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CHAPTER 1

Every year on my birthday, my grandmother, my father’s mother, the woman we owe our whole lives to, reminds me that I am risking everything. That I am making a gigantic mistake. That big dreams like mine—Harvard; changing the world, medicine, social justice for all (and for all a good night)—rely on being flawless and unassailable.

She tells me that refusing to budge on the issue just means I am as stubborn and obstinate and fool-headed as my mother was. Just tell her to stuff it, my mother whispers in my head, and I shake that thought out.

The issue, my grandmother will be quick to tell you, is that I am fat.

I am also valedictorian, class president, former volleyball team captain, and was voted both Most Likely to Succeed and Best Personality two years in a row in our school’s yearbook, which is really more of a pamphlet. I scored the winning point during the state volleyball finals last year. Unfortunately it was because I spiked the ball into the face of our rival captain, but still. I have a Platinum Star (which is an A plus at normal, less weird schools) in AP Organic Chemistry, and I earned that star despite being distracted by the presence of my best friend Laura’s twin brother, who always seems to sit directly in front of me.

I have been described as ambitious, smart, outgoing, driven, stubborn, and sometimes bossy by people who love me, though that last one is not true. I’ve also been described as fat by my grandmother and select others, which is true.

But my grandmother thinks that not being fat is the part of me I should focus on. That being a size 18 (or sometimes 20) will ruin my life. She says, “You do not deserve to be automatically dismissed for utterly arbitrary aesthetic reasons that have nothing to do with your worth as a human being.”

People in my life have a tendency toward pronouncements, which I respect.

I say, “That is unimportant. If they don’t know the whole story they are not important and I do not care.”

I don’t have the gift of pronouncement. Maybe that’s why I admire it.

“Oh my beautiful darling,” my grandmother says. She is tall and elegant and blue-eyed and silver-haired and gorgeous. I look just like my mother—brown skin and brown eyes and waves of brown hair. Curves, rolls, softness. Boys have told me I am beautiful, but I look nothing like my hard and glimmering diamond grandmother, who says, “I admire your bravado. Truly I do. But they care. And you can’t escape it.” She looks at my thighs and the width of my hips and my solid arms, and my cleavage, of which I admittedly have a lot, and sees bravado instead of just my body. She says, “The deck is already stacked against you.”

“No,” I say. “That shouldn’t be true.” I flush and I shift and I hate the feeling this fills me with. Like she’s digging hard in the sand at the bottom of my mind and stirring it all up into a cloud that obscures everything, tiny particles floating in front of all the things I could say or should say or need to say.

“That’s the only argument you have for me?” my grandmother says when she sees me fidget. When I can’t look at her directly. “You argue passionately about everything else in the world, Ashley, but you cannot argue with me here.”

This is my grandmother: When she was thirteen she was saving lives. When she was exactly that age she leaped into the water, right off the pier in town and into the Pacific Ocean, and towed back a boy who was drowning. And she’s never stopped rescuing the world. She saved her mother, who was drowning in her second marriage, by reporting her stepfather for securities fraud; her sister, who lost her child—the money they won from the settlement didn’t fix her sister’s heart, but it gave her room to breathe. Of course my grandmother saved countless others in her career as a surgeon. And, finally, most salient to me, she saved my mother—pregnant with twins and in love with my father, who couldn’t support a family as an artist and couldn’t support my mother in college. She took them into her old and crumbling house; she found my father a job.

My grandmother’s rescues are concrete and impregnable. Her advice to me is this: You are fat. Do not give them that foothold.

She’s not wrong. There really are people in the world who have ready a list of adjectives about a fat person—including lazy, stupid, messy, incompetent—that they are certain describes her before she ever opens her mouth. And that is unimportant, because I won’t let it be important.

But my grandmother insists on this because she loves me. She says this because she is never wrong. She says knowing how to succeed means knowing how the world works and playing the game.

I say, what about the element of surprise? She shakes her head at me.

Every year on my birthday she reminds me that she knows how my future will turn out. She’ll hand me an envelope just a couple of days from now, as she does every year. She handed me the first one on my thirteenth birthday.

“Ashley,” she said, with the small white card in her small white hand. “I want you to consider this very carefully.”

