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DEDICATION

With gratitude and love, this one’s for my family:

My siblings, Natalie, Saeger, and Harris,

And my parents, William and Karen Philpot





EPIGRAPH

“Perhaps all our loves are merely hints and symbols;

a hill of many invisible crests;

doors that open as in a dream to reveal

only a further stretch of carpet and another door.”

—Evelyn Waugh,
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PROLOGUE

THE BUCHANANS’ PULL WAS AS natural and strong as the moon on the tides, and when I was with them I was happy in the warmth of their reflected light.

If they had any sense of their collective charm, they never showed it. So self-assured were they all by nature that it never occurred to me to doubt that their perfection was predetermined by forces I did not understand. They were all royalty. They were all gods. They were all broken.

I could not tell you now, then, or really ever who I loved more—only that I did love her, and him, and them all with a fierceness that I didn’t know was possible. They say there is nothing like your first love, but they have little to say about loving two people at the same time—or an entire family.

She was as fragile and full of life as a flute of champagne teetering on the edge of a table. He was strong enough to be the man he was born to be, but maybe not the one he would have chosen to become. As for the rest, they amaze me still.

Even knowing, as I do now, that grace, power, and, yes, love can hide the darkest elements of the human heart, I would do it all again. Beginning with the night I met her, then him, then the rest. I would do it all again just to know that for a moment I was one of the Great Buchanans.





THE BEGINNING

Et in Arcadia ego

(Even in Arcadia I exist)





ONE

I WAS JUST DRIFTING OFF to sleep when I heard someone throwing up in the bushes outside my dorm room. Before that unmistakable sound—a combination of heaving and throat clearing—the only noises coming through my open window had been the occasional barking dog and the rare sound of footsteps slapping on the concrete path that cut across the St. Anne’s quad.

I glanced over at Rosalie, but she lay in her bed snoring softly, oblivious. In our three years of rooming together, she had trained herself to sleep through nearly anything. I shut my eyes tighter and willed the sound to be a dream.

“Julia, you okay? Hey Jules, what are you doing?” A girl’s voice I didn’t recognize seemed to be coming from right under the windowsill.

I heard another gut-clenching heave that made my throat hurt just to listen to it, followed by a low groan. I threw the covers off, waiting, hoping, to hear the sounds of the two girls shoving through the bushes. Instead, I heard a third girl join the other two.

“Jules, you’ve got to get up. We can’t stay here.” She spoke like someone was pinching her nose between two fingers. “This isn’t the place to be sick. Mulcaster could come out her door any moment.”

The only response she got was another low groan, followed by the sound of someone clearing her throat and then spitting whatever she had hacked up into the soil. In the darkness of my bedroom I wrinkled my forehead and sat up, rubbing at my eyes and searching the ground near my bed for the new bottle of water I had bought that afternoon in the campus store.

“Come on,” the pinched-nose girl hissed. “We have to get back before the night patrol lady comes around and sees the door propped.”

I heard what sounded like a bag of laundry hitting the brick wall, followed by a muffled thud of something landing on the dirt.

“Hell, Piper. Lemme alone,” said a new voice, this one raspy and almost sultry. A voice I recognized but could not quite place. “Give a girl five minutes to enjoy her gin all over again.” She snorted, and then giggled, before groaning. The retching began once more.

“Jules—” The second girl stopped speaking as the headmistress’s voice trilled out from her front porch, just around the corner from my dorm.

“Hooper, come here, boy. Hooper.”

“Shit. Jules, we need go,” the first girl said, her British accent a little more pronounced than earlier. I gave up on finding the water and focused on fumbling for my slippers on the floor of my closet.

“Jules, come on.”

I heard hands scraping against the wall.

“Lemme alone,” the girl said, right before something tumbled through the bushes, cracking branches before landing in the dirt.

I threw my slippers on the floor and pulled a pair of jeans from the top of my hamper before slipping them on.

“We can’t just leave her, Piper,” the girl with the accent hissed.

