, and probably have unauthorized parties. The Buccaneers earn badges like
            Boy Scouts for their feats. My dad collected quite a few.” He showed her a small, stylized pin depicting crossed swords.
         

         
         She studied it. Maybe when a kid already had everything, he craved the things he had to earn. “If that’s your thing.”

         
         “It’s my dad’s thing.” He tucked the token into his pocket.

         
         The Buccaneers table was manned by a group of seniors dressed like Jack Sparrow and talking out of the sides of their mouths.
            One of them brandished a fake sword and pretended to slash some kid’s throat.
         

         
         “They seem nice,” Nikki observed, echoing Mark’s ironic tone. “Do they allow girls in their club?”

         
         “Only girls who are willing to be called wenches.”

         
         Nikki grimaced. “I’ll let you get to it, then.”

         
         “Wish me luck.”

         
         She circulated among the tables. After some consideration, she signed up for swim team and water polo club. She knew she was
            a strong swimmer and the coach, a woman with a gentle smile and kind eyes behind cat’s-eye glasses, welcomed her. Nikki had
            never played water polo or even seen a water polo match, but she said she’d like to give it a shot. The coach looked relieved
            when Nikki expressed her interest, since most students took one look at the singularly unflattering headgear and avoided the
            sign-up table.
         

         
         Then Nikki saw what she was looking for—a booth with a buzzing crowd around it and a backdrop of fake palm trees and a vintage
            Jacobs longboard polished to a high sheen. It was a handmade beauty and had probably never touched the water.
         

         
         “Ever done any surfing?” The guy asking wore a name tag—Ramses Barr, Club President. He had long, straight hair parted on the side, and he wore a team tank and shorts. He had the slim build and muscular shoulders
            of a seasoned surfer. She recognized the type.
         

         
         “A bit.” Nikki didn’t want to oversell herself.

         
         “We’ll have some boards out at the beach party this afternoon. A few of us’ll be around to help you beginners.”

         
         “Cool,” she said. “Guess I’ll see you there.” She left the event as a new member of the swim and surf teams, the art club,
            the water polo team, and the Spanish club. Thanks to Miss Carmella, Nikki was crazy about art. She knew a bit of Spanish from
            middle school classes. After school, she hung out with her friend Irma, whose parents owned a convenience store near the caravan
            park. When she was little, she would go there to hang out with Irma on the days her dad wasn’t around, which was most days.
            More than once, she’d overheard Irma’s mom saying, “Someone should remind him that he has a daughter.”
         

         
         As she filled her new school logo backpack with more information cards and pamphlets, she felt a surge of hope and delicious
            anticipation. The other kids all seemed as excited and nervous as Nikki was. There were the obvious brains, the artsy types,
            the jocks, the goths, the skaters, the slackers, the posers—same as you’d find at any school.
         

         
         “Get involved in things,” Miss Carmella had advised her. “That’s the way to meet people. Look them in the eye and tell them
            your name as if they should already know it in the first place.”
         

         
         Nikki noticed a group of girls who were huddled together, scanning the area like a tactical team conducting a recon exercise.
            Kylie Scarborough was instantly recognizable, as she looked so much like her famous mother.
         

         
         Although they were all the same age as Nikki, something about the girls made them seem older. The shiny, expertly styled hair, the light, fresh makeup, the manicured nails, even the way they wore their polos and skirts gave them an air of polish. They looked as if they’d just stepped out of a Rodeo Drive salon. Kylie and her orbit were clearly the power squadron, the ones who would call all the shots. 

         
         Nikki held back, thinking about her short, blunt-cut hair and freckles. Then she remembered Miss Carmella’s advice: “Look
            them in the eye and tell them your name as if they should already know it in the first place.” She took a deep breath, squared
            her shoulders, and strode forward into the squad.
         

         
         “I’m Nikki Graziola,” she said, indicating her name tag.

         
         One of the girls, a tall, pretty blonde who could probably pass as a Paris Hilton look-alike, gave her a quick assessment
            with expertly shadowed steel blue eyes. “Name tags don’t lie,” she said.
         

