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Dedication

For every friend and mentor I met in boarding

school who pulled me from the darkness into the light.

You will always be family to me.





This book contains descriptions of sexual abuse, physical abuse, homophobia, and hazing. I tried to portray these issues with sensitivity, but please proceed with caution and care. My hope is that this story will help those who have experienced these traumas to feel less alone. If you need help, there are resources listed in the back of the book.





Epigraph

The easiest person to lie to is yourself.

That’s why it’s so important to find people you trust.

They’ll help you tell the truth.

—Hattie Douglas, Supplemental Facts





Prologue

JANUARY 2008

If you had a choice between telling the truth and hurting someone you love or keeping a secret that eats away at you, which would you choose? I think most people would choose to keep the secret. We weren’t most people. That’s what we would discover in the last months of the twentieth century, those months that changed our lives forever.

Eight years ago, following that turn of the century, I arrived on campus before everyone else to confront Professor Douglas. It had snowed over the holidays, and with no students traipsing across the grounds in their Timberlands, the whole school looked like a cloud. Everything imposing and menacing about Chandler suddenly became innocent and fresh. Like it was a place of new beginnings, which I knew by then it wasn’t. Chandler was, and is, a place weighed down by history.

There was so much snow that it even covered the school motto on all the campus benches and buildings.

Veritas vos liberabit.

It’s as if nature knew that truth will not, as it turns out, liberate us all. It takes more than truth to liberate. It takes action.

I remember knocking on Douglas’s door five times before she finally opened it. Her trademark spiky auburn hair looked more electrocuted than ever. I pulled the pages from beneath my coat and handed them to her. She didn’t take them right away.

I followed her apprehensively, setting my massive backpack down. She must have sensed something was wrong, because she suddenly looked at the pages in her hand like they were a ticking time bomb. “So what’s it about?” she asked.

“Well, it’s personal,” I said. She waited for me to continue. “It’s about five students who are chosen for a writing workshop by a brilliant professor who . . .”

I never finished that sentence. It was too much to fit into one thought. It’s still too much. Maybe that’s why we wrote it all down.

Because sometimes stories are the only way to make sense of complicated emotions.





September 1999





Beth Kramer

If you take the interstate from New York into Connecticut, you might notice the pollution that has started to infest our highways—soda bottles, packs of cigarettes, gum wrappers. You might notice the red of the trees in the fall, the green of them in the spring. If you’re very observant, you will probably notice the hidden police cars, covertly stationed near the off-ramps, waiting for speeding luxury cars they can teach a lesson to—Connecticut being the capital of traffic violations.

“Mom, there’s the exit,” Beth Kramer tells her mom, Elizabeth, pointing to an unmarked off-ramp. Beth and her mom share a name and they’re both redheads with freckles, but they share very little else.

“It’s so confusing,” her mom says. “Can’t they just put up a big old sign like normal people?”

“No, because this isn’t a place for normal people.”

Here’s the thing. In 1958, when the interstate was first built, the Headmaster of Chandler Academy and the Headmistress of Plum School (they were still separate institutions then) petitioned the state for their very own interstate exit. Exit 75. The only catch is that they wanted it to be a hidden exit with no signage. Beth doesn’t say any of this to her mom, who hates everything Chandler represents and would bristle at the whole concept of a hidden interstate exit. Her mom would understand, like Beth does, that the whole point of Exit 75 is avoiding townies.

Beth is one of those townies, and yet here she is, arriving for her sophomore year. A second chance at convincing them, and convincing herself, that she belongs here.

Beth’s mom takes the unmarked exit and drives down the half mile of New England foliage that separates road from school. There’s nowhere to pull off and stop the car until they get to campus. Beth thinks of all the buried secrets in these woods. Trees carved with lovers’ initials. Decades of cigarette butts buried under leaves and dirt, because what happens here tends to stay buried.

But anything can be unburied.

As soon as her mom pulls into campus, Beth hauls her giant backpack out of the back seat. “Okay, thanks Mom,” she says.

“I could come help you settle in,” her mom offers.

“I’m not a third former this time,” Beth says. “It would be pretty embarrassing for a fourth former to have her mom help her put a comforter on her bed.”

“What’s a third former again?” her mom asks.

“It’s a freshman. So that makes me a fourth former this year. A sophomore.”

Her mom shakes her head. “I don’t know why this school can’t just use the same words as the rest of us.”