“It’s Jules; she can take care of herself or she’ll talk her way out of it. I’m not getting work duty again because of her. Besides, there’s no sense in all three of us getting caught,” Piper said. I should have recognized her. I had heard her speak so many times in Geometry sophomore year.

Piper’s friend must have agreed with her, because the next sound I heard was the scuttle of feet on the gravel of the dorm driveway.

“Merde!” The voice came from right under my window this time.

I paused with my hand on my doorknob, waiting for the sounds of the friends coming back.

But the only noise I heard was the click of metal dog tags slapping against one another as Dr. Mulcaster’s French bulldog explored the drainage ditch by the side of the science building.

I breathed deeply out my nose and eased the door open just enough for me to slip through and down the hall.

The common room was partially lit by blue moonlight that drifted through the ceiling-high arched windows. No matter what time of day it was, the common room smelled like burned popcorn and old sofa. Grabbing a wrinkled fashion magazine from the nearest armchair, I propped open the door to the quad and then crept into the dark.

The air was a New England April combination of the end of winter and the beginning of spring: a mixture of barely defrosted dirt, freshly mowed playing fields, and a hint of salt from the ocean miles away in Hyannis.

I slid with my back against the brick, trying to avoid the sharp branches of the bushes and give myself some cover. The back of my right thigh scraped against the wall as I rounded the final corner, and I had to pause and bite my bottom lip to keep from crying out.

Just under my window, I could make out the outline of a small figure with her head against her knees and her arms clinging to the wall behind her as if it alone was keeping her from floating away.

“Hooper, come here now.” Dr. Mulcaster’s voice sounded closer, and I could picture her standing on her front porch, squinting into the night for the small black dog that was nearly impossible to see in the dark. Dropping to the ground, I inched forward, pushing my hands into the soft dirt for balance until I reached the doubled-over girl.

“Hey,” I whispered. “Hey, are you okay?”

Her thick, dark hair hung like a curtain about her face. Taking a hand from the wall, she pushed some strands away from her cheek and peered at me from under one thin arm.

I was right. I had heard her many times before, but it was the first time I had seen her close up.

Her dark eyes were bloodshot at the edges, and her fading spring-break tan and her sharp cheekbones made them seem enormous. Her nose was a little too large for her other features, but it made her more than just pretty. It made her interesting.

After staring at me for several moments, studying me so intensely I wanted to duck into the shadows, she asked, “Do you know who I am?”

I nodded. Of course I did.

“Magnifique, because I don’t mean to be rude, but right now I don’t have a clue who you are. Merde! I don’t think I’m done yet.”

She rose unsteadily to her feet, braced one arm against the wall, and threw up the rest of her stomach on my slippers.

“Crickets,” she said, still bent in half. “I hope those weren’t expensive.”

I took a shallow breath through my mouth, willing the microwave noodles I’d had during study hall to stay down. “It’s fine. They’re wicked old. Let’s go before Dr. Mulcaster sees us.”

As if to prove my point, the headmistress, yelling, “Dammit, Hooper!” was followed by the sound of sneaker-clad feet thumping down wooden stairs.

The girl nodded weakly as she straightened up. I knew she was short, but even at her full height she barely came to my shoulder, and I had to hunch down to put my arm under hers. With me half carrying her, we shuffled toward the dorm door, where I kicked off my slippers and dropped them in the trash bin under the exit sign. Once we were in my room, I sat her on my bed and turned my desk lamp on its lowest setting.

She barely moved as I coaxed her out of her dirty clothes, and she kept her arms above her head like a toddler waiting to be picked up while I pulled a T-shirt over her.

“You’re so pretty. So tall,” she said as she flopped back on my bed. “My sister was tall. The rest of them are all tall.” She frowned at some thought as I nudged her back farther on the bed until she no longer looked like she would fall off and then changed out of my shirt and jeans.

“Just so you know before we snuggle,” she mumbled, “I like girls. Like like girls.”

“Shhhh.” I put my finger up to my lips even though her eyes were already closed. “I know.”

