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“All human wisdom is contained in these two words: wait and hope.”
– Alexandre Dumas, The Count of Monte Cristo


“Dumas got the ending wrong. You don’t wait. You don’t hope. You build.”
– Mr. Borowicz, in the margin




[image: ]

CHAPTER ONE

The New Girl

The doors are heavier than I remember. Or maybe I’m lighter. Eleven months of running six miles before sunrise will do that to a person. It subtracts weight. It adds a lean, hungry energy.

I weigh a hundred and seventeen pounds. I know because I stepped on the scale this morning at 5:47 a.m. Not because I care about the number. Because I care about data. If I’m going to do this, I want to know exactly what I’m carrying:

A hundred and seventeen pounds. 

An encrypted drive. 

A name that isn’t mine.

I’m standing on the sidewalk outside Trinity School with two hundred other Whitmore students. We all wear the same expression: people absorbed by a larger institution, trying not to look it.

The Whitmore kids cluster together. I stand slightly apart, checking my phone – except the thing I’m checking is the reflection in the black screen.

I need one last look. One final confirmation that the girl in the reflection is Lola Van. Not the girl who left this building eleven months ago in a formal dress, with mascara on her face and a corsage on her wrist.

The reflection shows:

Brown wavy hair, held with Sea Salt Spray, fourteen dollars at the CVS on 72nd. The salon version is forty, and Sabrina’s transformation budget did not include a forty-dollar-a-month hair product habit.

Contacts. Still weird after three months. They make me blink too much in the first hour. I have to carry a travel-size bottle of solution and remember not to confuse it with my eye drops. I did that once in July. I won’t describe the results.

No braces. The absence of braces is still the most disorienting part. My tongue keeps searching for metal that isn’t there, the mouth remembering a shape it no longer has.

Leather jacket. Dark jeans. Boots with a heel that adds an inch and changes the way my hips move when I walk, which Sabrina says is “architecture” and which I say is “a thing I will never get used to.”

I look like a person I would follow on Instagram. That’s the test Sabrina gave me in August: “If you saw yourself in a feed, would you tap? Not because you’re pretty. Because you’re interesting.”

I would tap. The girl in the phone screen is interesting. She looks like she came from somewhere and is going somewhere and the in-between is worth watching.

She also looks like she might throw up, but that’s only visible if you know where to look, which is my jaw. 

My jaw has been tight since 6:15 a.m. That’s when I put on the jacket and stood in front of the bathroom mirror and practiced the walk. Sabrina’s walk. The one she taught me in the living room in August. The “present, not performing” walk. 

The practicing went fine until Derrick walked past the bathroom. “You look like you’re about to invade a country,” he said.

I push through the doors. The smell hits me and my body does something my brain didn’t approve: it relaxes. Floor wax and old wood and the faint chemical sweetness of the hand sanitizer stations.

The smell of two years of my life. My shoulders drop half an inch.

My jaw unclenches by a millimeter. The body remembers this building – at a level below thought, below strategy, below the carefully constructed fiction of Lola Van. The body says: home. The brain says: absolutely not.

• • •

The hallway is a zoo. Two hundred Whitmore students meeting nine hundred Trinity students, everybody sizing everybody up with the feral, barely concealed intensity of teenagers establishing a new social order.

A girl from Whitmore whose name I think is Rosa bumps into a Trinity junior and they both say “sorry” at exactly the same time and then stand there in the particular hell of two people who don’t know who’s supposed to move first.

A boy I recognize from Whitmore’s basketball team is standing by the trophy case with his arms crossed. Performing the universal male posture of “I am fine. This is fine. I definitely did not just walk into the wrong classroom.”

I move through it. Not fast, not slow. The walk. Sabrina’s walk. Present, not performing.

The pretending is a full-body exercise. A sport. An Olympic event. I’m competing against my own muscle memory. It wants to turn left toward the art studio. Right toward the Young Trinity room. Up the stairs toward the third-floor classroom where a boy used to sit sideways in chairs and argue with me about whether generosity is a line item.

Three girls near the trophy case turn as I pass. Their eyes are directional, warm, pointed – on the jacket, the hair, the whole package Sabrina and I assembled. The costume gradually became real clothes.

A senior boy stops walking to look at me. Actually stops. Mid-stride, backpack sliding, mouth slightly open.

The looking is so obvious that his friend elbows him and says something I can’t hear. The elbow is the best compliment I’ve received today. Because it means the disguise is working. It means the packaging is doing what packaging does. It means nobody is looking at this girl. Thinking expelled sophomore with braces. A paint-stained ponytail.