Beth could say again that it’s because this place isn’t for normal people, but she doesn’t.

“I see other mothers helping.”

“Those are nannies,” Beth says, half smiling.

“Okay,” her mom says with a sad shrug. “I don’t know the rules of this place like you do.”

Beth throws her backpack onto the ground outside the car. She leans into the car, stretches her body until she’s able to give her mom a kiss on the cheek. “Love you, Mom.”

“Are you gonna be okay?” her mom says. A loaded question.

She nods instead of answering. She knows that if she engages in this conversation, her mom will use it as one more opportunity to suggest therapy. Okay, she’s a little anxious sometimes. But she’s not see-a-therapist anxious. “Will you be able to find your way back to town?” Beth asks.

“I think so. They make getting out a lot easier than getting in.”

Beth slams the car door shut. She waves until her mom’s Volvo is out of sight. It stood out like a sore thumb among all the luxury cars. She imagines her mom weaving her way back to the highway. Beth thinks about how she’s a little like that hidden exit herself. No one notices her.

And why would they? Look at these kids pouring into campus. New haircuts. Freshly pressed summer dresses purchased from the racks of fancy New York City boutiques. Bright whitened smiles. Stories about summers in the south of France, internships at banks and magazines and movie studios. All the markers of belonging that Beth still hasn’t achieved because, well, she can’t afford to.

She smiles at the fellow fourth formers she remembers from last year. Amanda de Ravin. Sarah Sumner. Rachel Katz. They all look right past her like she’s made of cellophane.

As Beth gazes around the campus, she marvels at how much she knows about it. She’s basically a Chandler encyclopedia, her lifelong obsession with the campus having resulted in useless trivia about it filling her brain. Probably taking up space that could be occupied by more important things. She could’ve at least volunteered to be an orientation guide this year, but she was too scared. Too committed to staying invisible.

In the distance, she sees Sarah Brunson guiding a new family across campus. Her wavy brown hair and forced smile bring Beth right back to rooming with her last year. Brunson wears a rust-and-gold CAN I HELP YOU? T-shirt that swims over her fitted jeans. Of course she’s an orientation guide. Beth wishes she had that kind of self-assurance.

She wonders if Brunson knows as much about campus history as she does. Like, does Brunson know that the new Math Building was a gift from Moses Briggs, the mutual fund manager from the Class of ’64 who swindled countless people out of their life savings? It was supposed to be called the Briggs Building. The name was taken off, but the school still took the money. Does she know that the Main Lawn isn’t even real, the school having invested in very expensive fake grass that looks real but can withstand the countless games of ultimate Frisbee and hacky sack that students play?

“Beth!”

Beth looks up in surprise and sees someone waving to her. No, not just someone. Amanda Priya Spencer. Spence.

“Hey, Beth! How was your summer!” Spence asks as she exits the back seat of a Mercedes. Her nanny drives the family car, and Beth can’t help but notice that she is wearing the Prada outfit Spence wore to last year’s First Huzzah.

Beth freezes, her mind full of questions. How does Spence know who she is? Is Spence just being polite or does she truly care? Should she walk away? Make up an interesting story about her summer?

She does none of these things. Instead, she just stares at Spence for an uncomfortably long time. Spence is probably used to the stares, because her beauty stops people in their tracks.

“Beth!” Spence calls out again as she ties her shiny black hair into her signature high ponytail, a hairstyle duplicated by girls across campus without ever pulling it off the way Spence does. “Hi!”

It’s like there are exclamation points after everything Spence says. That’s her. Confident. Optimistic. Chosen.

Beth studies Spence like she’s studied every effortless Chandler girl she saw in town as a kid. That time at Toppings when three girls in the shortest shorts ordered a single scoop of mint chocolate chip to share, then let it melt as they discussed someone named Tucker’s ass when he played lacrosse. That time she and her mom went to Mamma Mia to pick up pizza, and she saw a Chandie girl smoking a cigarette alone in a booth as she furiously underlined Great Expectations.

“Oh yeah, fine, I’m sorry,” Beth says. “I didn’t know you knew me.”

Spence laughs. “Of course I know you. You did lights for A Chorus Line last year, right?”

“Yeah, I did, that’s right.” It’s not that Beth hid all through her first year. It’s just that she chose activities that allowed her to disappear, like being a techie for the school musical.

