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1.

Gardner Academy used to be one of the most prestigious private schools in New England, if not the whole of the United States. Its list of esteemed alumni included presidents, senators, judges, and winners of prizes and fellowships from MacArthur to Nobel. For years, acceptance to Gardner meant near-guaranteed admission to the Ivy League school of your choice, as long as your parents could pay the massive tuition checks.

But place a bunch of kids under the not-particularly-watchful eyes of badly vetted, overpaid teachers and coaches, and before you can say “Penn State,” you’ll have exactly the scandal you’d expect. The Boston Globe broke the story of how Gardner’s administrators covered up rampant sexual abuse in both its academic and athletic programs, and the school seemed doomed to go under.

Thanks to its enormous endowment, though, Gardner had time to weather the crisis and strategize. How could it regain the people’s trust while remaining solvent, let alone profitable? One option was to focus on the money, accepting any students who could pay, no matter the history of inappropriate behavior or limited evidence of literacy. This would keep the doors open, but the school would hardly be minting an impressive alumni class.

Another option was to emphasize academics, seeking out the best and brightest students who would never otherwise consider private school and offering them full scholarships, burnishing Gardner’s reputation as a feeder school for the finest universities. It could create a rigorous, goal-oriented curriculum for future leaders of America, whether in politics or business, making classes available that were rarely offered even at the best of its competitors. Not only would it salvage its mission to educate the most promising young minds, it would be serving a public-interest function, satisfying the clamoring voices of alums who wanted to be proud of their school again.

Gardner, in its infinite wisdom, chose to do both.

Enter yours truly, Amina Hareli, scholarship student. I did not want to be here, and yet here I was, sitting on a mattress so thin I could feel the springs under my butt, watching my mom unpacking my clothes as she valiantly tried to shake out the inevitable wrinkles that had formed when I stuffed everything I owned into garbage bags. I wasn’t about to do a whole bunch of fancy folding to go someplace against my will.

“I know you’re not going to just sit there and watch your mother do all the work,” Dad said, giving me a dark-eyed glare that I gave right back. He was better at stare-downs than I was, so I got off the crappy bed and began throwing clothes into random drawers. My little sister, Shana, took my place on the bed, only instead of sitting she jumped up and down like she was on a trampoline. The springs squeaked. I would never be able to sleep here. I was having enough trouble sleeping at home.

“Minnie, honey, you could fold the clothes one time,” Mom said.

“Don’t call me that,” I said, as if by reflex. She’d named me after her grandmother Minnie, but while she’d been kind enough to recognize that Minnie was a terrible name, she couldn’t seem to stop herself from using it as a nickname. “Amina” wasn’t awful; it made me the only kid in Hebrew school with the same name in both Hebrew and English, so that was a plus.

“I’m just saying that if you set up the room nicely at the beginning, it will be easier for you to keep it clean.” Mom was a neat freak. Everything in our house had a place, and she’d tried desperately to make me into someone who lived that kind of orderly life. She even looked the part, with her tailored clothes and smooth mask of makeup and sleek dark cap of hair. I was more like my dad, all dark messy frizzed-out curls and shirts left untucked and mismatched socks. His study and my bedroom even looked alike, piles of papers and books everywhere, tucked away behind closed doors so Mom didn’t have to see how she’d failed in molding us to her will. I wouldn’t have to worry about that now, I supposed, though that might depend on my roommate.

“Shana, stop jumping so I can make the bed,” Mom said. “Min, give me a hand.”

I’d trained myself to live with “Min,” if only to keep the peace. I grabbed two corners of the extra-long-twin white jersey sheets we’d bought on sale at Target and acted like I cared about the difference between the fitted and cover sheets, as if this bed would ever get made again once my family left. Once we’d tucked the sheets in so tightly I wasn’t sure I’d be able to undo them, Mom draped a brightly colored patchwork comforter on top. She’d bought it for me as a present, which is to say it was the complete opposite of what I would have picked for myself. At least it was reversible, so I could flip it over as soon as she was gone and just deal with the bland pink underside. It would still be awful, though, as would all the matching stuff she’d bought to go with it: throw pillows, a desk lamp, a new journal.

“I trust you’re going to adjust your attitude when you’re on your own.” Dad sat at the bare wooden desk, setting up the laptop the school had provided. I’d never had my own computer before. “I understand you want us to see you sulk to punish us, but you should at least pretend to be open-minded when it’s just you. You’ll have a much easier go of it.”