I don’t acknowledge him. Not because I’m above it. Honestly, a small and very petty part of me wants to take a screenshot of his face and send it to Sabrina with the caption YOUR JACKET WORKS.

The reason I don’t acknowledge him is simpler. It’s the only way I can keep walking.

• • •

I pass the art studio and I don’t turn my head and it almost kills me. The door is propped open.

I can see inside from my peripheral vision, the north-facing windows, the paint-stained tables, the drying rack.

Someone else’s work is hanging there. Charcoal portraits. They’re fine. They’re technically competent.

They have good line weight and accurate proportions and the emotional depth of a driver’s license photo. 

My work used to hang there. My watercolors. My mixed-media piece, the one my teacher cried about. Seeing someone else’s adequate charcoal where my honest work used to live makes me feel a specific, petty, un-Buddhist rage. I’ll process it later. Probably through running. Possibly through painting. Definitely not through the mature and compassionate acceptance Sabrina would recommend.

I keep walking. I pass the third-floor classroom. Clean whiteboard. Neat chairs.

Nobody sitting sideways in any of them. The room looks like a room that has never contained an argument about string quartets or a boy who eats cookies during significant emotional moments.

The room looks like it’s been reset. The room has forgotten us. I haven’t. I pass the Young Trinity room. Door closed. Through the glass I can see the masthead on the wall. Editor-in-Chief: Sarah Miller. Creative Director: blank.

My position. Empty. They didn’t replace me. They just erased me and left the space, like a sentence with a word redacted; you can see the shape of what used to be there. But the meaning is gone.

Isabelle Pham has been removed from every surface in this building. Which is fine. Which is the plan. The girl walking through this hallway is Lola Van. Lola Van’s name is on the transfer roster. Her student ID is in her pocket. She has never heard of Isabelle Pham.

Lola Van is a fiction. The most elaborate piece of art I’ve ever made. More elaborate than the mural. More elaborate than any watercolor. A whole person, constructed from a middle name and an aunt’s middle name. A leather jacket. Brown hair dye. The absolute, sustained, physically exhausting commitment to pretending you’ve never walked these halls before.

And the building has no idea.

• • •

I see him at 9:14 a.m. and my body goes stupid. That’s the only word for it. Stupid.

My brain shuts off. My legs forget how to be legs. My hands do something involuntary with the strap of my bag, gripping, twisting, the bag strap becoming a stress toy for a girl whose entire nervous system just went to DEFCON 1 because of a boy at a water fountain.

He’s standing by the water fountain on the second-floor landing – the same spot I used to time my second-period bathroom breaks around.

I’d walk past this water fountain at 9:12. That gave me a two-minute window to “casually encounter” a boy I was aggressively, non-casually engineering encounters with. If anyone ever discovers the Notes app document on my phone from last October titled “WF Schedule” – Water Fountain Schedule, because I am deranged – I will simply pass away.

He’s in a gray hoodie. One-shouldered backpack, left shoulder, because the right one was dislocated sophomore year. He’s looking at his phone.

He’s taller, or I’m shorter, or the distance between us has done something to the proportions. The way distance does. The way eleven months of missing someone distorts the scale of them in your memory until the real version is always slightly wrong, slightly too much or too little of whatever you remembered.

He looks tired. The specific tired of a person who has been enduring rather than living. 

The tired is the uniform of people who are getting through days rather than being inside them, and seeing it on Will’s face makes me want to cross the hallway and put my hand on his cheek and say it’s me.

I’m here. I’m sorry I disappeared. I’m sorry I stopped answering your texts. I’m sorry about all of it. Everything. The silence. The fact that the last time we were in this building, your hand was on my waist. 

The distance was closing. I have been thinking about those three inches every single day for eleven months.

I would like to resume the closing immediately please, right here, at the water fountain. I don’t care who’s watching.

I don’t do any of this. Obviously. I walk past him. Close enough to smell his cologne. The same one. Woodsy and clean. The one I tried to find at Sephora in January, when I stood in the men’s fragrance section for twenty-seven minutes, sniffing testers while a sales associate named Henry watched me with growing concern.

I never found it. None of them were right.

None of them were the specific combination of woodsy and clean and Will that exists only on the person of Will Marchand, because some smells cannot be reverse-engineered. They can only be experienced in proximity to their source. The source is standing four feet away from me right now. My eyes are stinging. My bag strap is going to have permanent finger marks in it.

Something crosses my face. A flinch. A micro-expression I can’t control. If he looked up right now, he’d see it. 

He doesn’t look up. I walk past. I keep walking. The cologne fades. The hallway absorbs me.

My legs remember how to be legs. My brain comes back online, running diagnostics.

