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A NOTE FROM MINDY KALING

If you grew up on Pretty Little Liars, binge-watched Euphoria, or have a
soft spot for messy female friendships and unchecked entitlement (to read
about, not live through!), then I’ll Follow You will be your next obsession.

After best friends Faith and Kayla go viral, they catapult out of their
trailer park and into the glitzy world of Instagram fame—Kayla as the face
and Faith as the brains behind the camera. For a while, it’s all glossy filters
and brand deals, until Faith ditches Kayla for the elite halls of Harkness
College. Naturally, Kayla follows with a ring light and a vendetta. At
Harkness, the girls dive into a world of clout chasing, secret societies, and
social media warfare. And as they scramble up the social (and social media)
ladder, their ride-or-die friendship starts to sour. Set against dorm rooms,
DMs, and sorority parties, I’ll Follow You is an addictive thriller that kept
me guessing who to trust . . . if anyone.
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Chapter 1

Kayla and I always said we’d get out of Gator Park together. It was the
promise we made to each other, back when we thought promises meant
something. Now, as an adult, when someone tells you—I promise I’ll call
you back! Or Promise we’ll go someday!—you just roll your eyes.
Promises, after all, are just stories—stories of how we see ourselves, stories
of how we think the future should unfold. And in the story Kayla told over
and over again, it was always us together.

LA after graduation. Roommates in a run-down apartment in a good
neighborhood, where most of our rent went toward having a good sushi spot
within walking distance. Sometimes the details changed—New York
instead of LA, bagels instead of sushi—but our roles stayed the same.

Kayla was the architect of our futures, the getaway driver. I just
pumped the gas and filled the tires.

For so long, I stuck to my plot beats as the sidekick. Only once, as a
joke, did I ever bring up what to Kayla was the ultimate betrayal: Leaving
Gator Park without her. Leaving her behind.

I can still see her now: The pure gleam of fury in her eyes. The rubber
band snap of her Bubblicious gum. Over my dead body, she swore. Over my
dead body you beat me out of here first.

Now, after all these years, after everything that has happened, Kayla’s
words haunt me. Last night, at a party in a city thousands of miles away
from Gator Park—a city Kayla would never live to see—her words taunted
me in the mirror when I caught my reflection. My eyebrows shooting up in
surprise that it was me there with all these checkmarked names instead of
her. That in the end, I did what I did.

Over my dead body. In that chillingly astute way of hers, Kayla had
been right.

&

The first time I met Kayla, I was twelve. There I was in the back office of
Gator Park’s property management office, counting the rent that the lady in



lot 57 had paid in ones and fives, listening to my uncle, Randy, explain on
the phone that no, we weren’t the one located in Florida, and no, there
weren’t any actual alligators, when in walked the new girl who’d driven
from Biloxi last night with her mother. Randy had stayed up late to check in
Gator Park’s newest long-term residents, who carried with them a whiff of
seedy glamour. Biloxi was only six hours away on the Gulf Coast, but it
might as well have been the Caribbean to me back then.

“We need two sets of keys made,” the girl announced in a queenly
tone. This made me both hate her and like her in equal measure.

“Right behind you.” I nodded toward the corner of the office, where a
key-copying machine was maintained as a courtesy for the residents. It
flashed $10 for 1 KEY, 2 for $15! across the screen. Then I returned to
counting while keeping the corner of my eye on the new girl, who’d
sauntered over to the machine and begun jabbing at the buttons on the
screen.

She wore denim cutoffs and a blue-paisley bandanna that she’d
repurposed as a halter top. It showed off her tan lines—something that
struck me as impossibly adult.

At the time, it should be said, I was going through a massive upheaval
in the friendship department. Eunice Lee, whose father ran the Chinese
grocery in town, had been my best friend since kindergarten, but I’d gotten
restless. All we did was do our homework together, sometimes sneaking
episodes of Gossip Girl on her mother’s iPad. But I didn’t want to watch
dangerous games of social deception; I wanted to live them. When I tried to
explain it to Eunice, she just gave me a funny look; it was the same look she
gave me for months after my mother died. Things got more and more
strained, precipitating The Incident at Eunice’s twelfth birthday party, i.e.,
her bursting into tears and telling me not to come over anymore. We hadn’t
talked since.

The girl gave one last yank, a long curtain of red hair falling in front of
her face.

Suddenly, out of nowhere, I called out: “What’s Biloxi like?”

Kayla looked up coolly. “The beach sucks. But the casinos are pretty
cool. Brenda was a cocktail waitress at the Beau Rivage, so they always let
me in.”

Now I was double-impressed, having worked out that Kayla called her
mother by her first name. “You have to put money in,” I told her, flustered



by the silence that followed. “It doesn’t take cards.”

Kayla’s face flickered. “Do I look like I have a card? Do you have a
card?”

A nervous giggle escaped my lips. “No.”

Kayla glanced at the cash I was counting. Then, as if we both just
knew before the other had said anything, we looked back at Randy, who was
still on the phone.

“What if you gave me a five?” she asked, her voice low and amused.

I stared at her. “This isn’t mine,” I said.

She laughed, as if that wasn’t the point at all. “C’mon,” she said, and
there was that dangerous coaxing tone I’d come to know so well over the
years. “You’ve never once thought about it?”

S,

I ended up slipping her a twenty that day. She got her two keys made, and
with the leftover cash we bought two Cokes and a packet of Sour Straws
and ate them while sitting on the curb outside the Circle K across the
highway, our tongues turning cherry red as we drew the judgmental stares
of the Baptist ladies on their way to church. It was easy to laugh it off with
my new friend, this dazzling girl. But as soon as I got home, I went into my
piggy bank, where I’d kept all the money I’d saved up helping Randy out,
and counted out twenty dollars. That night I put it back.

I didn’t care that it fell to me to clean up after Kayla. Twenty dollars
seemed a low price for what Kayla was offering me: danger, excitement,
that electric charge of possibility beyond the dusty edges of our trailer park.
But over time, the messes I’d be stuck cleaning up would get bigger and
bigger. Breaking open my piggy bank wouldn’t be enough. It would take all
my nerve and cunning and wits to be Kayla’s accomplice, to help her get
away with whatever she set her sights on.

And the summer we turned fourteen, it would nearly take my life.

That summer, Kayla had gotten it into her head to go to the old well. It
was the day after our freshman year had wrapped up, and the week before, a
parkour craze had swept the school—blame boredom, the end of statewide
tests, the heat of June like curdled milk. It started in homeroom with Doug
McCombs, who got up in the middle of the darkened room while Citizen
Kane was playing, and with the screech of his chair, yelled “Parkour!”



Then he sprinted with a leap onto Mrs. Robert’s desk and clipped the RBG
bobblehead she kept on the corner. According to some kids, it arced in the
air before falling to the ground, the head popping off and peering up with a
macabre smile. People later said it was some kind of political statement.
Kayla said Doug just wanted attention, and, as it turned out, she was right:
His cousin, from a few towns over, had gotten thirteen thousand views on
his YouTube video parkouring in the aisles of a Piggly Wiggly.

The greatest thing to come out of Paradise, Mississippi, a Delta town
of three stoplights surrounding a courthouse square, had been a backup
NFL quarterback. This teensy sliver of internet notoriety was, therefore,
deeply aspirational. Copycats abounded: kids running up walls in the
hallway, their friends sniggering and recording on their phones; kids leaping
over cafeteria tables and rolling off trash cans. Four of our classmates ended
up at the nurse’s with broken arms and sprained ankles.

Poor Principal Walker’s voice crackled with exasperation over the
intercom: I can’t believe I need to spell this out for y’all, but when the rules
are “no running in the hallway” this also means no running on the walls,
no jumping, no leaping, nothing. Then, when he thought the intercom was
turned off, we heard him mutter: “Assholes.”

Kayla’s idea was subversive. All the parkour videos on YouTube were
almost mind-numbingly straightforward: “Parkour to KFC,” “Parkour
NYC Rooftop POV,” “INSANE PARKOUR ESCAPE!” Our video, Kayla
decided, would open with her parkouring through the woods, but when she
got to the old well, she’d yell “Parkour!” and then make a spectacular leap
over the edge—only to disappear. For a few minutes after, the video would
keep rolling.

That was it. A dark, edgy joke about the stupidity of parkour. It
probably helps, I remembered thinking, that Kayla is really hot.

“Wait,” 1 said, watching her Google on my laptop, somewhat
ominously: How much weight can two carabiners support?

The consensus on the internet was that a carabiner can hold the weight
of a car, or a very small, calm rhino.

“Ha!” Kayla said, snapping the laptop shut.

“But how’re you going to get out of the well?” I persisted. “And how
deep is it?” At the precipice of our budding YouTube fame, this seemed like
a set of important questions.



“I’ll tie myself to some rope, and you’ll pull me up afterward,” Kayla
said, unconcerned. “We’ll edit the rope out later.”

“I’ll pull you up? Kayla, this is a terrible idea—"

“Chill.” Kayla rolled her eyes. “I’ve got a plan. We’ll just use, like, a
pulley.”

2,

The old stone well was deep in the woods, off an unpaved road marked with
no trespassing signs. There were wells all over the county, once famous for
their red water, which was touted to have had medicinal properties. Before
she’d gotten sick, my mother told me about them: the flocks of people who
drove from all parts of the US, the battered sign outside Paradise’s limits
that read Parapise—HoME or THE FamMous REp WELL! before Hurricane
Camille blew it down. Arms laden with supplies, Kayla and I walked across
Gator Park to the head of the overgrown trail into the woods. Coils of long
sturdy rope circled Kayla’s torso, and in my backpack were three red
carabiners we’d taken from Randy’s toolbox.

On a Saturday in June, the trailer park was steamy with grilling fumes
and shimmering in the heat of the midday sun. Outside double-wides
painted pretty colors like robin’s-egg blue or baby pink or purple, our
neighbors grilled hot dogs on stovetops and played cards over a cooler of
beers. One of them waved at us, shouting, “What’re you twins up to?” No
matter how many times I heard this joke, I still bristled. The punch line that
went unsaid: We were inseparable, but, physically, we were as far apart as
humanly possible. Kayla was a couple of notches above what passed as
pretty in Paradise; when people called her stunning, they meant it, and not
just because she had that coveted, heroine-in-a-romance-novel combination
of red hair and green eyes. She was tall and thin too. Whereas I was chubby
with limp dark hair that I could never decide how to part.

We ran across the two-lane highway to the other side of Gator Park,
where the poorest, most run-down trailers were set back in the woods, hot
wires running between any two double-wides and eviction notices fluttering
in the breeze on rusted screen doors. Kayla took the long way, cutting a left
at the Winnebago on concrete blocks, away from the trailer at the end of the
lane where she lived with Brenda and her stepfather. She never liked going
by there, and I didn’t blame her.



Up on the road ahead, stray dogs lifted their heads, tongues hanging
out in the heat. No matter how many times Randy chased them off, the
strays always came back. They were stuck here, just like us. Pitiful
creatures: ribs sticking out, eyes wild and milky and haunted. They howled
all night, fought viciously for the most meager of scraps. The only person
who fed them was Kayla, and as we walked, she tossed fistfuls of kibble
from her pocket that she had shoplifted from the Dollar General. “When 1
get out of here, I’'m going to adopt all of you,” she cooed as they got riled
up, jumping and snapping at her outstretched fingers.

Their barks fell away once we were in the woods. As we walked down
the overgrown trail that led to a clearing, Kayla’s prognostication kicked
into high gear: We’d go viral overnight, become influencers, and move to
LA. I nodded in the right places and stepped between the twisted vines, the
tree roots bulging like veins, feeling my anxiety build. We’d watched only
one YouTube video about how to make a pulley. It seemed to me that we
should’ve watched at least three.

The opening of the well was slick with blackish-green algae and stank
of sulfur. “We’re gonna get famous!” Kayla yelled into its black depths. The
gaping black hole loomed back at us, and I imagined Kayla’s ponytail,
flashing bright like the underbelly of a minnow before disappearing into its
depths. Suddenly I was frightened; I was frightened like a child was
frightened—of shadows under beds, of old abandoned houses, of cracks in
the sidewalk. Kayla, meanwhile, was tying the rope to the beam running
across the well under the thatched roof.

My stomach was knotted as I took the carabiners from my backpack
and set to work securing them to the rope on the beam, then clipping the
last one through the loop in Kayla’s jean shorts. Kayla was as flushed and
excited as I was nervous. “Keep the camera still,” she commanded.
“Nothing’s worse than a shaky video. Make sure you pan out when I’m
running up to the well.”

I pulled on the rope, testing the slack. “Pan out,” I repeated. “Got it.”

“Watch your shadow.”

“Okay.”

Kayla fidgeted with a strand of hair. “Up or down, you think?”

I took a step back and looked at Kayla. There was a new intensity
about her: Her eyes had a clear, feverish tint, and I half expected to see the



blood thrumming through the pale-green veins on her temples. “You’re
actually serious about this.”

Most people would’ve faltered, or at least acted embarrassed. “I am,”
Kayla said simply. “If Doug McComb’s idiot cousin can go viral, we can
too.”

Then she twirled around and marched back into the woods, her
footsteps crashing into the thick undergrowth of kudzu and milkweed, the
rope snaking after her with a soft rustle. Sighing, I took out my phone—
Kayla’s phone was dead, and mine had the better camera anyways—and
followed her.

8,

As the sun dipped into the whispery line of trees, we took two five-minute
videos. Looking at Kayla on the screen, I felt that same old bland envy I
always did. The sunlight was dappled on her face. The coppery shimmers in
her hair were vivid against the thousands of shades of green. Her long, lithe
limbs windmilled the air with feline grace. Then, the piece de résistance:
Kayla, with a shout, hoisting her body over the well wall, then leaping over,
disappearing into the blackness.

My heart was pounding so loud in my chest I thought we’d have to
edit that out too. The other end of the rope slippery in one hand, I counted:
One Mississippi, two Mississippi, three . . .

Then I clicked the red button and dropped my phone.

Scrambling to the edge, I pulled. I pulled and pulled and pulled, beads
of sweat rolling down my forehead. Finally, at last, Kayla’s hands appeared,
gripping the edges of the well like something out of a horror movie, then
the crown of her head, then her whole body, convulsing in laughter. “Fuck
yeah,” she said cheerfully, swinging a leg over the wall.

She made it look so easy. Then again, I was the one pulling the rope.

Brushing the dirt off her jean shorts, Kayla grinned. “One more time?”

“Sure.” I shrugged. The tension in my stomach was slowly dissipating
now that I saw that the pulley worked. Dusk was creeping into the woods,
and in the gaps in the foliage, the swamp was a black mirror, hazy with
fireflies.

Kayla’s eyes flashed in the dark blue. “You do it this time.”

I stared at her. I laughed. “Very funny.”



“Do it.”

“No,” I said, shaking my head. Something like a whine was in my
voice; I hated the sound of it. “We got your video. Let’s just go home.”

“Are you scared? Because you literally just saw me do it. It’s fine.”

“I just don’t want to.”

“But why?”

“Why do you want me to do it so bad?”

Kayla leaned her head against my shoulder. “Because we’re best
friends.” She smelled of dog food, my deodorant—and then, indescribably,
her. Warm, sweet, like the sweet dregs of milk at the bottom of a bowl of
cereal.

“I’m heavier than you,” I said waspishly after a long pause. But we
both knew, by then, I was going to do it.

“Not by much,” Kayla allowed. She reminded me of a little kid who,
having stolen a toy, handled it with extra care. She made a big show of
unclipping the carabiner from her jean shorts and reclipping it through the
loop of my Old Navy woven belt; double- and triple-checking all the knots;
and then, with an air of regal magnanimity, she said: “Here. If it makes you
feel better, wanna tie my end of the rope to a tree?”

I considered this. “Fine.”

A sturdy oak was in the vicinity, its canopy of leaves casting long
shadows over the mossy thatched roof of the well. Dread building inside
me, I watched as Kayla snaked the rope, once, then twice, around the
gnarled trunk, then tied a fisherman’s knot, her brow furrowed and her
tongue stuck out in concentration.

Right before I jumped, Kayla gave my hand a squeeze.

“This will be fun,” she said, smiling that dazzling smile. “I promise.”

I still see that old well in my dreams. The mouth of darkness,
tunneling toward me; the rank smell of sulfur hitting the back of my mouth
like a gag; the deep fall and the feeling, somewhere near the bottom, of pure
weightlessness . . .

All T really remember, of course, is the pain. When I came to, waves of
pain came crashing down on me, unceasing and boundaryless; I retched in
the damp black dirt. There was a ringing in my ears, loud and intermittent,
like a radio station dipping in and out of range. Gradually, I came to
understand that what I was hearing was my name. Odd, I thought dully.

Faith . .. Faith . .. Faith . . .



Kayla was screaming my name. I looked up, and, all over again, I was
falling, falling: Fifteen feet above, bluish light spilled over the hole, and all
I could see were Kayla’s green eyes, wide and frightened.

Looking down, I fingered my belt loop—it was torn. The carabiner
had snapped clean off, lost in the dark jumble of objects around me.

Kayla was still screaming my name. Bitch, I thought. Then I lost
consciousness again.

L3

Later on, they’d tell me I had been down in the well for about an hour. Once
she figured out I was unconscious (and that my phone was lost in the
undergrowth), Kayla ran to the highway and flagged down an elderly
couple who had been passing through on their way to Houston. They called
911. The fire department two towns over got the call and made impressive
time. Honestly, I’'m hazy about the details here: how the rescuers widened
the hole and erected a pulley system—better than the one we’d made—and
one descended down in a harness, pulling me out. I woke up in the hospital
in Greenville. “Shit,” I said as soon as I saw Randy sitting across from me,
a Styrofoam cup of coffee balanced on his knee. “Shit is right,” Randy
replied.