What if I didn’t want to have an easy go of it? I was tempted to ask, but I figured they knew that already. Last year had been a nightmare, and yet I’d made it very clear that I wanted to deal with my issues at home, not at some random school I’d never even seen before. We’d been over this a million times, and yet somehow I’d still landed here. I was fine with keeping the almost-silent sulking going for a while.

“Don’t ignore your father,” Mom said. Ugh, they were such a unit. Intellectually I knew it was better to have parents who were still together and who still got along, even loved each other, but seriously, did they have to agree about everything? Couldn’t they have debated this decision, for example, and left open the possibility that one of them might listen to my arguments for why I should have been allowed to stay home? Wouldn’t they want the family to be together if the world as we knew it was about to end?

“I will improve my attitude,” I said, fighting the urge to use a robot voice. “In fact, I’m going to go to a pre-orientation thing. Some sort of game night. It starts in about an hour and I should probably get ready, so maybe it’s time for you to go.”

Mom and Dad gave each other one of those looks that I knew meant they were trying to decide whether to yell at me for trying to kick them out, or to act like they believed I was going to give Gardner a shot. “We do have three or four hours’ drive ahead of us,” Mom said. My hometown, Brooksby, was in the northern suburbs of Boston, a couple of hundred miles away from Gardner, which was located in nowheresville, Vermont.

“Can we stop for ice cream?” Shana asked. “Please please please?”

Oh, to be ten again, to have your biggest worry be access to sugar and not the impending collapse of civilized society. I was still mad enough at my parents to think I wouldn’t miss them, but I really would miss Shana. They’d better get her ice cream.

In the hour before Game Night began, I loosened the sheets, flipped the comforter, organized my clothes (without folding them—I wasn’t ready to go that far), and briefly met my roommate, Brianna, who looked me up and down, checked out my Target sheets, sniffed, and asked if she could use the extra closet space. I nodded, and she ignored me until it was time for me to leave. I hadn’t even been sure I’d meant it when I told my parents I would go, but the thought of spending the night in a room with Brianna proved worse than the thought of meeting some new people, which honestly didn’t sound all that bad. And I liked games.

“Do you want to come to Game Night?” I asked Brianna. She scrunched her nose without even looking at me and continued hanging up clothes that seemed way too fancy for school. I got the feeling she was not a scholarship student.

According to the flyer I’d seen in the dorm, Game Night would take place at the Rathskeller. I’d looked up the word online and immediately gotten confused—the word was German and referred to basement bars located in government buildings. Gardner wasn’t German, I was pretty sure there wasn’t going to be a bar at a high school, and the town center was miles away.

As it turned out, the only connection Gardner’s Rathskeller had to any real Rathskeller was its location in a basement. After Brianna turned me down I wandered over on my own to what turned out to be the rec center, heading downstairs with a crowd of other students. Gardner was a three-year institution—we’d all had our chance to either excel at or screw up our first year of high school—so I had to get used to the idea of first-, second-, and third-year students, rather than sophomores, juniors, and seniors. A group of second years had organized the event, but I figured the rest of the students filing into the basement were first years like me.

The room was filled with couches and chairs from eras long past, and ranging in fabric from tattered basket-weave tweed to pleather. It definitely felt like a hangout for scholarship kids. I chose a faded floral-print armchair and sunk in, craning my neck to face a raised platform in the middle of the room. On it stood a pair of second years, one male and one female, both knobby-kneed, the girl nearly a foot taller than the boy, both looking far younger than I’d have expected sixteen-year-olds to look, both staring out at us with bug-eyed intensity.

“Welcome to Gardner!” Both boy and girl clapped their hands together as they shouted their greeting in unison. They’d clearly practiced. The fact they’d needed to practice something so basic made me wonder how smart they could possibly be.

“We know orientation doesn’t officially start until tomorrow, but we thought it would be fun to do some get-to-know-you stuff first and get the party started down here at the Rat!” The girl talked through a toothy smile. “We’re going to split the room in half, and each of us will lead the first game.”

I looked around, trying to figure out if there was a side I wanted to be on, but how could I tell in a basement full of strangers? Any one of them could be my future best friend or someone I would completely despise. Back home I knew who my friends were, or had been; I’d been hanging out with the same group of girls since kindergarten, expanding the group only slightly once middle school started and we met kids from the other public schools. Here I had no one, so I just stayed where I was. Worst-case scenario I could always take a nap.

