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PART ONE

I was looking for
Kate. It was late afternoon and clouds of starlings were reeling
overhead. They seemed to come out of nowhere, join up in giant
formations, then fly in great swirling waves that rolled across the
purple sky.

I wanted to watch them with Kate, those great
charcoal clouds, hundreds of thousands of tiny birds, twisting,
twirling, writing wondrous forms, spirals, vortices in the dusk. I
wanted to share this grand sight with her, stand with her as we
both gazed upwards.

We would talk about it: Wasn't this like art?
Maybe it was art, maybe it wasn't. What was art anyway? Could
non-humans make art? We would watch and talk about all this and
what it meant as the waves of birds spiraled above. That's the kind
of conversation we often have.

Other kids were standing around the main quad
looking up. As I searched for Kate, I heard them talking about the
birds. Someone said: "They're heading home to roost." One girl
said: "They fly like that to confuse the hawks." "Look how they
move as one." "Here comes another wave!"

The clouds of birds were sometimes grey, until
suddenly, arching upwards, they'd turn black like smoke. I wanted
so much to share this sight with Kate. She'd love it.

By the time I found
her it was already dark and the birds were gone. She was standing
with her roommate, Soo-Jin, part of a group of forty or so kids
assembled in front of Breckenridge Hall, the administration
building we call The Brek. The Discipline Committee was meeting
inside. You could see lights on in the dean's office on the second
floor. Three kids up for expulsion were waiting on the steps with
their friends. I wasn't sure what they'd done. They weren't friends
of mine so I didn't know much about them except what people said,
that they were varsity soccer players and weren't very nice.

Tori Tobin, senior class president, stood
with them wearing her trademark red and grey Hermès scarf. She
called a full class meeting early in the fall to make a single
point. This is senior year, she reminded us, and she wanted to see
every one of us graduate. "Every one of us," she repeated. "Let's
get through this year without a serious DC. We can do this!
We can!" Everyone applauded. And now, six weeks later,
standing with three classmates about to be sent home, she looked
crushed.

Soo-Jin saw me, elbowed Kate. Kate looked
up.

"Hey!"

"See the starlings?"

"Awesome!" Soo-Jin said.

"We were hoping you saw them too," Kate
said.

Soo-Jin edged away. "I can't stand these
vigils." To Kate: "See you back at the room."

After she left, I asked Kate: "If she can't
stand vigils, why'd she come?"

"Friendship."

"But why're you here?"

Kate shrugged. "It's a human situation. Kids'
lives are about to change."

"So why aren't you taking notes?"

"I'm not that big of an asshole, Joel!"

"I didn't mean—"

She patted my arm. "I know. Listen, those
guys may be brutes, but still they're kids like us. And now they're
waiting here, bags all packed."

"What'd they do?"

"I heard they were drinking, then hazed a
second-year girl."

"So are they in trouble for drinking or
hazing?"

"Probably both. The girl fell and got hurt.
And now they're going to get hurt back. And isn't that just
great!"

"Tori doesn't look good."

"She was crying before."

"Over them? She cares?"

"Oh, she cares! For her it's personal. She's
our leader. That's how she sees it anyway."

"That is so fucking stupid."

"Here they come!" someone said. Suddenly the
mood changed. The vigil was nearly over. The boys were about to
learn their fates.

We looked toward the door. Dean Dawes, face
grave, mouth tight, emerged from The Brek, followed by other
members of the DC Committee— two assistant deans, four teachers and
two non-voting seniors.

"Check out Dawes. They're fucked," Kate
whispered.

A girl standing near us hissed. I asked Kate
if she was the victim.

"Her roommate. I heard the girl's parents
pulled her out."

"So now her friend's relishing the
revenge."

"That's the way things work around here. It's a cruel
little hothouse we live in, Joel. And don't we know it too!"

Welcome to Delamere.
You know this school. When it's mentioned in the press it's always
described as "elite." It's famous among top tier New England
boarding schools for its combination of rigorous academics and
strong programs in the creative and performing arts. Numerous
well-known writers, artists, actors, dancers and musicians have
gone here. Located in southern New Hampshire, bisected by a
tranquil river, it has a traditional looking campus embellished by
important outdoor sculptures and several outstanding works of
modern architecture. It is in every respect a serene and beautiful
place. Except, of course, when it isn't.

Kate West and my roommate, Justin Deare, are
my two best friends here. I should add that Kate and I are
friends-without-benefits, though there're plenty of kids who think
otherwise. Several times I've proposed we alter that. But always
Kate demurs.

Here's a sample of one of our dialogues
regarding this sensitive issue:

Me: "Since everyone here thinks we're having
sex, did it ever occur to you maybe we should?"

"Oh, please! Not that again."

"Why not?"

"Ugh!"

"'Ugh!' That hurts!"

"Is that all you think about, getting into my
pants?"

"And you don't think about it?"

"This is so gross!" She brings her mouth to
my ear. "Sure, I've thought about it," she whispers. "So what?"

"Yay!"

We laugh. Kids are watching us. They wonder
what we're whispering about, what sweet nothings we're murmuring.
They don't know what to make of us. They think we're lovebirds.

"Funny!"

"Yeah, a scream!" Kate agrees. "Seriously, I don't
think having sex would be an enhancement. We'd be just another
campus couple. 'Joel-Kate' . . . or whatever. More fun just hanging
out."

Kate's scorn for the
obvious is one of the things I like best about her. Another is her
brilliance. I fastened on her my first day here. We were both new
second years. As we seated ourselves around the seminar table in
Ms. Keating's English classroom, I scanned my new classmates,
noticed Kate, quickly sized her up. She had wild red hair, she was
brawny and her clothes looked like they came from a resale shop.
Kinda loopy, I thought. But twenty minutes into that first
English 201 class she caught my attention. Her eyes sparkled with
intelligence and she posed her questions with disconcerting
confidence.