“What is it?” I asked.

“Open it,” she said. She never got irritated at my questions. I tore it open.

“A fair bargain,” my grandmother said, tilting her chin at the slip of heavy paper in my hand. And it took me a minute to figure out what she was talking about. Her writing again, slightly neater:

Ashley Maria Perkins.

Good for one shopping trip every ten pounds.

My heart lurched. Across from me, my grandmother with her head tilted to the side. She looked like a bird, watching me.

“I want you to be happy,” she said.

“Okay,” I said. “I want that too.”

“You’re never going to be happy if you’re . . . of size.”

“Of size,” I said. “What is that supposed to mean?” I am a size, I thought, but so is everyone else. My older brothers are taller than I am but narrow, taking after my father. He got too skinny sometimes, when he forgot to eat. My mother, I didn’t remember, but everyone said I looked like her.

“You are gaining quite a lot of weight, Ashley,” she said.

“No,” I said. “I don’t think so.” I knew the width of my own hips: I fit precisely between the two coast live oaks on the path behind my father’s studio—the one that winds down to the beach. My hips brushed each side as I walked between them. I knew I was as tall as the curio cabinet in the kitchen, where all my mother’s dishes were. My feet fit in my mother’s old shoes. My head fit in my grandmother’s elaborate hats. These were all the sizes I had in my head.

“You’re getting big,” she said.

“Well, I just turned thirteen,” I said. My friends’ parents always said things like that, how big you’ve gotten, oh you’re growing up so fast—but this felt different, and my grandmother was shaking her head. I had never thought about size, that it had any meaning beyond measurement.

“I mean fat, darling,” she said. “You’re getting somewhat fat.” She continued, “That’s what you get from your mother’s side of the family. . . .”

But I wasn’t listening anymore, because that’s when the word fat became something real. Something that would follow along behind me and settle in dark corners and slither around the back corridors of my mind. Whether or not I acknowledged it, the idea was inside me.

For my birthday that year, my grandmother gave me my body. Or her idea of it. I learned what it meant when my uncle Gomer called me gordita that single visit we took to San Diego before my mother left. My grandmother never liked my mother’s family.

The coupons have become a never-changing ceremony. My grandmother hands me the envelope and I try to give it back to her. She clasps her hands at her waist. She waits for me to open it. My hands shake and I hate every tremor. She wants the whole world for me, and this is the only thing I have to give her in return. She tells me this without actually saying the words. This is the only change I have to make.

The sensible, incisive voice inside my head, the one I rely on, goes incoherent and says, I don’t want to do it. I don’t want to. I don’t want to. I hold on to everything I know about myself. The fact that I should not have to do this, should not.

The first time I just said “No,” and she didn’t argue with me. She took the card and she looked at it. She folded it neatly in half and slipped it into her pocket. She said, “I taught you to trust your instincts, Ashley.” Her face was very serious but I couldn’t help but find signs of disappointment all over it. Disappointed eyebrows and a disappointed mouth. We never talked about it again.

Instead, the cards kept appearing every birthday, because I did gain weight. Puberty changed the shape of my body and I got tall and broad and rounded and I saw that the definition of the word fat fit me, its length and width and breadth, but I refused to acknowledge its depth.

Ashley Maria Perkins.

50 pounds for a trip to Disneyland.

I said, “I don’t want it.” She wouldn’t take it back that time, and it sat in my desk until I threw it out.

Ashley Maria Perkins.

75 pounds for a shopping trip in Paris.

I said, “I don’t care about Paris.” My grandmother said, “Don’t be a barbarian.” That one I crumpled into a ball and threw in the garbage disposal. I turned the water on and let the motor run for a long time.

And then last year. The look of pleasure on her face like she had finally found the button to push, the vulnerable spot to prod.

Ashley Maria Perkins. 80 pounds for a new car.

I said, “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

She said, “You know I never kid. Any car is better than that rusted-out thing you’re always running off in.”

The ancient wreck of a Volvo is my father’s car but I’m the only one who can drive it. I drive down the coast with my foot on the floor. I have to, to get away from a sagging house and incomplete college applications, and panic about getting the scholarship that is my only chance, and the noise in my head that sounds a lot like my grandmother but is starting to sound too much like it belongs to me.