Maybe forty kids had shown up of the hundred or so in the first-year class, so we ended up in groups of twenty. The first game wasn’t much of a game at all; it was more of an icebreaker. We had to introduce ourselves, say where we were from, and then say something unusual about ourselves. After the first few people spoke I could tell we were all trying to figure out who the scholarship kids were, but it wasn’t as easy to tell as you’d think. The intros went by so fast I couldn’t keep track of anyone’s names, so I was grateful for anything memorable. My group included an extremely good-looking Asian boy wearing glasses and an argyle sweater who claimed the TV show Breaking Bad had inspired a love of chemistry; a girl with upsettingly perfect hair who was some sort of internet fashion influencer; and a too-pale boy who appeared to be twelve years old who was, in fact, twelve years old.

The introductions got everyone talking, so they served their purpose, even if their more lingering lesson was to teach us to be skeptical of one another. (I, for one, had convinced myself the chemist was here for cooking meth.) Our next game was a round of Assassin, in which one person is designated the killer and has to murder the other players by winking at them without getting caught in the act. From this I learned quickly that (a) Gardner students were as aggressivley competitive as one might expect, and (b) a very cute red-haired freckled boy’s gentle smile belied his ability to decimate the population. I took him down, but it was less about my ability to solve mysteries and more about the fact that I was staring at him the whole time. Still, I liked the fact that I’d been the first person to win something here. I could tell people were impressed.

After a few more rounds of Assassin people got bored, and several first years wandered off, presumably to find more interesting things to do. People tossed around ideas for more games, and eventually we settled on a round of Would You Rather. I stuck around, even though I’d always hated that game.

The game started as it usually did, with gross questions (“Would you rather eat worms or maggots?”) quickly devolving into sexual questions (“Would you rather sleep with your best friend’s significant other or your middle school principal?”) I held back and watched as my fellow classmates revealed their preferences for worms and friendship betrayal. This game was the worst.

Once people ran out of questions that were both gross and sexual, the room fell quiet for a moment. “Can I ask one?” a boy asked. His skin, eyes, and hair were all nearly the same shade of light brown, and he had an intense look on his face. I had a feeling his question would be neither gross nor sexual. “If you knew the world was going to end tomorrow, would you rather die along with your friends and family and everyone you’ve ever known, or live among strangers to rebuild civilization?” The boy’s eyes widened as he spoke, flirting with the line between curious and creepy, inching a toe past and then pulling back. He must have been stewing over his phrasing the whole time we’d been playing.

Finally, a question I was interested in hearing the answer to. Given how I was feeling about my parents these days I was pretty sure I knew where I was at, but more information couldn’t hurt. “How’s the world going to end?” I asked.

“She speaks!” the red-haired assassin said, and I hated myself for blushing.

“Will there still be technology?” asked a wiry girl with short, bleached-out hair.

“How can you be sure we wouldn’t know anyone?” asked the terrified twelve-year-old.

“Is it, like, the Rapture or something? Where everything would be exactly the same but the people would be gone?” This from the meth chemist.

“I’m not sure it matters how things end,” the shaggy-haired boy said, “but I can make it interesting, I guess. Let’s say plague. The survivors are immune but there are few enough that the power grid goes down. No power, no internet. Not enough people to keep the world moving as it has been, though we would work together to bring it back.” He flushed red. “Guess I’ve told you where I’m at.”

The twelve-year-old immediately said, “I’d want to die.” He looked like he wanted to die right now.

“I’d live for sure!” shouted the meth chemist. “I’d go steal an Escalade and then raid the grocery store for all the food and water. Then I’d charge people so much money I’d be the richest person alive.”

“Because Walter White over here would definitely be the only one to think of that,” said the wiry girl. “Yeah, you’re a real genius.”

It wasn’t hard to hear the sarcasm, and yet the meth chemist beamed. “Exactly.”

“We’d need some way to protect people from guys like him,” the redhead said. “I’m going to be a lawyer someday. I’m all about making rules and making sure they’re fair. Put me on Team Survival.” He’d somehow gotten even cuter while he was talking.

“What about your family, your friends?” I asked. “Wouldn’t you be lonely?”

He shrugged. “Making friends is easy. And my family sucks. I’d miss my brother, but not enough to want to die. I’d be fine.”

“You and me both,” I said, though I was only referring to the family part. I’d miss Shana, but I wasn’t about to give up trying to save the world for her.