Who is this girl? I wondered.

I didn't try to impress her that day, or the
next, not for two months. Rather I decided to study her and discern
her flaws. For surely she must have them. No one could be that
self-assured, least not on her first day. Her cool had to be a
cover-up. There had to be a core of insecurity. Watch her and
get a fix on it, I thought. Then go for the kill.

I had a lot of other stuff to think about my
first months here—settling into a new school, working things out
with an assigned roommate I didn't much like, and making sure I
didn't fall behind on class work. Think what you like about elite
boarding schools, they're socially and intellectually tough. I
wanted more than anything to establish myself here and excel.

The day finally came when I challenged her in
class. We laugh about it now, but at the time it played out like
fireworks.

The topic was Heart of Darkness. Kate
was vigorously arguing her theory of the novel, that Marlowe's
journey up the river was an internal journey into the dark chaos of
man's collective unconscious. Ms. Keating (she of the ponytail,
tight jeans and clunky Birkenstocks) was attentive, as was I, but
the rest of the class wore the proverbial Delamere glaze. Then Kate
used a line I'd encountered word-for-word in a critical essay the
night before.

All right! I thought.

I raised my hand. Ms. Keating nodded.

"Well," I said, "it's interesting what you're
saying, Kate. I was reading Professor Brooks' book on Conrad last
night and he uses those very same words. Which isn't to suggest you
didn't come up with his theory on your own. All I'm saying—"

"What?" Kate demanded. "What are you
saying?"

There was real anger in her voice, enough to
wake up the class. Catching a whiff of a fight, they settled in to
observe us with the pleasure they'd felt in middle school watching
a schoolyard brawl. Over the weeks Kate had annoyed them. She was
way too smart and way too cool. Now the quiet nerdy kid across the
table was challenging her. Now maybe they'd have the pleasure of
seeing Kate West lose it.

"Your theory's kinda old stuff."

"Excuse me!"

Again I turned to Ms. Keating. "May I?"

"Please, Joel."

I began methodically to dismantle her
argument, citing and summarizing the principal schools of critical
thought about Heart of Darkness, then demonstrating how her
theory (and Brooks') broke down in the face of specific passages,
which I offered to read aloud.

There was some smirking around the table.
Kate ignored it. She tightened her mouth and argued back. I was
careful to maintain eye contact and always address her with
respect. We were still at it when the bell rang.

"Good job, guys!" Ms. Keating complimented us
as class broke for the door. "Great give and take! Hey people! This
is what these seminar tables are for. I want to see more
discussions like this." Her voice trailed off, lost in the din.

I was walking toward Delamere River, the
stream that bisects campus, heading for East Bridge and the path to
Robbins Library, pretty pleased with myself too, when I heard rapid
footsteps approaching from behind. I turned. It was Kate
chasing after me, hair gleaming scarlet in the sunlight. I stood
still at the bridge waiting for her to catch up.

"So what the fuck was that?" she
demanded, out of breath.

"What?"

"Squirrelly little Joel takes me on! I mean
since you're so ungodly smart, well-read, well-versed in the
collateral literature, where've you been all term? Like what's the
problem, Joel? Shy? Afraid to speak up in class?"

Squirrelly—I definitely did not like
that! I smiled at her. "Really pissed, huh?"

"What do you expect when you practically
accuse—"

"I didn't!"

"What?"

"Didn't accuse you. You're the smartest kid
in class. Class warrior. Everyone knows that. All I did was —"

"Accuse!"

"Hey, you really can't take a challenge, can
you? I'd think one of these days you'd get tired of listening to
yourself. You ought to be thrilled someone finally stood up to
you." I paused. "Anyway, sorry to upset you. Wasn't personal. But
you know, I'm a student here too. I get to speak up in class
too."

She stared hard at me, then her face broke
into a smile. We both started to laugh.

"Come back to Café with me," she said. "We'll
get some coffee and talk. I want to know a few things . . . like
who is this 'Joel Barlev,' this thin quiet boy who suddenly erupts
in Keating's incredibly boring English class. Whom, it seems, I've
badly underrated all these weeks thinking he was just another
wearisome Delamere nerd."

Well, I thought, that's better than
squirrelly . . . though not much.

It was then, on that day two years ago this
fall, that our friendship was born. We exchanged the usual
information: hometowns, parents, siblings. I learned she lived in
Brooklyn, that her father was a judge, her mother worked in
publishing, and that she had an older sister already out of
college. I told her my parents were divorced, that my dad, a TV
production executive, lived with his new family in L.A., and that I
and my younger brother lived with our mom in a suburb of
Washington, where she worked as an economist at The World Bank.

Now we meet up at least once every day to
exchange school gossip, discuss Big Ideas, talk about our hang-ups
and insecurities. We discuss sex and masturbation and how boring it
is we're both still virgins. We talk about our first choice
colleges (Kate likes Princeton; I'm drawn to Oberlin and
Middlebury), people at school we can't stand, people outside school
we admire. We talk about movies and music, the joys and hurts of
our childhoods. And since Kate's a competitive tri-varsity athlete
(field hockey, girls' ice hockey, girls' crew), we even talk
occasionally about sports, which is pretty funny since I detest
team sports, and my efforts at cross-country, squash and tennis are
fairly pathetic.

But most of all we talk about writing, theater and
art: novels we love, plays that move us, doomed authors,
playwrights and painters, and, of course, our personal projects:
Kate's dazzling one-act plays, my less impressive short stories,
and my latest interest, creating minimalist gestural ceramics.

It's dark outside, a
chilly October evening. The Evans Arts Complex is nearly deserted.
Kate's working with her three-member female cast downstairs in a
rehearsal room adjoining the Johnson Blackbox Theater. Here, on the
second floor, an inseparable campus couple are drawing portraits at
facing easels; an ethereal looking girl with long blond hair is
working alone at a loom in the fiber room; and I, in the ceramics
studio alone, am perched over my wheel, contemplating a slowly
revolving ball of dark brown clay.