“Well, thanks for making me look good,” Spence says with a beaming smile. Like Spence needs lighting to look good. Please. “So, did you have a good summer?”

“Uh, yeah, fine.” Why does it take this much effort to answer a simple question? Maybe because unlike the rest of these kids, Beth stayed in town and worked at Toppings. “I’m sure yours was more exciting than mine,” Beth continues in a nervous stammer. “Where were you? St. Tropez? Biarritz? Gstaad?” She pronounces each of these words in a clipped mid-Atlantic accent that makes her sound like a Saturday Night Live sketch about Chandies. She observed many things about her classmates last year, and one of these observations is that they mock themselves mercilessly. To belong to Chandler, you apparently need to make fun of its ways.

Spence laughs. “You’re hilarious, Beth!”

Okay, she’s a lot of things, and hilarious isn’t one of them. But Beth can’t help being flattered just the same.

As Spence walks away from her, Beth thinks about how much she knows about Spence despite barely ever interacting with her. Like, she knows that Spence’s paternal grandfather went to Chandler and played crew, and her paternal grandmother went to Plum and played the lead in Antigone. Her maternal grandparents, both doctors, moved from India to New York in the late ’60s after a new immigration act was passed. Her father, Class of ’78, is now some movie-exec big shot, and her mother is a supermodel and activist. Still working as a model despite pushing fifty. Those are the kinds of genes Spence has. Meanwhile, Beth’s mom has worn the same elastic-waisted jeans for the last decade, and people regularly mistake her dad for her grandfather because life has worn him down so fast.

She walks toward Carlton House, her fourth-form dorm, trying not to let the Benzes and BMWs and Maseratis intimidate her into feeling bad about herself.

Behind her, she hears Spence greet Henny Dover. “Hey, Henny! How was your summer!”

Beth’s heart sinks a little, suddenly feeling a little less special.

Beth reaches a finger into her scalp, but stops herself. She’s vowed not to pull in public. She rushes toward her dorm and falls hard on the pavement, catching herself with her palms.

She looks around, praying no one saw her. But they did. Of course they did. Well, fine—let them laugh. She takes a moment to feel the sting. At least it reminds her she’s alive.

“You okay?” Henny asks.

Thankfully, Spence is walking away. Maybe she didn’t see what happened.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” she says.

“Are you new?” Henny asks. “I’m Henny Dover. I can walk you to your dorm if—”

“I was here last year,” Beth says. “We know each other.”

“Oh right,” Henny says, squinting.

In a way, Henny not knowing who she is makes her feel more at ease than Spence knowing. It confirms her core belief about herself: that she’s insignificant.

She walks away, chewing on her hair. Her fucking hair. If she could change one thing about herself, it would be the hours she spends thinking about her hair.

Walking to Carlton House, Beth takes in the campus in all its glory. For years, she only saw the campus in brochures, even though it was only two miles away from her home. Those brochures that she pored over didn’t even come close to capturing the real thing. And that website. It drains the place of all its magic with its low-resolution images. There’s nothing low-res about this place.

She knows most of the girls in her fourth-form dorm from last year. But not a single one is a friend. She may have survived one year as a Chandie, but she certainly didn’t make any friends.

At least she’ll be living in a single this year. Brunson avoided her for most of last year. And why wouldn’t she? Brunson was just pretty and confident enough to fit right in with the other girls. She made friends quickly. Packed her schedule with extracurriculars and social plans, never once inviting Beth along to join. When Brunson and her friends congregated in their room to eat Twizzlers and do homework together, Beth would just put her headphones on and drown them out. Better to ignore them than to be ignored. It wasn’t an ideal existence, but it worked.

And then Brunson went and ruined everything by complaining to their dorm parent about Beth’s red hair being all over their room. Brunson told Beth that she empathized deeply with hair loss, which was such an odd thing to say, but she also said that she was grossed out by the hairs that found their way into their shared Crock-Pot. In a meeting between the two roommates and their dorm parent, Brunson suggested that Beth wear a hairnet in the room, and the only grown-up in the room said that sounded like a perfect compromise.

A hairnet.

HAIR. NET.

Beth said nothing. Just smiled. And then she wore the hairnet as suggested. But not just in the room. She wore it everywhere, to class, to tech rehearsal for A Chorus Line, to Chapel, to all-school meetings. When people asked her why she was wearing a hairnet, she just shrugged. She didn’t need anyone to know why, except for Brunson. She wanted to throw Brunson’s petty cruelty back in her face.