My grandmother, attempting to bribe me with a car like she’s Oprah. “How can you possibly afford that?” I said, throwing it across the room. It didn’t go very far; it kind of fluttered down and landed face-up.

New car. My father and brothers and I have no money. No cash. I have no idea what Grandmother has, or doesn’t. She thinks talking about money is uncouth, but here she was, waving her hand in the air and saying, “I can move around some investments. I can sell some things. I can unbind your trust. You don’t have to wait until I’m dead.”

“No,” I said. “I don’t want it.” I picked the card up and tore it in half, right between “for” and “a new car.”

I don’t want it was the extent of the argument I was able to muster up, and still is. That is the best I can do and the only thing I can use to defend myself.

I try, “Why do you keep giving me these cards?”

She says, “I hope you’ll change your mind, of course. I hope you’ll understand what I’m trying to tell you.”

“I don’t want to hear it anymore,” I tell her.

My grandmother thinks this is resignation. That even perfect things should never stop being perfected.

I will never admit this: The part of me that wonders how I fit in this family of tall and slender people, the part that trusts my grandmother unconditionally, the weak little part that forgets who I am, that quakes every birthday when she gives me another coupon—is tempted.

So tempted. 

And there’s this feeling I have: This year, she’ll make the stakes higher. This year she will offer me something I truly can’t refuse and every time I think about it I feel like I am full of ants.

But I can’t think about that. I am swimming hard for the shore, paddling madly, towing everything I have to do behind me—an AP calculus quiz two days from now and a layout proposal for our laughably short yearbook and a list of potential charity trips to present at the student government meeting and the double shift I have to work at my job after school to cover Amy and sometimes it feels like maybe this is the time I won’t make it—I’ll drop something, forget something, screw up, and it will sink me.

But I will never screw up. The idea of it is enough to keep my eyes on the shore, keep breathing even when the air feels like acid in my lungs and the water below me is dark, and cold, and deep.

I will never screw up.

Because that would mean that my grandmother is right.







CHAPTER 2

I’m awake at two a.m., waiting for the storm. The air’s getting thick with the smell of ozone washing in from over the ocean and swallowing us all whole. Everything is holding its breath, waiting for the sky to crack open. Especially me. I am sixteen years old and thunder still makes me jump. Lightning makes me wince.

Because this is centralish California and it is the law, we got 340 days of sunshine last year. There are days when everything and everyone looks bright and flawless and washed clean by sunshine. The sun makes it easy to forget that it won’t always be there. Sitting on the boardwalk, stretching out on the sand, strolling down the whole two blocks of Main Street—everyone talks about the genuinely miraculous healing power of the sun’s invisible gamma rays. This is my oddball little town, a place full of people too weird for San Francisco.

On the sunniest days I’ve found myself leaning against the railing overlooking the beach, where the water always seems like rolling glass and the sky is an impossible, pure blue. When I tilt my head back and close my eyes against the light and heat, I find myself believing, just a little bit, in the magic of those invisible gamma rays.

It’s easy then to forget that rain is eventually going to pour down the roof of my grandmother’s ancient house, sweeping away more shingles and splashing through the holes in the gutters and sheeting down the windows and gushing through the cracks and the seams and making puddles all over the house. The attic will flood. My father will sit up on the couch and put his romance novel down and complain about the damp. I’ll go get armfuls of towels and put out pots all over to catch the leaks before they warp the floors even more. Every time a board creaks under my feet I cringe. I hear my mother’s voice in my head, the voice I’ve made up, since I don’t remember her real one. She’s arguing with my father: Why doesn’t your mother fix the damn roof? Does she leave it to spite me? while my father murmurs something soothing and pointless. 

The storm is coming, and the faraway rumbling underscores the drumbeat of two-a.m. thoughts pounding through my head—all the things I have to do, all the things I haven’t done.

The house is sighing at me as the wind skims over the surface of the ocean and tumbles onto shore, crashing into us.

The worst of it is my college-application essay. The essay that has to get me into school. Win me a scholarship or I can’t go, even if I get in. Establish world peace and cure cancer.