I hate perfectly made round pots. As soon as
I throw one, I want to distort it, cut into it, turn it into
something of my own. But my ceramics teacher, Ms. Chen, tells me
I'm not ready to do that yet. "You have to master throwing, Joel,"
she says. "Then you can go haywire and do whatever you want. Throw
me a hundred perfect bowls, a hundred perfect vases and ten great
teapots, and you're free to do your senior project as you
like."

I think I should be allowed to do that now.
But since I need her approval, I've started coming in here for an
hour most evenings after dinner to work. I can't wait for the day,
probably just before Christmas break, when I can count them off for
her: two hundred ten pieces, all technically perfect, and, of
course, utterly soulless. Meantime (and I don't intend to tell Ms.
Chen this) I actually enjoy throwing pots. Makes me feel
powerful.

I press the pedal, set wheel speed, dip my
fingers into warm water, poise my hands above the rotating ball,
focus and make contact. Flesh against clay—I love the feeling.
Reminds me of childhood days back in Chevy Chase, playing with my
brother Jake after a rain, slapping together mud pies behind the
house.

I quickly center, reduce wheel speed, plunge
in my thumbs, pause, pull the ball open, and compress.

Ten minutes later, I've produced my fourth
perfect symmetrical bowl of the evening. And soulless though it is,
I admire it. Eight inches tall, it has good form. I think many
ceramics students would be pleased to have thrown a pot as
good.

I decide to take a break, wash my hands, then
wander the second floor to gaze at student work. There're a lot of
talented kids here. One girl does fine pen-and-ink landscapes,
intricate drawings of grasses and trees. On the walls of the
photography room, I admire a series by a fellow senior, Janet
Decosta, who takes disturbing blurred images of cuttings she's made
on her own body. Though hailed as "brave" by teachers in the Art
Department, I hear the folks in Admissions are appalled her
pictures are on display. Like: "Is this what we want prospective
students and their parents to see when they take the applicants
tour?"

The couple drawing together are doing
well—classmate, Heidi Stalkfleet, dabbing with charcoal at a
neurotic self-portrait (mouth twisted, eyes frightened and askew),
while her boyfriend, Tim Cobb, works on a cubist-style portrait of
Heidi that makes her look mature and serene.

Heidi notices me, gives me a cheery "Hey
Joel!" then returns to her drawing. Last winter I posed for her.
The portrait she turned out shook me up. According to Kate, Heidi
caught "the fragile ego behind your self-deprecating banter, the
hurt behind your sparkling eyes." At first I hated her drawing, but
now I realize I learned a lot from it, and am grateful for her
insights.

The rap on Heidi is a bit unclear, but the
version going around is that at age seven she and her younger
brother watched helplessly as their mother beat their abusive
father to death in his sleep. Her mother went to prison, Heidi and
her brother went to live with their grandparents, and now she's
here at Delamere. Most boarding schools wouldn't admit a kid like
that, would consider her too damaged. And most parents would be
wary of such a traumatized kid assigned as their child's roommate.
But here she thrives—cheerful honor student, varsity volleyball
player, talented artist specializing in psychologically astute
charcoal portraits. Yet one has to wonder what dark waters roil
beneath.

The print shop's empty and smells of
chemicals. I check out the fiber room. Most of the textile work
consists of garments, but the ethereal blond girl is working on a
hanging. I watch her as she weaves. She's wearing earbuds, there's
an I-pod strapped to her thin bare arm, and she's so into what
she's doing she seems unaware I'm standing just behind.

Her piece, consisting of irregular off-white
waves flecked with greys and blacks, could be an abstract vision of
water. I'm impressed. Though only a third finished, I find it
austere and beautiful.

Watching her toss her shuttle, I mutter a
long-admired couplet:

"O what a tangled web we weave

When once we practice to deceive."

She turns from her loom and stares at me,
eyes fierce.

"Sorry," I tell her. "Didn't mean to disturb
you."

"Really?" she demands, pulling off the
earbuds.

"Huh?"

"I think you did." She's totally pissed. She
moves to block her weaving. Is she afraid I'll see something in it,
something private she wants to conceal?

"I've seen you around," she says. "You and
your jock girlfriend. You study people and snicker and say mean
things behind their backs."

I shake my head. "She's my friend, not my
girlfriend. And there was nothing mean. No intention. I'm really
sorry."

"So why don't you just go back now to your
stupid little wheel, crank out more of your boring little
whatevers, and leave me alone so I can work."

She turns back to her loom, but her hands
remain stiffly at her sides, signaling she won't start weaving
again until I leave.

"'Crank out more of my boring little
whatevers'—really gotta remember that. What's your fucking problem
anyway?"

I want to add "bitch" but can't bring myself
to say it even to her aggressively posed back.

"Liv."

"What?"

"My name's Liv."

Like I give a shit! "Well, I suppose
that's nice to know. So, Liv, I won't be bothering you again.
You're just too scary. 'Tightly wound,' as they say." I pause. "See
ya!"

She replaces her earbuds and resumes weaving, while I
meekly make my way back to the clay studio and my stupid little
wheel.

Back in my dorm
room, I immediately write up this awful encounter in an email
addressed to Kate. I especially relish telling her that Liv ("How
often do you meet someone whose name so perfectly matches her
hair?") referred to her as my "jock girlfriend." I send it off,
then start work on a make-or-break paper for my Hemingway seminar:
"EH's Wound: Key to the Stories."