In the hallway of her new dorm, Beth runs right into Jane King, who grew her thin hair out over the summer and now wears it in a Spence-like high ponytail. “Oh hey,” Jane says. “What are you doing here?”

“What do you mean?” Beth asks. “This is my dorm.”

“I thought you were a day student,” Jane says.

Beth sighs. All she wants is to be one of these girls. Maybe someday to even date one of them. But they’ll always see her as a day student, even when she’s a boarder. Because she’s a townie. It’s like they can smell it on her.

“I’m not,” Beth says. “I mean, my parents live nearby, but I live here.”

“My bad,” Jane says.

Beth heads to her room. As she does, she overhears another returning sophomore, Paulina Lutz, whisper to a new sophomore. “Wait ’til you see Freddy Bello. He got even hotter over the summer. Frede-rico Suave.”

Beth rolls her eyes and closes the door to her single. With her own room, she’ll be free to spread out. No hairnet. She can let the strands she pulls go wherever they want to go.

She can already feel the release as she digs her right hand into the crown of her scalp, her thin fingers searching for the perfect hair to pull out.

Yank.

She stares at the long red hair in her hand. Then blows it away, onto that old, old carpet. Then she digs back in. She marvels at how each strand of hair seems to have its own texture. Some strands are smooth. Some are rough. She finds the roughest one she can and . . .

Yank.

Blow.

Yank.

Blow.

As she engages in her ritual, she thinks about the year ahead. She has to be chosen this year. She applied last year, but she didn’t even get an interview with Professor Douglas. This time, she has to make Professor Douglas see that she’s special, that she can write, that she has something unique to say that no one else does. If Douglas will just let her into the Circle, the other students will finally see that she’s more than just another townie. They’ll understand that the reason she was given a scholarship is because she’s fucking smarter than them. She earned her way in.

When she’s pulled enough hairs out to satisfy herself, she briefly feels the smooth skin of her scalp. She loves this feeling of freshness. Just new follicles waiting to grow new hairs. Regeneration. Like the school, which always admits new students, her head will always grow new hairs.

She digs into her backpack and pulls out her favorite book. Supplemental Facts by Hattie Douglas. It’s the only novel Professor Douglas has had published (twenty years ago, hard to find, especially as she does not allow the Chandler Library to carry it). Beth has so many questions, first about the book (Is it autobiographical?), but also about the publishing (Was it hard to publish a lesbian novel in 1979?).

As her submission essay for the Circle this year, Beth decides to gush about this book. She compares herself to the lead character of the novel, a woman who hides a secret lesbian life from her husband in the early 1970s. It is, of course, no secret that the professor is a lesbian, and that she was once married (her ex-husband still publishes, thirteen novels so far, and also four wives). Professor Douglas is, in fact, the only openly gay teacher on campus. Some might count Father Close, the school priest, who quotes Karen Carpenter in every sermon, but he’s, well, a priest. Beth’s analysis of Professor Douglas’s novel is deeply perceptive because she sees so much of herself in it.

And that title, Supplemental Facts. She loves that title. She thinks of all the supplemental facts no one knows about her, and she puts them into her essay. Like how it feels to be a townie who insisted on being a boarder. Like the feelings that stir inside her when she watches the way Chandler girls glide through life.

Before putting the essay in a manila envelope and dropping it off in the mailroom, she digs into her scalp and pulls the smoothest hair she can find. She closes her eyes and blows it into the air. This is her small offering to the whims of the universe.

She checks the inside of the envelope obsessively, making sure the essay is there, as if it could disappear into thin air without her watchful eye.

Then she seals the envelope.





Amanda Spencer

“Okay,” Spence says as the Livingston girls sit adoringly around her. “Catch me up on everything.”

Spence listens as one sixth former tells her about traveling across Asia with her diplomat dad, and another tells hilarious stories about working at the Body Shop. “But who cares about us?” one of them says. “Tell us about Strasberg.”

“Oh, it was pretty wild,” Spence says. “I got to do scenes in the same theater Marilyn Monroe performed in.”

When Spence closes her eyes, she’s right back at Strasberg, the acting program Mr. Sullivan helped get her into.