The redhead gave me a high five. “Team Survival!”

From there the remaining kids weighed in. Only a few were on Team Death, nearly all girls. This was more likely a matter of honesty than true gender difference; the scared twelve-year-old was probably the bravest person in the room, given his willingness to say what I was sure many others were thinking.

Everyone else felt they had value when it came to rebuilding society, but their reasons varied so radically we might as well have been having different conversations. The meth chemist wasn’t alone in wanting to run a black market food-hoarding enterprise, which helped identify some of the kids who’d gotten kicked out of other schools, but the obvious scholarship students weren’t much better. Their reasons to survive were equally gratuitous, even if they knew how to make them sound virtuous. “The world is going to need great art,” said a boy wearing conspicuously paint-spattered clothes. “Wasn’t it Churchill who refused to cut funding for the arts during wartime because he said that’s what they were fighting for?”

The wiry girl snorted. “Snopes debunked that one like ten years ago, Picasso.” She already intimidated me, but in a way that also kind of made me want to hang out with her.

“Someone will have to rebuild the tech,” said a girl so pale and stooped it wasn’t hard to picture her hunched over the glowing screen of her laptop, forever.

“Not necessarily,” said the fashion influencer.

I wasn’t expecting that. Not from her, anyway.

“Tech as we understand it now isn’t something we need,” she said. “It’s just something nice to have. We’ll need to go back to first principles when it’s gone, to think about skills. Hunting, gathering, gardening.”

“Sewing,” said the redhead.

Crap. He’d probably noticed the influencer was gorgeous, with her hair like a box of Honey-Nut Cheerios come to life, and clothes that fit her body perfectly. I was going to hate her, I was sure of it.

“Sewing, sure,” she agreed. “But leadership too. From really smart people.” I thought she’d be looking at the redhead, but instead she was looking at me.

“Nerds, you mean,” said the meth chemist.

The influencer rolled her eyes, and I laughed despite myself.

“Nerds will save the world,” said the wiry girl. “I bet some lawyer nerd your dad paid off got you out of whatever trouble landed you here.”

The meth chemist stood up. He wasn’t all that tall, but he was broad, and since the wiry girl was sitting down, he towered over her. “What makes you think I didn’t get in because I’m smart?”

The wiry girl jumped up so fast I barely saw it happen, and she got right in his face. They were about the same height now that she was standing, so she could look him directly in the eye. And she spoke so quietly he practically had to lean in to hear her. We all leaned in too, because she was definitely about to say something good.

“First of all, you opened your mouth,” she said. “Second, you’re wearing fake glasses and that ridiculous sweater but you’re jacked underneath, and while it’s not impossible for a scholarship student to have that kind of time to spend at the gym, it’s not common. It’s like you’re trying to play a smart person rather than actually being one.”

The meth chemist’s mouth had fallen open. He couldn’t even bring himself to interrupt.

“Third, and I’m sure our resident fashionista can back my play here”—she nodded at the influencer—“your watch alone could cover tuition for at least a semester.” She paused, as if giving him time to answer, but he seemed as mesmerized as we all were.

“Not to mention the shoes,” said the fashion maven. “Prada penny loafers. Every new scholarship student’s go-to footwear.”

The wiry girl nodded. “You could have found the other losers to go drink or get high or whatever you think is more worth doing than hanging out with nerds like us, and yet here you are. Because you know”—and here her voice got even lower, even quieter—“that if you go out with those people, or back to your room alone, the drugs are going to call to you. You’re a rich kid, so what was it? Coke? Fentanyl? Mama’s Percocet? You haven’t been off long, but you promised you’d stay clean, didn’t you?”

The meth chemist was no longer making eye contact. The wiry girl reached out one finger and placed it under his chin, lifting his head back up to be level with hers. He still didn’t speak, but now it was more like he couldn’t. Instead he tried, and failed, to keep his nose from twitching.

“Cocaine, then,” the wiry girl said. “That’s a tough one to kick. You did good.” She sounded like she meant it, too; her finger moved away from his chin to gently stroke his cheek.

But the spell broke. The meth chemist shrugged her hand away. “Screw you. All of you.” He turned around and walked off.

“Guess making friends won’t be as easy for me as it will be for you, Prince Harry,” the wiry girl said to the redhead. “Maybe you can give me some tips.”

“I’ll do whatever you want,” he said, and he might as well have been speaking for all of us.

I had to get to know her. She might be the only thing that could make Gardner interesting.
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2.