Justin stumbles in an hour later. He's from
New York, a classics scholar and also editor of the school paper,
The Lantern, which means he's even more sleep-deprived than
the rest of us. He's headed for Yale as a double legacy
applicant—his investment banker father and financier grandfather
having both gone there and been tapped for Skull and Bones. All of
which would make him totally unbearable, if he weren't so damn
nice. He strips off his clothes, wraps a towel around his waist and
heads down the hall to take a shower. When he returns, I offer him
an exaggerated account of my little adventure in the arts building,
claiming Liv called me an "asshole" (which she hadn't) and that I
retorted by calling her a "bitch" (which I didn't).

"Her name's Liv Anders," he tells me. "She
was in my ancient history class last year. Wrote this brilliant
paper about the motif of weaving in Greek myths—Penelope, Arachne,
Athena, and the Three Fates. It was so good Mr. Henricks had her
read it aloud in class. She weaves and she's also a ballet dancer,
or was until she gave it up this fall. She is a little high-strung,
but I'm surprised she acted nasty with you."

"Guess my scrawny physique set her off."

Justin laughs. He's six one, has curly blond
hair, features like a figure on a Greek vase, and if that weren't
disgusting enough, he plays varsity lacrosse. As noted, almost
unbearable.

"I always thought there was more going on in
her head than she wanted anyone to know."

"I liked her piece. Should've kept my mouth
shut."

"Should've told her you liked it," Justin
corrects me.

"I would have if she hadn't been so fucking
hostile."

"But you sensed—"

"What?"

"Deception?"

"Not at all." I shake my head. "Don't know
why I spouted off those lines. I definitely don't need another
enemy around here. But then what she said about me and Kate—sure,
we study people, talk about them, and maybe we're a little harsh
with our judgments sometimes. But I don't think we're mean."

Justin smiles. "Oh no, not at all . . .
you're two of the sweetest kids on campus." He pauses. "Most of the
time."

Our room in Baker Hall is larger than most, as befits
seniors of such outstanding qualities. The usual Spartan set-up:
two beds, two desks, two bureaus, two reading chairs. We've gone
easy on the decor, eschewing the posters, pennants and other
garbage with which most kids here festoon their rooms. Justin's
grandmother gave us the run of the attic at her South Hampton
summer place. From there we extracted a worn green and violet
Persian carpet, an ornate non-working nautical barometer, and a
huge gilt-framed half-faded mirror. We've hung this treasure so
it's tilted downward, all the better, we claim to visiting
underclassmen, to reflect our much longed-for but as-yet-unrealized
Dionysian debaucheries with female classmates. The fact that said
revelries will almost certainly never occur due to the strict
parietals at Delamere and the school's notorious
door-open/lights-on/three-legs-on-the-floor rule, is beside the
point. Our tilted mirror, with its blotchy scarred silvering, is a
screen upon which we can project our richly-imagined carnal
fantasies.

1:00 a.m.: Justin
and I are awakened by a racket in the faculty apartment next door.
The Morrisseys are at it again! Since one of their walls abuts one
of ours, their middle-of-the-night lovemaking bouts are all too
familiar. At first we thought them exciting, then comical. But now,
being typical sleep-deprived seniors, we find them extremely
annoying. Jack and Tess Morrissey, one of three sets of dorm
parents in Baker, regularly battle out their lust. Happily for us,
the thick dorm walls mostly muffle their words, but the intensity
of their engagements comes through, accompanied tonight by
considerable bed pounding and even some banging on our mutual
wall.

"What're they up to this time?" I say to
Justin. "I ask rhetorically of course."

"Extreme fucking," he says. "Clearly they
want us to hear."

Justin has come to the conclusion that their
tussles are for show, designed to fill us with envy and also
validate their athleticism since both Morrisseys are full-time
coaches known for their unique coaching styles. Delamere is not a
school renowned for athletics, but those who play here like to play
hard.

Jack Morrissey coaches field hockey, girls'
basketball and boys' lacrosse; Tess coaches girls' soccer, girls'
swimming and girls' track. Thanks to Kate I know a certain amount
about Jack, who, working with her field hockey team, tries to give
his coaching a tough-feminist dimension. Among his exhortations:
"Get in there and contest it, girlfriend!" "Whatsamatta, kiddo? Got
your period?" And Kate's favorite: "Good job, Kate—you're one
bitchin forward, girl!"

Alternately tender and rough, he likes to
refer to himself in the third person, as in: "With Jack, what you
see's what you get." He quotes from Bob Dylan and Dylan Thomas,
invokes Nietzsche and Sun Tzu's Art of War, all the while
instructing his female athletes to show no mercy to opponents.

Field hockey, he instructs, may be just a
game but it's also a paradigm of America's cut-throat competitive
culture. But the intellectual veneer gives way to old-fashioned
coach-speak when he gets excited and starts exhorting his girls
from the sidelines: "Play hardass! Hit 'em! Smack 'em! Make 'em
crawl!" In the locker room before a game, and during half-time on
the field, he lays out his philosophy of sport in the form of a
truncated Socratic dialogue-for-jocks:

"We play for keeps. What do we hate most,
Team?"

"Hate to lose, Coach!"

"So what're we goin' to do now?"

"Goin' to win, Coach!"

"You got it! That's the zen. Now get out
there and play your little fannies off!"

After twenty minutes of raucous
Morrissey-sex, things calm down in the next room.

"Happy orgasms!" Justin says. "Thank God they're
finished. Really gotta get some sleep."

Two nights later,
hunched over my potter's wheel, earphones on, iPod set to my
soft-rock playlist, I sense someone standing just behind. I
compress the top edge of my pot, run my smoothing tool up the side,
compress again, then pull back from the wheel and turn to look.

It's Liv Anders, looming over me, staring
critically at my piece. "'Who is the potter, pray, and who's the
pot'?" she recites.

Oh, here we go! "Who wrote that?"

"Omar Khayam. The Rubaiyat."

"Seems like you went to a lot of
trouble."

"Easy to look up quotes."

"So you're saying you wouldn't want to go to
any trouble finding something clever to say after our exchange the
other night?"