         
         Nikki felt a sting of embarrassment, but she made sure her smile held steady. “Just trying to be friendly.” She glanced at
            the girl’s name tag. “Storm.” Storm Jarrett was probably another celebrity’s kid. Famous people seemed to like unusual names
            for their kids.
         

         
         As Nikki walked away, Kylie Scarborough—equally tall and even blonder—called out to her. “Hey Graziola. Maybe don’t try so
            hard.”
         

         
         Nikki paused and turned to look back at the group of girls. “Why not?” she asked, genuinely mystified. A person didn’t get
            anywhere without making an effort. She’d known that all her life.
         

         
         When there was no answer, she pivoted in the other direction to hide her burning cheeks. Trying hard was the only way she
            ever got anything done.
         

         
         As she headed for the snack buffet, she heard someone say, “Townie. Probably a scholarship student. There’s a few mongrels
            every year.”
         

         
         No one was supposed to know which students received financial aid, but somehow, everyone seemed to.

         
         Another girl fell in step with her. “Rohini Nakshatra,” she said, tossing a look over her shoulder to indicate the power squadron.
            “They’re pathetic. They think the villains in Mean Girls are the good guys.”
         

         
         Nikki laughed. “I loved that movie. But . . . you call that mean? Believe me, that wasn’t mean. I’d agree with lame, maybe.” In public school, Nikki had learned that mean meant getting rolled in the hallway for your lunch money every Monday. Mean was having your head plunged in the toilet for
            a swirly. Mean was making sure everyone knew your dad ran a trailer park.
         

         
         Rohini turned out to be supernice. She didn’t boast about her parents, but Nikki found out later that they were famous physicians
            and her mom was actually a corecipient of a Nobel Prize.
         

         
         The beach party that took place later that day worked out better for Nikki. The beach was her natural milieu, and surfing
            was a key component of Thornton’s physical education program. While most schools lionized football, Thornton set itself apart
            with its surfing and water sports programs. The athletic department had a quiver of surfboards, a fleet of Laser 2s, the rowing
            team’s boats, a couple of Jet Skis, and the seventeen-foot Triton console speedboat used by the surf and sailing teams. Although
            some of the girls complained about the drab team suits and wetsuits, Nikki didn’t mind one bit, and she could tell from the
            way kids stared at her that her wetsuit was flattering. The hipster bottom and skintight long-sleeved rash guard were fine
            with her. She wasn’t tall, but she had curves and tight abs and muscles that had been shaped and elongated by hours in the
            water.
         

         
         Ramses and another guy offered to help her carry a board into the surf, but she assured them she could do it on her own. Then
            she headed out into the water with the board, dipping the nose under each incoming wave as she made her way to the first break.
            Although she was a total misfit at the new school, Nikki was in her element now, surrounded by the power of water and wind.
            It was like a certain mechanism kicked in, moving her mind into a state that flowed like the ocean itself.
         

         
         A few other students made a run at some of the waves. A couple of guys were pretty good. Nikki straddled her board and watched the action for a bit, letting the rhythm find her. She took her time waiting for the right wave to come to her. 

         
         “Need some help over there?” called one of the guys. “First time can be scary.”

         
         “I’m good,” she replied nonchalantly. She waited some more, knowing the other kids probably mistook her patience for fear.

         
         When the moment arrived, she popped up into attack position and started out with a quick turn at the bottom of the wave. Now
            she could feel the attention of the team members and coaching staff on her. Several of them dropped what they were doing to
            stare. She pretended not to notice as she threaded a nice hard curve, savoring the momentary rush of water-cooled air.
         

         
         Nikki had learned long ago that surfing soothed her emotions and focused her mind, and that the best surfer was the one having
            the most fun. When she rode to a casual standing exit and picked up her board, kids from the team gave her a thumbs-up. They
            knew a good surfer when they saw one. She grinned and made the shaka sign with her hand. Then she turned and went back into
            the waves for a few more rides.
         