“And I wrote my own scenes,” she continues. “I learned so much about like, constructing a narrative and writing dialogue and . . .”

She stops herself when she sees how bored the girls look. These girls don’t care about this. She quickly changes course.

“And you won’t believe who was in the audience for my show,” Spence says. “Meg Ryan!”

Now the girls perk up. Spence knows that her proximity to celebrity is one of the things her fellow students like most about her. What was her hair like? “Very French New Wave.” What was she wearing? “A black blazer over a tank top, effortlessly chic.” Did she say anything to you? “I mean, she asked me where the bathroom was.”

When the girls are gone, Spence transforms her room. She replaces the plastic trash can with a beautiful porcelain can she bought at Bloomie’s. She dumps the cheap soap bar the school gives them and lines up her Clarins products. She hangs the new framed posters she brought with her this year. Last year’s Magritte and Escher prints from the MOMA are replaced with a print of Marilyn she found at a memorabilia shop in Greenwich Village. In the photo, Marilyn is reading a book called How to Develop Your Thinking Ability, which Spence thinks is lovably hilarious and also a little sad. Next to Marilyn goes the signed and personalized photo of Madhuri Dixit that her mom managed to get for her birthday two years ago. Spence briefly remembers the kids calling Spence Bollywood when she was a third former. It was both the biggest compliment in the world, because Bollywood rocks, and also totally racist. For every kid who knew who her parents were, there was another who would stare at her and ask, “What are you?” She knew what they were really asking, but she would always answer, “I’m Spence,” and smile hard at them. Eventually it stuck. She’s just Spence now.

Finally, Spence tapes a self-portrait she sketched in charcoal onto the wall. In the portrait, Spence bears a striking resemblance to John Singer Sargent’s Portrait of Madame X, her favorite painting. Even though it’s a portrait of a white woman from the nineteenth century, Spence sees herself in it. She likes how it’s a portrait of a socialite who is so much more complicated than her role would suggest.

She opens her journal. She’s been jotting down ideas for new scenes and plays in there. She writes down the words Madame X. Maybe she’ll write about her, the real woman who inspired the painting. She starts a scene about Madame X, imagining herself playing her. Spence knows that if she wants to keep acting after Chandler, she’ll need to either write her own roles or move to India. She’s not going to be anyone’s exotic fantasy or comic relief. She feels grateful for Sullivan’s color-blind casting policy as she writes. Because he’s the head of the Theater Department, she can play anyone she wants to, be anyone she wants to.

Spence writes the words THE CIRCLE in capital letters on a page from her journal, then rips it out and tapes it to her wall next to Marilyn and Madame X.

Once she’s settled in, she leaves her room and heads toward Holmby House, a sixth-form boys’ dorm on the eastern edge of campus. She walks across the first-floor hallway, taking in the musty scent of that many teenage boys living in such a small space. On one door, she sees the names Freddy Bello and Charles Cox. Through the cracked door, she can hear them catching up. But she doesn’t linger. Instead, she beelines to the end of the hallway, to Sullivan’s residence. She knocks on the door.

“Coming!” When he opens the door, he’s wearing a blazer over a T-shirt and jeans. His feet are bare. He got a Caesar cut over the summer and grew a goatee.

“Whoa, nice new look!” she teases.

“Oh,” he says, running one hand on his chin and another through his hair. “It doesn’t make me look stupid? I grew it for a role I played at that summer theater festival I told you about. And I just kept it.”

“It doesn’t look stupid. It’s cool. You look like a Reservoir Dog.”

“So,” he says with a smile. “Was Strasberg everything I told you it would be?”

“Yes!” she says. “I took acting and singing and dance and improv and also, we wrote our own scenes, which we presented to our families at the end of the summer. Well, to some of our families ’cause my parents couldn’t show up at the last minute.” She pauses and shrugs. “They were both traveling and super busy.”

“You should’ve invited me,” Sullivan says.

“Oh come on. You were at your theater festival!”

“It was in Massachusetts. It’s not that far from New York. I would’ve come.”

Spence is flattered he would even consider going all that way to see her. It would’ve been nice, actually. To have someone there in the audience, cheering her on. A supportive grown-up. Not that her parents aren’t supportive, she reminds herself. She knows that with their careers, sacrifices have to be made.

“The past is the past,” Sullivan says. “Tell me more. Do they still leave an empty seat in the theater for Lee Strasberg because they believe his ghost sits there?”