I’d suffered a mild concussion and broken my arm. It was a miracle I
was alive, the doctor told me. If the well still had water, or if I’d not fallen
so cleanly, arms pressed against my sides, Randy might’ve been paying a
$1,000 morgue bill rather than a $1,000 hospital bill.

As it turned out, Kayla’s video did what it was supposed to do—just
not in the way she planned. We made Channel 7 that night: Local Girl, 14,
Falls Down Well. The news reporter, a portly brunette with frosted
highlights, hailed Kayla as a hero, the plucky friend who’d called for help.
On TV, Kayla looked like starlight. “All thought just left my head, I guess,”
she said a little breathlessly, widening her eyes. “I just couldn’t believe it
happened, you know? I was so focused on making sure I got help. Nothing
else mattered.”

Nothing else mattered, eh? 1 thought bitterly, clicking the TV off. So
Kayla got to be the hero. Never mind that she was the one who convinced
me to jump in the first place.

“Don’t be mad,” Kayla said, a day later when I got out of the hospital.



She brought over a teddy bear and a giant sack of Twizzlers—a peace
offering, shoplifted, most likely. For the past few minutes, Kayla had been
showing me all the comments on the video of the broadcast on Channel 7’s
Facebook page: Such a brave girl, and so beautiful! True Mississippi
values. What a nice, heartwarming story!

“I’m not mad,” I said.

“You did not wake up a better liar, Thibodeaux.”

“Fine. Then tell me this: What happened to your video, huh? Are you
going to upload it?”

Kayla was silent.

“That’s what I thought,” I said with grim satisfaction.

After a long pause, Kayla said slyly, a little darkly: “Well, I'm glad
you jumped. At least we’re still friends.”

“We wouldn’t be friends if I hadn’t jumped?” I said, astonished.

Kayla fixed me with a strange, chilly look. “You would’ve risked
nothing while I risked everything. How’s that friendship?”

From my hospital bed, I wondered, how many times would I follow
Kayla over the years? How many times would I have to prove my
friendship, my loyalty, over and over? I'll never forget her face as she
looked down at me while I was lying in that well: a flare in the darkness,
her eyes two brilliant cracks of light. Kayla was an exotic bird alighting in a
colorless place and, if I only held on to her tight enough, I might just fly
away too. Hope was like that for people like us: addictive, potent, so
precious it was worth dying for. After all that’s happened, I think I finally
understand what Kayla was getting at that day. She was willing to die to get
us out of Gator Park—and she wanted to know if I would too.

8,

One night our sophomore year, I was sprawled on my bed with my English
Lit essay on Wuthering Heights. Catherine Earnshaw sticking primroses in
the plate of porridge. Outside my window was lead gray; there was a storm
coming in. A gust of wind threw an empty Sprite bottle into the pane,
hitting with a gentle thud and flying away again. Then came the rain: warm
and intermittent at first, then increasing steadily.

Next to me, Kayla was on her back, scrolling Instagram, her face lit up
in cool white. She was deep in the grid of some influencer’s photos: rosé on



a yacht, Chanel flap bags, idyllic blue waters. In one of the photos, the
influencer gazed coyly at the camera with one hand under her chin and
another twirling a forkful of red-sauce pasta, as if to say, Aren’t I a woman
at ease with myself, and the world?

I turned back to Bronté. Primroses are a symbol of transformation, 1
wrote. But soon enough, I was distracted by Kayla again, who was studying
her face in her phone’s front camera like it was a mirror. She widened her
eyes, tilted her chin up. Pursed her lips. I often caught Kayla checking
herself out in mirrors, windows, a spoon; but tonight there was something
hungry and appraising in her gaze. Maybe it had to do with the two finger-
shaped welts on her arm I’d spotted earlier when the neck of her baggy
Shania Twain T-shirt slipped down her shoulder. They were purple tinged
with ugly yellow, a few days old. I didn’t say anything; I never did. Just like
Kayla never mentioned my mother.

Sometimes in friendships, there is nothing kinder than silence.

But that night, I wanted to say something. Something true, even if
feeble. “You’re way prettier than that Instagram model,” I told Kayla.

“Bella Rose?” Kayla flopped over to face me. I could tell she was
secretly pleased. “She used to be a Hooters waitress. Now she’s got a
gazillion followers.”

Later, leaning against the peeling laminate counter in the kitchen with
our bowls of cereal for dinner, Kayla looked at me thoughtfully. A bit of
milk dribbled down her lips. “We could do it, you know.”

“Do what?”

I recognized the glint in her eyes. It was the look she got right before
she convinced me to do something dangerous. “Become influencers.”

I laughed, a high, tinny laugh quickly drowned out by gunshots. In the
recliner Randy was playing Call of Duty, a can of AriZona iced tea perched
between his upright legs. On the TV, his blood-splattered avatar crawled
through a storage room. My eyes swept the brown shag carpet, the rip in the
arm of the couch, spilling out tufts of polyester. Water from the Texas-size
stain in the ceiling dripped into a bucket in the corner. I thought of Bella
Rose’s feed, anesthetizing, immaculate. Influencers, us? Our lives were so
ugly.

As if reading my mind, Kayla smiled. She nodded toward the TV, a
cutscene now. “She’d be more of an avatar, right?” She rolled her eyes. “It’s
not like Bella Rose is her real name.”



I nodded knowingly as if this was obvious. It was not.

Kayla put her bowl down in the sink. “Think about it. My face.” She
shrugged, modest. “And you’re so good with words, you could write the
captions. She’d be perfect.”

She. Years later, I still marvel at the deft sleight of hand. The pivot
from me to she—and therefore us—Kayla’s supreme ability to coax anyone
into doing anything just by presenting a set of circumstances in a certain
light. Or did I fail to recognize that Kayla’s brilliance ran deeper—always I
made this mistake—because I was supposed to be the smart one; I was the
one who loved books, and yet Kayla, in proposing that we create this other
girl, was the one with the true authorial spark?

We needed a name. A storybook name, a good Mayflower name, like
Taylor or Victoria or Caroline. Back in my room, we drank sweet coffee out
of chipped mugs and tossed names around like dresses shrugged on for size
only to be quickly discarded. “Victoria sounds like somebody’s ninety-five-
year-old grandmother who sends coupons instead of cash in birthday
cards,” Kayla pointed out. “And, hello, Taylor Swift? That’s like somebody
trying to make it in Hollywood and calling herself Marilyn.”

“Lily? Caroline?”

“Flower names are for the yoga girls. And we can’t do Caroline, that’s
already—"

“What about Hannah Primrose?”

I’d blurted out the name, but even as I did, I felt it: the twitch of
something real and alive, electrifying. Like this other girl, Hannah, already
existed—and all we had to do was summon her.

“Hannah,” Kayla repeated. A slow smile spread across her face.
“Hannah Primrose.” She leaped out of bed so fast she knocked over her
coffee. It seeped into the carpet, already stained in most places. “Hannah
can be anyone. Anyone we want! Maybe even that’s what the brand is
about. It doesn’t matter if you’re from some shitty little town in Mississippi
or Nebraska or Ohio. You’re a blank canvas. Just like Hannah.”

My head was spinning. Just a few minutes ago, Hannah was a name
we plucked out of thin air; suddenly Hannah was a brand. Still, there was a
certain ring to it. Four soft syllables rolling off the tongue. In those
paperbacks I loved—Gothic columns, ivy-wrapped archways—Hannah was
the girl in a collegiate sweatshirt, studying the classics in a snowy New



England town. I didn’t know it then, but already I, too, was thinking about
the endless possibilities—the potential for reinvention.

That night we created the Instagram account: @HannahPrimrose. The
profile picture was a selfie of Kayla, her green eyes slightly hooded and the
ghost of a smile on her glossy parted lips. The password was our birthdays
combined.
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We posted every day.

Hannah, we decided, was the sweet Southern girl, her life a
phantasmagoria of the girlhood we never had: reading campus novels on a
screened porch, shopping in fancy boutiques, journaling late at night in a
frilly pink bedroom with string lights. It was a character. Or “avatar” as
Kayla had called it. Lies, most people would say. But it didn’t feel much
different from the girls at our high school posting photos of their corsages
while their prom dates, Future Farmers of America, puked up cranberry
vodka in the parking lot, or the Kardashians photoshopping whole body
parts out. No matter who they were, everybody was working toward the
same slippery goal: attention. We were two girls from Mississippi, the
trailer park. We had to be more creative with our lies than most.

It must’ve been a few months after we created Hannah—the posts now
have long been deleted—when Kayla pulled a brightly patterned dress out
of the five-dollar rack at Goodwill. It was sleeveless with straps that tied
into preppy bows on the shoulder, swirled with blue and green and pink like
a painter’s palette. Right away, Kayla—who had an eye for this sort of thing
—saw it for what it was: a very good dupe of a Lilly Pulitzer. She shrieked
loudly, snatched the dress off the hanger, and flitted to the dressing room.
The dress fit Kayla perfectly, but I scoffed and said, “That’s not a Lilly
Pulitzer.” Not like I really knew the difference; I had to pull the retail
images up on my phone. The colors were deeper, more prismatic. There was
a certain crispness in the fabric. That gold stitching.

When I pointed this out, Kayla taught me a valuable lesson. Slinging
her arm over my shoulder, she brought me closer until we were both facing
the fitting-room mirror. In the lower-right corner, a shoplifting warning—
SMILE, YOU’RE ON CAMERA!



Kayla grinned. “You know what your problem is? You think too
much.” She giggled. “You think everybody’s like you, looking like this.”
She mimed looking at the hem of her dress with a magnifying glass, a
gesture so exaggerated I had to laugh. “When, really . . . they’re looking
like this.” She took a few steps back, forming a frame with her fingers.

A few days later, a green Lilly Pulitzer shopping bag arrived in the
mail. The logo was embossed in gold. Pristine condition. Like just
yesterday it had been sitting in a pile in the store. Kayla found the seller on
Depop: five dollars for Lilly Pulitzer, twenty-five dollars for Chanel and
Gucci. It made me a little sad, this strange little corner of the internet
serving an apparently robust demand for designer shopping bags, but
Kayla’s clever ruse also thrilled me. Like there was nothing we couldn’t get
away with, nobody we couldn’t be. All we needed were the right props,
Kayla’s dazzling face—and my words.

In downtown Greenville—a pretty cobblestone street where the shops
were—Kayla peed in the alley behind a dumpster, the dress hitched up her
thighs. On the bus we’d killed a whole gallon of Lipton, passing the jug
between us in the seats. My fingers twitched from the caffeine. “Ready?”
Kayla said brightly, straightening up. The tops of her cheekbones were
highlighted in a gold shimmer and loose waves framed her face. Standing in
the middle of the street, with the Lilly Pulitzer shopping bag dangling off
her arm, she looked like any other Southern belle, fresh from the salon,
shopping on a summer afternoon.

We took dozens of photos, quickly falling into a rhythm: Kayla posing
with one arm bent and her hip thrust out while I crouched to get the shot.
Kayla looking over her shoulder while I lunged closer and closer, as if the
iPhone had taken on a driving force of its own. We’d been doing Instagram
for only a few months, and yet we’d taken to our roles so easily. Kayla in
front of the camera while I clicked away, careful to keep my shadow out of
the frame.

We geotagged Canal Place, a glitzy shopping mall with a Lilly Pulitzer
store that was nearly three hundred miles away, in New Orleans. When 1
typed the caption, I wanted to bottle up that summertime feeling—of the
sugar dissolving on our tongues, of the promise of many more empty days
stretching ahead—but I also wanted to hint at something darker, more
grasping. Finally I wrote: the feminine urge to drink 9 sweet teas and
buy more summer dresses. what’s your perfect day?



I didn’t know that word then: ghostwriter. All T knew was I had a
knack for taking Kayla’s charisma and turning it into bite-size, compelling
captions. All T knew were those nights staying up late with Kayla, our faces
illuminated by the glow of the screen, the internet at our fingertips, pure and
limitless. And when, five months later, a post of ours made the Explore
page and got thousands of likes, thousands of new followers, the comments
piling up at a dizzying rate:

Bellissimo

L

Love this vibe—

I began to think that stepping into Hannah’s persona was so easy, so
seductive—Ilike the story I was meant to tell was our story instead of mine.

But the partnership wasn’t equal, as I’d come to realize. Only a few
months later, Kayla and I had our first big fight. It all started with Kayla’s
grand idea that she should meet her followers. “I have a responsibility to
connect with them,” she declared. Up until that point, the boundaries
between online and offline, fantasy and reality, had been clear, well
maintained.

“Is that safe?” I asked.

“Oh, please,” she said. “What’s the harm in meeting the people who
love us?” As it turned out, Hannah Primrose’s followers were a group of
sad, overweight preteens—no more than seven had shown up—who
patiently waited in front of the Panda Express at the mall for Kayla. But
what these followers lacked in numbers they made up for in sheer adulation.
A girl started to hyperventilate when Kayla gave her a hug. Another insisted
that she link arms with Kayla as we made our way to Claire’s, Kayla
spouting positivity and fashion tips. There was something pathetic about all
of it. Here were followers not too different from us: poor, forgotten girls
from some rotting Delta town that had long lost its battle with larger forces.
I was vaguely disappointed, like somehow we’d been duped.

At Claire’s, Kayla fingered a pair of earrings, cheap and shiny. “Get
it,” a girl said boldly, waving a wad of crumpled bills; Kayla demurred. But
the girl insisted, saying that it would make her week. Kayla relented, buying
the earrings, trying them on, and taking a selfie with her acne-scarred



benefactor. Soon enough, the other girls started clamoring to give Kayla
their money.

I pulled Kayla aside. “You can’t take their money,” I hissed. “It’s
wrong.”

“What’s wrong with it? Giving me money makes them happy.”

“They’re poor,” 1 said. “And just kids. We can’t take advantage of
them like that.”

Kayla laughed. “We’re poor too. And I’'m showing up and hanging out
with them for nothing. Shouldn’t we get paid? Justin Bieber doesn’t give
concerts for free, so why should 1?”

“Are you seriously comparing yourself to Justin Bieber?”

“If you aren’t comfortable with this, then leave. No one needs you to
be here.”

Kayla’s retort stung. I was disposable, just like those earrings Kayla
promptly lost within a week. But I didn’t leave either. By the fall of our
senior year, we hit twenty-five thousand followers. Not bad for two girls
from Gator Park, but we still weren’t making any money. Brands were
starting to pay us in product—vitamins, bras, skimpy swimsuits, lip glosses
in every shade of the line, bandage dresses that were trendy for about as
long as a Justin Bieber song. The more useless crap they sent, the more
twitchily determined Kayla became. We watched YouTube videos of Bella
Rose—a mega-influencer now who lived in Los Angeles (where all the
mega-influencers seemed to live)—open the PR packages she’d received
that month. “Girl got a karaoke machine,” Kayla said. “That’s how big
we’ll be someday. Big enough to live in LA and travel the world and come
back to a karaoke machine on the doorstep. Big enough to throw away that
karaoke machine, then get another karaoke machine.”

“LA, huh?” T grinned. I thought of swaying palm trees and doomed
starlets, taco trucks and orange groves. It wasn’t my aesthetic, per se, but
who cared? Kayla and I would be together.
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“Have you given any thought to colleges?”

Mrs. Pierce, my English teacher, was known for her precision in
language. For all four years I had her, she’d mark up our essays in red with
comments like: The chair ran?? So when she took me aside after class that



afternoon in early September, I knew she wasn’t just asking if I was
applying. Sure I was: to EMCC, the community college, where I figured I’d
do a couple of semesters, then transfer to LSU. It was a plan by centrifugal
force—which is to say, it was no plan at all. As I told Mrs. Pierce, I averted
my gaze.

Mrs. Pierce frowned. Stealing a glance at the kids filing out of her
classroom, she leaned over her cluttered desk. “For most of the students
here?” she said in a lowered voice. “Sure. But you’ve got a 4.0 GPA. Good
SAT scores. Don’t you think you should be setting your sights a little
higher?”

I felt my cheeks grow hot. Some kids hated her—including Kayla,
who’d flunked her class twice—but I liked Mrs. Pierce. She was tough, but
she cared. Every now and then, she invited me over for dinner with her and
her husband, a poet from Belgium who taught at Alcorn State. We’d talk
about the books I was reading over pot roast. I didn’t like feeling like I’d
disappointed her. “Even if I got in, I’d never be able to afford it,” 1
mumbled.

“Your uncle’s still part-time at Gator Park?”

“Yes, ma’am. He’s also working nights at McDonald’s.”

Mrs. Pierce shuffled some folders around on her desk, then pulled
from one of them a small, glossy pamphlet, which she handed to me. On the
front of the brochure, two magnolias were impaled by a blue H like an
arrow above three rosy-cheeked students—one was white and one was
Black, while the third was ethnically ambiguous—sitting on a manicured
lawn, smiling beatifically at each other, as if their perfect lives were one
long inside joke.

“Have you heard of Harkness College?”

Everybody knew Harkness, even in bum-fuck Mississippi, just as
everybody had heard of Harvard or Yale or Duke. Harkness was a private
liberal arts college outside New Orleans that had graduated CEOs, senators,
Olympic medalists. I traced the H with my finger.

“They’ve got the Stegner Fund, which awards scholarships to students
from underprivileged areas of Louisiana and Mississippi. You’d have to
write a few essays, and really knock them out of the park. But I think you
have a real shot. You’re a great kid. You’ve worked hard. And . . .” She
trailed off. Startled, I looked up to see tears glittering in her eyes. “You’ve
been through a lot,” she finished softly.



That night at Waffle House, Randy—to my surprise—agreed with Mrs.
Pierce. “Why not apply?” he said in a gruff, offhanded manner, polishing
off the last bites of his hash browns. “What was your SAT score again?
Like, what, 14007?”

“2260.”

Randy snorted. “Round up any twenty kids in the county, and they
wouldn’t have that high of a score combined.” I stared at him across the
table, where the brochure Mrs. Pierce gave me was splayed open to an ivy-
wrapped gateway. Is he proud? I wondered. But he was just sawing away at
his waffle.