         
         Surfing was one of the few things she could thank her dad for. He had never been the dad who coached soccer or taught her
            to ride a bike or even remembered her birthday with any regularity. But he was a damn good surfer. When Nikki took an interest
            at a young age, he’d taught her to swim and to surf. He showed her how to balance on the board and to read the rhythm of the
            waves. The sport was simple in concept, endlessly complicated in practice. She learned to respect the power of the water,
            not to fear it. She was indefatigable as she figured out how to read the waves. After a few seasons, her father declared that
            she was a natural, and that one day, she was going to be better than he was. Nikki wasn’t so sure about that, but it was true
            that she could ride. And for a while, surfing was the thread that had bound them together.
         

         
         By the time the beach party concluded with a bonfire, Nikki was welcomed by the team. She even noticed a couple of cute boys checking her out, including Mark McGill. She was savoring a carefully built s’more when he sat down next to her. “You’re really good,” he said. 

         
         “Thanks. Have you ever tried surfing?”

         
         “Sure, a couple of times. Just enough for my mom’s media manager to do a photo shoot, anyway.”

         
         “Did you like it?”

         
         “I liked the surfing. The photo shoot, not so much. My sister likes that stuff.” He eyed Marian, who sat on the other side
            of the fire pit, gabbing away with a group of students. “She definitely likes the attention.”
         

         
         “What’s it like, having a twin?” she asked. “I’m an only child.”

         
         “It’s fine,” he said. “It’s cool to have somebody who lives the exact same life as me, but sees things so differently.”

         
         At night, the new students experienced the school’s digital blackout for the first time. Internet and data connections were
            shut off, eliciting groans of protest from most of the kids. Nikki didn’t mind, since she didn’t have a mobile phone, unless
            her dad remembered to pay his bill and his old Nokia was working.
         

         
         The proctors and upperclassmen kept everyone busy with getting-to-know-you games. There were puzzles meant to get students to learn their classmates’ names. Some were easy, because they looked like their famous parents, like Kylie Scarborough, whose mom was known as America’s sweetheart because she starred in the current number one hit show. Another kid was the face of one of the biggest Christmas movies of all time—Hugo Harris—and had been a household name from the age of five. Now he claimed he wasn’t really fond of acting and wanted to be a writer instead. A girl named Monica Mulli was an actual Kenyan princess. Even Jason Sanger was a surprise. In addition to being a douche, he played the trumpet and had a newborn baby brother by his dad’s third wife. A boy named Tombo went by one name and had performed at Lincoln Center, and Kendra Watson had a national golf title. Judd Olsten’s dad was the head of an evangelical megachurch. 

         
         Nikki was mesmerized. She felt as if she had been drawn into a special world populated with beautiful, mythical creatures.
            She imagined them living in fairy-tale castles surrounded by perpetually blooming gardens. They probably had their own theme
            songs that played in full symphonic sound whenever they made an entrance. Their lives seemed entirely different from hers.
            Effortless and filled with wonderful things.
         

         
         So it was a shock when she went into the girls’ bathroom and heard an unmistakable sound from one of the stalls. A few minutes
            later, there was a flush and Kylie came out. Scarcely acknowledging Nikki, she bent over a sink, rinsing her mouth out with
            water.
         

         
         “Um . . . are you all right?” asked Nikki.

         
         Kylie ripped off a wad of paper towels and dabbed at her face. “Mind your own business, Graziola.”

         
         “Just checking,” Nikki said, impressed that the girl remembered her name.

         
         “I don’t need you to check on me.” Kylie leaned against the edge of the counter and took a deep, shuddering breath that turned
            into a sob.
         

         
         Nikki had learned about bulimia in health class. If someone did it a whole lot, it could cause major damage. She moved closer
            and lowered her voice. “Hey,” she said.
         

         
         “Back off,” Kylie told her, but not forcefully enough for Nikki to take her seriously.

         
         “Look, you don’t have to be my friend,” Nikki said. “I’m sure I can’t fix whatever is wrong. But maybe—”

         
         “You got that right.” Kylie pressed a wet towel to her face.

         
         “No one wants to see you get sick, or . . . or hurt yourself.”

         
         “You don’t know that.”

         
         “It’s a guess,” Nikki admitted.

         
         Kylie shuddered and braced her hands on the edge of the sink as she glared at her image in the mirror. “You know what hurts? Rhinoplasty, that’s what.” 