The nightmare wasn’t the same every time. Sometimes it started with me and my family sitting at Friday-night services at our synagogue, Temple Emanuel. I’d be listening to the cantor sing, staring at the Hebrew words above the ark that translated to “Know Before Whom You Stand.” The bronze fixture that held the ner tamid, the eternal light, hung right above the ark, and I could see the tiny fire blazing in it. And then the fire blazed more brightly, and then it wasn’t contained by the fixture, and before I had time to realize what was happening, the walls had caught fire and the screaming began.

That wasn’t real, though.

In another dream my family wasn’t there; it was me and my friends, in one of the classrooms across the hall from the sanctuary, waiting for the rabbi’s wife to come and begin our Hebrew school class. Until high school started I’d gone three times a week, despite my protests. The rebbetzen was never late, so even in the dream I knew something was wrong. In this version I smelled the smoke before I ever saw the flames, and I ran to the door only to find it locked from the outside, the handle so hot it singed my fingers. It was only when one of the boys kicked it down that we saw fire everywhere, with no path for us to escape.

That wasn’t real either. None of the versions I dreamed were real, because I hadn’t been anywhere near the temple when it burned. No one had been except the rabbi and a man he’d been counseling after the death of the man’s wife. They’d met in the rabbi’s office after the daily minyan ended, despite the fact that there had been arson attempts at several local synagogues in recent weeks. My mom had been at the minyan, as she had been every night since my grandfather died six months before the fire, nearly two years ago now. She’d left the temple less than half an hour before the fire started.

The rabbi and the man he was counseling would ultimately be fine; they’d suffered mostly from smoke inhalation. But the temple itself needed a tremendous amount of repair. I’d seen pictures of the scorched sanctuary and the sooty classrooms in the newspaper. I knew it could have been worse, but all I could think about was how my mother had been there only moments before some awful man, someone they’d never caught, had thrown a Molotov cocktail through the stained-glass window that spanned the back wall of the sanctuary. She could have died. The thought of it left me breathless and sent my brain into nightmare-creation overdrive. My therapist said my subconscious had taken the images I saw and combined them with everything I was afraid of to make dreams that were worse than reality, and I was sure she was right, but that knowledge was insufficient to make the dreams stop.

The funny thing—to the extent you could call anything surrounding these events funny—was that until the fire I’d had what I would call a complicated relationship with Judaism. Sure, I’d gone to Hebrew school for years, had a bat mitzvah and all that. But I’d never believed in the idea of God, and it struck me that lots of the world’s problems were grounded in religion. I respected that my ethnicity was Jewish, that my culture was Jewish, but religion? I wanted no part of it. I’d started complaining about going to services, even though my parents felt strongly that Shabbat was family time and insisted we all sit down for dinner on Friday nights and then go to shul together. “It’s not up for debate,” my mother would say, and though I’d look to my father for backup—many Israeli Jews, like my father, are more secular than people realize—he’d always get behind her.

But now, in a world where synagogues were the sites of mass shootings and arson, where torch-wielding men shouted “Jews will not replace us!” and the government did nothing, I felt more Jewish than I ever had, in good ways and bad. I didn’t complain about going to services anymore, in part because we now had to go to a different temple, one that had reinforced its windows with bulletproof glass and hired full-time security guards, and there was something intensely comforting about hearing the familiar prayers every week after our usual family dinner. I realized it didn’t matter whether I believed in a higher power but not for the reasons I’d thought; the people who wanted me dead didn’t care about the complexity of my belief system. They wouldn’t be checking to see whether I’d really prayed during the silent Amidah or whether I’d let my mind wander. Judaism was my birthright, and that didn’t mean a free trip to Israel; it meant there were people who hated me just for my existence, and there was nothing I could do about it.

That’s when my obsession started. I’d always believed knowledge was power, so I set about empowering myself, thinking knowing more would comfort me. At first I was just reading about anti-Semitism in the world, about the Holocaust, the rise of the Third Reich, and I tried to move forward and study how Germany had come back from its dark past and reinvented itself as a more humane country. But I couldn’t help but look even further back as well, at empires and what had caused them to collapse. There was so much going on in the world, and in the United States in particular, that resembled events that had happened before, and those civilizations hadn’t always survived. I thought about how often I’d been taught that those who forget history are condemned to repeat it, and I wondered whether we were in danger of becoming yet another failed democratic experiment. It was all I could think about, all I could talk about, all I could write about. I scribbled so hard in my journal my pen often ripped through the pages.