It sits undone, the impossible thing I don’t want to do for no real reason that I can figure out, because my only other choice is to stare at the ceiling and feel the essay deadline ticking like a countdown to failure.

Sotomayor flops over and lets out her long, satisfied, rumbling grunt. I lean down and press my face to the side of her thick neck. She smells like a dog and that is the most comforting smell in the world, ahead of the smell of wood fires and Ivory soap and that fresh-ink, new textbook smell. Toby, our latest foster dog, is lying on his back with all four paws in the air. She’s a quarter of Soto’s size, a squirrely little dachshund to a big muscular pit bull, but she takes over most of the bed. When Soto snorts and rolls half on top of Toby, I wish I could roll over too and turn off the light and we could all just sleep. Or I could shake them awake and creep down the back stairs and out to the driveway and be gone, Soto hanging out the window with her tongue flapping like a flag and Toby spinning in circles in the backseat and the wind in my hair and everything left behind.

But you’ve always got to come back. My father could need something in the middle of the night—he sleeps worse than I do. My grandmother could check on me. She never sleeps, period. She doesn’t make a disappointed face, she doesn’t sigh or scold me, but when I do escape down the coast for brief, glorious moments, no matter what time I get back she is sitting in the drawing room right off the foyer, in her dressing gown, sipping tea. I know she can hear the creak of the hinges but she doesn’t call out. And I can never stop myself from peering around the door to see if maybe this is the time she won’t be there waiting for me. She looks up at me and says, “Good night,” and I know I am dismissed back to my room to work or study or write an essay or try to sleep until I can’t stand it again and have to just go.

Sometimes the thought of her waiting when I come back means I never leave.

I can’t leave now. The important things, they have a gravity that’s impossible to escape. This essay is the most important thing.

I’ve had the actual application finished for ages, except for this part, and the deadline is only weeks away. First the storm and then my birthday and then time running out. So many worrisome things all in a row.

When I was eight, at dinner my father said, “What do you want to be when you grow up, Ashley?” This would be before my mother had left, because he was still talking to us. He had stopped for a while after, as if he knew he’d have to confess that her disappearance was his fault.

My mother said, “A veterinarian, I bet.” But I remember that I stopped sculpting my mashed potatoes into a perfect cube and I said, “Grandmother. I want to be Grandmother,” and my mother pushed back her chair and went into the kitchen. She didn’t come back out.

What I meant was that I wanted to be someone who knows everything.

It was an endless frustration to me that not everything made perfect sense. I needed a way to straighten it all out, once and for all. My grandmother always seemed to know everything. With extreme certainty.

“Go ask your grandmother,” my father always said, and I asked her all the questions I had.

The idea of Harvard? Maybe I got that from my mother. There’s a picture of her on the lawn in front of the law school, hugely pregnant with my brothers, leaning back on her hands with her face turned to the sky. I don’t remember ever seeing her that happy in real life.

But she dropped out. She gave up. I’m not the kind of person who does that, and I never will be. My grandmother would rather I go to Stanford. But it has to be Harvard. It must be. Because it’s the best school in the country. Because it would give me irrefutable prestige, the kind of credentials no one can ever argue with. Even if . . . well, even if my grandmother were right about other things.

And I’m the kind of person who goes to Harvard. People say, “Harvard? Well of course.” I think that’s a compliment, most of the time.

That night long ago, at the dinner table, my mom knocked her chair back and disappeared into the kitchen, but Dad laughed and my older brothers snorted. My grandmother said, “You mean a doctor, darling? Like me?” and I nodded and she actually smiled. She said, “You will be.”

My grandmother explained how things would work out from then on and I believed her, because my grandmother knows everything. After dinner I locked the door to my bedroom and thought about how I would graduate Harvard, and then I would know everything one day. The noise and the confusion of the world would settle into something I could hold in my hand and take apart and put back together and finally, finally understand.

From my grandmother: anatomy books and medical dictionaries and histories of science. Models and chemistry sets and microscopes. A gold pendant shaped like a strand of DNA that I won’t ever take off. Subscriptions to science magazines, the popular and the professional kind. I put each one in a binder to save.