         
         “A nose job?” Nikki studied the other girl’s nose. It was just . . . a nose. A pretty one, the kind you saw in the “after”
            pictures in the magazines. “Have you had one?”
         

         
         “Of course I’ve had one,” Kylie said. “It hurt like hell.”

         
         “Well, it turned out really good,” Nikki said. “I mean, I’m sure it was fine before . . .”

         
         “I didn’t want to do it. My mom made me.” Although her mom was America’s sweetheart, to Kylie she was probably just a mom.

         
         “You mean she forced you?”

         
         “No, but . . . almost everyone gets it done and I felt like I had to.”

         
         “I’m sorry. That must suck.”

         
         “You think?” She looked immeasurably sad as she gazed at her image in the mirror. “I miss my normal nose.”

         
         Nikki wondered if she would miss her face if something about it changed. She didn’t consider herself a beauty queen, but it
            was her face and she was used to it. “Don’t you have, like, somebody you can talk to about stuff like this? A therapist or
            counselor, maybe?”
         

         
         “Why would you assume I have a therapist?”

         
         Nikki shrugged. “Don’t most of you rich kids?”

         
         Kylie gave a snort that was almost a laugh. “I started play therapy when I was two years old. So yeah, I’ve had a therapist
            all my life.”
         

         
         “Then you have someone you can talk to.”

         
         “Sometimes it’d be nice to talk to somebody who isn’t getting paid to listen to me.”

         
         “I could listen. I wouldn’t charge you.”

         
         That elicited a burst of genuine laughter. “You’re all right, Graziola.” For the first time, she studied Nikki, her eyes unexpectedly
            soft. “You’ve got that rockin’ bod. Everybody noticed you at the beach today. And I like your hair. Have you always worn it
            short?”
         

         
         Nikki touched her dark hair and decided to be brutally honest. “Ever since my dad got a Flowbee.”

         
         “You mean one of those dog-grooming things? Seriously?” Kylie leaned in for a closer look.

         
         “Yeah. It was cheaper than the barbershop. Eventually, I guess I just got used to keeping it short,” said Nikki.

         
         “With a Flowbee.”

         
         “Well, not now. Now my foster mom cuts it for me.”

         
         “You’re a foster child?” Kylie looked incredulous.

         
         “It’s complicated. Come on, let’s go watch Ferris Bueller.”
         

         
         They were playing an eighties double feature in the campus theater. There was popcorn and root beer and way too much candy.
            Nikki found herself sitting between Mark and Kylie, which caused her status to rise considerably. She was even able to relax
            and laugh at the movie. There was nothing not to like about Ferris Bueller, and everyone was in a good mood by the end.
         

         
         Kids lounged around in a pit filled with throw pillows, talking about anything and everything.

         
         “What’s this place really like?” Mark asked Nikki.

         
         “Alara Cove?” She frowned. “It’s just a town. A beach town.” She wasn’t sure what he needed to know. There was the backdrop
            of the Santa Ynez Mountains, which she and Carmella painted sometimes on their plein air expeditions. The town was not too
            far from Santa Barbara, where the rich kids lived in Montecito and Hope Ranch, the middle class in between or in Goleta. A
            hike up into the foothills offered views of the red tiled rooftops of the adobe buildings, with palm trees and ocean breezes
            through the archways.
         

         
         “What do you even do around here?”

         
         “Well, you saw the beach. There are at least three good beaches. At my old school, we usually ate lunch outdoors. In town, there’s a long dock with touristy businesses, and an art walk along Front Street on weekends. The country club has a golf course and a pool, but that’s just for the rich people.” She flushed, remembering who she was talking to. “The Driftwood Drive-In theater shows a different movie every weekend. And the marina has kayaks and paddleboards to rent. I never have to pay the rental fee, because my friend Manny works there . . .” She caught Mark eyeing her. “What?” 

         
         “Just thinking. Must be nice to be a regular kid,” he said.

         
         Nikki laughed. “Right.”

         
         “What’s funny?”

         
         “I was just thinking it must be nice to be a rich kid like you.”

         
         Mark paused, seriously considering this. “Sometimes it is, I guess. Some of that stuff weighs you down, though. Makes you
            want to hide.”
         