I flinched but he didn’t see. 

• • •

I’m in the bathroom on the second floor, third stall from the left. The lock actually works, unlike the first stall, which has been broken since at least my sophomore year. The maintenance staff hasn’t fixed it. Fixing things at Trinity operates on a timeline that makes geological processes look brisk.

I’m sitting on the closed lid eating a Nature Valley bar and getting crumbs on my jeans and having what I think therapists would call “a moment” but which I am calling “hiding in a bathroom.”

I give myself three minutes. I eat the granola bar. I text Sabrina: “In the building. Didn’t die.”

She responds in four seconds: “Good.” 

I walk back into the hallway, where I’m swallowed by the fifth-to-sixth-period current of students moving with purpose. 

I put on a look of purpose too. 

The look of a girl with no history and no baggage.

• • •

Meredith Smith finds me at lunch and I almost drop my tray. Not because I’m surprised – I knew she’d come. I’ve been waiting for her. The entire architecture of the return depends on her coming.

What surprises me is my body. It has been performing “calm and confident” for five and a half hours. It chooses this moment to remind me that the girl standing in front of me paid her cousin to build a gossip platform and frame me for running it.

The reminder arrives as a jolt in my hands. The cafeteria tray rattles. The rattling is exactly the kind of tell Mr. Borowicz would notice. Meredith, thank God, does not. She’s too busy performing warmth to read the stage directions of a tray.

“Hi! You’re the Whitmore girl, right? Lola?”

Meredith Smith. Blazer over a white tee. A $200 blowout. A smile so warm and so practiced. She stands in front of me radiating the specific generosity of someone who believes she is welcoming a newcomer. 

“That’s me,” I say.

I smile back. The smile requires every muscle in my face and several muscles I didn’t know my face had.

“I’m Meredith. I run student government. I’m also involved with Young Trinity, our creative platform. We’ve seen your account. Your work is insane. We’d love for you to join us.”

“I’d love that,” I say, and the words taste like metal, like the specific metallic tang of biting the inside of your cheek to keep your face from doing the thing your face wants to do. Which is crumple.

“Amazing. Oh, and you have to meet my friend Sarah. She’s the editor-in-chief. And her boyfriend Will – he’s on the hockey team, you’d really like him.” 

Her boyfriend Will. The two words land in my stomach like ice cubes dropped into hot water, the sharp, contracting shock of cold meeting warm, the hiss of contact. 

Her boyfriend.

Will. 

Those words in that order, said casually, as if the relationship they describe is a fact rather than a crime scene.

“I’d love to meet them,” I say.

Meredith beams. 

“You’re going to fit right in.”

I know. I used to.

• • •

Sarah finds me after sixth period and hands me a coffee. I have to hold it with both hands. Because my hand is shaking. A one-handed coffee grip would expose the shaking. The shaking cannot be exposed, so: two hands. Like a child holding a mug.

She’s standing outside the Young Trinity room. 

Our room. The room we built from a Google Doc and a Canva logo so bad it looked like a sunset having a seizure.

“Lola? I’m Sarah. Meredith told me about you.” She hands me the coffee. Oat milk latte. Leaf design in the foam. My old order. My exact order from the place on Amsterdam where we used to go during production nights.

She doesn’t know this. She can’t know this. It’s a coincidence. The universe being specifically, microscopically cruel in the way the universe specializes in, and the cruelty tastes like oat milk. The foam leaf is a little lopsided.

I want to cry so badly that I can feel the crying in my nose, that specific prickling heat that means the tear ducts are loading.

The face is about to betray everything the jacket is protecting.

“Thank you.”

I take the coffee. Both hands. Our fingers brush and the brushing is; I can’t. I just can’t. The fingers that typed my password. The fingers that handed the key to the people who locked me out.

Those fingers, touching mine, over a latte.

“Come on,” she says.

“I want you to meet someone.”

The leading is. So perfectly orchestrated by the universe’s drama department that I half-expect Mr. Borowicz to step out of a doorway and say “the stage directions in this scene are remarkable.”

Sarah stops at the second-floor landing. Will is there. Same spot. Same water fountain. Same one-shouldered backpack.

My stomach drops. Not a metaphor – an actual, physical, organ-rearranging drop, the kind of drop you feel on a roller coaster or in a falling elevator or when the person you haven’t touched in eleven months is suddenly five feet away. A girl is about to introduce you to each other as if you’ve never met.

“Will, this is Lola. The Whitmore girl with the huge following.” He turns. He looks at me. Brown eyes. Serious eyes. The eyes I tried to paint a hundred times at Whitmore and never got right. Because you can’t paint someone you’re in love with. The proportions are always wrong, the feeling warps the observation. Love is the worst reference photo in the world.