My obsession was frustrating for everyone around me. One by one my friends backed away, some so subtly I barely noticed, others with a little more fanfare, reminding me I wasn’t the only person the temple fire had affected, but you didn’t see anyone else becoming a full-blown conspiracy theorist, did you? I didn’t think that’s where I was headed, but it didn’t matter. Friends were a distraction. There was so much I needed to know, and without them I had more time for my reading, more time to write in my journal.

“Amina, honey, this isn’t healthy,” my mother would say, after I’d yet again woken her with my nighttime screaming.

“You’re frightening your sister,” my father would say, when it was his turn, hoping the thought of my impact on Shana would make a difference.

Nothing helped with the nightmares—not therapy, not drugs—but what my parents and friends and therapist and psychiatrist didn’t seem to understand was that I was okay. Maybe I wasn’t happy, but who could be happy with everything going on in the world? I was home and I was as safe as I was going to be and I had my research to do and that was really all I wanted right now. I wasn’t the one who needed to change; the country needed to change. I just needed to try to figure out how.

My family didn’t agree. The fire had taken place while I was in eighth grade, and my parents had hoped that my obsession with history would burn out over the summer and I’d be distracted by starting high school. No such luck. My English class was reading Elie Wiesel’s Night, I’d signed up for World History so I could study World War II, and I’d expanded my daily reading to include so many political websites I got headaches and eventually had to start wearing glasses.

“She can’t go on like this,” I heard the rebbetzen tell my parents at services one night. The new temple we’d joined had welcomed our whole congregation, even allowing our rabbi and cantor to participate in services so we felt like we were a part of things while the renovations continued. “You need to get her out of there. There’s a Jewish high school in Brookline—I can help you get her admitted.”

I didn’t hear what my parents said in response, but they’d apparently decided the rebbetzen was right about getting me out of Brooksby but wrong about sending me to an all-Jewish school, where there was a good chance my obsessions would be shared by much of the student body. Before I knew it they’d filled out all the paperwork to get me into Gardner, a school there was no way they could have afforded without the scholarship I ultimately received.

“You can’t do this,” I told them. “I don’t want to leave.”

“You can’t live like this,” Mom said. “The nightmares alone . . .”

“We can’t live like this,” Dad said. “And Shana can’t either.”

Even my sister was against me? It was too much. “I’ll miss you,” she had said. “But I don’t want you to be so sad.”

“I’m not sad!” I wasn’t sad; I was furious. All the time. It felt kind of nice to have something tangible to be angry at, and so I spent the rest of my time in Brooksby raging at my parents for sending me away, even as I tried to rein in my obsessiveness, just to show them I could. I’d resolved to hate this place, to try to get home as quickly as possible, but even my few hours at Game Night had made me wonder whether maybe I should give Gardner a shot. Maybe there was more for me to learn here than there was at home.

One thing was for sure, though; being at Gardner was not going to automatically stop my nightmares. I woke up on the first day of classes to Brianna shaking my shoulder so hard my teeth rattled. “What is wrong with you?” she asked. “Is this going to be a thing every night? Because this is totally not okay.”

I felt tears drying on my cheeks. It had been a variation of the classroom dream this time, which made sense given that classes started today. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I can fix this.” That was only sort of true, but I’d brought all my prescriptions with me, and I’d try them all again if there was any chance they’d help.

“You better,” Brianna said.

I hadn’t exactly won the roommate lottery.

But to my surprise, I soon discovered I had won the class schedule lottery. It hadn’t occurred to me that someone who wanted to be a lawyer would probably take the same kinds of classes I did, but the first person I saw in my first class the day after orientation (Intro to Political Science) was the red-haired guy. To my even greater surprise, he recognized me immediately. “You busted me at Assassin!” he said, and took the seat right in back of me, which guaranteed I’d spend the whole year self-conscious. I learned his name was Hunter Fredericks from roll call; when he turned up in my class on the American Revolution and sat in front of me I learned the freckles that dotted his face also covered the back of his neck. And when we got assigned to be partners for our European History class and had to move our desks together I learned he smelled green—some combination of mint and grass, maybe—and I knew I was doomed.