She laughs. “Yes, it’s so bizarre! They talk about him like he’s alive.”

Sullivan looks wistful as he says, “He may not be alive, but he’s immortal.”

Maybe it’s true. Maybe it’s why she wants to be an actress so badly. To be immortal. But it’s more than that. When she acts or writes, she doesn’t feel the pressure of being Amanda Priya Spencer, daughter of George Everett Spencer and Shivani Lal. When she’s someone else, she stops feeling eclipsed by her parents’ fame and success. It’s such a good feeling.

“You want to come in?” Sullivan asks. “I was just making espresso.”

She walks into Sullivan’s small Holmby House residence. She pauses to peruse his spinner rack of CDs and his shelf of books. He always exposes her to the most interesting art. “Do you know you introduced me to espresso?” she asks.

“Did I?” he asks, making a cup for each of them.

The espresso machine is loud, so she’s not sure he can hear her say, “It was during rehearsals for Romeo and Juliet freshman year. I was tired, so you gave me a sip of your espresso.” She can remember how shocked she was by the bitter taste.

“I still regret casting you as Lady Montague,” he says. “I should’ve trusted my instincts and made you Juliet, but a third former playing Juliet would’ve ruffled a lot of feathers.”

She thinks of all the roles Sullivan has directed her in. Prudence in Beyond Therapy, Gypsy Rose Lee in Gypsy, and Estelle in No Exit. But her favorite role by far was last year. Morales in A Chorus Line. When she sang “What I Did for Love,” there wasn’t a dry eye in the house.

Sullivan puts their coffees down and motions for her to sit. He only has one couch in his place, and she sits on one end while he takes the other.

“So, can I talk to you about something?” she asks.

Sullivan nods. “My door is always open for you.”

“Well, I was thinking . . . I’m so excited for your student scenes class this year, because writing was my favorite part of the summer . . .”

“I’m glad,” he says.

“But I was also thinking that maybe if I apply for the Circle, you could . . . put in a word with Professor Douglas?”

Sullivan does that thing he always does when he’s thinking. He takes his glasses off and closes his eyes. Scratches that space between his eyebrows.

“The Circle,” he whispers.

Yes, the Circle! she wants to yell, because that’s how bad she wants in. There are many ways to be chosen at Chandler Academy, but the Circle is the ultimate, and Spence feels pressure to live up to her parents’ shining example. She’s proven she’s good enough to be cast in school plays even when she’s up against child stars from must-see TV shows. She’s proven she’s good enough to sing with the Sandmen, the confusingly named coed a cappella group—the name having withstood the merging of Chandler and Plum in 1987—even when she’s competing against opera singers who have duetted with Pavarotti. Now she needs to prove that she’s good enough to be in Professor Douglas’s Circle.

“You don’t think she’ll let me in?” she asks.

“No, no, it’s not that,” he says.

“You don’t think I’m a good enough writer? Because we wrote our own scenes all summer.”

Sullivan smiles. “I’m sure they were great.”

“Then why are you hesitating?” she asks. “If you don’t think I’m good enough for the Circle, just tell me so I don’t waste my time.”

“I’ve never underestimated you,” Sullivan says warmly.

Spence feels herself calming down. “No, you haven’t,” she says. Then, in a jokey tone, she adds, “Except when you cast me as Baby June when I was born to play Gypsy.”

“You played Gypsy in the end.”

“Only because that senior you originally cast was expelled for doing cocaine before the tech rehearsal.”

Sullivan shakes his head. “I told you then and I remind you now. Drugs and alcohol are the enemies of creativity. Please stay away.”

“I will,” she says, rolling her eyes. “So . . . the Circle. Will you help me?”

He sighs. “I just wouldn’t want the Circle distracting you from your last year of theater here.”

“It won’t, I swear. On the bright side, I completed all my math and science requirements last year, so my classes will be a breeze.”

“The school let you stop taking math and science?”

“I mean, Dean Fletcher called my dad in Hungary and told him I wouldn’t get into college if I went through with it. And when that didn’t work, he called my mom at Lake Como. My parents scheduled a conference call with me to tell me how important it is to be well-rounded, and I told them that I don’t care about going to college anyway, unless it’s like, Juilliard. I already know what I want to do with my life.” Spence hears herself talking way too fast, like she does when she’s excited. There’s so much more she wants to say, like how she could never break from tradition like this if her mom hadn’t already broken down barriers for her. But she stops herself.