He doesn’t recognize me. I can see the not-recognizing happen in real time, his eyes moving across my face with the pleasant, neutral scan of a person meeting a stranger. No spark. No double-take. Just: polite, blank, new-person processing.

The brown waves and the contacts and the jacket have done their job. The disguise has held. I am a stranger to the boy who almost kissed me.

This is what I wanted. This is the plan. This is supposed to feel like power. But it feels like being erased by the one person who was supposed to see through the erasing.

“Hey,” he says.

He extends his hand. I take it. His hand is warm. Mine is freezing and probably also clammy.

His grip is steady. The same grip. The handshake of a person who doesn’t prove things through pressure. I felt this hand on my waist eleven months ago. I felt these fingers close around mine on a dance floor.

“Hey,” I say.

My voice sounds normal. My voice does not sound like a person currently experiencing a full-body crisis of recognition and loss and longing. Trying not to die.

Sarah puts her hand on Will’s arm. I let go of his hand. The letting-go is the hardest physical act I’ve ever performed. Harder than the six miles. Harder than the running in February at 5 a.m. Harder than every moment of the exile. The letting-go of a hand I want to hold.

“Lola’s going to contribute to Young Trinity,” Sarah says.

“Cool,” Will says.

He’s looking at me with a slightly puzzled expression. Not recognition. Something before recognition. The look of a person who has encountered a song they’ve heard before but can’t name.

The melody is there. The title is missing. 

This is the start.

• • •

I walk home. Forty-seven blocks in the boots with the heel. My feet are going to be destroyed. 

I don’t care.

I pass the deli. I pass the park. I pass the bench where I sat in October in my formal dress with mascara on my face. I get home. Georgie is at the door, panting, nonjudgmental.

Derrick is at the kitchen table.

“How was it?”

“Fine.”

“You’re lying.”

“I’m adjusting.”

He looks at me. Thirteen years old, JV hockey, the most perceptive person in this family, a boy who understands more than he should and says less than he knows.

“Did you see Will?”

I go to my room. I close the door. I take off the boots (blisters, both heels, worth it).

I take off the jacket. I take out the contacts and put on my glasses. The world goes from HD to Standard. The Standard feels like relief. Because HD is exhausting when you’re looking at things you don’t want to see clearly.

I sit on the floor. Georgie climbs into my lap, which she is technically too large for. I hold her. She smells like peanut butter and sleep and the specific, non-negotiable loyalty of a creature who has zero opinions about my hair color. In my bag on the desk: the encrypted drive.

The composition book. And Mr. Borowicz’s annotated Monte Cristo, dog-eared and coffee-stained, every margin filled with thirty years of handwriting I haven’t read. I haven’t opened it yet.

He said: you’ll know when to open it. When the person you’re becoming starts to look like someone you didn’t mean to be. 

But I’m not there yet.

Eleven months ago, I was someone else. I was a girl with a ponytail and paint on her jeans and a name on a wall. 

I was Isabelle Pham: cookie baker, mural painter, the girl who was falling for a boy on the steps of a school dance when a hand landed on her shoulder and the falling stopped.

Now I’m back. Inside the building. Meredith wants to recruit me. Sarah brought me a coffee. 

Will shook my hand and said “nice to meet you.” I smiled through it, and nobody (nobody) looked at Lola Van and saw Isabelle Pham.

I did it. Day one. I didn’t flinch.

I’m sitting on the floor in my glasses with blisters on my heels and a pug in my lap. The smell of whatever Derrick is cooking coming through the door (something with garlic), and I’m going to sit here until the shaking stops. Then I’m going to go to bed and wake up tomorrow and do it again.

The doing-again is the hard part. The doing-again is every day until the plan completes or the plan changes, or the girl in the jacket and the girl in the glasses figure out which one of them is real. Let me tell you about her. Let me tell you about both of them.
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CHAPTER TWO

The Color of Wednesday

Eleven months earlier 

I am running twelve minutes late. Which is actually early for me, but nobody in my family believes this.

Because they have all seen me be thirty minutes late and consider twelve an improvement rather than a triumph. Which it is. Twelve minutes late is a miracle of time management for a girl who woke up at 5:50 a.m. to paint and is now standing in the kitchen at 7:18. Wet watercolor on the table. Honey Nut Cheerios dripping from a spoon she forgot she was holding.

The Cheerios have gotten into the painting. One Cheerio, specifically, has landed in the wash of cadmium yellow I mixed for the bodega awning. The Cheerio is absorbing the yellow and turning into a small, soggy, golden disc that looks like a tiny sun if you squint, which I am doing.