She fell asleep while I was in the bathroom scrubbing my feet in the middle shower stall. I walked on the balls of my feet back down the hallway, stopping to open the door to the quad just enough to grab a perfect white stone from the walkway before shutting it with a click. I kept walking on my toes even once I reached my room and slid the stone into the old wooden toolbox beside the duffel bag in my closet.

I did not need a memory to help me remember that night, but I wanted one anyway.

I climbed over her and squeezed in on the side of the bed nearest the wall. Her small body barely took up a third of the twin mattress. Before shutting my eyes, I glanced over at Rosalie. She had pulled her Canadian-flag quilt up over her head. I would be waking up to a very cranky roommate.

I stayed up half the night, unable to sleep with the strange feeling of another person’s body lying so close. When I woke up, only a dent on the pillow where Julia Buchanan’s head had rested next to mine gave any indication that she had been there at all.





AN APOLOGY

I found the package and flowers at my door when I got back from third period the next morning.

The flowers weren’t anything like the plastic-wrapped ones my dad picked up from the grocery store when he forgot an anniversary. They were a collection of hunter green, pale green, and olive green flowers and ferns. Their scent was strong enough to smell from the common room.

The package contained tissue-paper-wrapped slippers from a department store I had only been in once. They were sweater soft.

Julia’s note was tucked into one of the toes.


Please accept my most very, very sincere apologies.

I’d say that’s the first time I’ve found myself in such a predicament—but that would be a blatant lie.

Drop by my room tomorrow afternoon so I can apologize in person. I’m in 5D, Pembroke Hall, North Tower.

If you don’t come I’ll be heartbroken, which might lead me to drink again . . . and we don’t want that, now do we? ☺

Yours in contrition,

JB







TWO

AT ST. ANNE’S, THERE WERE some girls who wore their scholarship status like badges, flaunting consignment shop blazers in atrocious patterns that technically adhered to dress code, but also openly mocked it. There were girls who looked like walking billboards for Italian and French designers with names they struggled to pronounce blazed across their chests and butts. There were girls who wore clothes of such deliberate taste and quality that they might as well have pasted hundred-dollar bills on themselves. And then there were girls who didn’t have to care what they wore. With them, the shabbier they dressed, the more important and older their family was. They didn’t care because they could afford not to.

Pembroke Hall was generally where such girls and legacies lived. Thick maroon carpeting dotted with the St. Anne’s crest ran the length of the fifth-floor hall over shining hardwood floors. The air smelled like lemon cleaner, as if one of the custodians had just been through. Three clunky chandeliers provided a dim glow that could not have been lower if they were using candles instead of lightbulbs. The navy blue walls were lined in perfect symmetry with sepia-toned photographs of smiling residents from past years.

I padded slowly down the hall, not particularly anxious to arrive where I was curious to go. The photos gave me an excuse to pause. In one, a girl in a long flowing dress stood on her tiptoes with her arms around the neck of a horse. Her face was half hidden against the horse’s sides, but her small smile revealed that she knew she was being photographed. Her light-colored hair was wavy and fell just below her chin. I lifted my right hand to my mouth and began to chew at a hangnail.

“Oh, she’s my favorite,” a voice purred over my left shoulder.

I jumped. When the small of my back hit the molding on the wall behind me, my left hand swung out until I felt it connect with skin.

“Oh, my god. I am so sorry,” I stammered. Julia Buchanan now stood in front of me, her hands clutching her right cheek.

“You startled me. Oh, God. I am so sorry. Does it hurt?”

Julia raised her eyes from the floor, her mouth opened in a small O. And then she smiled and dropped her hands. “Well now, I suppose we’re even. I lose pasta night and a half a bottle of gin over your slippers and you whomp me in return.”

I didn’t say anything, but I smoothed my hair back from my face.

“You’re right. Not fair at all. I should probably let you stomp on my foot to make things even.” She laughed, and the sound was like hundreds of glasses clicking together. “Oh, ease up. I’m only joking.” She smiled even as the redness on her cheek grew darker. “If I really wanted to be even, I would have given you a go at both cheeks; after all, I’m pretty sure I not only ruined your slippers, but also made off with a T-shirt.”

“Don’t worry about it,” I said. “It’s from freshman year.”