         
         Everything has its price, Nikki thought.
         

         
          

         Not long after orientation weekend, Nikki told Miss Carmella and Shasta that she had cracked the code at Thornton. They were
            in Carmella’s art studio, and Nikki was organizing the paint box attached to her Jullian easel, which she brought on her plein
            air expeditions.
         

         
         “There’s a code?” Shasta asked, peeking over the pages of her book. She always said she had no desire to go to Thornton. Sports
            and outdoor activities—and cutthroat competitiveness—had never been her thing.
         

         
         “Of course there’s a code.”

         
         “And you figured it out already?”

         
         Nikki nodded. “All I have to do is be the best at everything, and I’ll end up with a ton of friends.”

         
         Miss Carmella looked up from organizing some brushes. “What if all you had to do was be yourself?”

         
         Nikki rolled her eyes. “Right. A local from the Airstream park? The kids would all flock to me.”

         
         “Maybe they would. Maybe not. You don’t have to prove anything to anyone but yourself.”

         
         “That is not compatible with life in high school.”

         
         “Yeah, every school needs its share of mediocre kids and losers,” Shasta said with a snort of laughter. “If everyone was the best, there would be no diversity.” 

         
         “Very funny,” said Nikki.

         
         “There are a lot of ways to have value besides simply outdoing everyone else,” said Miss Carmella. “You’re there to find a
            path to your life. It’s up to you to make the most of it. To find your way.”
         

         
         “People like me better when I win a race or nail a surf competition or get the highest grade. I bet you did the same thing
            when you were my age.”
         

         
         “I . . .” Miss Carmella paused. “Times were different then. As a student of color, I faced issues you have no notion about.”

         
         Nikki’s cheeks heated. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

         
         “Tell us about Thornton when you were young,” Shasta urged Carmella.

         
         “Oh my goodness, it was considered an enormously progressive institution. Even scandalous by some measures. The school was
            fully integrated, coed, with an outdoor program that was second to none. My grandparents thought it was a safe, positive place
            for me. But at the end of the day, I knew I was different. I was either shunned because of my race or tokenized because of
            my race. I’m certain I did have a few friends who genuinely liked me for exactly who I was. Sometimes it was hard to tell,
            though.”
         

         
         Nikki had never been treated a certain way because of the color of her skin. She’d been teased about being poor, about living
            in an Airstream, about having a dad who ran a trailer park and drove a van from the last century. But never because she was
            white.
         

         
         “That’s too bad,” Shasta said. “Because you’re awesome.”

         
         “Why, thank you, baby girl. That means a lot to me.”

         
         “So far, I have one friend I’m pretty sure of, and one genuine enemy,” Nikki said.

         
         “An enemy? Already?” Shasta tucked her finger in the pages of her book. “Who? How? Why?”

         
         Nikki gave a short laugh. “Jason Sanger, no surprise. How?” She shrugged. “Maybe because I know about the Sangers so he can’t even pretend he’s not a dick.” She glanced at Miss Carmella. She didn’t usually approve of crude language, but this was about the Sangers, after all. “From a long line of dicks. And why doesn’t he like me? I haven’t figured that out yet. Could be, he’s still figuring it out.”
         

         
         “What about the friend?”

         
         After the incident in the bathroom on orientation weekend, Kylie Scarborough had granted Nikki conditional approval to hang
            out with the popular girls. But Nikki knew better than to call that an actual friendship. She considered it an alliance, but
            not one to be trusted just yet.
         

         
         “Mark McGill,” she said. “He and I . . . we just get each other, you know?”

         
         “Ooh, do you like like each other, then?” asked Shasta.
         

         
         “Not even close.” Nikki surprised even herself with the swift reply. “I mean, no. We’re just . . . he’s just . . . he’s great,
            you know, but there’s no liking other than friend liking.” Attraction was a funny thing, she reflected. A boy could be perfect
            like Mark—cute, funny, kind, smart, thoughtful—yet she had no urge to make out with him. On the other hand, a boy could be
            tough, sarcastic, and sometimes even rude, yet something about him excited her. A perfect example, though she would never
            admit it in
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