We didn’t have all our classes together—he was taking Spanish, while I was taking Chinese, and I was in a higher-level math class than he was—but we did have the same lunch period. “Save me a seat!” he said, and I watched him head straight for the sandwich station. It took me less time to make my peanut-butter-and-jelly-on-whole-wheat-toast than it did for him to put together a massive and truly disgusting-looking roast beef sub, complete with four different kinds of cheese and every condiment in the world. “What?” he asked, when he saw me eyeballing the mess on his tray. “I haven’t even put the potato chips in it yet.”

“I don’t even know where to start,” I said, but he wasn’t looking at me anymore; his eyes had wandered to some vantage point behind my head, and his mouth had gone slack. I turned around, and in less than a second I knew exactly how things were going to go.

“Well, well, well, if it isn’t the Game Night crew!” It was the fashion influencer, because of course it was. She was wearing a flowered sundress as if she were headed to a garden party, her Honey-Nut-Cheerios hair bundled under a floppy sun hat. I, in contrast, was wearing my usual uniform of black leggings, plaid shirt, and red Converse, and I wondered whether the fact that I’d noticed her outfit meant I was starting to care more about my appearance, like my mother always told me I should. Somehow I doubted it.

Hunter couldn’t stop staring, and his obvious admiration was a huge downer. Since he didn’t seem capable of speech, I’d have to take over. “Come sit,” I said. “I’ll scooch.”

The girl didn’t hesitate for a minute, plunking her Instagram-ready salad down on the table in front of her. “It’s so great I ran into you guys! I was afraid I’d have to sit with my roommate. She kept me up all night talking about how much we were going to love it here—her brother graduated already—and honestly I’m exhausted.”

“You don’t look exhausted,” Hunter said, which was true, and also enraging. “But we’ll do our best to keep you awake. I’m Hunter.”

“I’m Chloe,” she said, and smiled so we could see her mouthful of almost-perfect white teeth. Her bottom two teeth had a teeny overlap that even I had to admit was adorable. This lunch was turning out to be a disaster. The two of them were just going to stare at each other until little cartoon hearts started dancing around their heads.

But then Chloe turned to me. “And you are?”

“Amina,” I said. “Nice to meet you.” I waited for her to give me the up-and-down look I’d expect from someone who clearly cared about fashion as much as she did, but to her credit, her eyes stayed on my face.

“Nice to meet you too,” she said. “How are your classes so far?”

From there things got easier. Hunter and I took turns telling her what we were discovering about our shared schedule; we agreed that our poli sci class was sure to be the favorite, given that our teacher was a former State Department official who’d quit after the latest election. I admitted how nervous I was about taking a Chinese class and showed them the vocabulary flash cards I expected to be carrying around with me until graduation. “What about you?” I asked. “Do we have any classes together in the afternoon, maybe?”

“I’m going to guess no,” Chloe said. “My schedule is super specialized—I’m taking an intro course in 3-D design, and it’s got a geometry add-on, plus anatomy, economics, journalism, Italian, and French.”

One of the things I had to admit (grudgingly) was exciting about Gardner was how many classes were available. The school was committed to preparing us for whatever our future career plans might include, though I had no idea what that meant for the non-scholarship kids. Chloe’s schedule sounded kind of all over the place, but she seemed to have a plan. “When you say specialized . . .”

She laughed, and I noticed her lipstick hadn’t so much as smudged, even though she’d made it most of the way through her salad while Hunter and I geeked out over our classes. “I want to start my own clothing line. I’ve already got a pretty good internet presence, so now I need to go next-level and learn more about the business. The major players are all still in Europe.”

I was starting to see how the pieces fit together. “So the design classes and anatomy are about the clothes themselves, economics is about the business, and the language classes are so you can talk to the big guns. What about journalism?”

“Everything’s happening online now,” Chloe said, “and the fact that I’m good at taking Instagram pics isn’t enough. I need to learn how to talk to people through my writing.”

Hunter was practically drooling. “You’ve given this a lot of thought.”

Chloe laughed. “You have no idea. But I have to say, it’s really nice to be around people who get it. My family totally doesn’t.”

“Mine either,” I said, though we were talking about completely different things. “They made me come here.” The words slipped out before I even had a chance to think—I hadn’t meant to share that with anyone, let alone people I’d just met.

“Really?” Chloe’s eyebrows shot up. “I had to fight my way here, all claws out.”

“Me too,” Hunter said. “My family was super not into it. They wanted me to stay closer to home.”

“Where’s home?” Chloe asked.

I hadn’t asked him this yet, I realized, and I had no idea what the answer would be. I definitely wasn’t expecting what he said. “Texas. Houston, specifically.”