“Maybe,” I said, spearing my bacon.

Sometimes, with his round, acne-pitted cheeks and slouched posture,
Randy didn’t look much older than me—Ilike he’d gone straight from
teenage boy to middle-aged man with the same pot habit still kicking
around. He was only twenty-seven when I came to live with him. Randy
wiped the grease off his calloused fingers with a napkin, then picked up the
brochure. “You know,” he said thoughtfully, “it was Amy’s dream to go to
Harkness.”

Amy was my mother. “What?” I said sharply.

“That was her plan. Go to Alcorn State for a year, bring up her GPA,
then transfer to Harkness.”

“What do you mean, that was the plan?”

“She had you,” Randy said simply. “She dropped out of Alcorn,
always said she’d re-enroll one day. But then . . .”

He didn’t need to say the rest. In most of my memories, my mother
was laid up in bed for days, reading Ruth Rendell paperbacks while her
dark, limp hair—I’d inherited that from her—got so matted, I once had to
hack the knots off with scissors.

Incredulous, I stared at my uncle, who was still examining the
brochure with wary interest. Leave it to Randy to just casually drop this
information in the middle of a goddamn Waffle House. I turned over his
words. Amy’s dream was to go to Harkness. It was strange, thinking of my
mother, that pale and gaunt woman, as ever having had ambition.

She’d had her good days. Like the time we painted our trailer pink and
she’d insisted on buying the shade called Fairytale Pink at the hardware
store, even though another brand had the exact same shade for much less
but named it something like F150. “Sometimes you gotta go with what



tickles your fantasy,” she said to the cashier, winking at me. “Fancy, Mom,”
I corrected her, giggling. “Tickles your fancy.”

But toward the end, the good days were fewer and farther between.
Flies circled the piles of garbage under the sink in our trailer. Bills stacked
up high on the counter. One gray Sunday afternoon in January, she got out
of bed, got dressed, and put on some lipstick. Dropping me off with Randy,
who was living on the other side of Gator Park, she’d promised to make me
cinnamon rolls later. Then she came home and hanged herself in the
bathroom.

I was ten. After my mother killed herself, I came to live with Randy.
The State of Mississippi couldn’t find my father, who’d been so absent from
my life that I learned the word toaster before daddy. The last anyone had
seen him, he was working on a commercial fishing boat that had set sail
from Point Cadet Marina. From what I remember of those days, a bunch of
red tape ensued: paperwork, court days, pointed questions from a candy-
happy caseworker. All that just to end up in the same dead-end trailer park:
Randy’s double-wide was bigger, more spacious, and the electricity never
got turned off. But it wasn’t pink.

When it came time to write my college essay about overcoming
adversity, I left all that out. The bitterness, the disappointment. The white-
hot molten core of my longing to have been born anyone but me. Instead I
was inspired. Grateful. Sharpened by the axe of tragedy falling down in my
life into something useful, worth saving.

Like Kayla said, it was all about the framing.
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A month later I applied.

I didn’t tell anyone, least of all Kayla. “They just want you to apply to
check some poor, rural box,” Kayla had said contemptuously when I told
her about the conversation with Mrs. Pierce. “College is a scam anyways.”

At night, I lingered on the idyllic images in the brochure—sweeping,
sun-dappled vistas, magnolia trees rich with shade, students around a table.
The pages were so glossy, the colors so saturated. With my finger, I traced
the twin magnolias in the H. Their starlike burst of yellow and gentle,
kaleidoscopic opening of petals made them almost look like primroses.
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We fidgeted in our black robes while Principal Walker stood at the podium
under a raggedy basketball hoop and gave the same speech he gave every
year—New Chapters! Fulfilling Your Potential! His forehead was shiny
with sweat and, every now and then, he stopped to dab it with a
handkerchief and sip from a glass of water. Behind him Mrs. Pierce was
gazing at him with studied attentiveness. She caught my eye in the front
row and smiled.

I smiled back, then glanced over my shoulder at the empty seat three
rows behind me. I imagined Kayla sitting there, making funny faces out of
boredom, texting me under her robes. But Kayla had skipped graduation as
easily as if it were homeroom. “What’s the point?” she’d scoffed. “You
don’t even need to go to get your diploma. They just send it in the mail.”

After we shook hands with Professor Walker and only Doug
McCombs tossed his cap in the air, we streamed out of the gym into the
parking lot, shimmering in the afternoon heat. All around me, kids posed for
photos with their parents, tossed their rolled-up diplomas like footballs, and
with puffed-up pride, told anybody who asked that they were going to Delta
State or Mississippi Valley State University or—the lucky ones—Ole Miss.
Under the shade of an oak, a squad of girlfriends posed in their white
dresses and lily bouquets. These were the girls who came from the houses
in Paradise, whose addresses had the names of streets like Ellison and
Sycamore instead of a jumble of letters and numbers like 598754 MS-1142.

“Moooom,” one said exasperatedly to an older woman in sunglasses
who’d assumed a squat position with the phone. “You’re not getting low
enough!”

In the middle of the parking lot, my phone buzzed. Congratulations!
Randy texted. FYl had to get out of there to beat traffic. Got to check in
some new residents at 1.

I brushed my disappointment away like a piece of lint. No problem, I
texted back.

Mrs. Pierce came over, her hand shielding her eyes against the sun. At
the stricken look on my face, she frowned. “Honey, you okay?” she asked.
“Where’s your uncle?”

“He had to go to work,” I said, forcing a smile.



Mrs. Pierce squeezed my arm, her voice dropping to a low murmur.
“That doesn’t mean you can’t celebrate. You’re going to my party tonight,
aren’t you?”

Mrs. Pierce threw a graduation party for the seniors in her English
class every year; she even sent out invites, a card featuring an
anthropomorphized, googly-eyed pencil that said: Nobody gets LIT like an
English teacher! Rumor had it the Belgian poet always opened a couple of
bottles of wine for the new graduates—good wine, not the Sutter Homes
crap that the adults we knew drank. Even if that wasn’t true, I would’ve
gone out of gratitude to Mrs. Pierce. She’d done so much for me.

“I wouldn’t miss it,” I said.

“Good.” Mrs. Pierce beamed. “We’re all so proud of you.”

We hugged goodbye, then I dug into my backpack for my headphones
and played Fiona Apple while I stood on the curb, waiting for the bus. Mrs.
Pierce offered me a ride back to Paradise, but I’d demurred—there was
something about sympathy, even hers, that made me want to jump out of
my skin. Slipping my phone into the front pocket of my backpack, my
fingers brushed against cool, buttery-smooth paper.

The letter came a few days ago. Dear Faith, it began. As the admission
officer responsible for the historically underrepresented areas of
Northwestern Mississippi, I would like to personally congratulate you on
your admission to the Harkness College Class of 2022. 1 was offered a full
ride for all four years.

Well. “Full ride with an asterisk,” as Randy called it when I went over
the financial aid package with him that night.

By the time it arrived in the mail, I’d already known I’d gotten in; the
real notification appeared online. But the heft of the letter was what made it
seem real. The raised ridges of the seal under my fingertips, the elegant
cursive. The promise of another life.

In the parking lot, I felt a sharp tug at my elbow.

“Omigod! Can’t wait to go to
LouisianaTechnicalDayCommunityJesuitsCollege!”

At the sound of Kayla’s voice, I turned and laughed out loud. Because
there she was, leaning against Brenda’s beat-up Nissan pulled up against the
curb, grinning at me in black robes and from under her black cap. It was
such a Kayla thing to do—skip graduation only to show up in the parking



lot outside. “Have you been here this whole time?” I asked, with a mixture
of admiration and incredulity.

She unzipped her robes to reveal a pink see-through corset dress with a
black choker and knockoff Jimmy Choos with straps running like slippery
eels up her ankle. “Skip the Oscars, go to the after-party.” My best friend
grinned at me and, for a long, shivering second, I grinned back stupidly and
thought, Just tell her. Just tell her about Harkness. But I was afraid. Afraid
of change, afraid of telling her the truth of what I’d done. With a chill I
recognized that it was these moments—joking with Kayla, pitting us against
everyone else—that I’d miss the most. The time we had together running
down the hourglass.

“Pics.” Kayla slung her arm over my shoulders.

Kayla might not have gone to graduation, but Hannah apparently did.
She smiled into the camera; even in the black cap, she looked good. As 1
took the photos, I thought of the letter in the front pocket of my backpack.

Kayla’s green eyes flicked away, landing on me. “Let’s go to New
Orleans tonight. There’s this social media manager I’ve been DMing with.
He wants to meet us.”

“Tonight?” New Orleans was a four-hour drive. “I can’t. I’ve got Mrs.
Pierce’s party.”

“So skip it.”

“I can’t. I said I’d go.”

“Do you really want to get fondled by some creepy French poet?”

I stared at her. “Where’d you hear that?”

Kayla smirked. “Maybe I did, maybe I didn’t.”

“You shouldn’t make stuff like that up,” I snapped. “And her
husband’s Belgian.”

“Dude.” Kayla rolled her eyes. “Why do you care so much about this
party? It’s not like you’re going to see Mrs. Pierce ever again, once we get
out of this shitty town. And this guy is, like, the real deal. He used to be a
manager for Hype House.” She looked at me closely. “Don’t you want this
to happen for us?”

There it was: the accusation veiled as a question, the frustration
simmering just beneath the surface. All kinds of DMs had flooded Hannah’s
inbox in the three years since we’d invented her: DM-to-collab accounts,
links for “model ambassadors” that led to shoddy, nearly identical websites,
guys with weird fetishes masquerading as talent scouts. I didn’t think we



should respond, especially to the men, but Kayla accused me again and
again of being narrow minded. Privately, I thought this “social media
manager from New Orleans” was going to be just another creepy guy
faking his industry credentials to hit on an eighteen-year-old.

“Fine,” I said, sighing. “Let’s go.” Later on, I’d hear that Mrs. Pierce
had gotten a cake for me with blue-and-yellow frosting. But I couldn’t help
thinking that Kayla deserved one more night of our partnership. I owed that
to her at least if I was going to leave her here, in Paradise, alone.
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Driving to New Orleans, Kayla showed me the manager’s Instagram.
@Daveeeeed, 5,435 followers. His bio read “creative polyglot
@HypeHouse.” In person, @Daveeeeed looked older than his profile
picture—in his thirties, at least, in black jeans and a white button-down
stretched tightly across a concave chest and rotund belly; he reminded me
of the alien in American Dad. In a windowless warehouse playing the Top
40s’ soulless death rattle—the kind of place with tattered Ladies’ Night
posters of a diamond-encrusted stiletto—David sat at a table upstairs in the
VIP area behind a faded velvet rope. Leaning back, his knees wide apart
and his arms resting on the platform behind the banquette, he openly looked
up and down Kayla’s body as we walked toward him. A hungry look that
gave way to affected professionalism when we sat down. “Call me David!”
he said, pronouncing his name Da-veed. I wondered what it said about Da-
veed that he was the kind of man who bought the best table at a shitty club.

Kayla was smiling so wide her teeth looked like Chiclets under the
purple club lighting. “I’'m Kayla!” she said, matching David’s amphetamine
cheer. If David was surprised that Hannah Primrose was a pseudonym, he
didn’t show it; he was too busy staring at Kayla’s breasts. When Kayla
introduced me as her “creative director,” he barely glanced my way.
Wedged between me and David in the banquette seat, Kayla wrapped her
arms around me as if to emphasize: We’re a package deal!

Not after tonight, I queasily thought.

“So, tell me,” David said, pouring vodka into three glasses, topping it
off with a splash of orange juice. “Influencers are a dime a dozen these
days. Twenty thousand followers, fifty thousand followers. A dog can get



that. Granted, a very cute dog.” He smiled, revealing a yellow left incisor.
“What makes you special?”

Kayla talked about our audience. Thousands of girls who were just like
us, from some shitty small town and hungry for a pastel-pink fantasy. To
our followers, Hannah wasn’t just another pretty redhead with good skin
and enviable style. She was a visual diary. The future of long form. Real-
time creative nonfiction—

“What about men?” David asked, cutting Kayla off.

Kayla looked confused, then let out a throaty laugh. “What about
them?”

“Men are half of the demographic,” David pointed out as if this was
some Profound Thought. “Seems to me that it would be a bad strategy to
overlook them.” He nudged Kayla playfully. “Throw them a bone every
once in a while.”

Finally, I spoke. “That kind of content would alienate our female
followers.”

For the first time all night, David looked at me. “Does Kim
Kardashian alienate her female followers?” he scoffed.

“Kim was growing her audience twenty years ago. It was pushing the
envelope then for a curvy woman to post photos of herself online.”

David smirked. “She still started her career with a sex tape.”

I chose to ignore this. “Now it just feels like playing to the lowest
common denominator.” Like you, I wanted to add. But Kayla’s fingers were
digging into my knee, a warning. “Then again,” I finished, pushing her
hand away, “I’m not the social media manager.”

“No, you’re not,” David said flatly. The bottle girl walked by with her
tray, and he eyed her before turning back to us, a smile plastered on his
face. “This is all just preliminary discussion, anyways,” he said smoothly.
“The most important thing is I’d love to sign you guys. I think we can do
big things together. What do you say?”
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“Let’s go,” I implored Kayla in the bathroom as I watched her shimmy her
hot-pink thong down her thighs and squat over the toilet. As she peed, she
swayed unsteadily on her heels.

“Why?”



“Um, because he’s creepy?”

Kayla giggled. She stood up, and I noticed that she’d shaved before I
looked away. The mirror above the sink was covered in a Sharpie and
lipstick scrawl: W + V BFF, Janice is my homegirl!! I wondered how many
of them were still friends.

Kayla flushed the toilet; then her face appeared behind me in the
mirror. She met my eyes for a moment, then looked away. But not before I
caught that look on her face, like the darting tail of a deer in headlights:
desperation.

“He can help us get brands,” Kayla said. “So what if he’s a little
creepy”? I can totally handle Da-veed.”

“Da-veed can’t get you places,” I pointed out. “Da-veed is just some
vaguely European guy who wants to sleep with you. Do we even know if
he’s legit?”

“He was Bella Rose’s first manager,” Kayla insisted. “Don’t believe
me?” She pulled out her phone from her chunky gold-chain clutch. But the
screen was black, inert. Her phone was dead.

“You didn’t charge your phone in the car?” I asked, feeling that
familiar mixture of affection and exasperation.

“There’s pictures of him tagged with her. Anyways, it doesn’t matter.”
Kayla shoved her phone back in her clutch. “You’re just in a bad mood
because you didn’t go to your lame party.”

This shut me up. I stood there, watching Kayla grab a wad of paper
towels and dab her forehead. There it was again, as if fluttering on wings,
just within my fingertips: I could’ve told her about Harkness then, but the
words stuck in the back of my throat. “David doesn’t need me,” I told Kayla
instead—a cop-out. “Didn’t you hear him? He couldn’t care less about the
captions.”

“But I need you.” She balled up the paper towels and smiled at me in
the mirror. And it was the directness of Kayla’s appeal, that shining thread
of vulnerability in her voice, that disarmed me. For weeks I’d been trying to
figure out how to break the news, waiting to catch her at the right time, in
the right mood. But was I ready to let go of Hannah? Of Kayla? I felt a
glimmer of doubt. Maybe I didn’t need to choose between Kayla and
Harkness. We could work something out. Long distance, or during my
breaks from school. Maybe I was too quick to assume that the amniotic
fluid of Kayla and me, floating in this world we made, had to be broken.



Kayla seized on my silence. “So, we’re in?” She jumped up and down
and hugged me tightly. Lightning quick, she yanked on the doorknob and
the bass of “All of the Lights” came thudding in.
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Bottles had appeared on the table while we were gone. “Girls, how was the
talk in the bathroom?” David asked, his tone mocking. I hated him.

Kayla told him we were in. “Excellent,” David said, rubbing his hands
together.

The rest of the night sped forward. There was a round of tequila shots
with discolored wedges of lime, and at one point David, with a furtive look,
took out a little baggie of white powder, spilling its contents across the glass
tabletop.

David, sniffing loudly, kept veering the conversation toward the
personal: Where did Kayla grow up? Had she ever been to London? Did she
like Italian? Had she ever had the tomahawk at Charlie’s? No? Well, would
she like to go sometime?

In the years to come, of course, I’d see it for what it so obviously was:
a power imbalance. We weren’t hardened party girls; I could’ve counted
with one hand the number of times we’d drunk alcohol with less than fifty
grams of sugar. And yet neither of us batted an eye at the coke. We wanted
to seem adult, even as the night was tipping out of our control.

Kayla was very drunk. At David’s advances, his little touches here and
there—a brush of the fingers, a hand lingering on the top of her arm—she
reminded me of a statue, glassy eyed and remote. Coke, it turned out, made
David edgy, restless. Persistent and artless, like a buzzard. “We should drive
back—" I shouted at Kayla over the thudding bass, but David abruptly shot
up to his feet, pulling Kayla with him to dance. I watched them: Kayla,
laughing with her head tossed back, her graceful throat and long limbs
dipped in the purple club lights; David leaning in to whisper something in
her ear.

Kayla caught my eye and mouthed something. Even David turned
around and gestured wildly for me to come over. Smiling, I got up and
joined them. Kayla began to dance with me, and I mirrored her sexy baby
doll movements, both of us aware of David’s eyes, of the fact even then that
we were dancing for a coked-out middle-aged man who was sweating



profusely through his shirt. He brought the Patrén over, and we all took
swigs straight from the bottle. Jumped up and down. Screamed at each
other over the bass, Woooooo.

Time blurred. David was talking to me: something about cross-
pollination, Mykonos. As if to make up for his total lack of interest in me
earlier, he was overly familiar, clapping me on the back, smiling
aggressively.