She said: A broad background that you’ll narrow down into your scope and focus.

Scope and focus have always been my gift.

It is a feeling of gratitude sometimes when someone cares that much about you. It is hard not to want to live up to those expectations.

My future was set like an atomic clock that night. My grandmother’s expectations are not hopes, they’re certainty.

I could write an essay about that, I think. Instead I shut the laptop and put my face in a pillow until Soto finds me and shoves her big snouty face in mine to lick everything she can reach.

I could flee, just for an hour, just down the coast. But everything is always waiting for me. Everything is always about to happen.

I can feel the laptop hot and whirring against my shoulder. You get five hundred words for your personal statement, which is about a page if you double-space and a page and a half if you single-space. I checked. I don’t know what to tell Harvard that they can’t just figure out from my transcripts, from my application, my writing supplement, my SATs, my school report, my teacher reports, my midyear school report, my final school report, the article clippings from all my volleyball wins, the feature in the Chronicle about leading a Habitat for Humanity project.

There I am, on paper. All the important parts. Everything I’ve done and had to do for them. Do they seriously need me to spend a page explaining it all to them?

None of my personal essay attempts have been anything but approximations of me. They have felt empty and strange. Like lies.

My father said, “Personnel essay? Why do they want you to write an essay about staff members?” and laughed at his own joke, as he does. He is not helpful.

My grandmother bought me a book called 50 Successful Harvard Applications and left it on my bed.

My boyfriend, Hector, says, “If you can’t write it, maybe that is a sign that it wasn’t meant to be.” And he doesn’t mean to be, I know he doesn’t—but Hector is sometimes irritating in his sense that the world is something you just sit back and let happen to you. He noodles on his guitar and never remembers the lyrics he forgets to write down and shrugs when I ask him why he doesn’t just carry a pen and notebook already. All of his songs are beautiful, and then they’re gone forever and he doesn’t seem to care.

I have time before I have to start to worry. I will come up with something soon. I always do. But the wind and the noise of the storm outside are not helping me concentrate.

A thought, vivid and pleasant: Maybe this is the year the house will soak up all the rain and start to collapse like cardboard, in slow motion, and be carried away on the river that Highway 1 becomes, all the way down to San Ysidro.

Then my grandmother will forget that it’s my birthday.

She’ll be so busy being ruthlessly competent—salvaging the rattling old furniture and the antique rugs and establishing a new residence and replenishing our personal items and calling insurance companies to speak to them in icy tones—that she won’t remember it’s time to draw me aside and hand me the little envelope and watch me while I debate whether this year I tear it in half or crumple it into a ball or scream or cry or whatever. All while she looks at me as though I have disappointed her. As though she has done everything in the world for me, and I can’t do this one thing for her.

When the knock at the door comes I jump like I’ve been shot out of a cannon. “What the hell?” I say, probably too loudly. My father squeaks open the door.

“You’re still up,” he says. His hair is a rat’s nest on top of his head, a halo of frizzy dishwater blond curls. He squints at me in the low light of my bedroom because he can never find his glasses when he gets up at night. He’s been restless since my mother left eight years ago. That’s a long time to be restless. “Are you supposed to be up this late? What time is it even?”

“You should be asleep,” I say. “You have meetings tomorrow. You need to be awake for them.”

He crunches up his forehead and scratches his neck, and then his face clears. “Oh that’s right. The boathouse thing.” He leans against the jamb of my door with his arms crossed. He’s wearing my mother’s awful, hole-filled “100% Latina Bonita” T-shirt that I have begged him to burn and plaid pajama pants that have almost faded to just gray.

“The boathouse thing,” I agree. “I put together the sales folders for you. Don’t forget them.” Soto chuffs like she’s agreeing. Toby never stops snoring.

“You know how these people are, kiddo. If they’re going to buy they’ve already made up their minds.” He sounds less hopeless and more resigned. He is not so much cut out to be a real estate agent, and he knows it. He is not cut out to do much, which he knows, too. My father’s boss, Gloria, is the only person in their three-person office who ever sells anything not just by accident. Her properties are the ones that keep the business afloat. She is one of my grandmother’s oldest friends and the person who hired my father in the first place.