“I’m glad you’re committed to acting.” He nods approvingly. “You’re the most talented student I’ve ever had.”

“Oh,” she says. “I mean, wow.”

Sullivan left a successful career as a playwright to teach at Chandler. He’s taught here for eight years. Not forever, but that’s a pretty big deal when one of his former students, Avery Lamb, Class of ’95, already has a Tony. There’s a framed photo of Avery and Sullivan staring at her now.

Sullivan crosses one leg over the other, shifting a little closer to her.

“But it’s not just acting I’m committed to. Writing too. I promise I won’t be distracted from theater,” she says. “If anything, this will make me an even better actress because writing is like digging even deeper into psychology, right? Into understanding other humans. Which is also what acting is. You taught me that.”

“That’s true.”

Spence is more convinced than ever that being a star means writing her own parts. And she needs Douglas to make her an exceptional writer. But first, she must be selected. And Douglas tends to select the most offbeat students. Spence needs Douglas to read her submission with an open mind, to see that she’s more than just another spoiled legacy kid. She needs Douglas to understand how willing she is to work hard and push herself.

“So . . . will you put a word in with Douglas?” she asks.

Sullivan nods.

“Yes!” she says, clasping her hands. “I really appreciate it.”

She stands up and heads to the door. Pausing, she debates giving Sullivan a hug, but that feels weird, so she shakes his hand.

“Mr. Sullivan,” a male voice calls out.

Spence turns and sees Freddy Bello and Charles Cox are at the door now, right next to her.

“Oh,” she says. “Hey, guys. You’re living in Holmby House this year?”

“Affirmative,” Charles says.

“Well, you’ve got the coolest dorm parent,” she says, smiling at Sullivan.

Sullivan blushes but says, “I don’t love that term. You kids already have parents.”

“It’s just that residential faculty advisor is a real mouthful,” Freddy explains.

“Speaking of cool,” Sullivan says. “What’s that music?”

She hears a melancholy voice she doesn’t recognize coming from someone’s room. “Elliott Smith,” Freddy says.

“I’ll have to borrow that CD.” That’s the thing about Sullivan. He doesn’t just expose kids to art. He wants to know what they’re listening to as well. She likes that about him.

“Mr. Sullivan,” Charles says, “we think there may be rats in the walls.”

Sullivan grimaces. “Really?”

“There’s a really gross smell in the common area. And we hear like, teeny little footsteps.”

Charles leads Sullivan to the common area, but Freddy lingers behind. “Good to see you again,” he says.

Freddy stands in front of her, his arm raised and resting on the wall. He looks ridiculously good. Not that she’s interested in him that way. She doesn’t need one last Chandler boyfriend distracting her. She promised herself she wasn’t doing that this year. For one thing, she’ll be graduating and would inevitably have to break up with whoever she dates. For another, high school guys have proven to be reliably immature and only interested in one thing.

She notices that Freddy is holding a copy of the Chandler Legacy. On the front page is an article about Professor Douglas stepping down as head of the English Department after two decades.

“Kind of wild that Douglas is stepping down, right?” Spence asks.

“Yeah,” he says. “She was head of the English Department longer than we’ve been alive.”

She nods. “Time is weird.”

“Deep thoughts,” he says playfully.

Spence reaches over to grab the paper from him, then swats him with it. She reads a quote from Douglas aloud. “‘I want to focus purely on teaching again,’” Spence reads. “‘And of course, on the Circle.’” She hands the paper back to him. “I was thinking of applying this year.”

Freddy’s face brightens. “Really? To the Circle? Me too.”

“You?” Spence asks.

Freddy flinches. Spence wishes she could take it back. It’s not that she doesn’t think he’s smart enough. It’s just that he’s an athlete. Pole vaulting, of all things. That must keep him pretty busy.

“I should go settle into my room,” he says.

“You and Charles Cox again, huh?” Spence asks.

“Yeah.” Freddy blows a strand of hair out of his eyes. “If it ain’t broke, why fix it, right?”

“I guess,” Spence says. She thinks about the things that don’t appear broken that she’d love to fix. Like her inability to fall in love. Everyone on campus gossiped endlessly about the reason she broke up with Chip Whitney last year, concocting absurd stories. But the reason was simple. She just didn’t love him. And she suspects she just might not be capable of feeling that for anyone.