“Cheers,” he said, handing me a beer. We clinked bottles. “We’re
going to be colleagues!” he yelled in my ear. Up close, David’s eyes were
bloodshot. He put his hand on the small of Kayla’s back. “And she’s going
to be a superstar!”

Kayla winked at me. She reached over, unsticking a strand of hair
from my forehead. “I love you.”

David grinned, baring that yellow incisor again. “You girls are going
to love the house!”

Kayla laughed easily. “What?” I asked uncomprehendingly.

“Pool, backyard. State-of-the-art kitchen. And the rest of the girls are
sweethearts, you’ll love—"

“What the hell are you talking about?” I said.

“Oh. Shit.” David looked at Kayla. “You didn’t tell her?”

“I wanted it to be a surprise! Surprise!” Biting her lip, Kayla grinned
at me in a helpless kind of way. “David’s starting a collab house. Here, in
New Orleans. And he’s invited us. Isn’t this amazing?”

“You told him we’d move in?”

“What’s the big deal? We’ve always talked about getting out of
Paradise.”

“I can’t just pick up and move into a house with a bunch of
influencers.”

“Why not?” Kayla laughed. “You’re just going to EMCC.”

I reared back as if I’d been slapped. So that was the way Kayla saw
me. I wasn’t supposed to have my own dreams and ambitions and, if I did,
they’d take me only a quarter tank’s worth of gas up the highway. I was just
a doll to her, to be dragged out of Gator Park to wherever she liked.

Something flickered in my vision. It was the first time in our six years
of friendship that I wanted to hurt her, to make her feel small for once:

“I got into Harkness,” I said.

Kayla’s face faltered. “What?”



“I got in,” I repeated, more softly. “And I’'m going.”

Kayla opened, then closed, her mouth.

“Whoa,” David said. I'd forgotten he was there. “That’s an Ivy
League, right?”

When Kayla spoke again, it was in this tremulous, eerie register I'd
never heard before. “How long have you known?”

“Kayla—" I began.

“How long?” Kayla screamed, her mouth wide and her eyes bulging, a
primal shriek that carried over the music.

“Oh shit,” David said.

Tears were running down my face. “Please,” I whispered, putting a
hand on Kayla’s arm. “I didn’t mean to not tell you, I didn’t think I’d get in
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Kayla shook my hand off. “Don’t follow me,” she hissed. Then she ran
toward the exit, David close behind her, disappearing into the dark club.

Kayla, Kayla, Kayla, Kayla—I must’ve screamed after her a million
times that night. The flash of anger I’d felt was gone, replaced by a panicky
neediness that overwhelmed me. For a while—maybe it was thirty minutes
or maybe it was hours—I lost them in the throngs of drunk people standing
outside the club; I suspected they had gone into David’s car. I paced up and
down the row of darkened vehicles in the parking lot, shouting Kayla’s
name. I couldn’t call her; her phone was dead.

Finally, I heard David’s voice a few feet away. The door to a black
SUV opened. David jumped out and, as I approached him, he gave me a
look that was maddeningly superior, calm. Coke has a short half-life, which
was convenient for men like him.

“Look, it’s been a hell of a night,” David said. He sniffed loudly.
“Why don’t you girls take some space?”

Creep. “I’m not leaving without Kayla,” I said.

At that moment, Kayla climbed out of the back seat. Her hair was
messed up, and the pale nude cup of her bra was peeking out the top of her
dress. “Go home, Faith,” she said evenly.

“Will you be okay?”

Kayla met my eyes and nodded.

“Will we be okay?” My voice cracked.

But Kayla was already climbing back into the car, tossing me one final
look over her shoulder. “I’ll call you tomorrow.” But she didn’t call me



tomorrow, or the next day, or the next.

The cabbie took the crumpled dollars I fished from the bottom of my purse
and dropped me at the Greyhound station, where I slept on a bench. I took
the bus back to Greenville in the morning. Eyes gritty from lack of sleep, I
called Kayla over and over during the whole fourteen-hour ordeal. Her
phone went straight to voicemail. Hey there. If you’re calling me and under
the age of fifty, maybe you should just text. Or not . . .

Sometimes I wonder if our friendship was meant to end on the cold
linoleum floor of that bus station. Certainly anyone I’ve told this story to—
anyone with a healthy amount of self-respect—would’ve considered the
possibility, their eyes widening at the bare facts as I recited them: eighteen
years old, ditched by my best friend in the middle of New Orleans at two in
the morning. Kayla comes across terrible. Callous and vengeful, a little
slutty. But I was the one calling her over and over again, like a woman with
a bad boyfriend. I was the one who felt like I still needed to explain, to
apologize. To mend what might’ve not needed mending.

What did that say about me?

By the time I got back to Gator Park, it was nearly dusk. I ran down
the road to the Winnebago on concrete blocks, then veered a sharp right
until I saw the edge of the woods, twilight seeping in through the treetops.
The trailers in that part of the park were dark, not a sign of life except for a
scrawny black cat darting from under one. At the end of the lane,
surrounded by piles of garbage and debris—old tires, a rusted lawn mower,
steel canisters, and mysterious white buckets of slop—the Gulf Stream
clung to its patch of dirt like a long, aging toenail.

Kayla’s mother, Brenda, opened the door. I can still see her in her
fuzzy red bathrobe, smoking a Newport down to the filter. The way her
tattooed eyebrows shot up at the sight of me. Suddenly I realized how I
must’ve looked, dark bags under my eyes and clothes slept in from last
night. “Um, hi, Ms. Brenda,” I said, trying my best to sound casual, upbeat.
“Is Kayla there?”

“Kayla didn’t tell you?”

“Tell me what?”

“She’s gone. Left this morning on a Greyhound.”



I felt dizzy. “Gone? Gone where?”

“Didn’t say,” Brenda said vaguely. “Just came home, packed two
garbage bags up, and lit out.” Her eyes flickered anxiously to the empty
spot where Kayla’s stepfather parked out front.

“I told her she should go before he gets back.” Then she smiled
wistfully. “T always knew she’d get out of here.”

OceanofPDF.com


https://oceanofpdf.com/

Chapter 2

My first night at Harkness, all the freshmen on my floor played the
Deserted Island game: If you could only bring an item that began with the
same letter as your first initial, what would it be?

“Deck of cards. In case we get bored, you know?”

Danielle, who lived across the hallway from me, was a spray-tanned
brunette from one of the handful of cities that kids at Harkness liked to
specify in lieu of the state: Los Angeles, Portland, or, in Danielle’s case,
Dallas. Danielle from Dallas had pin-straight hair and a conventionally
attractive face that was perpetually two shades lighter than her body. Sitting
cross-legged on the couch next to her was her blond, willowy roommate,
Blake, who, I"d overheard earlier in the bathroom, was Grace Kelly’s
granddaughter. “Books,” Blake said crisply in an English accent. “Lots and
lots of books, preferably on how to be rescued from a deserted island.”
Everybody laughed.

Looking at those two, I envied them. Already, they seemed
inseparable. In fact, each girl on my floor was sitting with her roommate,
their faces flush with the glow of new friendship; right before our RA,
Kelly, started the meeting, I’d listened to snippets of the conversations
buzzing around me—hometowns and high school boyfriends, who was
going to the party that night at Chi Gam.

My own roommate was MIA. Evelyn Baker was from Rye, New York.
We’d friended each other on Facebook over the summer, but, curiously,
Evelyn had never responded to any of my messages: hey roomie! are you
excited for next year? hi again, will you be bringing a microwave?

Earlier that day, I’d opened the door to Smith 403D. The room was
two halves that were perfect mirror images: two twin-size beds lined against
opposite walls, two desks, two closets. A tall leaded-glass window
overlooked the leafy quad, and the afternoon light streamed through the thin
cotton curtains, warming oak floors nicked by the wear and tear of
generations before me. It looked exactly how I’d imagined my freshman-
year dorm room, reading all those worn paperbacks set on New England
campuses: The Secret History, A Separate Peace. Austere, but more



importantly, I thought, it evened the playing field. Nobody would know
that, up until then, I’d only slept on mattresses on the floor.

Randy walked to the window, tapped on the glass, and let out a low
whistle. Opening it was a different matter. The hundred-year-old sash made
a loud squelch as Randy’s forearms strained with effort. It would be one of
only three times I’d open the window for the rest of the year.

“This is what sixty grand gets you, huh?” Randy had joked as a breeze
wafted in. He didn’t get it. To him, a window was only as good as its ability
to open, and a college was only as good as the job it got you after. All
morning—as we drove into campus, picked up my orientation packet, found
parking, and walked up to Smith—I could tell that Randy was thinking: Is
all this really better than Ole Miss? Outside Smith—classic and redbrick
with sky tunnels connecting it to the other four dorms that shared the quad
—Randy shoved his hands in the pockets of his faded Levi’s and walked in
a slouching, almost-adolescent way past the fathers in Patagonia vests, not
even making eye contact. It was the classic if you aren’t impressed with me,
then I’m not impressed with you.

It was for this reason that I had been glad we’d arrived earlier than
Evelyn, whose parents wore Fair Isle sweaters in their Facebook photos. In
the hallway with Randy, basic questions were land mines. What is it that
you do? another father had asked Randy. My uncle—out of pride or
embarrassment, I couldn’t tell—rattled off a slew of jobs: cook, property
manager, warehouse specialist, handyman . . . The other dad, a beefy, blond
Dallas businessman, clapped him on the back and boomed: A Renaissance
man! And so on, and so forth, the afternoon went—three, four, five more of
these conversations like little paper cuts, until Randy finally got in his truck
and drove away.

The game went on with girls in my dorm easily offering their answers.
Most of these girls had gone to all manner of camps—summer camp, tennis
camp, even murder-mystery camp—their whole lives and had honed their
skills in getting-to-know-you games to an almost lethal degree. And what
I’d soon find out was, even with a game as simple as Deserted Island, there
was always a loser.

“My iPhone,” a girl named India said. “Easy.”

“It wouldn’t have 4G,” her roommate said, laughing.

“We’re taking this game a little too literally,” India retorted, tossing
her long braids back, and I admired her cool, unflappable confidence. She



was one of only two Black girls in Smith.

“What about you, Faith?” Kelly asked, smiling encouragingly.

I had prepared my answer right away, so when twelve faces looked at
me, expectantly, I shot out, “Flint,” too quickly. “To build a campfire.” It
was a reasonable answer, but unmemorable. Twelve faces looked away.

“And you, Katie?”

“Kayak. I grew up in Seattle. Mercer Island.”

“Nice. It’s beautiful there. What about you, Cathy?”

“Um. A La-Z-Boy maybe?”

There was a long, surprised pause; then one of the girls let out a barely
muffled giggle. India folded her arms. Kelly blinked. “Um. It has to start
with your first initial.”

Cathy’s cheeks deepened to a bright red. I’ve since forgotten what she
said next, but from then on, everyone, even the freshmen boys in the other
dorms, called her Cathy La-Z-Boy behind her back. It was my first, brutal
lesson at Harkness: If you failed to pay attention, if you lacked social
vigilance—which was prized as highly as good grades—you became the
clown. The butt of the joke. The prey.

That first night, I neither laughed at Cathy nor offered her a
sympathetic smile. Instead, I averted my gaze, chewed the bottom of my
lip, and listened to Kelly’s rundown of the rules: no smoking, no drinking,
no drugs. “As you know, a central tenet of the Harkness community is our
student-run Honor Code,” Kelly said meaningfully, looking around. “Well,
all right.” She clapped her hands. “I’m down the hallway—you know where
to find me. Welcome to Harkness!”

Girls got up, giggling, yelling, jostling, laughing. Bright, cheerful
chatter of dorm parties, grabbing a free doughnut at the student café. I
lingered, hoping that somebody, anybody, would strike up a conversation.
Notice me. All these months I’d spent dreaming about Harkness, and I was
going to spend my first night alone in my empty room. “Hey,” Kelly said,
catching my eye as I was walking out. “Faith, right?”

I nodded, tried to smile. The RA didn’t count; she had to be my friend.

“Too bad about Evelyn,” Kelly said. “Great for her, but bummer they
didn’t assign you another roommate.”

I stared at Kelly. “What do you mean?”

“Didn’t they tell you? Evelyn got off the wait list at Harvard. They
didn’t tell the school until last week, and the girl who was supposed to fill



her place got her parents to pull some strings last minute so she could get a
single. On the plus side, all of that space is yours!”

“Oh my God,” came a voice behind me. I looked over; it was the
willowy blonde, Blake, with Danielle glued to her side, looking at me with
newfound interest. “Faith, you could throw massive parties,” she said
breezily, with a cosmopolitan air. I looked at Kelly, half expecting her to
remind us about the rules we’d just gone over. But instead, Kelly just
laughed.

“But—" I thought about the rigamarole of enrollment: the forms, the
money. That somebody would go through all of it only to jump to a bigger,
slightly better school—in August, no less—was baffling. “What about her
deposit?” It was $1,500, nonrefundable.

Kelly let out an awkward laugh. “I mean, it’s Harvard.” Danielle
brushed past me, and based on the way Blake threw a final, pitying glance
in my direction, I knew I’d committed my first faux pas at Harkness.

L3

The first few days, I drifted through campus like a ghost, scurrying out of
my room twice a day for lunch and dinner in the dining hall. Shoveling
down my food alone, I berated myself for not being more outgoing, social.
Just go sit down next to them, part of my brain hissed as I passed by a group
of girls I recognized from my floor. Instead, I walked quickly past them,
clutching my tray. During orientation, the freshmen dorms buzzed with
anxious friend making as alliances were hastily struck, then disbanded and
redrawn, but I seemed to exist outside this relentless striving. I made a key
discovery about myself that first week: I had no clue how to make friends
here.

Those early days, I heard a lot about the “Harkness experience.”
Students (and alumni) took a collective pride in the Harkness experience
that bordered on cultish obsession. One Thursday evening after lunch, I
took the long way from the café on the North Grounds back to the dorms
and came across a throng of student protestors holding up signs in front of
Banks Hall. From far away, I assumed that they were protesting
reproductive rights—we were in Louisiana, after all—or racial justice or
climate change, but as I got closer, I read the signs: HARKNESS EXPERIENCE
= WaLKABILITY and No to Buskes and Say Nope To Dosson!! A girl in pink



Birkenstocks came up to me and asked if I’d signed the online petition. My
endorsement of their views, it seemed, was a foregone conclusion. “Oh, you
haven’t heard?” the girl asked, wide eyed, mistaking my confusion for
ignorance. “They want to build the new computer science building north of
the Observatory. That’s, like, one and a half miles from Old Campus. They
want to put in buses,” she emphasized.

“What’s wrong with buses?” I asked.

She looked at me as if I were an idiot. “Walkability is central to the
Harkness experience.”

“But isn’t the new building needed because the CS classes are getting
too big?”

She gave me a dirty look and flounced away. Like I said, I was terrible
at making friends.

My only friend, after all, was Kayla, and she was no longer speaking
to me. All summer, my texts went unanswered. On Instagram, Kayla had
posted the graduation photos with cryptic hashtags like
#HannahsGraduation, #dreams, #endofachapter, #nowherebutup. After that,
@HannahPrimrose was dark all summer. Followers sent DMs that neither I
nor Kayla responded to: Hannah what’re your plans after graduation??;
hey do you wanna collab; hey babe are you alive?

Then, a week before school started, I got a notification on my phone:
@Daveeeeed has mentioned you in their story.

Kayla and a brunette on some windswept balcony, both in plunging
black dresses. Their arms were linked and they were looking at each other,
laughing. TGIF with these gorgeous gals @HannahPrimrose
@Briannalux was David’s caption. I quickly went to the girl’s account—
fifty-three thousand followers, not bad—and scrolled through her photos.
The Kayla I knew would’ve dismissed the Brianna Luxes of the world as
“Kim Kardashian copy and pastes.” Now she was hanging out with them on
a Friday night.

I took a screenshot. The photo was just there on my phone, all
throughout that strange, buzzy first week—registering for classes, picking
up my ID card—a photo I couldn’t help returning to again and again, like
picking at a scab. The more I stared at the photo, the more Kayla’s beatific
little smile looked like a smirk. It seemed to say: See? I’'ve moved on.

Two could play at this game. The night before classes started, I pulled
up my camera roll, which was filled with the photos I’d been taking while



aimlessly walking around campus: the clock tower, the flying buttresses on
North Campus, jasmine blossoms blowing across the sidewalk. Finally I
settled on one I’d taken of the ivy crawling up the redbrick wall right under
my window. I posted it to my personal Instagram—
@FaiththiBodeaux34578—which had a gray profile, no photos, and only a
dozen followers, including Hannah. New view €, I captioned. Not my best
work.

I went to bed early. Lying on my back, I stared at the ceiling, letting
my thoughts wash over me, hoping they would eventually drown out the
pop-rap song on blast as my hallmates partied, yet again, into the early
morning. Around midnight, I heard a knock on my door. There was some
whispering, then Danielle from Dallas’s voice: “Oh, don’t even bother with
her. She doesn’t really hang.”

I reached for my phone and checked on my photo. Kayla hadn’t liked
it.
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Chapter 3

My first class was Microeconomics 101, held on the second floor of Banks
Hall—otherwise known as “Bankers” Hall—in an auditorium that was
freezing during the fall and subarctic in the winter. The professor was a
harried blond woman in her forties, with a short bob and the modulated
inflection of a Southerner who spent too much time in New York. I thought
the first class would be a breeze, easing us into the semester. But Professor
Sullivan spent ten minutes going over the syllabus, then launched straight
into her lecture.

“Can anyone tell me the four factors of production?”

Nearly every hand in the room shot up, except mine. Despite
Harkness’s reputation as a world-class liberal arts school, I soon learned
that most students were Econ majors, their sights set on Wall Street after
graduation. I turned to look at the row after row of glowing Apple logos.
Looking down at my secondhand Dell, I wondered if there was a reading
I’d missed.