Because the artist in me is wondering whether Cheerio-in-cadmium is actually an interesting texture. The sane person in me is saying Isabelle. You are sixteen years old. You are evaluating the artistic merit of cereal in paint, please go to school.

The painting is the problem. It’s always the painting. I’ve been working on this watercolor of the view from our kitchen window for three days – Amsterdam Avenue at dawn, the way the light catches the bodega awning on the corner and turns the green fabric to gold for about nine minutes before the sun shifts. Nine minutes. That’s the window.

I’ve been waking up early to catch it and every morning I end up at the kitchen table in my pajamas with a brush in one hand and a spoon in the other. Staring at the window like a person who has forgotten she exists in a world that has schedules.

“Isabelle.”

My mother Tiffany’s voice from the hallway. Not angry. Patient in the specific way of a woman who has raised two daughters and learned that the first one (Sabrina) responds to schedules and the second one (me) responds to nothing except the threat of the painting being moved, which she tried once in eighth grade. Which resulted in a tantrum so disproportionate that we never speak of it.

Even Derrick knows not to mention it, and Derrick was nine.

“Two minutes.”

“You said that seven minutes ago.”

“The light is doing a thing.”

“The light will do the thing again tomorrow. School will not.”

She’s right. She’s always right about the logistical things. She built a business from nothing. Raised three kids. Managed a household on four hours of sleep. The idea that her youngest daughter might be late to the first day of junior year because of how the sun hits a bodega awning is exactly the kind of thing that makes her close her eyes and count to five.

I can hear the counting through the wall. She gets to five, and I know from experience that five is the event threshold. After five, things happen. Phones are confiscated. Art supplies are discussed.

I put down the brush. I look at the painting. It’s wrong.

The gold is too warm, too intentional, too there. The real light has a quality of accidentalness – it’s beautiful without trying.

My painting is trying. My painting is the kid who raises her hand before the teacher finishes the question. Aunt Kym would say the painting is performing.

“The canvas knows when you’re pushing,” she told me once, in her studio in Brooklyn, while I watched her work on a piece that looked effortless and had taken her four months.

“Stop pushing. Let the color arrive.” I have not let the color arrive. I have been dragging it kicking and screaming onto the paper for three days.

But there’s a meeting today (the first Young Trinity meeting of junior year). I need to be there. 

My hair is in the messy ponytail that is less a hairstyle and more a cry for help. There is, I now realize, cadmium yellow on my left cheekbone. 

Also I made cookies at midnight and slept four hours. Brown butter chocolate chip. Aunt Kym’s recipe, which involves browning the butter until it smells like hazelnuts and patience, and which I make for every first meeting of the year. Because the making is a ritual that says: this matters, this room matters, the people in this room matter. Here are some cookies to prove it.

My sister Sabrina, who is at Yale now and who ran the precursor to Young Trinity with zero cookies, thinks this is absurd.

“You cannot build institutional credibility with baked goods.”

She’s wrong. She’s wrong and the four thousand followers prove she’s wrong and the fact that people call our platform “the one with the cookies” proves she’s wrong. Because it turns out people can feel the difference between content that was made by a strategy and content that was made by a person who stayed up until midnight browning butter. Because she thinks the room deserves it.

• • •

I get to Trinity with twelve minutes to spare, which I achieve by skipping the bodega coffee and running the last two blocks in a manner that probably looks unhinged to the students arriving at a normal pace with normal hair and no paint on their faces.

The cadmium yellow on my cheekbone. I discover this in the lobby bathroom mirror at 7:53 a.m. and I scrub at it with a wet paper towel. The scrubbing removes the paint but leaves a pink streak that looks, if anything, worse. 

I stare at the pink streak. I consider my options. I decide that the pink streak is now part of my face and that anyone who has a problem with it has not seen the cookies.

There is also paint on my jeans. There is always paint on my jeans. Cadmium yellow near the left knee, cerulean blue on the right thigh from this morning, a smear of something brown near the hem that might be burnt sienna or might be chocolate from the cookie batter.

I push through them and the smell wraps around me (floor wax and old wood and the hand sanitizer). I feel the thing I always feel in this building. The thing that makes me walk faster and stand straighter and feel like the version of myself that I like the most, the one who makes things and belongs to a place that values the making.

Aunt Kym would call it “the canvas knows.” I call it home. That’s a dramatic way to describe walking into a high school. I’m aware.

But I’m a person who evaluates the artistic merit of cereal in paint, so dramatic is kind of my baseline.