“You living with someone this year?” Freddy asks.

“No, I got a single,” she says. “I’m too fastidious for a roommate. They all hate me for cleaning up after them. I guess I’m weird.” She shrugs.

“Well, you use the word fastidious in everyday conversation, so yeah, you’re definitely weird.”

“Shut up,” she says, smiling. “At least I’m clean. You guys have barely moved into this dorm, and it already stinks. No wonder you have rats. Take a shower.”

“I heard some rumors about the length of your showers from some of the girls last year. And apparently, all the girls want to borrow your fancy products or something.”

“Not fair,” Spence says. “I don’t know anything about your shower habits.”

An uncomfortable energy fills the air as she imagines him in the shower.

Freddy catches her eye and his face flushes. “I’ll uh, see you later,” he says, and strides off.

Spence leaves the stink of Holmby House. In the common room, Sullivan and all the senior boys search for the rats.

She pushes her way into the fresh air and starts to plot what she’ll submit to Douglas. Whatever it is, it has to be submitted before Labor Day, and handed into Douglas’s mailbox between 5 p.m.–8 p.m. The timing is, as with everything about Douglas, crucial. Because 6 p.m.–8 p.m. is the only truly free time Chandies have. It’s when they can go to the student social center to play Ping-Pong or foosball or watch Friends or go to the Tuck Shop and eat grilled cheese and curly fries and gossip.

Spence is willing to skip all that to turn in a handwritten scene from an untitled play in progress. She’ll finish that Madame X scene. She’ll make it great. She has to be invited to the second round. If Douglas meets with her, she’ll see that Spence has things to say.





Ramin Golafshar

“Can I help you?” a girl with long, wavy brown hair asks. Ramin and his mother stare at the Chandler map, trying to find his dorm. Ramin studied this map before arriving, and yet he’s still lost. He looks up. The girl wears a rust-and-gold T-shirt that reads CAN I HELP YOU? in big block letters.

“Um, we’re looking for Wilton Blue Basement,” Ramin’s mother says in her heavily accented English.

The girl’s bright smile becomes a comic grimace. “Oh, that’s way up there.” She points to a hill. “You need to climb the hill, go through those trees, and then you’ll see the sophomore boys’ dorms.”

“Okay,” Ramin’s mother says. “Thank you.”

“I’m Sarah Brunson, by the way,” she says. “I’m in your class. Everyone calls me Brunson. Basically, half the campus is an Amanda, Sarah, Jennifer, Matt, or Ben, so if you meet anyone with one of those first names, it’s a safe bet to call them by their last names, or some abbreviated version. You get it, right?”

“I get it, Brunson,” Ramin says dryly.

“Wait, I’m so rude, what’s your name?” she asks Ramin. Then she adds, “I’m guessing it’s not Matt or Ben or Jennifer.”

He says his name, but pronounces it like an American. “Reh-min” instead of the far more beautiful “Rah-meen,” and he feels so stupid for letting this girl just give him a whole lecture about her name, while he couldn’t even tell her that the first syllable in his name rhymes with Shah and the second syllable with queen.

“Well, Ramin,” Brunson says. “Let me tell you. The Wilton Blue Basement isn’t as bad as people say it is. Don’t believe the rumors, okay.”

“What rumors?” he asks nervously.

“Oh, you know . . . ,” she begins, and he wants to tell her that he doesn’t know, which is why he asked. But he doesn’t, and she continues. “It’s just that being an incoming Chandler sophomore boy is legendarily difficult.”

“Oh.” Then he asks, “Because most of the kids know each other from freshman year?”

“We call freshmen third formers here, just so you know. It’s all so confusing when you first arrive.”

“Okay, thanks,” he says, impatient to get to his dorm.

“Anyway, starting school when everyone knows each other is definitely hard,” Brunson says. “But the reason being a sophomore boy sucks is ’cause the sophomore boys’ dorms are all the way up there.” She points to the hill again. “When Chandler merged with Plum, they turned what they kept of the Plum campus into dorms for the sophomore boys. It’s not fair, if you ask me. You’re so far from food and light and modern architecture. But hey, you have much better housing to look forward to when you’re a fifth and sixth former.”

He forces a smile.

“Plus,” she continues, “it’s an excuse to escape
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