“You shouldn’t bite your nails, you know.” Julia took my right hand in her pale palms. She raised it to her face and studied my fingers. “You have a piano player’s hands.”

With her eyes on me, I became all too aware of my broken nails and raw red cuticles. “Thanks, but I don’t play piano. They’re in wicked sad shape.”

Julia laughed her clinking-glass laugh but did not let go of my hand. “Et pourquoi ça?”

I shook my head. “I don’t speak French.”

“C’est dommage,” she said. “Where are you from?”

“What makes you ask?”

“The ‘wicked’ as an adverb. It’s a New England thing, but you also draw out your vowels like they’re stuck on your tongue.”

I had no idea if it was good or bad to have tongue-sticking vowels.

“New Hampshire. Way up north. Practically in Canada.”

“Live free and die. State motto, right?”

“Live free or die,” I said. “We give you an option.”

Julia smiled, biting the corner of her lip as if to keep her mouth from opening any wider. “You’re funny. We’re going to get along fabulously. Well, I suppose you should come say hello to everyone.”

Julia turned and I followed her at a distance as she glided down the hall to the last door in the corner tower.

She threw the door wide open, causing it to hit the back wall with a thump. “Ladies, I hope you’re halfway decent.”

“Hell, Jules, must you shout all the time? You’re going to piss off the whole floor, never mind bring every security guard on campus running.”

I recognized Piper’s voice immediately this time. Catching the door as it drifted back, I eased it shut behind me and let my eyes adjust to the low lighting.

The round room was stuffed with furniture. It resembled a murky antique shop bursting with piles of forgotten treasures more than a dorm room. The St. Anne’s–provided dresser was weighted down with knickknacks, picture frames, and a shrunken cactus in a clay pot that looked like it hadn’t been watered since the beginning of the school year. A mirror with a heavy gilded frame hung against one wall opposite a cream-colored chaise longue piled with clothes. Two beanbag chairs sat in the center around a low coffee table that was covered with textbooks with their broken spines in the air, wrinkled papers, and ripped magazines. Discarded clothing seemed to hang on every surface, dripping like the clocks in Dalí’s paintings. And against the wall nearest the door was the standard twin bed found in every room. It was unmade and piled with a sun-faded quilt, decorative pillows, and even more clothing.

“It’s a mess, isn’t it?” said Piper as she stood up from where she had been sitting next to a stack of books on the floor near the window. “Jules just can’t abide throwing anything out. She says it makes her feel bad.”

Her full name came to me suddenly. Piper Houghton. St. Anne’s was small enough that I knew she and Julia were inseparable. Teachers and coaches strung their names together like they were one longer word: PiperandJulia, JuliaandPiper. Last night was one of the handful of times I had seen them apart.

“It’s true,” Julia said as she moved toward her closet. “I hate throwing things out. What’ll your poison be? I’m afraid selection is pretty limited because somebody . . .” She cut her eyes toward the chaise longue. “Well, because somebody decided that it being a Wednesday was good enough a reason to drink half a bottle of rum.” Julia started reaching behind the rows of clothes, retrieving three plastic water bottles with their labels peeled off and standing them up on the floor beside her like soldiers lining up for inspection. The way she handled them gave away their contents.

“It’s four in the afternoon. How do you have all that in your room? Does your proctor even—” I said before Piper interrupted me.

“Yes, poor Jules just can’t stand the thought of any broken knickknack, old dress, or, say, ratty old stuffed moose, or whatever the hell that germ trap is, going in the trash.” Piper raised her arms above her head and arched her back like a cat stretching. “In fact, I’d say our Jules is a great collector. Stray dogs, dejected horses . . . people.” She glanced at me and smiled with her lips tightly pressed together. She walked over to Julia and slid her arms around her waist, hugging her until her chin rested on the shorter girl’s left shoulder. “But that’s why we love her. Isn’t it?”

Julia shrugged and twisted out of Piper’s embrace as she turned with two plastic tumblers in her hands. “Piper, ne recommence pas.” Her voice sounded like loose gravel scattering down a hill. “Besides, you know how I feel about you calling Aloysius ratty.”