“Where’s your accent?” I sounded more skeptical than I intended.

“Not everyone in Texas has one,” he said, with an exaggerated drawl. “But if that’s what you ladies are looking for . . .”

“Does the sexism come with the accent?” Again with the sharpness. I had to get it together. I added a little drawl of my own. “Or is that just a cowboy thing?”

Thankfully Hunter seemed to get that I was joking, or trying, anyway. “That’s where ‘y’all’ comes in really handy,” he said, accent now eliminated. “Gender neutral, all-encompassing. The language of the people.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” Chloe said, taking off her hat and shaking her hair out. “I kind of like being called a lady. No one back home has that much class.”

I found that hard to believe, given Chloe was probably the classiest person I’d ever met, at least appearance-wise. I wasn’t convinced people who dabbled in casual misogyny were the classiest people, though. But I didn’t feel like getting into it with people I hardly knew. My friends back home had ditched me for being too intense, having too many opinions about things they didn’t care that much about, and there was no need for me to wreck my potential friendships here before they’d even gotten off the ground. I wondered whether I should change the subject, but before I could think of a topic, Hunter had already jumped in.

“Have either of you met that girl from Game Night, the one who got all up in that guy’s face? She seemed cool.”

“She’s in my econ class,” Chloe said. “Her name’s Jo. Short for Josephine, but best to never call her that. She gave our teacher an earful.”

I was glad Hunter had asked about her; I wanted to meet her too. “We should all hang out,” I said. “But maybe not in the Rathskeller. That place was shady.”

“Wouldn’t make a bad place to hide if something terrible happened,” Hunter said. “I’d rather hang out there and hide behind a sofa than barricade a classroom door with desks.”

I’d done the same active shooter drill back in Brooksby. The Gardner student handbook had a whole section on school shootings, instructing us to memorize exit routes and find closets to hide in where the walls around them were reinforced. “Sofas can’t stop bullets all that well,” I said.

Hunter shrugged. “Bullets aren’t what’s going to get us, anyway. Do you know we’ve got less than twenty years to fix what we’ve done to the environment before we’re completely and totally screwed?”

Interesting. I, like most kids I knew, was way more worried about school shootings than the environment. And that wasn’t even taking into account my more pressing fears of anti-Semitism and complete governmental collapse. I had a vague recollection of reading something online about what Hunter was saying, and I knew that some newspapers and climate scientists were pushing for changes to terminology that would help people understand just how disastrous a time we were living in—climate crisis versus climate change, for example. But all I’d done to help so far was to quit using plastic straws. Hunter was obviously more committed.

Chloe, in contrast, was not. “That stuff is so overblown,” she said, with a wave of her hand. “We’re way more likely to get blown to bits by a nuclear bomb well before the environment does us in. Or we’ll build too many nuclear power plants because we’re so anti-coal, and the meltdowns alone will turn us into cancer-riddled walking death. Do you even know what happened in Chernobyl?”

“Are you serious right now?” Hunter asked. He seemed genuinely shocked by what she was saying. Maybe they wouldn’t be a perfect couple after all. “No one in their right mind is arguing for more nuclear power. It’s all about wind and solar energy. It’s the only way we’ll survive, and we have to change now.”

Before I could jump in, the two of them had launched into a full-on argument about whether coal really was bad for the environment. It turned out Chloe was from western Pennsylvania, and though her family had been more affected by the steel mills closing, she had a lot of sympathy for coal miners who’d lost their jobs. Maybe they weren’t really arguing—they didn’t seem angry with one another. In fact, it soon became clear they were having a good time. “Never would have pegged you for a hippie,” Chloe was saying. “And aren’t you pretty much destroying the planet with that hot mess of a sub? Aren’t cow farts, like, the greatest threat to mankind’s survival?”

“And those shoes aren’t made of leather?” Hunter shot back. “Along with however many other pairs of shoes you own?”

“You can’t even count that high,” Chloe said, but she was laughing. “Don’t forget all my handbags. Besides, I’m not the one who’s trying to reverse centuries of planetary destruction in, like, two weeks.”

I sat and watched them debate, trying to keep my mouth from hanging open. Here I was, all worried about whether I’d be too intense for them, and the two of them were battling out energy policy like it was no big deal. Their obsessions might not be entirely the same as mine, but they had obsessions, and it was so exciting to watch. For all my dread about coming here, it had never occurred to me that I might meet people
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