“You can still convince them,” I say. “Grandmother says that confidence—”

“I know,” he breaks in. He pushes away from the doorjamb and shuffles over to me. He pats the top of my head.

“I’m just saying—” I can hear my voice getting impatient, but he never seems to mind.

“Good night, sleep tight, don’t let the bed bugs bite.” He smiles at me.

I sigh. “If they do, I will bite them back.”

“That’s my girl,” he says. He pats my head again and turns to shuffle back out of the room, yawning hugely.

“I have to finish my essay first,” I say, opening my laptop.

He turns back around, and his face is a frown. “You work too hard, honey.”

I shrug. “Not really.”

“Your mother liked to keep busy, too.”

I’m not sure how to answer that.

He shakes his head and waves his hand in the air. “You do what you need to, honey. You always do.” He’s halfway out the door now. Toby’s head pops up next to me and his little tail starts thumping against the pillow.

“Don’t forget your lunch,” I call. “It’s in the cooler in the fridge.”

He gives me a thumbs-up and another yawn, and disappears into the dark hallway. Toby leaps over me and then down to the floor to trot after my dad. The light bulbs in the hall must have burned out again. The fixtures are too old and unreliable to ever stay lit long. The floorboards creak with every thud of my father’s heels. You can map the movements of anyone in this house, where they are and what they’re doing. He stops before he reaches his room, in front of the stairs up to my grandmother’s room. I hear voices and tense up, but he’s talking to Toby. The foster dogs all get attached to him, trail him like the tail of a comet, but he never seems to notice where they came from, or when they go.

His door squeaks, then shuts, and it’s quiet now. Everything is quiet. Soto is curled warm and asleep in the crook of my legs. My laptop is open but my screen is blank. The window is open too and I smell the brine and before-storm air. But unless I concentrate I can’t even hear the waves down through the backyard and past the trees, dragging the little sandbar back under the water.

I listen again. That slow, quiet, endless roar finds my ears.

It has always been there and always will be.

It’s all I hear.







CHAPTER 3

“If you touch my latte one more time,” I tell Hector, “I will end you.”

He lifts the cup to his lips and makes slurping noises while he sips. Laura is rolling her eyes but she doesn’t lift her head from her sketchbook.

“Goddammit, Hector,” I say, reaching for the cup. But he’s got the longest arms and even though I’m tall, I don’t have monkey reach. He is smiling in his sweet and silly way, and I settle back in my chair. I refuse to sulk. I am stronger than caffeine.

“I won’t actually end you,” I say comfortingly, if a little grudgingly. His dimples deepen.

“I don’t know. You could probably take me,” he says.

I ignore that, and ignore my impulse to glance around and see if anyone heard him. I pick up the printed-out pages I brought to class and then toss them back on the table. I’m scooted back with my calculus book open on my knees because linear approximations are still pissing me off and now my midterm is tomorrow instead of two days away and I don’t want to think about personal essays anymore.

“She was up all night, Hector,” Jolene says, looking up from her own printout.

The rest of us are slouching at the big round table, but Jolene sits as if she’s been carefully, gracefully arranged into place. Her hands never stop moving, creasing the corners of her pages. Her small face is serious, but it almost always is.

Hector glances at her, and then back at me, still smiling. He has a gift, and all of it is centered in that dimple on his cheek.

“What were you doing?” he says. Hector’s problem is that he smiles a lot. The word sunny was invented for him. The word cheerful is inscribed across his heart. I feel guilty when he irritates me, as if he is a sweet puppy who should only be loved.

“The essay,” I say. I am speaking so carefully and deliberately. “The assignment that I am very annoyed you forgot about.” I can hear how rough-edged my voice is. It could leave behind abrasions. I close my mouth in case I’m just baring my teeth instead of making an actual smile. He wouldn’t notice, though. Or if he did, it wouldn’t bother him. I am grateful for that, even when it irritates me.

He reaches out and tucks a curl behind my ear. “You work too hard,” he says. “You don’t have to kill yourself all the time, you know. It makes you cranky.”

“Yes, Hector, I am extremely cranky,” I say.