Professor Sullivan called on the girl next to me. “Land, labor, capital,
and entrepreneurship,” she said crisply. “But there’s been a shift lately
among economists to describe the fourth factor as technology, rather than
entrepreneurship.” When Professor Sullivan nodded and moved on, the girl
returned to typing furiously on her MacBook, her green Van Cleef bracelet
jangling against the keyboard. For the rest of class, I darted glances at my
neighbor. She was waifish, blond, dressed in a blue oxford shirt and black
trousers, a sleek bun tucked under a blue cap with Greek letters: Ag. But
what really caught my eye were her shoes. Gleaming black loafers with
tassels in a rich crocodile leather.

The girl was not beautiful; her best feature had to be her classical nose,
which reminded me of the profile in a Victorian brooch. But she had a
certain grace of movement that only the truly beautiful or rich have, a lack
of self-consciousness in taking up space. After class ended, I took the bus to
the DSW nearly an hour outside Franklin. They had a pair of black loafers
on sale for fifty-nine dollars. It was the most I’d ever paid for shoes.
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By the end of the first week, I was convinced that Harkness had made a
grave mistake in admitting me. Three days later, my second
Microeconomics class was, at times, maddeningly abstract, delving into
concepts such as mercantilism and elasticity that made my head spin. Just
as I thought I was beginning to get my bearings, we would pivot in an
entirely different direction, going from the history of rational decision-
making into a series of calculations about the elasticity of demand that
might as well have been hieroglyphics to me. When the class was over, |
felt totally, thoroughly fucked.

On Thursday, I started my campus job. For work study, I understood
that I’d shave off $2,000 per semester if I worked some magical number of
hours—I couldn’t work more than twenty hours per week, the lady at the
financial aid office told me sternly, and no less than ten—but the precise set
of circumstances that led me to take the night shift at the dining hall were
complex and difficult, even then, to follow. The IT and library jobs were all
taken; I had to qualify for the tutoring jobs. In any event, on a muggy
September night—the first big party night of term—I passed by multiple
pregames in Smith and walked across the quad to FoCo—short for Food
Court, it was the main dining hall on campus. The inside was wood paneled,
lined with portraits of alumni and trustees and former presidents, with a
soaring ceiling that took my breath away; it reminded me of the inside of an
old train station. By nine o’clock, the dinner crowd had thinned.

My supervisor was Regina, a tall Black junior from Memphis whom I
remembered seeing a few nights before at the library circulation desk; in
fact, I'd learn, she had three jobs: at the cafeteria, at the library, and—on
Sunday afternoons—as a barista at North Grounds Café, making latte art for
the international students. Her long curly hair was swept up in a colorful
scarf, and her almond-shaped eyes crinkled in the corners when I asked her
how she managed to do it all. “Time management!” Regina replied
mockingly, and we laughed. During orientation, scholarship students had to
take various modules in order to register for classes. Time Management was
one of them, a three-hour video of the dean of Academic Affairs extolling
the virtues of calendars, office hours, and the new Student Wellness Center.

Regina gave me a tour of the facilities. As we walked through the
bustling kitchen, she introduced me to the students who manned the fryers



and washed the dishes and walked in and out of the large freezers in the
back: Quan, a short, cheerful girl with large warm eyes and a nose ring;
Cody, who was from Nebraska; and many, many others who flitted in and
out of my life that first semester at Harkness. The “front of the house,” as
Regina called it, was the sandwich line, the entrée line, the grill, and the
halal counter that, for some reason, served freshly baked cookies, such that
the two students who worked there had to pull cookies out of the oven
every fifteen minutes or plate halal salmon and chicken—a strange
combination of odors. “Leftover cookies you can take home with you,”
Regina told me. “My advice? Stay away. The freshman fifteen can quickly
become the freshman thirty if you work here.”

I smiled. Already, I liked Regina. She was the first person at Harkness
I’d had this long of a conversation with, a conversation that hadn’t begun
with “Excuse me.”

The schedule was set every two weeks. At this, Regina looked at me
apologetically. “Listen, don’t take it personally,” she said. “We just go by
seniority here. Everybody’s got to do their time, you know?”

As it turned out, the most unwanted job at the dining hall wasn’t what
I expected at all; I thought it would be something menial, like washing the
dishes or chopping onions. But those jobs were the ones everybody wanted.

I got stuck at the cashier register.

Twenty-four hours later, I stood in front of my till at the end of the
row, shredding my cuticles under the bright-red number 6 sign. My shift
was until close, and I was the only cashier. At half past eleven, a wave of
students came trickling in from the library, from various clubs, from a
movie at the old-fashioned theater on Main Street. As I rang up their
cheeseburgers and turkey clubs, I heard snippets of their conversations:
parties that weekend, the hand-wringing over what classes to drop before
enrollment period ended. They mumbled thanks, barely flicking a glance
my way. A brunette in a Tri Delt sweatshirt was rattling off all her clubs and
rec sports to her friend. “Tuesdays and Thursdays are my woooorst days,”
she proclaimed as I typed in the special code for a buffalo burger with no
bun. “I’m in classes from eight to friggin’ four, then I have Chapters where
we’ve got all the recruitment stuff to plan for, then I have practice for
volleyball, then I have Glee. I don’t know how I’'m going to do it all!”

Maybe they should make her take the Time Management module, 1
thought.



After the Tri Delt left, I glanced at my phone, sitting down on the shelf
in the till, and stopped breathing. Because on my phone was a notification:
@HannahPrimrose has posted two hours ago.

Hannah’s first post in four months.

Hannah’s first post without me.

A cool, familiar voice interrupted me: “Hi, are you open?”

I looked up to see the blonde in Microeconomics, the one I’d sat next
to for the past week. She was smiling at me politely but showed no sign of
recognition. She took her time reaching into her New Yorker tote bag and
fishing her ID card out of her wallet. When she swiped it, I caught her
name: Andy Burwell. But all I could think about was what Hannah had
posted.

Finally, as soon as Andy left, I grabbed my phone. Two swipes and
there it was, too bright on my screen. The photo looked like the Sports
Illustrated Swimsuit posters that hung in the boys’ dorms. Kayla stood in a
pool in a green triangle-top bikini, beads of water rolling down her popped
booty and shoulder blades so sharp, they looked like they could kill. The
comments were mostly from men:

FINALLY

yes

hot pic «

18 now?

finally follows through

So she’d listened to David, after all. It was a stinging rebuke, a slap
across the face. It confirmed for me what I'd already known deep down
inside:@HannahPrimrose had never truly been mine.

&

A few nights later, Randy called me. He asked if I still wanted to stay on the
same phone bill. I told him that I’d manage. After a surprised pause, Randy
said, “Well, okay then,” and asked how I was doing, if I liked my classes, if



my roommate and I got along. Classes were fine, I found myself saying. I
said nothing about my roommate.

“What about that work-study gig?” Randy asked. “Did you start that
yet?”

I told Randy that I worked in the library. “I just sit at the desk and
study,” I said.

I don’t know why I couldn’t even tell him I worked at FoCo. On the
nights I came back from my shifts—fingers buzzing with a nervous kind of
energy, the smell of fryer oil clinging to my clothes—I often thought of my
uncle. All my life, Randy had worked as the property manager at Gator
Park, but it only paid for our rent, so five nights a week he drove twelve
miles up I-55 to the closest McDonald’s. When you took the gas money into
account, Randy was flipping burgers for less than minimum wage, but he
never complained. When I thought of how desperately I’d wanted Randy to
leave on move-in day, I felt the trickle of shame like a cracked egg running
down my face.

“How’s Kayla doing these days?” Randy asked. “Brenda tells me she
moved out.”

“I wouldn’t know,” I said, trying not to sound bitter. “She won’t talk to
me anymore.”

“Give her a break,” Randy said. “It probably isn’t easy on her, with
you doing so well at Harkness. She’ll come around eventually.”

“Yeah. Right.”
Before hanging up, Randy said, “Your mother would’ve been proud of
you.”

“She would’ve loved it here,” I replied, my voice unnaturally bright.

The second Tuesday of first term, I was working another late-night
shift at the cashier. As the flyers around campus advertised, Tuesdays were
“Late Nite @ FoCo”—a school-sanctioned night where they featured
specials like molten lava cake and had a sushi bar with chefs from the only
Japanese restaurant in town. In hindsight, I’'m sure the administration
wanted to promote sanctioned events where students weren’t holed up in
some dorm room getting wasted.

Late Nite @ FoCo was everybody’s least favorite night to work.
Something always went wrong with the specials, like the pies were left too
long in the oven or a key ingredient ran out; for me, I quickly realized that
bored, hungry college kids ordered sushi rolls in combinations that were



sociopathic. Some guy in a Lakers jersey had me ringing up a fourteen-
ingredient roll that had potato chips, eel, and tempura. Then he argued with
me about whether roe counted as a topping.

Past midnight was my favorite time: when my shift was almost over,
and the dining hall was emptying out. All I could hear was the hum of the
power vacuum, the clatter of dishes dropping into hot, soapy water.
Harkness felt most like it belonged to me then: when I could luxuriate in the
in-between moments. Staring out at the empty row of tills, I started thinking
about my mother again. It still seemed impossible to me that Harkness was
the last thread connecting me to her; more impossible, still, that I’d had no
inkling that she’d once harbored such dreams.

Then I remembered: There’d been that book.

I could still see its tattered cover, of red-carpet steps leading up to a
museum. From the Mixed-Up Files of Mrs. Basil E. Frankweiler was a
children’s book, and yet I could not recall my mother ever reading it to me.
A few months after my mother’s death, I found it in a box with her things—
old DVDs, white cardboard jewelry boxes with cheap jewelry. I fished it
out, its pages soft with mildew, and read it right away. Two children hiding
in a museum. Nights spent prowling the corridors, collecting coins from the
fountain. I even read the book to Kayla; she loved it too. But while I loved
the cozy, enveloping mystery, the idea that anything as grand and adult as
the identity of Michelangelo’s masterpiece could be hidden away in an old
file, Kayla loved the grift. Kids somewhere they shouldn’t be, getting away
with something. Ringing up an apple, I wondered what my mother had
loved about it.

“That’s one expensive apple.”

I looked up to see an older man—probably in his sixties, I thought.
Later, I’d learn he was on the precipice of fifty. He had a wild mop of curls
and dark eyes slyly twinkling in a scraggly Roman face. “Even here.” He
gave a small, almost imperceptible nod toward the price on the scanner:
fifty dollars.

I apologized, fumbling to undo my mistake. “It’s only the second
week,” he said, a little teasingly. “Don’t tell me you’re burning out already.”
I noticed his tan corduroy jacket, his white shirt with the top button undone,
revealing a hint of dark, coarse hair. The thick watch bulging on his wrist.
But then I glanced down at his fingers and was surprised to see that they
weren’t the hands of a professor, well manicured and soft. The skin around



the cuticles was rough, cracked, and there was something caked in his
fingernails. He worked with his hands.

Maybe this was why I found my tongue loosening: “Sushi Night isn’t
for the faint of heart,” I said, cracking a wry smile. “Makes you lose faith in
our future leaders of tomorrow.”

“You must’ve seen some truly toe-curling combinations,” he
deadpanned.

“The jalapefio cream cheese with four different kinds of fish was
particularly traumatic.”

His face became thoughtful, and I flushed under his direct gaze. It was
one of those moments that made me realize, I had never been seen, truly
seen before. Like I’d been hovering between the channels as black-and-
white static, and with one look he’d flicked me into dazzling Technicolor.

“You have one of those faces that shows everything,” he suddenly
declared, and I was so taken aback all I could do was gape at him. Then he
said gently, almost as if it was a reproach: “Somehow I think you had more
on your mind than your classmates’ sushi orders.”

“I was thinking about this book I loved,” I finally said.

“What book?” he asked. I told him. “Okay,” he said, taking a bite of
his apple. “That I wasn’t expecting.”

It was the second-longest conversation I’d had with anyone at
Harkness. I told him what it was like ringing up my classmates’ meals,
night after night, feeling like they were the students, and I was just an
automatic kiosk, there to scan their chicken tenders, count up the add-ons,
confirm the gluten-free options were, in fact, gluten-free. But that the
strange, magical time past midnight, when the dining hall was about to
close, made me feel, in some small, immeasurable way, that the place was
all mine: the crumbs strewn on the maple tables, the eyes of the portraits
that seemed to follow me. “The place feels like—Ilike a secret, you know?”
I was rambling now. “The way the museum felt like a secret to the kids in
that book.”

I’d said too much. Mortified, I stopped talking.

The man took another bite of his apple. He looked thoughtful as he
chewed. “You know, I’ve always thought the janitor had the best job at the
Met. Every night mopping the floors, alone with all those paintings. Only
the stewards of a place can know it fully,” he added, and I could tell this
thought delighted him.



“I like to think that,” I said, giving him a watery smile. “Instead of the
NPCs that we essentially are.”

“NPC?”

“Sorry. Video game term. It means nonplaying character. A nobody. A
person who’s in the background but not part of the story.”

“NPC.” He chuckled. “I’m going to remember that.”

The next night, the man came back around midnight again, and when
our eyes met, we both smiled. It felt like we shared an inside joke. This time
he had a banana and a yogurt. He also had a small, glossy paperback. “I
owe you a book recommendation.”

For such a small book, it was surprisingly heavy. The cover was dark
maroon, and the title was printed in small Roman typeface: The
Metropolitan Museum of Art—Catalog: 1983-2016. Inside, there were
dazzling reproductions on every page: Virgin Marys and stormy landscapes
and dappled fields. “Every painting that hangs in the Met,” he said.

I looked up, and he smiled, almost shyly, at my excitement. “I thought
you might be interested in seeing what those kids saw.”

“Thank you,” I said.

As he turned to leave, he paused and looked back. “Still think you’re
an NPC?” he asked, smiling. He pointed to the name tag on my uniform I’d
left blank.

“Here I am,” I said with a wry smile.

He held my gaze for a second too long. “Well. For the record I think
you’re wrong.”
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Chapter 4

Instead of doing my Econ assignment that night, I stayed up late, poring
over the pages of the Met catalog. There were paintings even I recognized
—Starry Night, Monet’s flowers—but most were a gilded mystery,
impenetrable, holy, and it was with a kind of rapture that I drank them all
in: like I’d been wandering in the desert my whole life, and all of a sudden
there were streams, rivers, oceans.

For the record, I think you’re wrong. 1 sat in bed in my still-sparse
room, wondering if he’d been hitting on me. At that point, I’d been kissed
only twice in my life, both times involving zero flirtation. Doug McCombs
grabbing the back of my head in a dark closet during Seven Minutes in
Heaven; the cousin of a guy Kayla had a crush on, playing “keep the friend
occupied” at a bar at 3:00 a.m. The man was probably one of those
professors who gave their cell phone numbers to students and talked about
mental health during office hours. He was probably just being nice—
keeping an eye out for kids who rang up apples wrong. Still, I couldn’t stop
thinking about how easily we’d fallen into banter. It was a shock, really:
that the part of me that was witty, quick, could be brought out by someone
who wasn’t Kayla.

“How’re your classes?” my adviser, Dean Walters, asked the next day.
I’d heard the students called her “Bugz” behind her back, owing to the
large, expressive eyes that took up most of her face, giving her a bug-like,
ancient quality. She was a Harkness institution; she’d been at the school for
nearly three decades and had a penchant for quilted jackets and gold-buckle
loafers. 1 was told that I was lucky to have her; it was one of the
“advantages” of my Stegner scholarship.

“Um.” I stared at the Zen garden on Bugz’s desk, the ripples of sand
and the smooth stones. “Honestly? I don’t know if Econ’s right for me.”

Bugz frowned and tapped her pen. “Well, what would you like to
major in instead?”

“I don’t know.” I thought of the glow of the screen, the cursor
blinking. All those hearts ticking up, up, up. “I like to write, I guess?”

“Terrific!” Bugz said, but there was an obvious false note in her voice.
“A seminar, perhaps, or one of the literature classes.” Then she looked at



me for maybe the first time since I'd sat down. “If you want my
unvarnished advice, dear, I’d suggest you stick it out with your Econ
classes. It’s up to you, of course, but as I’'m sure you’re hearing from your
parents—"

“Uncle.”

“Right. Of course. My point is, I’'m sure he’d want you to give Econ a
fair shot. It’s a tough job market out there.” Before I got up to leave, Bugs
gave me a brochure for the Academic Resources Center. There were
appointment slots I could sign up for online.

L 3

That week Hannah Primrose posted multiple times. Thirst traps, mostly. A
mirror selfie of her in cotton briefs, her phone covering her breasts. Bikini
photos—sometimes alone, sometimes with other girls. The captions were
always a few cryptic words—Morningggg, she captioned a photo dump of
her doing yoga in see-through leggings with a string of nonsensical emojis.

L3

On Sunday I went to the campus bookstore to buy a book I needed for class.
The bookstore was under a green-and-white-striped awning on Main Street,
between a small grocery that sold brown eggs and kombucha and the
theater. Inside the air smelled of burned coffee and ink. I browsed through
all the used copies of Principles of Accounting on the shelf, trying to find
the one with the least highlighting. Eventually, I decided that a book with
every sentence highlighted was preferable to one with every other sentence,
and drifted toward the cashier, book in tow. On tables and along the walls
were books on every subject taught at Harkness: applied mathematics and
Egyptology and the poems of Emily Dickinson; there was even a seminar
on Bob Dylan, notorious on campus for the jocks showing up to class
secretly high.

Toward the front of the store, by the seating for the café, a poster board
announced a book signing. I did a double take. Talk & Book Signing
10/15! Lost Daughters: Reclaiming the Workshop in Renaissance Italy,



by Harkness Professor of Art History Charles Wyman. Beneath the title
was a photo of the man from the dining hall.