"You mean our little contretemps? Yeah,
something like that."

"Contretemps—nice. Well, I'm The Potter, and
this," I touch my wet pot, "is The Pot."

"So I see."

"But what you can't see is what I want to do
with it."

"What? Throw it in my face?"

I take my potting stick, penetrate the wall
of my pot, then savagely jerk the stick up through the soft clay,
leaving a three inch rip.

"Hmmm. I like that," she says. "You
do?" "Interesting. Gestural." "Gestural's my thing." She nods,
then looks me in the eye. "I never called you an asshole,
Joel."

Justin told her! Fuck!

"Anyway, I hear you like my weaving."

"I do. And would have told you so if you'd
given me half a chance."

"Yeah, sorry I snapped. You were right about
one thing at least. I am tightly wound these days."

"I'm sorry I recited that dumb Scott line. It
came into my head; you were listening to music so I figured you
couldn't hear, then—"

"Scott? Sir Walter Scott?" I nod. "I thought
it was Shakespeare."

"That's what most people think. What were you
listening to?"

"My usual. Rameau suites. Calms me. Keeps me
centered while I weave." She looks at me. "Your pieces aren't
boring, Joel. Not at all. I just said that to be mean."

"No," I assure her, "you were right. They
are boring. But I have to make a couple hundred like this
before Chen'll let me do what I want. She's tough. She comes around
when you're working and when you least expect it, slices your pot
right down the middle." I slice the piece I've just gouged to show
her how Ms. Chen does it. "She's looking for equal thickness and
the way the sides meet the bottom. She wants us to achieve mastery.
I'm not interested in that."

"Well, I like the way you gouged it before.
That tells me a lot about you."

"What does it tell you?"

"That you want to show your pain to the
world."

Really! "Well, thanks for the
psychoanalysis. And you?"

She continues to study my ripped vessel.
"We're very different, Joel," she says finally. "You want to show
your hurt to the world. I want to bury mine in the weave."

And at that she turns and exits the ceramics
studio.

I feel better about
her now. She made a point of patching things up. But I'm mad at
Justin for repeating what I said. To have told him she'd called me
an asshole makes me feel like one. I'm grateful she didn't mock me
for that, just let me know she knew I lied then let it go.

I cut my sliced pot off the wheel, toss the
clay into the communal bin, throw two more pots, clean up, then go
downstairs to the Johnson Black Box to check in with Kate.

Her rehearsal's almost over. The play's
climaxing as I walk in. One of the girls is crying, another is
laughing and the third is shouting at them both. Family drama. Twin
sisters and a mom. All three actresses deep into their roles. Kate
looks pleased.

"Okay, guys, great run-through. Next
rehearsal Thursday night." Kate embraces each one, then sends them
on their way.

I tell her about my latest encounter with
Liv.

"Let's go upstairs. I want to see this
creature for myself."

I shake my head. "Not a good idea. Maybe
tomorrow or Thursday if she's here. But not now. We just made
peace."

I also confess she never called me an asshole
and I never told her she was a bitch.

"Figured that," Kate says. "Didn't sound like
you." She studies me, glances at her watch. "We got time before
check-in. Take a walk? Something I want to discuss."

We cross the empty main quad. The academic
buildings are dark, but there're lights on in The Brek including
the Head of School's office. There our formidable HOS, Ms. Jane
Kinsolving, is likely working into the night raising money and
phoning trustees.

Continuing, we come to a cluster of boys'
dorms, lights on in the windows, younger kids studying or hanging
out with friends in their rooms.

"I have an idea for a new one-act. But I need
to do some research. I want to attend a Gay-Straight Alliance
meeting. I'd appreciate it if you'd tag along."

"As what? Your beard?"

Kate shrugs.

"What'd you need me for? So they won't think
you're gay?"

"I don't care about that."

"Why then?"

"Maybe I just enjoy your company."

I take a deep breath. "First place it's not
the Gay-Straight Alliance anymore. It's LGBT. Actually it's
LGBT/Q&F for Lesbian-Gay-Bi-Transgender/
Questioning-and-Friendly."

"It's still an alliance. They want straights
to come. They love straights.

That's what they mean by 'friendly'."

I study her. Something she's not telling
me.

"What're you up to?" I ask. She doesn't
answer. "Are you thinking of, you know, re-orienting?"

Kate laughs. "God no! This is about a writing
project. I want us to share the experience so we can talk about it.
I want your input."

"Hmmm. I think there's more to this."

She grins at me. "Does that tantalize
you?"

"Of course. But what's in it for me?"

"Oh, we're bargaining now! Okay."

She gestures towards Childs Hall, one of the
bigger boys' dorms. "Just think of them in there," she says. "All
those teenage boys with their raging hormones, hard-ons, fantasies.
They're trying to study, but what they really want to do is jerk
off. I mean it's so squalid, Joel. Squalid and predictable, because
this place might as well be Anywhere High USA except for how smart
we're all supposed to be and how terribly much it costs to send us
here."

"They've made a new video to promote the
school. Justin saw the rough-cut."

"I can just imagine," Kate says. "Great
looking kids, kind dewy-faced boys and girls, all smiles and
enthusiasm, perfect ethnic cross-section too, attentive in class
and spirited on the playing fields, tossing Frisbees in front of
Robbins Library, practicing the cello and rehearsing modern dance
in Evans, all under the guidance of warm fuzzy-wuzzy teachers
filled with sympathy, love and concern for Golden Youth. And how
kids here perform Good Works, tutor townies, assist the elderly,
and all the other college-suck community service we're supposed to
do to show how truly good, kind and decent we are. Socially
committed art projects, and how Green we are, how much we care for
dear Mother Earth to the extent that some of us even work side by
side with the grounds crew to keep our campus looking lovely and
pristine."

"You make it sound so sweet."