Piper dropped her arms. She watched Julia weave her way toward me the way someone might watch a person board a plane to a war zone.

She shivered and then straightened her back, raising her chin again. “Whatever, Jules. You’re just being pissy because we left you last night. And that thing is a health hazard. You better hope the nurse never gets her hands on him, or he’ll end up in the graduation bonfire.” She flopped down in one of the beanbag chairs and picked up a clear plastic cup containing a watery, pink liquid from the floor beside her. Her eyes met mine over the rim. She raised the glass in front of her and nodded her head at me before tipping it back and swallowing what remained of her drink.

Julia barely glanced at Piper’s salute. I hadn’t noticed in the hall, but Julia’s cashmere sweater wrap had holes in the sleeves that she had forced her thumbs through, and her dark halo of hair looked as if it hadn’t been brushed that day. The hands that clutched the two tumblers were long, but the nails were short and her red polish was chipped like she had had a manicure months ago and couldn’t be bothered to get another.

“Pour toi.” Julia handed me a tumbler with a slight curtsy. “A toast to my rescuer. À votre santé!” She tipped her cup back and took a gulp before flopping stomach first on her bed. With her free hand she reached out and pulled a pillow to her chest.

“A votey santi,” I repeated and took a small sip. The pale green drink was surprisingly sweet. It tasted almost like a sports drink that had been left in a hot car too long. I took a second sip. This time I felt a burn in the back of my throat like a hot liquid was being poured straight from a kettle into my stomach. I slammed the cup down and pulled my sweatshirt sleeve over my right hand and clutched it to my mouth.

“First night on the town, sailor?” Piper said.

“I don’t . . . really . . . drink,” I wheezed out in between coughs. My eyes were watering. I swiped at them with my left sleeve.

“A toast!” a delicate voiced piped up from the chaise in the corner, but I could see only a tan hand raised in the air above the piles of clothing. A girl struggled into a sitting position. When she turned to face us, her sleek black bob highlighted her high cheekbones, slightly flattened nose, and almond-shaped eyes.

“Oh, Eun Sun. So nice of you to join us. How was your nap, sleeping beauty?” Julia’s sarcasm barely cloaked her annoyance.

Eun Sun snorted. “Guess I overdid it last night.” She struggled to sit up, as jerky as a robot. “Jules, you should have stopped me. You know once my face becomes all blotchy to cut me off.” She had the studied accent of someone who has learned English via Europe.

“I tried, but you kept stealing my cup whenever my back was turned,” Julia said as she sat up and folded her legs, never letting go of her glass. She tucked her sweater around her knees, making her look like a very small tent. “After almost three years, the one thing you should have learned at St. Anne’s is how to handle your booze. Come say hello to our visitor, Charlotte Ryder. She’s a junior, too. She was the one who rescued me after you bêtes abandoned me.”

“Hello, visitor,” Eun Sun said, rubbing her eyes and opening her mouth in a yawn that split her face in two. Sitting more upright, she blinked and then stared at me. “You’re the girl who did those thingies hanging in that place, aren’t you?”

“What?”

“You know.” She exhaled loudly. “The art center. We only have assembly there like every day.”

“The sculptures?”

“Yes.” Eun Sun settled against the chaise. “Yeah. The metal thingies. I recognize you from the little photo on the wall.” She snorted. “You look so pissed in that photo. Otherwise, I don’t think I’ve seen you once in my life.”

I straightened my back and crossed my arms across my chest. “I’m in the art studios a lot.” I took another small sip of the drink, mindful this time of the burn.

“Some say to-may-toe, some say toe-ma-toooo,” Eun Sun said.

“So what’s your story, Charlotte Ryder?” Piper said. “Take a seat. Stay a while. Tell the rest of the class a little about yourself, since you and Julia already seem to know each other so well.” Piper drew the last two words out, filling them with meaning, but of what I wasn’t sure.