He was slightly younger in the photo. A distinguished-looking man in
a dark blazer and blue oxford shirt. Charles “Chuck” Wyman is one of
the most eminent art historians of the twenty-first century. Introduced
at an early age to art, Mr. Wyman came under the influence of the
connoisseur and legendary dealer Bernard Brown. At the age of
twenty-seven, Mr. Wyman was appointed head curator of New York’s
Metropolitan Museum of Art. In Lost Daughters: Reclaiming the
Workshop in Renaissance Italy, Professor Wyman dismantles the myth
of (male) solitary genius—and discovers the astonishing women artists
behind some of Western painting’s most celebrated works.

I reread it twice. Head curator . . . Metropolitan Museum of Art . . .
His words from the other night running through my head: You know, I've
always thought the janitor had the best job at the Met. He’d said it so
lightly, nothing in his tone betraying that it was anything but a casual
statement. Had I really been talking about a children’s book with a former
director of the Met? I felt embarrassment, then a swooping thrill.

I asked the cashier, “Where are the books for Professor Wyman’s
class?”

Every one of the books for Professor Wyman’s Introduction to Art
History was a gorgeous, lushly illustrated tome tightly wrapped in plastic.
The list hanging off the shelf had the prices: $125.34 for Gardner’s Art
Through the Ages, $97.12 for Stokstad and Cothren’s Art History, $15.37
for Berger’s Ways of Seeing . . . I picked up the Gardner. Like an anchor, the
textbook sank into my hands. On the cover was a famous abstract painting
of a lone cypress tree in the hilly countryside. There were no used copies.
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Chapter 5

“Can you roll?” the host, Esther, asked me, taking out a pill bottle from a
box covered with resin hearts and holding a thin white paper. I shook my
head; I’d never liked weed. Earlier that day Blake had invited me to this
pregame, mostly out of politeness when I’d given her some quarters in the
laundry room. For the past hour I’d nursed a White Claw on the futon,
petting Esther’s emotional support bunny, Wilbur—an obese black-and-
white fluff ball with lopsided ears—while the other girls talked about rush.
Esther’s boyfriend, Arno, was in and out; there was another pregame the
floor below in a lacrosse player’s room. Arno shuffled in every twenty
minutes or so, changed the song on the laptop, then left again.

Esther crouched on the floor. She was pale and skinny, with a long
neck that was accentuated by her space buns. Wilbur hopped over to her.
She scratched him between the ears with one hand and uncapped the pill
bottle with the other. As pungent, bright-green buds fell on the cover of her
textbook, I noticed the cypress tree: Gardner’s Art Through the Ages.

Ripping apart the buds with her fingers, Esther asked, “Are you going
to rush?”

“Oh. I don’t know,” I said. “What about you?”

“I mean, yeah,” Esther replied, her eyes intent on the joint she was
rolling. Wilbur sat perfectly still in the crook of her arm, staring at me with
black, unblinking eyes. Clearly the bunny was used to this. “I don’t want to
just party in gross frat basements for all four years.”

I asked if she was in the Intro to Art History class. Flicking her lighter,
Esther looked at me. “Yeah, I am. Are you?”

“I’m still shopping around.”

Esther passed the spliff to me, and I took it; I didn’t want it, but it was
at least something to do with my hands. I inhaled, letting the smoke fill my
lungs, and then exhaled slowly, deliberately. “Do you like the professor?”

“Wyman?” She shrugged. “He’s a good lecturer, but I’'m not, like,
obsessed with him or anything. Why?” she said, arching her eyebrow. “Are
you?”

“No,” I sputtered. “Why would I be?”



“I’m just messing with you.” Esther grinned; she reminded me of a cat
taking lazy swipes at me, all because I was in her territory. In her room,
smoking her weed. I turned down a second hit, and Esther, shrugging,
continued to puff. “Personally,” she said, “I’m skeptical of Wyman’s
whole”—Esther raised her brows higher—“shtick. I just don’t believe that
men can be feminists. He publishes anything and everybody goes nuts
because, wow, he’s such a good ally.”

“You seem pretty knowledgeable,” I said. “Are you an art history
major?”

“Yeah,” Esther said in a tone that suggested an existential crisis. “My
mother really wants me to. I’ll probably intern at Sotheby’s next summer.”

8,

Time passed quickly at Harkness. Days turned into weeks, until one
morning I opened my eyes in the warmth of my bed and realized that I'd
been at Harkness for an entire month. A month of classes that got only more
difficult, breakfasts of black coffee and lunches of wilted salad from the
salad bar, parties in dorms I passed by, uninvited, late at night, on my way
home from the library or dining hall. Most nights, I still checked Hannah’s
Instagram.

When people ask me about Harkness, they always ask some variant of
this question: Would you still have gone? The implication, of course, is that
I might’ve been happier somewhere else. But happiness, I think, is beside
the point, because I don’t know who I’d be without Harkness—or without
Kayla, for that matter. When I think of October, I always think of that
October, the first one—the smell of campfire and peat in the air; the
sidewalks littered with bright-red leaves; the toffee-nut-flavored coffee they
served in North Grounds Café; and the houses lit up like lanterns on Greek
Row.

Two things happened in October. One somewhat accidentally—I went
out for rush. One day, passing by the Student Pavilion, I saw dozens of
booths, draped in a wide range of colors and Greek letters: pink and white
for Delta Nu, silver and blue for Delta Delta Delta, blue and gold for Alpha
Rho.

I recognized the blond girl behind the Alpha Rho booth. We’d
graduated to occasional hellos in Econ class, awkward smiles when I rung



her up at FoCo. “How are you?” Andy exclaimed. “Are you going to rush?”

Andy, as it turned out, was a rush adviser as well as on the Panhellenic
Council (and the Honor Committee, and SGA), which meant she viewed
assuaging my concerns with the Greek system as on par with solving world
hunger or getting out the vote. Rush at Harkness, she assured me with
twitchy-eyed determination, was different from other schools in the South
with their letters of recommendation (“Everybody just asks the one lady
they grew up with in the neighborhood”) and their headshots (“over the
top”) and their rush #OOTD (“I don’t believe in mass consumption”). Then
she extolled the virtues of her house, Alpha Rho: Philanthropy! Sisterhood!
A house with a pool!

“Of course,” Andy quickly added, “all of the houses are amazing.
There’s a house for every girl.”

And maybe it was that promise—“There’s a house for every girl”—
that made the loneliness of the past month well up inside me. I wrote my
name down on the sign-up sheet.

A week—and countless #RushVlog YouTubes—Ilater, I trudged along
in my black DSW loafers as we were led on a tour through Alpha Rho’s
house, a white-columned mansion in the heart of Greek Row. This was my
rush group’s last stop that hot, muggy afternoon—an afternoon of sweet tea
and frenzied small talk; blisters and curls drooping from the heat—but I
could feel the tick in everybody’s spines, straightening up as we were
herded under the Ag glinting in gold above the blue double doors.
“Cerulean blue,” Andy tossed over her shoulder with an easy smile. “Those
are our colors. Cerulean blue and gold.”

The foyer had a crystal chandelier and a grand wrought iron staircase
with plush carpeting as wide as an aisle in Walmart. On the right there was
a living room with beige couches and gold-accented furniture, and on the
left there was a library with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves. The hallway was
lined with composite photos of every pledge class (“As far back as 1899!”
Andy chirped) and no doubt led to any number of rooms, all rumored to be
fabulous. A snack room. A movie theater. A bowling alley. There were
fifteen sororities at Harkness, but only seven had the distinction of having a
house on Greek Row, and three were considered the most prestigious: Tri
Delta, Kappa Kappa Gamma, and Alpha Rho. According to Greekrank.com,
Alpha Rho lagged behind the Tri Delts and Kappas in popularity, clout. But
they edged the others out by having the best house on campus.



“Ladies!” Andy clapped her hands. “Who wants to see the yoga
room?”

The tour ended at the rooftop pool. The Alpha Rhos burst out in
shrieks of welcome—no terrifying door chants here, thankfully—and I
blinked, momentarily stunned: by the brilliant blue pool, the sweet smoky
air, the glossy blowouts, and practiced charm. I’d never seen so much Lilly
Pulitzer in my life. Sisters in bright floral shifts, their clavicles bony and
spray tanned under glittering gold necklines as they paired off with the
recruits. Within earshot, I heard one of the sisters, a tall, lanky blonde in a
blue-and-pink romper, approaching India. “Oh, I love your hair,” she cooed.
“How do you get it so shiny?”

“Oh! Thank you,” was all India said. Later on, I’d hear that she’d
accepted a bid from Theta Sigma, one of the Black sororities on campus.

“Faith!” Andy came up to me, beaming. “Have you met our president,
Ginny?”

The tall brunette who was with her gave me a once-over, a flick of a
glance that betrayed boredom, which she quickly masked with a saccharine
smile. “How are you?” she asked in a honeyed Southern drawl, and
instantly I thought: cottage cheese. That was her order, every time I saw her
on my shifts: a scoop of cottage cheese sprinkled with cranberries. Not
surprisingly, she was the epitome of effortful beauty from head to toe: salon
highlights, perfect tan, a nose she’d likely been contouring since she was
twelve. She wore a Lilly Pulitzer dress that, with ice-cream hues and bows
tied on the shoulders, looked remarkably like the one Kayla had found at
Goodwill that summer.

Before I could respond, Danielle appeared next to me. “Danielle
Shipley-Carpenter,” she gushed, addressing Andy and Ginny. “My mother
was legacy.”

My smile faltered. Earlier that day, stepping out of 403D, I had run
into Danielle. She looked down and smirked at my DSW loafers. “Prada?”
she asked, mockingly.

For those who think women shouldn’t serve in the army, they’ve
clearly never met a PNM in October at a Southern university.

“What class was she in?” Andy asked eagerly. “My mother was ’88.”

Danielle hesitated. “She was Texas Tech.”

“Oh,” Andy said, clearly disappointed. “Two very different chapters.”



Ginny laughed. “Don’t worry,” she told Danielle. “Andy’s a stickler
for the details.” Then she turned to me again, frowning. “Have we met
before? You look familiar.”

I laughed too easily. “Same class, maybe?”

“No, it isn’t that,” Ginny said, refusing to drop it. “I’m mostly doing
independent study this year.”

Danielle looked back and forth between Ginny and me, something
eager, and rapacious, overtaking her dull face. Finally, Andy spoke: “She
works in FoCo.” Everybody looked at me, and I felt the color rising on my
cheeks, a deep, embarrassed flush. “Twenty percent of the sisters at Alpha
Rho do work study,” Andy quickly added.

“Right, of course!” Ginny said. “I can be such a ditz sometimes.”

S,

The second thing that happened in October was that I went to Professor
Wyman’s book signing.

The bookstore was crowded that Sunday afternoon, and the weather
had turned: I remember the chill in the air as I stood outside, looking
through the window. Just beyond the latest bestsellers propped up like
pastries, there were four rows of white chairs—and at a quarter to the hour,
every single seat was filled. Mostly by women: students, like me, in their
Harkness sweatshirts, but also older women who wore designer glasses and
scarves. Standing in the back by a group of art history majors—I spotted
Esther’s space buns among the black turtlenecks—I overheard one of them
say archly: “God, this is a bit disgusting, isn’t it?”

Esther muttered a name I didn’t recognize under her breath, and they
both burst out laughing. Later that night, I Googled the name: that of a very
famous art critic who was known to be a showboat, charged by his critics
with “dumbing down” art for the general public. The point of comparison, I
gathered, was that Professor Wyman had sold out.

In this way I came to know: Professor Wyman was a big deal.

“I’ll give the guy this, though,” the friend continued. “At least Wyman
never makes us buy his books for class. Did you see Haller’s list for his
seminar? The man made us buy every monograph he’s ever published,
including one that’s been out of print for twenty years.”



It didn’t seem like Professor Wyman needed his undergraduates to buy
his books. Up and down the rows, I saw copies of Lost Daughters peeking
out of handbags, or on laps opened to heavily underlined pages; a girl in the
front row was actually reading it, flipping the pages deliberately, as if she
were cramming for a pop quiz. I stared at the cover of the top book stacked
on the table next to me. It was a dark, gloomy painting of an old man and a
boy. The old man—tall, pale, gaunt—sat hunched in his chair, an expression
of worn contemplation or perhaps just the confusion of old age raking his
face. Only the boy looked directly at the viewer. In the back-right corner,
the boy had a somber, but winking, quality—the true source of the
painting’s narrative power. I wondered who, exactly, the daughter was
supposed to be.

At that moment, Professor Wyman walked in.

He was late to his own book signing. In the bustle of the bookstore, I
hadn’t heard the door open, but I felt a gust of cold air on the nape of my
neck, and something like the wind skittered its way across the rows of
chairs, ushering in total silence. Heads turned as the man from the food hall
stopped to shake hands with the owner of the bookstore. The woman he was
with—Professor Hopper, her name in smaller typeset on the signboard,
short and frizzy haired—at least had an apologetic look on her face.
Perching, somewhat awkwardly, on one of two stools angled toward each
other in front of the room, she cracked a joke: “You’ll have to excuse our
lateness. We’re on Renaissance time.”

Titters in the crowd.

Eventually Professor Wyman made his way to the front. Unlike the
woman, he swung his legs over the stool with ease, sitting with his knees
wide, but not too wide, apart. He was not a tall man, nor was he particularly
fashionable in his dark wool sweater and creased trousers, but still: The
man had presence.

Professor Hopper was clearly in love with him. As she introduced him
—John L. Schwab Chair of the Humanities . . . former head curator of the
Metropolitan Museum of Art—she kept tucking, and untucking, a lock of
hair behind her ear. “So tell me about the cover,” she segued, smiling
widely. “Old Man and a Boy. This was long considered one of Tintoretto’s
most famous paintings, but in 1920, they reattributed it, didn’t they,
Professor Wyman?”



Professor Wyman took a sip of water. His Adam’s apple bobbed up
and down. Finally, he put the bottle of water down and smiled at her:
“Who’s going to buy the book now, Professor Hopper?”

Everybody laughed.

“You know, I dislike the word reattribution,” Wyman continued, more
gravely. Instantly, we fell silent again. His dark eyes roamed from left to
right. “It’s so bloodless. So technical. When really, the stakes couldn’t be
higher. Who do we remember in the annals of history? Whose names are on
the title cards in museums? Whose art do we preserve for hundreds of years,
through war and peace, feast and famine? The Tintorettos, the Titians.” He
smiled ruefully. “Not Marietta Robusti, who was Tintoretto’s daughter and
whose signature was discovered in the lower-right corner of Old Man and a
Boy in 1920. She worked in her father’s workshop from a young age—
Tintoretto even dressed her up as a boy so she could go to appointments
with him. Of course, that didn’t stop him from marrying her off, and she
died in childbirth at twenty-three. After her death, not so coincidentally, the
quality of Tintoretto’s work declined.” A wry twist in the corner of his
mouth. “Explained away by his contemporaries and male art historians as
grief.”

“In your book, you assert that the painting is actually a self-portrait.
That Marietta is the boy.”

“I do,” Professor Wyman said simply. “Now, my detractors—of which
there are many—will say it’s pure conjecture. But for all the reasons I just
set forth, I believe it to be true. And, of course, there’s the most important
part of it.”

“What’s that?” Professor Hopper asked, smiling.

“When I look at the painting, that’s the emotional truth of it,” Wyman
said. “I see Marietta Robusti. I feel her. And that’s good enough for me.”

I’d never heard of these artists or the painting, but that day in the
bookstore was like a skeleton key, turning. In telling this particular story of
Old Man and a Boy, Professor Wyman—and Professor Hopper—were
adding their own distortions, their own little truths, to a larger conversation
about Art and Beauty that made the clumsy, half-baked thoughts I had
crowding in the back of my mind seem as shallow as an Instagram post.

I was breathless, dazzled.

Esther raised her hand. “Doesn’t it bother you that, in publishing this
book, you’re privileging your voice over the female art historians who’ve



actually made these discoveries? Whitney Chadwick, for example, has been
writing about Marietta Robusti since the 1980s.”

“Hello, Ms. Fishburns,” Professor Wyman said affably to peals of
laughter—even Esther cracked a smile. “Good to see you.” More laughs.
But then Professor Wyman’s face got more serious, and he tented his
fingers together. “I agree with you—I shouldn’t be the authority. In a
crowded room, I don’t want my voice to be loudest.”

“But that’s just what happens,” Esther replied. “Look at Berger’s Ways
of Seeing, which everyone considers, like, this revolutionary text on
feminism in art and the male gaze, but really he just ripped off—"

“Berger was a synthesizer,” Professor Wyman said, nodding. “Look,
you’re not wrong. But isn’t it fascinating, still? That the study of the
problem becomes the problem itself?”

Right before they wrapped up, Professor Wyman passed around flyers
for a new Art History Department initiative. Art Meets Conservation,
Tuesdays and Thursdays at 9 PM, Wendell Observatory read the text,
accompanied by a photo of what looked to be binoculars. “Anyone can
join,” Professor Wyman said.

For a flicker of a moment, I thought he was looking straight at me.
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That night, I Googled Wyman. Photo after photo filled my screen. Wyman
profiled in Ocean Drive Magazine during Art Basel last year; Wyman,
much younger, in a black turtleneck and wire-framed glasses, his lips
pressed into a thin smile on the steps of the Met. On the third page of search
results, Wyman’s Rate My Professors rating was 4.5/5. The man can teach
but he literally does business with Russian oligarchs so that’s a no for
me, vermeergirly wrote.

When I was done, I closed my laptop and went to bed. I reached for
the book Wyman gave me, on the nightstand, and flipped through the pages.
Naked women were enshrined on every page—lounging in the shady grass,
dancing in twos or threes, bathing, picking flowers. I flipped the pages for a
long time in search of a female artist. The only one I came across was Clara
Peeters; a still life of a bouquet of flowers, the tulips drooping and the
petals edged with rot.