She laughs. "But of course what they don't
show, can never show, is the reality here—the cheating, bullying,
lying, betrayals, favoritism, and all the ruthless competition for
grades, college acceptances, sports team positions, student
government offices, super-attractive romantic partners. I feel the
pressure all the time, in class, sports, the dining hall and
especially the dorm. They impose all these rules on us, some
intelligent, many stupid, but the only real rules here are Lord
of the Flies rules. There're the ones we live by."

"Wow, you're cynical tonight!"

"Come on! The total bullshit of the school
brochure! We're so very privileged. Don't you just hate that word?
Everyone keeps saying it. 'We're all so privileged here.' And I
wonder—what does that mean? That we attend an elite school? That
many of us have wealthy parents? That we've been blessed with
brains, talent, looks and sensitivity? That we're curious,
attractive and happy? I really can't stand it when they say that.
They pretend we're a selfless community, when the truth is it's
every kid for herself. Seven hundred horny teenagers cooped up in a
hothouse. I wonder what they'd put in an honest film about this
place, what they'd show if they had the guts." She turns to me.
"What do you think, Joel, about the Delamere Experience? Cold
shower or warm bath?"

"Something in between I guess."

Kate sniffs as we cross East Bridge, on our
way to North Campus and our dorms.

"I'd say it's like standing under a
showerhead," she says, "while someone turns the hot and cold taps
on and off as they please. In other words, you never know whether
you're going to boil or freeze."

"Whew!" I say. "Quite a riff! Done?"

"Guess so." She laughs. "Truth is that for
all its faults I actually love this school. And will miss it next
year, miss it terribly. It'll be great to be in college, have the
freedoms we don't have now. But still I'll miss it, hot/cold shower
that it is."

"Great digression. Now back to what we were
talking about."

"Yeah, back to that. I hope you'll come with
me to LGBT. No one's going to think you're gay. Everyone thinks
we're a couple. And I doubt you'd care if they did."

"Maybe they'll think we're looking for an
orgy."

"Wouldn't that be cute!"

"Why don't you take Soo-Jin? She likes to do
stuff out of friendship."

"Soo-Jin'll be coming too." She takes a deep
breath. "In fact she's one of the reasons I want to go. I get this
feeling she's developing a crush on me. I love her to death, but
the way she gazes at me sometimes . . . . I've told her she's got
to sort out her preferences. She agreed to attend LGBT providing I
go with her, which is why I want you to come too."

"Moral support?"

"Yeah. At least promise you'll think about
it?"

I glance at her. "Now that you've explained
it, of course I'll come. It's always fun to be your date."

She grins, puts her arm around me, kisses my
cheek. "I knew you wouldn't let me down." She glances around. "And
here we are at Reynolds, home sweet home." She checks her watch.
"You got about four minutes to get back to Baker."

"I'll have to run."

She slips her academy ID into the key slot.
"So . . . run boy! Run!"

I can hear her laughter ringing across the quad as I
take off fast toward my dorm.

Tonight Justin asks
if I'm willing to work on an investigative piece for The
Lantern, to which I'm an occasional contributor. He lists
several rumors floating around he thinks deserve investigation.

"High stakes late night poker games in
Prentice. We hear a lot of money changes hands and that a couple of
kids have lost a crap-load. There's been some bad blood over that.
Threats and accusations of cheating."

"The no-gambling rule's zero-tolerance.
There'd be major DCs if someone talked, so how could you publish a
piece about it?"

"Unnamed sources. Describe it as 'rumored
activity.' We'd run it without a by-line."

"I'm not too interested in poker games. What
else?"

"The Delamours. After hours fucking. Kids
sneaking out at night to have sex in Sanctuary."

"I've heard about the Ds ever since I got
here. Figured they were just a school legend."

"I think they're real, a self-perpetuating
club run by senior girls. Every once in a while they pick out a boy
they think is cute, then invite him to let them have their way with
him."

"I like your elegant turn of phrase. Now how
can I get tapped for that?"

"Ha!" He pulls out a piece of paper. "This
came in tonight. Unsigned note stuck under the door. Claims there's
a girls' fight club."

"Bullshit!"

"Maybe, maybe not."

"Even if there is a girls' fight club, you
can't run a story about it. Too inflammatory."

"It's all inflammatory. That's the point," he
says. "I think the deans know a lot of sleazy stuff's going on, but
they ignore it because if it came out it would hurt the school. Not
just kids getting expelled. Bigger heads could roll. Teachers,
deans, maybe even Head of School. The trustees would have to
act."

"So even if you pin any of this stuff down,
you can't publish it."

"No, but we can leak it. Hand it to an
outside reporter, become his unnamed source. We do the undercover
work. He checks out what we have and if it holds up he runs it in
his mainstream paper. We don't know anything. We're just kids
running a high school weekly. But once it's out we play it back to
the school, adding stuff the outside reporter doesn't know."

"Because you didn't pass it on to him?"

"Exactly! Delamere has a huge reputation.
Mainstream press always loves a prep school scandal. So who're they
going to come to for quotes? Kids who run the school paper."

"You don't want me to write an investigative
piece, Justin. You want me to investigate." He nods. "I like the
fight club. I'll check it out with Kate. As of tonight she owes me
one. She's buddies with all the girl jocks, so she can ask
around."

"Sounds good."

"And thanks for telling Liv what I said she
said. I felt like a total idiot."

"Serves you right for feeding me a line of shit. But
I'm glad you two could sort things out. Be great if you artsy guys
became pals."

My favorite teacher
here is Mr. Bishop and my favorite class is his annual fall term
Hemingway seminar. (I'll be signing up for his annual spring
Faulkner seminar as well, and only wish he'd teach Scott Fitzgerald
during winter term to complete an overview of the heroic 20th
century American literary triumvirate.) There're only eight of us
studying Hemingway this year, six guys, two girls. The reading list
is great and class discussions can get pretty fierce.