“See, I do learn,” he says. He makes a check mark in the air with his finger. “Gold star for Hector! But you shouldn’t have stayed up all night.”

Laura glances up from her sketchbook and squints at him. She says, “Hector. Honey.” He cocks his head at her. “You remember Harvard, I assume, and I have to assume because otherwise I am worried about your brain capacity and your ability to retain and retrieve essential, life-saving information.”

“Well yeah,” he says. He slips his arm around my back. He is so easy and thoughtless in his gestures and I don’t understand how that works. I wonder how it would be to not have everything feel like a chess game, planning three moves in advance. Especially when, like me, you are terrible at chess.

“I’m just saying. She doesn’t have to work so hard. She’s in. She’s got this. She’s on it. Early admission and a free ride.” He leans over like he’s going to kiss the side of my neck.

“Quit,” I say, ducking, but I can’t quite keep myself from smiling at him. He grins and kisses my temple instead. He flips his pen a few times, tapping it on the pad of paper in front of him, but stops when Jolene frowns at him.

Everyone is writing again, and the whole guidance class is a low-pitched buzz of typing and pen scratching and whispering. Today we’re supposed to be “pausing for a breath.” Writing down all our best qualities, the things that make us unique and interesting and stand head and shoulders above all the other candidates and other handy guidance-counselor phrases. It’s supposed to help us take a fresh look at the draft of the personal essay we’ve already finished. That I haven’t finished. It will help us revise it with clear eyes, Dr. Ellman says.

I am not interested in my best qualities. I am interested in not messing up my calc grade. I look at the textbook in my lap, the wandering numbers across my notebook, and realize I have screwed up this function. I flip to the back of the book because sometimes that’s where the answers are.

Hector goes back to drawing interlocking squares all over his paper. Some people have their heads down and are scribbling away furiously, others finished twenty minutes ago and are now comparing their long lists of best qualities with each other. So many of us have nannies and tutors imported from San Francisco or San Diego, who have spent most of their careers telling us that we are unique in hundreds of ways that the world will appreciate and celebrate, so everyone’s got plenty to scribble down.

Not me. As I sit here in the hyacinth-colored room in the northwest corner of George Love Academy, I can hear the buzz of the hive. Everyone here is busy, achieving, overachieving. I am not a special snowflake. I know that anyone could overtake me at any moment.

Our school was founded by a disillusioned millionaire oil executive (named George Love, of course) who wanted to drop out and tune in to intellectual rigor and spiritual growth. There are only 150 of us in this place, but we are all moonflower spirits whose great and beautiful gifts are being massaged here under the hot lights of our high-school incubator into greatness that will transform the world for the goodness of all mankind—or at least that’s what the plaque above the door says.

I like to think Mr. George is off in whatever afterlife he imagined, feeling good about his time on earth. But this school is only partly what he imagined.

Rich people move to Santa Ansia just to enroll their kids here—that’s how my best friend, Laura, ended up here. Her dad is a mergers, acquisitions, and divestitures lawyer; her mom is a charity-gala hostess/bon vivant/drinker of coconut drinks in a wide variety of tropical locations. Super important. Super busy. Easier to toss their kid into a fancy school than to pay attention to her, Laura says. Her parents are pretty standard-issue, for this town.

Our teachers, on the other hand, believe very, very hard in their mission. Our Principle (who would be called principal in a normal school) actually says things like, “It’s so essentially vital to me to be a Sherpa to my students. To hoist you and convey you onward into your destiny when you can’t go on your own—to use the popularized Christian vernacular in which so many take true and welcoming comfort. Such a lyrical metaphor. Such magnanimity.” She really says that. All the time.

Principle Simons has been here from the start. She’s the one who wrote the Humanism Handbook that is required reading every year—how to respect your body and your spirit, and the bodies and spirits of those around you. She’s not wrong, obviously, clearly. But all that sincerity gets overwhelming.

Somehow, simultaneous to all this conveyance and respecting and Sherpa-ing, we get written up in national newspapers for our outstanding innovation in educational theories and practice—our alternative physical education program, a fully equipped physics lab, a vegetarian cafeteria, stringent rhetoric and debate and Latin requirements, and a bank of three personal days.