I put down the book and reached for my phone. I checked Instagram
for the first time all week. Earlier that day Kayla had posted a naked photo
of her, two flower emojis covering her nipples.

Are you real

Qqqqqgtittt
= @ Sexy

why don’t you stop acting like a whore and go to college?

My brain skipped over it, at first, then returned to that last comment,
reading it over and over, grasping for a different tone than the one that was
clearly there. It had been posted eighteen minutes ago by a man who wore
sunglasses in his profile picture and lived in Arizona or maybe Nevada,
judging by his handful of photos of cacti and guns. Loser, I thought. I
flagged the account for Instagram and turned off my phone.

But brushing my teeth in the bathroom, I still couldn’t shake off the
tingle of unease. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but there was something
about that comment that was peculiar, menacing.

That night it took a long time before I fell asleep.
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I woke to my phone blowing up. For a hazy, still-groggy moment I thought
I was back in Gator Park with Kayla and we’d just posted to a steady stream
of hearts cascading down our screens . . .

But then, remembering, I bolted up. There was a red dot when I
opened my private account: AndyBananasO1, itslauuuuuuren,
ginny_spearsMS, and 212 others have requested to follow you.

Three hours later, I was standing in a line of twenty-five girls snaking
along the composite-lined hallway and down the basement—Alpha Rho’s
new pledge class. I still couldn’t believe it. Had Andy—of all people—
vouched for me? When I ran through those blue doors—past the columns
outside covered in blue and yellow balloons, past the throngs of screaming
sisters—Andy pulled me in for a hug. Her perfume was a woodsy citrus. “I
was rooting for you,” she said in a strangely matter-of-fact tone.



“Thank you—" I began to stammer, but she cut me off, flashing a
perfectly white smile.

“We all thought you were adorable.”

The girl in front of me in line turned. “Hey there,” she said warmly.
“I’m Callie.”

“Faith.”

“I’ve seen you around Smith. I’m on the third floor.” We both watched
as Ginny and Andy floated by in white dresses and flower crowns. “I was
positive I’d get dinged,” Callie said in an awestruck tone. “I’m not really
what they look for, you know?”

Her self-deprecation took me aback. Callie was tall and pretty with
broad shoulders and dark-brown hair in a thick braid down her back; she
was the daughter of two dentists in Westchester, as I’d later learn. If a girl
like Callie didn’t think she’d get a bid, how the hell did I get one?

Callie leaned in. “This girl on my volleyball team got dinged last year.
During deliberations, they put up on the projector every PNM’s photo, and
when they got to her, they all yelled nope and moved on. Brutal, right?”

“Ouch,” T said. “Why her?”

Callie grinned. “She hooked up with one of the officers’ boyfriends.
They were on a break, in her defense.”

In return, I offered up what little dirt I had on sororities. Crowdsourced
on the internet, of course, but I passed it off as casual gossip of which I was
personally privy to.

“At Bama, the girls open their envelopes together on Bid Day. Imagine
hundreds of girls jumping up and down because they got a bid, right next to
girls sobbing because they opened up their envelope and it was empty.”

Callie’s eyes widened in horror. “That’s medieval,” she said, hushed,
reverential. I decided I liked her.

When we got to the basement, Callie grabbed my arm. “Oh my God.”

The basement was a dance party, blue and yellow streamers dangling
from the ceiling and Beyoncé on blast. There was a large neon sign that
read ALpHA Ruo in cursive, in front of which girls were taking photos,
posing with their “new sisters for life!” as I overheard some of them scream
into the camera—for their vlogs, I assumed. “Let’s go to the bar!” Callie
yelled in my ear, and I followed her lead as we fought our way through the
crowd of ruffled skirts and pin-straight hair. I spotted Danielle taking shots
of something pink at the end of the bar, with two Alpha Rhos wearing



cowboy hats and feather boas. She caught my gaze and arched her eyebrow.
You? she seemed to say. I grinned. Not even Danielle from Dallas could
ruin my mood today.

Behind the bar a sister looked us up and down. “Be cool,” she said
sternly. “No photos. Don’t be that freshman.” Then, with impressive
alacrity—she must’ve made good use of the yoga studio—she pumped the
keg, filling two red Solo cups with foamy beer, which she handed to Callie
with a smile. “Welcome to Alpha Rho.”

“Chug?” Callie asked with a mischievous glint. We clinked cups,
laughing. “I can tell we’re going to be good friends,” she yelled above the
music.
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The hangover lasted all day. When I showed up for my afternoon shift,
Regina took one look at me and snorted. “Damn, girl. What’d you get into
last night?”

Throwing an apron over my head, I made a wry face. “Is it that
obvious?”

“That you fell into a vat of beer? Um, yeah.”

“Well, I'm covering for Quan. The clientele doesn’t have to smell me.”
A week ago, Quan had texted asking me to cover her shift; but it struck me
that Quan—a junior in EKT—had pulled one over on me.

Regina pulled a basket of fries out of the fryer, giving them a little
shake. “Trust me,” she snorted, “the clientele doesn’t smell any better. The
day after Bid Night is the worst. You’ve never seen so many brain-dead
sorority girls in line for their chicken tenders.” Regina darted a glance at
me. “Wait, did you get a bid?”

Feeling like a little kid with a brand-new bike I couldn’t ride yet, I
nodded.

“I didn’t even know you rushed! Congratulations. What house—EKT?
Chi Omega?”

“Alpha Rho,” I said.

The pause stretched out a little too long, and when Regina put down
the basket with a clatter, she turned to me and spoke in a tone that was
noticeably cool: “Oh, well, that’s great. Alpha Rho’s a top house.”

“What?” I laughed. “What’s wrong with Alpha Rho?”



Regina shrugged. “You just don’t seem like the typical girl who gets a
bid from them.” And then, seeing the look on my face, she softened. “I
mean that as a compliment.”

“What’s the typical girl?” I asked, even though I knew.

“Rich blondes,” Regina replied.
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For the rest of the afternoon, I made grab-and-go sandwiches. The
prosciutto came in thin, transparent slices, redolent with fat, and left a crust
of salt on my gloves; the mozzarella I sliced off with a knife, from white
doughy orbs that floated in a container of cloudy water. My headache made
me feel like I was floating in my own scuzzy water. Worse was the
bottomless pit of my stomach, twisting in hunger for grease and salt. I was
tempted to pop a slice in my mouth.

Regina’s words kept slipping and sliding in my mind, but I couldn’t
get traction on them. Deep down inside, I knew she was right: Yesterday I
stood out at Alpha Rho just as much as my DSW loafers. At Harkness I was
constantly being told—by Bugz, by Regina, by the girls I met during rush—
who I was, and who I could be; all these identities shrugged on for size, but
they sagged on me like a bad suit.

Then it came back to me, like the whine of a mosquito. Why don't you
stop acting like a whore and go to college?

I hadn’t had time to process it in the tumult of yesterday. Even as far as
misogynistic internet comments went, it stood out for its barbed specificity;
like the incel who wrote it had taken the time to workshop it, like he knew
exactly where to twist the knife.

I shook my head. Her problem now, not yours, I reminded myself.

Five minutes later I checked to see if Kayla had responded.

My breath caught when I opened Instagram. It’d gotten worse; much
worse. Comments piled up, one after another, like a virus replicating
quickly:

Didn’t even try
Whore
Dumb attention sucking slut



Have you tried college
Didn’t even try
Did you try—

The ugliness of the words—slut, whore, dumb—rang in my ears; I
tossed my phone away from me, as if that would head it off at the pass. But
it would get worse, so much worse, in the days to come—though I didn’t
know it yet. All T felt in that moment was a crushing wave of sadness. It
was Hannah'’s first backlash, and Kayla and I weren’t even talking.

&

On Maps, Wendell Observatory stood on the northernmost part of campus,
nearly a mile past the sports complex at the edge of a marshy nature
preserve. After my shift I walked, following the sidewalk as it curved by the
river—a black, flat expanse, just visible beyond the thick groves of cypress
and sycamore. It was warm and balmy out, but there was a tinge of a chill
in the air, and the students who walked by me had windbreakers tied around
their waists. I listened to a podcast about Donna Tartt as I walked past
Shearman Library, past the houses on Greek Row, all dimly lit, until the
bright corridors and stone pavilions gave away to quiet roads lined by
stately brick colonials.

The Observatory stood on a hill, a scrap of gravel road leading up to a
white building with a circular tower topped by a silver dome, gleaming
softly like talc under the full moon. There were, of course, no streetlamps
here, and the near-total darkness outside made the lights in the windows all
the more warm, inviting. As I got closer, I saw that one of the doors was
propped open, and I heard voices. Laughter.

I stepped inside the door into a bare foyer that smelled of Pine-Sol. On
my right was the entryway to a small living room with a checkered couch, a
white-mantel fireplace, and framed maps and clippings. Up the stairs was,
presumably, the main deck with the telescope but, instead, I took out my
headphones and followed the drift of voices downstairs to the basement.

Professor Wyman’s back was to me as I walked into the well-lit,
cluttered studio. “—so he calls me from his superyacht in the Maldives,” he
was saying to two girls—one was Esther, and the other had dirty-blond hair



and wore Carhartt overalls. They both clutched paper cups of wine. “And
says, ‘Oh and by the way, you know that little painting we bought? How’s
that going?’”

Esther laughed. “Little painting? Wow.” Her teeth were stained purple
from the wine.

There was such a dizzying array of interesting objects, textures, and
smells that I didn’t notice the cheese and wine on the table directly in front
of me, one of four tables in the studio. A bottle of red was open next to a
sleeve of paper cups. A hunk of Brie lay on a plate, half shrouded in its
paper. Eight girls had shown up, including me; they were interspersed in
twos and threes around the table, chatting, taking small sips of wine like
they’d grown up going to cocktail parties. Still, their eyes darted like mine
did, to the paintings hanging on easels or rolled up as casually as vintage
posters in a secondhand shop; to the pharmacy-like wall of beakers and
measuring flasks and plastic jugs above the industrial sinks lining the back
wall.

The thought of wine nauseated me, so I wandered. Two of the other
tables were empty, but there was something lying flat on the table in the
back. Large and black, it had a sheen that caught the overhead lights like a
lacquer beetle. As I walked closer, I saw that it was a badly damaged
canvas, the edges frayed, like it had been ripped out of a frame.

It was the first real painting I’d ever seen up close, but at first glance it
was grubby, entirely unimpressive. Nearly black with age. At the time, I
didn’t know how to describe what I was seeing: the spidery craquelure, the
old varnish oxidizing once-brilliant colors into a dull yellow. But I
recognized water damage; parts of the canvas had the same wavy, bloated
quality of photos and books and debris that I’d seen wash up after storms.

Looking over my shoulder, I saw that Professor Wyman was still deep
in conversation. I leaned in closer. The smell hit me, then: heady, complex.
In the center of the painting, underneath the sandstorm-yellow grime, I
thought I saw it, like a flicker: the ghostly apparition of a girl’s face.

At that moment, Professor Wyman clapped his hands. “Welcome!” he
said in a booming voice, his gaze sweeping across the room.

He smiled. “Well, then. Shall we begin?”
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Rule number one of Conservation Club, Professor Wyman joked—he liked
his pop culture references—was to never, God forbid, call it restoration.

“Restoration is what you do to the antique chair you find at the
rummage sale. Hobbyists restore. Conservators, on the other hand, are
caretakers. They deploy all of their skills, all of their training, all of their
artistry—yes, artistry—to the extraordinary task of preserving the life of an
artwork. They are, in a sense, cocreators, along with the artist, and the
artist’s assistants, and the conservators who came before—all these hands
that have touched this painting, bringing to bear their own sensibilities,
philosophies. Desires.” He smiled. “So when we are faced with the task of
conserving a painting, we must contend with its ghosts.”

Here, he paused. We’d taken our seats in the hodgepodge of barstools
around an empty table—mine, I noticed, had antlers for its legs—and stared
at him, in rapt silence. The silence stretched, long and luxurious, broken
only by the banging of old pipes. Finally, Wyman asked: “Why are we
here?”

Another silence. “C’mon.” The corner of his mouth twisted up into a
teasing half smile. “Don’t make me go around in a circle. I’ll do it.”

There was nervous laughter from the group, then, all at once, several
girls spoke up. To work up close on paintings. To be competitive for
internships. Backup for a likely useless visual arts degree.

“It’d be useful to know.” This blithe, breezy pronouncement came
from Designer Overalls, whose name 1’d later find out was Meredith Banks
—Banks, as in Banks Hall, which was named after her family.

When Professor Wyman asked who’d taken art history, everybody’s
hands shot up except mine. His eyes flicked to me. Warm but blank, they
betrayed no sign of recognition. “Good,” he said lightly. “But if you
haven’t, there’s no need to worry. You’ll learn quickly.” He drummed the
tips of his fingers on the table. “Chemistry? Who’s taken that?”

The girl next to me raised her hand; she was the only one. “It’s
required, isn’t it?” she said. “For most master’s level conservation
programs.”

“You’re ahead of the curve already,” Wyman said, and my neighbor
smiled, cupped her chin in her hand. She was Asian, shorter than me, with
pale, delicate features under the blunt sweep of her black bangs. Right away
I noticed that, like me, the way she dressed made her stand out from the
others. Baggy T-shirt, jeans. A red beanie with the Firestone logo, which



might’ve looked hipster on the visual arts major, but on her looked
utilitarian to the extreme.

“Most people get tripped up on that. You wouldn’t believe how many
of them have to go back to school just to take Organic Chemistry.” He gave
a dismissive shrug. “Also, not a problem for anybody in this room.”

Then he gazed at the wall behind us, as if reading the labels on the
bottles. “The third is the trickiest,” he said. “It’s something that can’t be
learned. And I say this not to discourage anyone, or to gatekeep, but to
emphasize that, above all, conservation is a craft.” He smiled ruefully. “I
can tell right away when somebody’s got it. And I’'m usually not wrong.”

“But what is it?” Esther asked, her space buns tilted at a jaunty angle
as she leaned forward.

“Some conservators call it hand skills,” Professor Wyman said
thoughtfully. He flicked his dark eyes back to us. “Me? I think it’s more of
an orientation. The way a person moves through the world.”
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Wyman was a good talker—the kind who, quite literally, made watching
paint dry endlessly fascinating. In the whiplash course of that evening, we
went from fatty tempera grassa to the canvas of Botticelli’s Venus to the
history of the Industrial Revolution; Wyman was looser, more expansive,
and a whole lot cooler than any teacher I’d ever known. Not once did he so
much as look my way, and by the end of that first night of Conservation
Club, I’d resigned myself to thinking that our connection was all in my
head—the flirtatious banter in FoCo, the way he’d pinned me with his gaze
at the bookstore that afternoon. I felt silly but also relieved. I wasn’t stupid,
after all. Worse than stupid, I didn’t want to be a cliché.

Two nights later, we learned about just colors; Wyman lectured for the
better part of the hour on the history of white. Lead white, San Giovani
white, zinc white, titanium white. Then yellow: Indian yellow, for example,
was made from the urine of Indian cows fed a diet of mango leaves; Naples
yellow was the same tone as giallolino, the yellow made famous by the
Renaissance masters, made out of a volcanic stone that no longer existed.
Then green, red, blue, black. I was enthralled, I’d never given any thought
to colors—their infinitesimal shades, where they came from, how they were
made. That a color could exist for centuries and then, one day, simply



disappear. (With a pang of tenderness, I remembered the shade of pink my
mother had painted our trailer all those years ago.) Late at night I pored
over the Met catalog, registering all these colors I'd never noticed before:
Vermeer yellow, Hopper white, Goya blacks, Picasso blues.

I don’t think I slept a wink that week. On top of Conservation Club,
my classes, and my shifts at FoCo, I was pledging Alpha Rho. Friday
afternoon—a few hours before initiation—I ran into Callie in the third-floor
bathroom, her mouth filled with bobby pins as she scrutinized her skirt in
the mirror. “Is this cerulean blue?” she asked out of the side of her mouth.
“Or is it actually lavender? What is cerulean blue anyways?” Alpha Rho’s
colors, our pledge trainer Lauren took pains to drill into us, were cerulean
blue and gold—not navy, or cobalt, or cyan, but cerulean. Picasso had
nothing on these sorority girls.

“My skirt is wrong too,” I reassured Callie. “We’ll be indigo in a sea
of cerulean blue together.” Callie high-fived me, and we laughed.

Then she got serious, a spasm of fear crossing over her face. “They
wouldn’t fine us for this, would they?”

Truth be told, I’d been so focused on getting through Pledge Week—a
blur of meetings, practice for a skit we had to perform, Starbucks runs—
that I still had all the naiveté of a lottery winner; I was so glad I won, I'd
forgotten to read the fine print. Dues and initiation fees for the semester
were $1,000, and then there were all the miscellaneous expenses: $50 for a
house T-shirt, $100 for a pin, not to mention all the costumes and clothes
we needed to buy for special events.

I wanted friends so badly, I was willing to bankrupt myself to become
an Alpha Rho.

“How much are fines?” I asked Callie nervously.

“Oh, only like one hundred bucks,” Callie said with a wave of her
hand. “You just don’t want to have it on your record with Standards.”
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Callie became my first friend at Harkness. During Pledge Week, she came
by my dorm room nearly every day, sitting on the empty bed, hugging her
calves under the tent of her legs, and twisting the necklace she always wore
—a sweet little opal, her birthstone, on a gold chain—around her neck, as
we dissected the arcane mysteries and petty tribulations of Greek life.