This morning is no exception. When we come into class
we find the following on the blackboard:

EH to Scott Fitzgerald: "Forget your personal
tragedy. We're all bitched from the start and you especially have
to be hurt like hell before you can write seriously. But when you
get the damned hurt use it—don't cheat with it. Be faithful to
it."

Uproar! Immediately both girls are all over
it.

Courtney Mosgrave: "'Bitched!' What's that
supposed to mean?"

Zoe Fogg: "That all mothers are bitches? That
all men are 'bitched?' That women are dogs?"

And I'm like: "Hey, people, you signed up for
Hemingway. What did you expect? He's macho. We knew that coming in.
He's also a great writer. So let's not pretend we're surprised by
some of his reptilian views."

Courtney won't let it go. She announces she
can't stand any more of EH's "misogynist crap."

"Gotta separate it from his achievement,"
someone says.

At this Mr. B steps in, gentle as always,
understanding of the girls' concerns, and also eager to point out
in his quiet way how multidimensional and well described many
Hemingway heroines are—the complex Lady Brett, the romantic
Catherine Barkley.

"What about the very slutty Lady Brett?" Zoe
demands. "The overly idealized Catherine Barkley? And that
all-time, world-class, mega-bitch Margot Macomber? Not to mention
the fact they all look pretty much the same—boyish, short hair,
often cross-dressed."

It's a great fifty minutes. We boys mostly listen as
the girls vent. And always Mr. B keeps us focused, leading us at
the end of class to a balanced view.

Here's what I know
about Harry Bishop: Dartmouth grad, Yale M.A. in American lit,
teaching at Delamere his entire career. He's in his early fifties
and cuts a definite figure around campus with his chiseled
features, close-cropped greying beard, husky build, belted safari
jackets and worn khaki white hunter style hat.

It has not, of course, escaped peoples'
notice that he bears a striking resemblance to Hemingway in looks,
dress and manner. He's even rumored to have boxed in college. He's
divorced, has grown children, and having long fulfilled the
required ten years of dorm residency, lives alone in a small
Academy-owned white clapboard house a five minute walk from campus.
I've been over there a couple times for sit-downs in his living
room. No animal heads on the wall or zebra rugs on the floor, but
it wouldn't surprise me if he's got a couple double-barreled
shotguns, a superb set of fly fishing gear, and a nearly completed
novel stashed away in back.

There are kids who find him corny and others who view
him as a phony. "The Hemingway act's a bit much"—I've heard that a
few times, including from kids in our seminar. I don't think they
get it. I view Mr. B as an ironist. On one level he identifies
closely with EH, but he's way too smart to think he can carry off
the impersonation without risking scorn. I believe he welcomes the
notion that people think he's living out a pathetic fantasy. For
what could be more pathetic than a middle-aged prep school English
teacher striding about campus pretending he's a famous
sportsman/literary giant? No matter. In class he is a giant,
the best teacher I've had here.

"I don't know
anything about a girl's fight club," Kate tells me. "But I'm pretty
sure there's a bulimia club in Knickerbocker West. Three of the
scrawniest girls I've ever seen all live on the same floor. Stick
figures. Scarecrows!"

We're sitting in Café, the school snack
joint, sipping lattes. Since we both have a free D-block, this is
our mid-morning ritual. We use the hour to exchange gossip.

"Will you ask around?"

"Sure. But if there is a fight club I'll be
insulted I wasn't invited to join."

"Like you'd do that!"

"How do you know I don't?"

"You just said—"

"Didn't you see the movie? What's the first
rule of Fight Club?" I shake my head. "You're so out of it, Joel!
The line's a classic: 'The First Rule of Fight Club is you don't
talk about Fight Club.' "

"So if there is a fight club, no one's going
to talk about it?"

"Right!"

"And you just might be a member?"

"Right again!"

We both break up. We only stop when a kid at
the next table leans over to ask what's so funny.

Kate leans toward her. "He thinks," she says,
gesturing at me, "there's a secret girls' fight club here."

Tonight I'm back in
Evans working on my required pots. I've thrown two, am about to
start a third, when Liv Anders sashays into the ceramics studio,
scoops up a hunk of clay from the bin, takes it over to the wedging
table, works it, then sits down at the wheel beside mine, plops
down her clay, and announces she's going to throw a pot.

"You've done this before?"

"Back in seventh grade. Never could get it
right," she admits. Then cheerfully: "But it can't be that hard.
I've watched you. You make it look easy."

"Because I know what I'm doing."

"Well, I don't," she announces. "So you can
laugh yourself silly watching me screw up."

She turns on her wheel, pedals down, wets her
hands and tries to center her clay.

What a farce! A total novice, she soon sends
gobs of wet brown clay whirling through the air.

"You're not sitting right," I instruct her.
"Pull up your stool. Position yourself over the wheel. Hold your
clay down tight. Otherwise you'll never get it centered."

She makes a brave effort. But still her clay
ball wobbles. She's using so much water the clay's turned squishy
and oozes out between her fingers. More gobs go flying. Several
splatter on me.

She stops. "I'm so sorry, Joel. I feel like
such a jerk. I've no idea what I'm doing. I guess that's obvious,
huh?"

She tries to scrape a scab of clay off my
shoulder. "Please, let me wash your shirt."

"Should I take it off for you right now?"

She raises her eyebrows. "I guess for some
girls that'd be a treat."

"But not for you?"

She grins. "I didn't say that. I'm really
sorry. Give it to me tomorrow and I'll put it through with my
wash."

Clearly we're flirting. The notion of her
putting my jersey in with her wash is a definite turn-on.

"Not necessary. But if you let me, I'll show
you how to center."

"Would you? That'd really be nice."

I bring my stool around to the far side of
her wheel, sit opposite her, and poise my hands above hers.