“Piper, stop it,” Julia said. She had swapped the pillow for a stuffed animal that she clutched against her chest. Her tumbler was empty on the bedside table. “You’re being mean and it’s not attractive. Charlotte is my guest and you’re in my room, drinking my vodka, so you’ll play nice.”

“Jules, I am being nice. I just want to know about your new friend. That’s all.” Piper twirled her long necklace with the hand that wasn’t clutching her empty cup and shifted in the beanbag so she faced me, her back to Julia. “See, I’ve known Jules practically my whole life. Our families have summer places near each other. We basically grew up together, so when someone new comes along, I’m always just a little bit curious.”

“There’s really not much to tell,” I said, holding my cup close to my chest and wrapping my fingers around it to hide how little I’d been able to drink. “I’m here. Next year, I’m going to apply to a bunch of art schools.” I took another sip. “I’m going to be an artist.”

Piper set her cup down on the floor and tried to adjust the beanbag chair so she could sit up straighter. “You either are an artist or you’re not. It’s not something you become,” she said, giving up and flopping back down.

“Piper, stop it,” Julia commanded from the bed.

“What? You don’t think the soup can guy knew in high school that he was going to paint soup cans? Of course he did.”

“Well, then, I guess I am an artist.” I shifted from one foot to the other.

“Okay, as an artist, what do you think of this room?” Piper made a circle over her head. “Other than the mess, of course.” She laughed. “How about those pictures over there?”

I set my drink down on the coffee table and walked over to the set of drawers with all the picture frames on top. A thin layer of dust coated the dresser surface and the tops of the frames. One picture was of a large gray house with a golf-course-green lawn rolling in front of it. Another was of a small red sailboat bobbing on dark water. But the one that held my attention was of a girl that could have been Julia’s twin. Her face was fuller and her eyes gray instead of brown, but she had the same nose and the same dark, thick hair. She was squinting as if the picture taker had caught her by surprise. She shaded her eyes with one hand, and the other was slung around the mast of what looked like the little red sailboat from the other picture. She had on shorts and a red T-shirt and a smile that stretched as far as her face would allow.

“She looks like she’s planning something funny. A joke or something.” I picked up the frame carefully, tracing my finger lightly over the girl’s face. “Either that or she’s wicked in love with the picture taker. Your sister?” I asked as I turned toward Julia. “The tall one you were talking about the other night?”

She did not answer immediately, but she hopped off the bed and came to stand beside me. Once she was close enough for me to smell the vodka and juice that lingered on her lips, she reached out and took the frame from me. “Yeah. At Arcadia, our summer place. Her boyfriend, David, took the picture.” She set the picture down at the same angle in the dust-free spot on the dresser and walked back toward the bed. “Her name was Gus.”

“Was?” I said, still standing by the pictures.

Eun Sun shook her head at me from the chaise, and Piper pressed her lips together as she twirled her necklace. There had been a test, and somehow I had failed.

When I took my next sip, I could feel my throat working to swallow. The chapel bell started ringing, and for the first time ever I was grateful for formal dinner.

“I’ve got to go change, Julia. You can just keep the T-shirt,” I said. If she said anything back as I shut the door to her room behind me, I didn’t hear it.





THE MEMORY BOX

The box was just an old wooden toolbox of my dad’s. It was rough-sided. The hinges squeaked, and it still smelled a little like sawdust and oil. It took up way too much space in my closet at St. Anne’s.

But it held everything.

Postcards from Grandma Eve, letters, trinkets I’d won at arcade games, ribbons from elementary school, my mom’s old locket. It protected my shells from summer vacations at Hampton Beach, buttons from old coats, and those colorful umbrellas they put in your drinks when you go somewhere warm.

It was heavy with ticket stubs, museum pamphlets, and so many of my memories.

I added Julia’s note and closed the lid.





THREE

“I HEARD SHE HAD, LIKE, a mental breakdown and they kicked her out of Mansfield Academy,” Amy said. She crunched down on a baby carrot as if to punctuate her point.

“Amy, you’re full of it. Her family is the closest Massachusetts has to royalty. There’s no way she would have gotten booted out of some tier-two boarding school,” Rosalie said. Her Canadian accent became as thick as maple syrup when she was annoyed.