• • •

The Young Trinity room is on the second floor, between the faculty lounge and the supply closet, in a space that used to be a storage room until Sarah. I petitioned for it sophomore year.

The petition was Sarah’s idea. The presentation was mine, a deck that was less PowerPoint and more visual essay, with mood boards. A mock-up of what the room could look like on a budget of exactly zero dollars. The administration said yes mostly because my mother came to the meeting. My mother has a way of being in a room that makes people want to give her what she asks for.

I did not inherit this skill. I inherited the painting skill and the being-late skill and the putting-Cheerios-in-watercolors skill.

Sabrina inherited the room skill. The gene distribution in our family is unfair.

The room has evolved since then. The walls are covered with past issues – printed and pinned, a timeline of everything we’ve made. Photo essays about the city at night. Short film stills from Susannah’s projects. 

Diane’s illustrations, hand-lettered pull quotes from Yasmin’s essays, Jeff’s website wireframes rendered as art prints. Because Jeff’s wireframes ARE art, even if he’d rather delete his entire hard drive than admit it.

There’s a couch we found on the street sophomore year that smells faintly of someone else’s apartment and which we covered with a blanket Diane’s mom donated. The blanket has small embroidered flowers and is the least cool thing in the room and is also everyone’s favorite thing. Because the flowers are earnest. The earnestness is the room’s whole brand.

There’s a table that wobbles unless you put a folded piece of paper under the left rear leg, which Jeff did on the first day with the silent efficiency of a person solving a structural problem. Which has stayed there for fourteen months because nobody at Young Trinity messes with Jeff’s engineering decisions.

I set the cookies on the table. Brown butter chocolate chip. Still warm; I wrapped the tin in a dish towel to insulate them on the bus. Which is the kind of detail that Sabrina would call “excessive” and which I call “caring about the product.”

The smell fills the room in about four seconds. I stand back and watch it happen with the satisfaction of a person who knows that the first meeting of junior year has now been sanctified by butter and sugar and the specific Aunt-Kym-recipe alchemy that makes people close their eyes when they bite in.

• • •

They arrive in the order they always arrive, which makes us sound like a sitcom but which is genuinely, immovably true.

Yasmin first. Always Yasmin first, because Yasmin Khoury treats punctuality the way she treats prose: as a moral commitment. She’s carrying two notebooks, the blue one for class notes and the green one for everything else, and by “everything else” I mean the writing that matters, the essays and fragments she guards like state secrets.

If you ever touch the green notebook without permission, Yasmin will not yell at you. 

Yasmin will look at you with an expression that makes you wish she’d yelled at you. I touched the green notebook once in freshman year. Once. I still have nightmares.

She sits by the window. Always the window. She says it’s for the light. I think it’s because Yasmin needs to see an exit even if she’ll never use it, the way some people need the aisle seat on airplanes.

“Cookies,” she says.

Not a greeting. An observation. She takes one. Bites. Closes her eyes. For three seconds Yasmin Khoury is not composing sentences in her head. She’s just a girl eating a cookie.

These are the only three seconds of non-verbal Yasmin I will see today.

“Brown butter?”

“Always.”

“This is why I show up.”

“Not for the creative collaboration and intellectual community?”

“The cookies, Isabelle. I show up for the cookies.” 

Jeff next. Jeff Chen arrives the way Jeff does everything: silently, efficiently. Carrying a laptop under one arm and a Monster Energy (green, always green, the flavor called “Original” which Jeff insists is the only acceptable option and which the rest of us consider a personality flaw) in the other.

He sits at the end nearest the outlet because his laptop battery is a pathological liar that claims forty percent and dies at twelve.

He opens the laptop. Three tabs already open. He has been building the new Young Trinity website redesign that nobody asked him to build and that is, based on the thirty seconds I saw last week, going to make professional web designers weep.

“Cookie?”

I offer.

“I’m good.”

He has never once eaten a cookie at a meeting. The Monster is his cookie. (I haven’t stopped taking it personally. My cookies are a love language and Jeff’s refusal is a rejection. I am aware that this is unhinged. I feel it anyway.) 

Diane Park comes in carrying her sketchbook the way other people carry phones – as a prosthetic organ, a thing she can’t function without.

She sits near the door. She always sits near the door because Diane processes the world through observation and the door is where the most information flows.

She opens the sketchbook and starts drawing before anyone speaks. By the end of the meeting she’ll have produced portraits of every person who talked, so accurate and so unconscious that looking at them feels like being surveilled by someone who loves you. Which is exactly what it is.