Which means those parent types come in droves, so that George Love Academy becomes this spicy organic vegetable soup of intense competition, and yoga instead of gym, and discussion of chakras, and a question, at the start of each school year, about what your preferred gender pronoun is.

My mother refused to let my brothers go to GLA when she was still around. I wonder how she feels about me being valedictorian of the place. If she knows. Wherever she is.

I picture my mother back home in San Diego. Or maybe she fled all the way to Bogotá to live with the rest of the extended family we never got to meet. Wherever she is, I picture her relieved to be gone.

Anyway. The thing about going to school with the same people for your entire life is that we all know what everyone else is writing. Emily, the new head of the volleyball team, is writing down “upper-body strength” and “winner.” Jared, the school treasurer, wrote “go-getter attitude” and “chocolate-chip cookies.” Morgan, the salutatorian to my valedictorian—and oh, does she hate that—is writing down adjectives as if she’s been waiting her whole life for this opportunity. Brandon, Laura’s twin, should still be writing because he has a ridiculous number of positive qualities, though many of them are external.

Laura and Brandon look so much alike. But where Laura is a bright and bobbing balloon on a windy day, he is currently lounging in his chair like he has all the time in the world, his hand threaded into Morgan’s blunt bob and his eyes half closed in a sleepy, sexy way.

Ace, my boyfriend back in seventh grade, is filling his entire page with the word butts. Hector isn’t writing anything because he’s going to Europe or South America or somewhere instead of college, because his parents think he needs time to experience the world before he finds his place in it or something like that. He hasn’t decided where he wants to travel yet, but they’ll send him anywhere he wants. He is going to write an album about seeing the world, he says. If he remembers his pen.

I know Jolene has written “prevailing” somewhere on her list and she has leaned forward over her paper, a wing of her blond hair curving along her cheek. She’s chewing on her lip and tapping on the table and making faces at the paper and shaking her head at herself because she can never quite be still. Laura has written “arty” and then filled the rest of the page with tiny, intricate sketches that bleed into each other and make the page look like it is a thousand miles deep. She’s going to set the Rhode Island School of Design on fire—and then the rest of the world. Right now she’s just sitting with her heels up on the chair and her sketchbook propped on her knees and her afro of rough-velvet curls framing her face.

Jolene and Laura—I could take both their lists and add a thousand more entries for them.

As discussed, I haven’t written anything.

I write out the next calc equation and frown at it. I dislike approximations. Math should have solid answers with no wiggle room.

Laura looks up from her sketchbook with big eyes. “Ooh!” she says, waving her pencil. “An idea, I have an idea. Okay, what if everyone brought their own food?”

“For what?” I say.

“Your birthday party,” she says.

“A party? I don’t have time for that,” I say.

“Liar,” she says. “You’ve been devising intricate plans and writing lists for three months. I know it because I know you and I have seen how you write endless lists when you’re planning and I don’t even understand how they don’t give you panic attacks.”

“I like to be organized,” I say.

“So, my idea,” she says.

“So what you’re saying is everyone brings their own food to eat?” I ask. Jolene laughs.

“Well, that would be an incredible cost savings and possibly also net you some easy clean-up with a tradeoff for the environmental damage factor with all the disposable plates and things. But no!” She slaps her sketchbook down on the desk. “We assign everyone a country and they bring a food from it.”

“We’re inviting the entire class,” I say. “Are there that many countries?”

Laura rolls her eyes at me.

“And are we that organized?” I say.

“I know you are,” Laura says.

“The real question is, do I want to be?” I counter.

Jolene says to Laura, “I would rather not organize a global buffet.” She glances up as Dr. Ellman strolls by. “Organizing buffets is not my strongest skill,” Jolene says innocently.

Dr. Ellman stops at my chair. “Psst,” she says, leaning over my shoulder. “One of your best qualities is conviction.” She winks at me and then strolls away with her hands behind her back. Her oxfords are very shiny.

“I don’t even know what that means,” I say. “Why is she telling me this?” I throw my pen down and it bounces across the table and then slides onto the floor.

“I think your best quality is self-assuredness,” Jolene says.

“I think it’s your eyebrows,” Laura says.
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