"May I?" I ask, waiting for permission.

"Of course," she says.

"You know the ritual. I have to ask."

"I hate that stupid ritual. 'May I touch your
elbow?' 'May I hold your hand?' 'May I stick my needy tongue into
your receptive mouth?' 'May I fondle—whatever?' "

"Well, we do need rules to live by, as they
say. I mean, thank God for the three-legs-on-the-floor rule. All
that stands between us and total debauchery—tearing off one
another's clothes and rolling around on the floor in paroxysms of
pleasure."

"Surely it's only that finely conceived rule
that prevents acts of such vile decadence," she agrees.

Stirred by our flirtatious exchange, it's
then, at that moment, as, with her permission, I carefully place my
larger hands on her smaller more delicate ones, and help her hold
tight to her clay, that I feel a certain—how shall I put
it?—shiver, thrill, frisson.

I tell her to spin the wheel . . . but not
too fast. I have her stiffen her left hand, then guide her right
one so that together we can push the clay to the left.

"Feel it turning true?" She nods. "Now slow
release. Slow. That's it! Lower speed. It's functionally centered
now. Let's refine it a little. Voilà! See, it isn't that
hard once you get the knack. Now let's lay our hands on it again,
feel it as it spins. Okay . . . but not so fast. Feel good? Now
let's slide our hands down the sides, right down to the wheel-head.
When I center clay I always feel like I'm centering myself. Feel
it? There, you got it, Liv. Excellent!"

Subtly breaking contact, smoothly removing my
hands from hers, I wonder if she too has felt something, if this
brief physical connection between us has moved her the same way
it's moved me. Or whether she's simply taken it at face value, a
quick collegial centering lesson from a fellow art student.

She looks up from the clay, meets my eyes. As
she studies me I become aware of the beauty in hers, emerald green
flecked with hazel.

"Thank you," she says softly. "That was nice,
Joel. Generous and much appreciated." She smiles. "And I really am
going to wash your shirt, even if you don't want me to."

"I definitely want you to wash it," I tell
her.

"It shall be done." She continues to peer at
me as if appraising my worth. I return her gaze, then smile. She
smiles back. "I have a little more weaving to do," she says. "Then
I was going over to Sanctuary for Revelation. Join me?"

"Sure, that'd be great," I tell her.

Tuesday Evening
Revelation is one of the special rites at Delamere. Anyone
interested, including first and second year kids normally obliged
to check in by eight p.m., are permitted to stay out late Tuesday
nights to listen to a student speak on a topic of his/her choice in
Sanctuary.

Usually these talks, termed "revelations,"
are delivered in a soft, low-key manner stripped of all shame, and
have to do with something very personal that has affected a change
in the speaker's life—an epiphany, insight, moral or spiritual
change. Some take the form of poetry, others are closer to memory
essays. My first year here, I heard one kid actually sing his
Revelation a cappella. Popular topics are the role of
friendship, the loss of a parent, and lessons derived from
struggle—the overcoming of obstacles, mental and physical
illnesses, sports experiences, recovery from an addiction, and
also, because of the strong arts orientation of the school, the
revealed meaning of this or that work of art.

I used to be a regular attendee, then gave it
up. Too often, I felt, Revelation was a way of working up a
striking college app essay. On the other hand, I recognize it's the
one safe place where a Delamere student can speak of his/her
damaged/repaired soul without fear of scorn or mockery. But still I
wonder why so many kids here, damaged in some serious way, feel
impelled to speak out about it. Not just privately to, say, a
roommate or close friend, but to whomever shows up at Revelation.
And when they do (and they know this very well) while sensitive
faculty members and their spouses may listen with tear-filled eyes,
in the dark back rows, in the gloom and stillness of Sanctuary
where Revelations can barely be heard, horny couples will be
vigorously making out.

There's a school slogan I learned my first
week at Delamere: "Wanna lock lips, meet up behind the Lipshitz.
Wanna make out, meet up at Revelation."

As I clean up my space in the studio, rinse
my wheel, then wash my tools and hands and dab at the clay stains
on my shirt, I ponder the question: what does Liv's invitation
actually mean?

According to Delamere dating rituals, when a
boy or girl asks a boy or girl to join him/her at Revelation that
can be taken as an invitation to make out, perhaps lightly, perhaps
not so lightly, in one of the rear pews. And so I ask myself: Did
Liv invite me to join her for that, or simply to sit beside her as
we take in the solemn musings of whomever is going to speak?

This is the riddle that confronts me. I
resolve to tread carefully and with great sensitivity as I attempt
to solve it.

Cleaned up, ready for whatever is to come, I
seek Liv out in the fiber arts room. There I marvel at the grace
with which she drapes her loom, and the exquisite way she pushes
her hair to the side, a gesture so off-hand yet so eloquent, I find
myself transfixed. It's as if every gesture she makes cannot be
surpassed. And I find perfection not only in her bearing and
gestures, but also in the intense emerald green of her eyes and the
superb structure of her face—high cheekbones and perfectly modeled
chin. Liv Anders, I suddenly realize (and cannot grasp why I didn't
see this before) is a ravishingly handsome young woman—slim,
svelte, poised, enormously attractive in most every way, whom I
might have dismissed as untouchable if it weren't for the fact that
just minutes before she allowed me to touch her, indeed welcomed my
touch with unanticipated warmth.

I'm so impressed with her, so flattered she
notices me, let alone has asked me to accompany her to Revelation,
that I'm thrilled by the prospect that others will soon observe us
together—me, the nerdy class warrior, and she, the golden princess.
I then consider, not without a little self-contempt, how that will
accrue to my prestige even as it amplifies my self-esteem.

We pause on the catwalk bridge that connects
the two halves of Evans. Liv gestures toward the three story tall
abstract stained glass window that dominates the atrium, a gift of
a wealthy alumna.

We stand here a while gazing at this
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