“Diane. Cookie.” She takes one without looking up. Bites. Draws. A small smile, the left corner of her mouth lifting approximately two millimeters. That’s Diane’s version of a standing ovation.

Susannah Hathaway is already filming before she sits down, phone out, camera rolling. Because Susannah believes the world is happening. Someone should be recording it. That someone might as well be her.

She films the cookies. She films Yasmin’s expression. She films me and I wave her off and she films the waving off, because Susannah does not recognize the boundary between participant and observer.

Susannah IS the boundary.

“First-day-of-school energy,” she says, sweeping the camera across the table. 

“Document everything. This is archive footage.”

“Archive footage of cookies?” 

Jeff says without looking up.

“Archive footage of the beginning of something. You’ll thank me in ten years.” 

Sarah Miller arrives last. Which is unusual – Sarah is normally second or third, chronologically precise the way she’s editorially precise, a person whose internal clock runs on schedule the way her production calendar does.

But today she’s late. Because she was printing something. The something is a mockup of a feature series she’s been developing all summer. The mockup is beautiful. The pitch she’s about to give is going to make me feel six things at once.

• • •

I should tell you about Sarah, because what comes later won’t make sense without what came before.

Sarah Miller is my co-founder. We built Young Trinity together the summer before sophomore year, two girls in my living room with a shared Google Doc, a bag of sour gummy worms (Sarah’s contribution to the creative process; she is not a cookie person, she is a gummy-worm person. 

The difference tells you everything about us), and the conviction that a student creative platform could be more than a school newspaper with better fonts.

Sarah brought the structure. I brought the chaos. She built the editorial calendar. The production schedule. The contributor pipeline. The submission guidelines. A document so thorough that our actual teachers started asking her for organizational advice. Which is either very impressive or very concerning depending on your relationship to spreadsheets.

I built the look: the visual identity, the typography, the color palette, the feel.

She made it work. I made it matter. Those are different skills. The difference is the source of everything good about our partnership and the one thing that will eventually destroy it.

Here’s the thing nobody tells you about co-founding something: the work divides but the credit doesn’t. People say “Isabelle Pham’s Young Trinity” the way people say “Anna Wintour’s Vogue”, as if one person IS the brand.

They don’t say “Isabelle and Sarah’s Young Trinity.” They don’t say “the platform that runs on Sarah Miller’s production schedule.”

They say my name, because the thing they see (the visual, the design, the aesthetic) has my fingerprints on it, and fingerprints are more visible than spreadsheets.

Sarah does the work. I get the love. I’ve tried to fix it – co-founder in every bio, her name in every caption, same font size on every masthead.

But credit is a feeling, not a byline. And the feeling flows to me. I love Sarah. I need to say that. Before everything.

I love her the way you love the person you stayed up with until 4 a.m. redesigning a homepage because neither of you could sleep until it was right. The way you love the person who texts back at midnight with a structured plan for the idea you just screamed into the void.

The way you love the person who made a logo so bad it looked like a sunset having a seizure and you both laughed until your mother came out and told you to sleep.

I love Sarah Miller. Remember that. And also: sometimes when I’m presenting a creative concept – the room alive, everyone nodding, Susannah filming – Sarah looks at me with an expression I can’t fully decode. Not anger. Not resentment. Something adjacent to both that lives in the space between I helped build this and they think she built it alone.

I see the expression. I file it somewhere I don’t examine. The filing is the mistake. The not-examining is the thing I’ll pay for.

But I’m sixteen and I’m better at reading paintings than people. The gap between the two is the gap where most of my mistakes live. Including the one that costs me everything.

• • •

“Okay.” Sarah stands. White button-down tucked into black jeans – Sarah’s uniform, clean and structured, the sartorial equivalent of her editorial calendar. She pins the mockup to the wall.

The series is called “Invisible Spaces”, a photo and essay series documenting the hidden architecture of Trinity. The maintenance tunnels. The fourth-floor storage room that still has theater sets from a 1994 production of Our Town.

The rooftop nobody’s allowed on that the janitor told Sarah about after she brought him coffee three days in a row. Which is the most Sarah Miller research method I’ve ever heard – befriend the infrastructure people, earn access through caffeine, document everything.

“The concept is access,” she says.

Note cards in hand. Sarah always has note cards. Sarah would have note cards at her own funeral.

“We show people the parts of their own school they’ve never seen. The gap between the institutional version of a place and the actual place. The curated surface versus what’s underneath.”

The room goes quiet. The good quiet, the kind that means people are thinking. Yasmin: “Who writes the essays?” Jeff, without looking up: “I can build an interactive map. Native to the site, not a PDF.”