I poked at the pile of salad on my plate and let my eyes wander. The St. Anne’s dining hall reminded me of a fancy ski lodge. Exposed wood beams ran across the high ceiling, partially blocking the enormous skylights. Floor-to-ceiling windows ran the length of the side that faced the quad. During free periods, when I didn’t have my job manning the reception desk at the art gallery, I liked to sneak into the empty building and just watch the world happening outside those windows.

“Didn’t she date Indira in the beginning of the year?” Amy had stopped chewing and her mouth hung slightly opened.

“Amy.” I coughed. “Uh.” I tapped the underside of my chin. She quickly shut her mouth, swallowed, and wiped her face with a napkin.

“Don’t tell my mother I did that.”

“Indira isn’t gay. You’re thinking of Ina,” Jacqueline said from the opposite side of the round table, not bothering to raise her eyes from the textbook in front of her. “And when would we ever tell your mom that you eat like a little kid?” She pushed her glasses up her nose with one hand and continued flipping pages with the other. “Plus, your mom scares me.”

Amy shuddered. “She scares me, too.” She picked up a carrot, looked at it, and set it down before speaking. “You could totally say something parents’ weekend. It’s the last week in May, less than four weeks.”

Jacqueline raised an eyebrow and looked up from her book. Rosalie laughed so hard she snorted.

“What?” Amy squeaked. She pouted, then picked up another carrot and pointed at me with it. “When are you going to let me fix your hair?”

“Uh, random,” I said, reaching up to touch where I knew the blond ended and my brown roots began. “Does it look that bad?”

“If my mother were here, she would say, ‘Charlotte, are you trying to look unattractive?’”

Amy’s impression of her mom’s high voice was so bad I nearly choked on a crouton. I was still coughing as I replied, “You know my stepmom, Melissa . . . promised . . . she’d fix . . . if I let someone else . . . too scarred . . . to finish beauty school.”

Amy patted me on the back. “I wasn’t trying to make you choke. Personally, I couldn’t handle it, but . . . well, remember I offered.”

My eyes still watering, I nodded. The conversation drifted to other topics after that. I was content to half listen, half watch the rest of the room.

Lunch at St. Anne’s was loud, but never in an obnoxious way. Different groups had their established tables, but they were often an odd mix of girls and never firmly set. Academic overachievers were on the basketball team, drama girls on the student council, artsy girls in the debate club. That didn’t mean that people forgot for a moment who everyone was and where they came from, but it meant I knew of a dozen tables where I was welcome if no one was at mine.

Maybe it was because to some of these girls I was still a curiosity, with my accent that caught on certain words like a long shirt on thorns, or maybe it was because I listened more than I talked, but I got along with most girls at St. Anne’s. I was friendly with many, close to few.

Jacqueline and I had become friends after I stumbled on her crying in the Bio wing bathroom. She had just gotten a D on an exam and was so upset she ran from the classroom to throw up. I gave her my cardigan to cover up her shirt. I got to know Amy after she wandered into my studio, looking for someone to tell her whether or not her butt looked big in her Guys and Dolls costume. She ended up staying for half an hour and telling me about the diet tips her mother sent her and how she missed her cat back home in Connecticut. As for Rosalie, I had just been lucky. We were stuck in a room together freshman year. We bonded over both being from towns so small they didn’t have traffic lights, and we had lived with each other since.

“Anyway.” Rosalie shoved her tray out of the way, knocking my own so she could cross her arms on the table. “Charlotte actually got to go to her room the other day ’cause Julia felt bad about barfing all over her. So she would probably know more about the Buchanans than any of us, eh?”

Three sets of eyes turned toward me. “Why are we back to talking about Julia Buchanan?” I said as I dropped my fork on my plate, giving up on the salad. I wasn’t hungry anyway. “I don’t know any more than you guys.”

“Come on, Charlotte.” Jacqueline shut her book with a thunk. “You gotta be curious. It’s weird. The girl starts here as a junior. Who does that?”