Diane holds up her sketchbook – she’s been drawing while Sarah pitched: the maintenance tunnels rendered in crosshatch, the pipes transformed into a nervous system.

The illustration is stunning and it took her approximately three minutes. I admire Diane’s talent the way you admire the weather – impersonally, without malice, with the full understanding that you cannot compete with a force of nature. 

I look at the mockup. I look at Sarah. The series is genuinely brilliant. It’s exactly the kind of work that made Young Trinity matter.

Sarah developed it over the summer. Sarah brought note cards. Sarah has a production timeline on the second page that accounts for everything.

“This is incredible,” I say. 

“Lead with it. First issue of the year.” 

Sarah smiles. The smile is real. And behind the real smile, for a microsecond, something else, a flicker I almost catch. But then Susannah says “I’m filming the tunnels, nobody stop me”. Everyone laughs and the moment passes.

But it happened. Sarah pitched something brilliant. I greenlit it. And the greenlight (the power of yes, the authority to approve) came from me. Not from Sarah. The co-founder who paints, not the co-founder who plans.

I should have said: “This is your baby. Run it. Put your name on it.” I should have found a way to share the yes instead of dispensing it. I didn’t.

Because I’m sixteen and I’m not as smart about people as I am about paintings. I eat a cookie. The brown butter is perfect.

The meeting continues.

• • •

The rest of the meeting is the best kind of chaos. Yasmin pitches personal essays about the pressure of performing identity at Trinity.

She reads the opening paragraph from the green notebook. The room goes quiet in the way that means she’s written something true, the hush of an audience that has been hit. Jeff demonstrates the website redesign. It’s so clean and elegant that Susannah actually puts her phone down for four seconds to look at it. Which is the Susannah equivalent of a Pulitzer.

Diane pins her summer sketches to the wall – Trinity portraits that capture the thing the camera can’t. Which is the particular face a person makes when they’re thinking hard about something they care about and have forgotten to perform.

I pitch a short film about the school at dawn, before anyone arrives, when the building is just a building. The light moves through the halls without anyone watching.

“Who watches light move through hallways?”

Jeff asks.

“I do.”

“That tracks.”

We argue about the fall calendar. We argue about fonts, a twenty-minute argument about whether Garamond or Caslon is more appropriate for pull quotes. Which is the kind of argument that makes normal people leave the room. Which makes us lean forward and bang the wobbling table until Jeff’s paper shim falls out.

Everyone has to wait while he reinstalls it with surgical precision and zero facial expression.

We are, collectively, insane. We are insane in the specific way that people who care about making things are insane – passionately, pedantically, over details that matter to nobody except us. Details that, because they matter to us, become the most important things in the world for the duration of the argument.

This is what I built. Not alone – never alone, always with Sarah, always with the five of them.

But this room. This energy. This particular alchemy of people who are different in every way and who make things together that none of them could make alone.

Yasmin’s precision. Susannah’s chaos. Jeff’s invisible architecture. Diane’s visual instinct. 

Sarah’s structure. And my – whatever mine is. My eye. My cookies. My willingness to stand at a kitchen window at six a.m. trying to catch nine minutes of light on a bodega awning. Because I believe, truly and absurdly, that beauty is a kind of argument. The argument is worth making.

The afternoon light comes through the window and hits the wall of past issues and for a second the room looks like an Aunt Kym painting, warm, layered, the kind of image you want to step into and stay.

Susannah films it. Of course she does. I mentally title the footage: The Color of Wednesday. Which is gold.

• • •

After the meeting, I walk home with Yasmin. Our tradition, the first-meeting walk, ten blocks down Amsterdam, the September air doing the thing September air does in Manhattan. Which is smelling like summer and fall simultaneously. Like roasted nuts from the cart on 91st. The particular sweetness of leaves that are thinking about turning but haven’t committed yet.

We walk in the comfortable silence of two people who’ve been friends long enough that silence isn’t empty.

Then Yasmin, with the precision of a surgeon picking up a scalpel: “Sarah’s series is really good.”

“I know.”

“Did you see her face when you greenlit it?” 

I look at her. “What about her face?” 

Yasmin chooses her words the way she chooses every word – with the awareness that language has consequences and the person wielding it is responsible for every one. “She looked happy. And she also looked like she’d been waiting for you to say yes. Like the yes was yours to give.”

“It is mine to give. That’s how editorial works.”

“I know how editorial works. I’m saying: maybe think about what it feels like to need someone’s permission for something you built.” A man is playing saxophone on the corner of 86th, something slow that sounds like the musical equivalent of my watercolor problem. Trying to catch a feeling that won’t hold still.

We listen for
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