I glanced over my shoulder at the table in the far right corner. She was there today. When Julia came to lunch, I never saw her actually eating. Her chair was the farthest one from the entrance and when she wasn’t there, it was left empty just in case. I doubt this was something her group ever did by conscious decision. They just did it. She never sat facing forward with her feet on the floor. She perched and sprawled and once even stood on her chair until Dr. Blanche came to the table and suggested she get down. Today she had one knee up and the other leg resting on Piper’s lap. She was gesturing wildly, and from time to time her entire table erupted with laughter.

“Earth to Charlotte.” Rosalie waved a hand in front of my face.

“Huh? Sorry.”

“I bet she got kicked out of all the other places for drugs so she had to transfer. Those kinds of girls.” Rosalie nodded her head in the direction of the back table. “They’re always into heavy stuff. I bet that was it.”

Amy drummed her polished fingernails on the table. “That’s ridiculous. Her dad was a governor.”

“Senator,” Rosalie said. “Her dad was a Massachusetts state senator. He dropped out of the race for governor when the press found out about all his affairs.”

“You don’t—” I started.

“No.” Amy leaned forward and then, as if hearing her mother’s voice in her head, took her elbows off the table. “He stopped running after her older sister crashed her car and died. Don’t you remember? It happened like three summers ago. It was really bad. A boy died, too. It was all over the news for all of August.”

“Guys, come on—”

“I remember that. The sister went here, right?” Rosalie shoved back her chair and stood up. “It was after a boat race or polo game or something. Her sister was wasted, but the guy was supposedly the one driving. Didn’t his family sue?”

Amy shrugged and stood, too, sweeping her blond hair over her shoulders. “Don’t know.” She looked down at her plate, still full of baby carrots and celery. “I’m going to go get a cookie.” She started toward the kitchen area and then stopped and turned to look at us. “Don’t tell my mother.”

I got up, grabbing my backpack from underneath the table and slinging it over one shoulder. “You coming?” I asked Jacqueline, who had opened her textbook again.

“Nah, I have free period.” She glanced up at me. “You’re not the least bit curious about this girl?”

I shrugged my shoulders, rattling my glass against the china plate as my tray jiggled. “Julia’s nice and she has a really messy room. That’s all I know about her.”

“Charlotte, you’re too much.” Jacqueline propped her legs up on the chair next to her and settled her textbook on her knees.

I followed the path in the hardwood floor that had been scuffed to dullness by years and years of St. Anne’s girls rushing in and out and shoved my tray on the dish room conveyor belt, remembering with a shudder when my campus job had been working in the kitchen instead of the art gallery.

Julia caught up to me when I was halfway across the quad. “Where’s the fire, Charlie?”

“Who?” I asked as I stopped and faced her.

“Charlie; do you mind if I call you Charlie? It suits you more than Charlotte,” Julia said. She had her hands on her hips and a faint line of sweat at her hairline. “You walk really fast, you know?”

“Sure, I guess—”

Julia interrupted me. “Look, I’m sorry about Piper the other day. Her parents put liquid evil in her bottle or something. She’ll behave next time. I promise.”

“Next time?” I said. “I thought I . . . it’s been three days. I thought you were mad at me—”

“Actually,” Julia said, “Aloysius was wondering if you wanted to come hang out.” She turned her back toward me so I could see the stuffed moose hanging half out of her black canvas bag. “In fact, he would like it very much. He was telling me.” Strands of hair escaped from her lopsided bun and stuck to her face. She swiped at them absentmindedly.

I laughed. “I can’t believe you carry him around. Please explain to Aloysius that I have a Latin test.”

Julia wrinkled her forehead. “Why would anyone learn a dead language?”

I shrugged. “It’s beautiful.”

She scrutinized me as if trying to gauge whether I was joking or not. She must have decided I wasn’t, because she nodded solemnly. “And that is why we are going to get along fabulously.”

“How about after club period this afternoon?”

She exhaled through the side of her mouth. “Meet me in the chapel.” She wrapped her arms around her ribs and turned to walk in the opposite direction, looking like she was heading into a cold wind instead of a warm spring day.
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