Callie was funny. She was the first person I’d known who had grown
up comfortable—she came from a sprawling, riotous Jewish clan from
Westchester, and her parents were celebrity dentists who called her every
night; with some mixture of pride and embarrassment Callie showed me
their Instagram of twenty-four thousand followers: shiny white veneers,
gold grills, invisible braces. I’d always dreamed of the largesse of a big
family but, looking back, I can see how all those personalities blurred the
edges of Callie’s—in the time I knew her, she was so eager to please,
almost neurotic. Because I was from the South, Callie seemed to think I was
an authority on all things “Southern.” She had the vague idea that I was
Southern in the way that Harkness was Southern—genteel and cozy, like
something out of Steel Magnolias. It was an idea that I subtly encouraged.
Putting a filter on my life before Harkness came naturally to me; Paradise, I
alluded, was just like Franklin, with all the charming mystique of small-
town Southern life—winding streets, wooded lawns, stone walls, little
tchotchke shops.

“Who’re you stalking?” Callie teased one night as I was bent over
Hannah Primrose’s account. She’d disabled comments and hadn’t posted in
over a week.

Oh, Kayla, 1 thought. My heart broke for her. But to Callie, I just said,
“A girl from back home,” and quickly exited out of Instagram.

I’m not sure, now, why I revealed so little of myself to Callie. Maybe I
felt I needed to wipe the slate clean. But whatever the reason, holding back
from her meant my friendship with Callie lacked any subtext. We did not
define ourselves against each other. It was natural to be happy when Callie
was happy, sad when Callie was sad. But for all the time we spent together
as pledges that fall, I maintained a distance that ensured we were two very
different people passing the time, like strangers on a plane making small
talk. No matter how many nights Callie and I stood in line for beer in some
dark, sticky basement or zipped the backs of each other’s dresses, our
friendship was as lightweight as vapor, as insubstantial as air. Kayla and I,
we’d grown up in the same soil. Long, tangled roots, pushing down deep in
the darkness, in the same hard-fought scrabble to survive.
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Two days later, Kayla deleted all @HannahPrimrose’s photos, all our posts
dating back from that very first summer. Everything, gone. Even her profile
photo, which reverted back to the gray Instagram default. Just like that,
@HannahPrimrose disappeared. Kayla had erased her.

It was a gut punch. The losses that sting the most, I’ve come to realize,
are always the ones that are the most difficult to claim. That morning,
sitting in Professor Sullivan’s lecture on supply-side economics, I kept
replaying Kayla’s words the night we created Hannah. Think about it. My
face. And you’re so good with words, you could write the captions. She’d be
perfect. A dark, vicious urge suddenly overwhelmed me. She had no right.
She should’ve asked my permission. Hannah had been just as much mine as
hers.

The text was half dashed on my phone—Hey, | know we haven't
talked in awhile, but don’t you think . . —when I stopped short. Kayla had
made it obvious that she wanted nothing to do with me. Maybe, in some
strange way, it would be easier now. I’d finally stop checking Hannah’s
Instagram, keeping tabs on Kayla.

Maybe Hannah was the fraying rope that tied me to Kayla, and, in one
swift motion, she’d done what I couldn’t. She’d cut us loose.

Professor Sullivan’s irritated voice snapped me back. “Faith, can you
please at least pretend to be paying attention?”

Tuesday night I was so lost in my own thoughts, I walked down the
steps of the Observatory and into the studio and ran smack-dab into a
whispering circle of Art Girls. On the easel in front of them stood a ruined
face: the painting I’d seen lying on the table that first night. It loomed over
us, much larger than I remembered—the size of it, its sheer physicality,
jolted me awake. I tiptoed and peered over Meredith’s shoulder to catch a
glimpse of the girl’s face. But directly under the overhead lights, only the
flaws were glaringly obvious. The embossed welts, like ripples on the
surface of the bayou. A large showy crack blossomed from the upper right
to the middle, almost violently so—Ilike somebody had taken a knife to it.

According to Professor Wyman, the painting had languished in a New
Orleans storage facility for the last twenty years. It was sixteenth century,
likely Italian Renaissance, and the painter was unknown. The last owner of
record was a New Orleans peanut heiress who was known for her magpie-
like collection of women artists, numbering in the thousands; for every
O’Keeffe, there were dozens of paintings by amateur hobbyists. “There



wasn’t a beach artist Bunny Reiss didn’t like,” Wyman said with a certain
fondness in his voice. “God bless her.”

Last winter, Wyman bought it at a lot auction for $500. It was, in many
ways, the perfect painting for us to work on this term—old but anonymous,
of dubious value. Which, Wyman was quick to point out, often meant
female in the art world.

“Usually there’s endless consultations with the owner, the museum, the
gallery. How much of the varnish to take off, how much to leave behind
.. .” He sighed, then flashed a droll smile. “Here, nobody gives a shit.

“Avery,” Professor Wyman said, tying on his blue apron. “What do
you see?”

This took all of us by surprise, I think; we hadn’t gone around with
names last week, though many of the Art Girls seemed to already know
each other from his classes. Last time it almost seemed like names were
unimportant to Wyman, who had been breezy, conversational, like we were
strangers at a party, just talking casually about Degas’s use of colors.
Invoking names now, three meetings in, felt intentional; like we had all
passed some test.

Avery flushed under her blunt bangs. Her long sleeve read Hughes
Aerospace & Aviation. “What do I see?” she said faintly. From across the
table, the painting yielded few answers. There was the ghostly outline of a
girl’s face, but, like thick fog, centuries of grime obscured her pose, her
clothing—all the signifiers of who she had once been.

Professor Wyman smiled. “It isn’t a trick question.” Then he turned to
me, and my whole body felt feverishly hot. “What do you think, Ms—?”

“Thibodeaux.” Our eyes met, and the corner of his mouth tugged
upward, and then—I could’ve sworn—he smirked. Like he was
remembering my blank name tag that night at the dining hall.
“Thibodeaux,” he repeated softly. “Well, Ms. Thibodeaux, tell me what you
see.”

There was nothing else I could come up with. “It’s yellow,” I said.

This prompted a few laughs, but Wyman’s serious, pensive expression
quickly silenced them. “Exactly,” he said, nodding. “That’s one of the most
fascinating things about this painting, actually. There are four layers of
varnish, going back to the sixteenth century.” His voice was almost husky
with wonder. “Sad, isn’t it? For hundreds of years, this painting fell into the



hands of people who cared enough about it to go through the expense, the
effort, of conserving it. Then, something changed.”
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Chapter 6

At Chapter on Thursday, all anyone could talk about was the Halloween
party Alpha Rho was throwing that weekend. Halloween in college was
Serious Business. All the houses on Greek Row threw parties: The Kappas
had an elaborate corn maze on their lawn, with scarecrows and stacked hay
bales, and the football frat, I was told, had hired Nelly to perform in their
backyard.

Competition was fierce among the sororities to cohost events—or
“tails,” as they were called—with top-tier fraternities; the hierarchy of
which seemed to shift every year but nevertheless seemed to be settled by
October. After roll call Ginny announced that Alpha Rho was hosting the
Delta Omegas. Some of the girls clapped. Others whispered with their
neighbors, darkly significant looks on their faces.

I thought I understood why. Out of all of the fraternities at Harkness,
Delta Omega was no doubt top-tier, but they had a reputation. The typical
Delta Omega played lacrosse, had a father who worked at Morgan Stanley,
and while handsome in a broad-shouldered and ruddy-cheeked kind of way
would give no fewer than three girls on campus chlamydia by the time he
graduated. Their house was across from Alpha Rho, a dilapidated mansion
with a sagging porch and white portico and odd chairs scattered on the
lawn. Callie and I had gone there once for a party that fall, and never before
had T seen such grime and filth. The basement was a dark labyrinth of
crammed bodies, the floor was slippery with beer, and there was the distinct
odor of urine. By the end of the night, my white canvas tennis shoes had
turned so gray, I had to throw them away.

“Ladies, I want one hundred percent participation,” Ginny said
unflaggingly. “Anybody who has a problem”—here, her voice hitched
upward—*“with that is getting written up.”

Next to me, Callie leaned forward and asked the juniors sitting in front
of us: “What’d she mean by that?”

One of them—a tall blond girl with a pixie cut—snorted. “It means
Ginny’s pimping us out. Some of the girls wanted to host tails with Phi Nu
because their boyfriends are there, but they weren’t cool enough for Madam
Ginny. What’d she call them?” she asked, turning to her friend.

»



“Future Deloitte accountants,” her friend said in air quotes.

We all laughed. The girl with the pixie cut beamed at me and stuck out
her hand. “I’m Michelle.” With her easy smile and long, chunky cardigan
knit, she was the kind of girl who’d tell you if your clothes tag was sticking
out.

“Michelle’s the philanthropy chair,” Callie prompted, and I recalled
the name that popped up in my inbox every week asking for volunteers:
bake sales, food drives, a charity 5K. I flushed, wondering if Michelle
noticed that I hadn’t replied to any of her emails, but she didn’t seem
perturbed. She leaned in closer and lowered her voice, conspiratorially.
“Oh, and there was that thing last year,” she said. “The Delta Omegas threw
this ‘CEOs and office hoes’ party. There was a huge backlash. Between that,
and the Phi Nu stuff, Ginny’s worried that a bunch of the sisters aren’t
going to show up.”

After Chapter, I was grabbing a banana in the dining room when I felt
a tap on my shoulder. “Can I talk with you for a sec?” It was Andy, a tight
little smile on her face.

Feeling like the kid sent to the principal’s office, avoiding the curious
looks of the other pledges, I followed Andy into her room on the third floor.
I took a seat in a pink scalloped chair while she sat across from me on the
matching sofa. A small pink refrigerator with a see-through door, stocked
with skin care, hummed in a corner.

“You’re two weeks behind paying your dues,” Andy said.

“Oh, right—” I began to say, and I was about to give her an
explanation, which was the honest-to-God truth: I needed a payment plan
and a few more days for my next FoCo check to clear.

But Andy headed me off: “We have scholarships, you know. And
payment plans. There are lots of resources here for girls like you.”

I felt like my insides had plunged into ice. There was something so
baldly matter of fact about Andy’s tone; it was a naked assertion about who
I was, and how she saw me. In that moment it became clear to me that all
my interactions with Andy—her encouragement, her insistent friendliness
during rush—had been driven by pity and patronage: Andy never liked me,
she just liked the kind of person she was—and the type of house Alpha Rho
was seen as—sponsoring somebody like me. I was no different from the
bake sales and charity runs Michelle sent emails about every week.

I opened my mouth, and the lie slipped out so easily.



I gave Andy a story: parents who were traveling, bohemian, a little
neglectful, who had no way of wiring money until they returned to
Mississippi. If she knew that I was lying through my teeth, Andy gave no
sign of it. “So you can pay. It’s just a matter of timing.”

I affected a laugh. “Yeah,” I said. “I can pay.”

Andy sighed. “All right, I’ll deal with Standards for now. Just please,
take care of this as soon as you can?”
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My lie nagged at me all day Friday and into the weekend. People mostly lie
to make their lives less complicated—not me. In a whizbang flash of pride,
I’d promised to pay $1,000 I didn’t have. Maybe, I thought glumly as I
swept candy corn off the till, I can get a second job. But I was struggling:
Just a few days before, Regina had told me, kindly but firmly, that I was
missing too many shifts. “You’re doing too much,” she said. “Something’s
got to give.” She was right; by and large, scholarship kids didn’t go Greek,
they only had time to study and work.

On top of that, sitting across from Andy in her Pinterest room, I’d
made up parents—the pair of them, a mother and father, solidly middle
class, their tweed-jacket-and-polo-shirt existence like two dolls I’d slipped
into my pocket at a toy store. With a sinking heart, I saw my time at
Harkness stretching out in front of me—family weekends, move-out days,
graduation; all land mines now. I doubted Randy would’ve wanted to come
to, say, a barbecue at the president’s house, but already I heard my voice,
thin and reedy, trying to keep up with the ruse: Oh, they’re still traveling!
You know how it goes!

I’d made my bed, as they say—now I had to sleep in it.

Halloween fell on a Saturday. I woke up that morning to the smell of
pancakes, coffee. In the lounge the RAs were cooking breakfast, jostling
each other with spatulas in the kitchen. Plates of food had been put on the
island, which was decorated with fake spiders and cobwebs. By the napkins
and bottles of ketchup, a plastic pumpkin filled with candy and condoms
and cards with the number for Student Health Services was the butt of many
jokes; a piece of paper taped on it read: Party Safe Tonight!!! 1 recognized
the handwriting as that of my RA, Kelly, who was dressed up as Wednesday
Addams. Her braids hanging messily, she looked manic, like she’d pulled



an all-nighter. “Happy Halloween! Eat, eat!” she screeched, waving her
spatula when she saw me, and then Callie, who appeared behind me in her
volleyball whites.

“I don’t know how Kelly does it,” Callie said, dropping a few slices of
melon on her plate.

“I think she’s studying for the LSAT,” I said.

Callie snorted. “Trust me, I know. Kelly cornered me in the bathroom
the other night, she wouldn’t shut up about the LSAT. Like, we get it. The
LSAT is hard.” She eyed my full plate. “That looks good.”

Poor Callie. Among her many quirks, she had a mild eating disorder;
nothing too hardcore, but she often went whole days without eating
anything substantial except a muffin and Diet Coke, unless we were drunk
—which was often, that fall—and then all bets were off: She’d pile fries
and mozzarella sticks and chicken nuggets on her tray, more food than the
two of us could possibly eat, and order pizza at three in the morning,
passing out before it arrived. For Halloween, all of us pledges had to wear a
black latex cat costume. This sent Callie into a vortex of anxiety and
anticipation for days; I can’t tell you how many times that week I caught
her in a kind of catatonic daze, staring longingly at a 140-calorie protein bar
or a tub of hummus and pretzels.

I held out a piece of bacon, waved it in the air enticingly. “Have
some.”

But Callie’s mouth was pressed into a thin line of grim determination.
She swatted my hand away. “Don’t be a bad influence,” she snapped.

Later that night, the sight of the costume—out of its plastic wrapping,
lying shrunken and shriveled like pantyhose on my bed—filled me with
dread and regret. I wriggled into it, holding my breath. I yanked the zipper
hard as it went up my thighs and over my back. Looking at myself in the
full-length mirror, I smiled. I looked, if not good, then not bad. Better than
good—different. In the latex I was a shape-shifter: every bulge smoothed
away, every curve defined. As I lingered over my reflection, I imagined
running into Professor Wyman on campus, dressed like this.

On the bed, my phone pinged. Callie: OMG IT FIT. Okay. I'm officially
excited for tonight!!!! | think a sloppy dance floor makeout is in the cards,
lolll jk

Flinging open the doors of my closet, I stared at my shoes, all three
pairs lined up in front of the mostly empty hangers: tennis shoes, flip-flops,



and that damn pair of DSW loafers I’d worn during rush, scuffed with white
marks. I’d have to wear them. Already, I could see Ginny’s withering gaze.
Worst of all, there was Andy and the lie rattling in my mind like a fly
trapped under a glass. I imagined her that night, taking one look at my
knockoff loafers and realizing that I’d lied. I wondered if Andy would be
the type to report me to the Honor Code. The thought gave me chills.

I grabbed the shoes and threw them across the room in disgust. My
phone began to buzz on the bed, an incoming call. I picked it up, thinking it
was Callie.

It was Kayla. Kayla, whom I hadn’t heard from in five months. Kayla,
my best friend who’d ghosted me, replaced me, left me screaming her name
in the parking lot of a club at two in the morning. I stared at the screen,
paralyzed. The call went away, only to be replaced by a text.

I'm outside.
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Chapter 7

I crept out of my room. The hallway was bright and empty. Most of the
girls, I assumed, were already getting Halloween started, pregaming in
dorm rooms and basements. I caught a glimpse of Danielle, in the same
catsuit and applying a face mask in front of the vanity mirror in her room.
At my footsteps, she turned around, ghostly. Only Danielle could smirk
through a face mask. “Where are you going?” she asked. “Roll call’s at
nine.”

“Ordered some food,” I lied.

Lifting the face mask off with her French tips, Danielle side-eyed me
with naked curiosity. “Hey. What’d Andy want with you after Chapter?”

I pointed at my phone, pretended not to hear her. “They’re outside!” 1
chirped. With that, I kept walking. As I pushed the button for the elevators,
there was a sharp ringing in my ears. What was she doing here? Was Kayla
actually outside, or was this just some crude joke, a way of getting to me
just when I was finally, finally, beginning to move on?

Downstairs, the doors glided open automatically. Nobody was on the
sidewalk; all T could see was the access box and dark grass. I called Kayla
back, and it went straight to voicemail. Classic.

I walked around the dormitory toward the parking lot behind Smith,
the ringing in my ears louder and louder. In the distance I could hear
thumping bass and shouts of laughter on the quad.

As I got closer to the parking lot, I stopped short. There was a blond
girl sitting on the curb by two gallon-size kitchen bags bursting to the seams
with clothes. She was smoking a cigarette, its cherry a flare in the dark. Her
back was to me, but the blades of her shoulders—angular, delicate, almost
butterfly-like—stirred something familiar in me.

“Kayla?” I called out, incredulous.

The blond girl turned. “What took you so long?” Kayla said, her voice
a little deeper than I remembered but laced with that acidic combination of
mirth and confidence I knew so well. She took a drag of her cigarette, then
threw it in the grass, where it hissed softly. Then she got up, brushing off
flecks of ash on her scuffed knees.




I stared at her. It wasn’t just Kayla’s hair; her face was different.
Swollen, hard. Like walking into a room with all the furniture slightly out
of place: The feline slant of her cheekbones was even more pronounced,
and her lips seemed grotesquely plump. In a bright-pink eyelet dress and
strappy iridescent green heels, Kayla looked Very Online. Her buttery-blond
highlights, I noticed, were salon blond, not straight-out-of-the-box blond.
Still, there was something sad about Kayla as a blonde.

Kayla laughed. “What the hell are you wearing?”

This jolted me; I was so distracted by the changes in Kayla’s face, I’d
failed to notice that just as I was staring at Kayla, she was staring at me. I
became painfully aware of how ridiculous I must’ve looked in this getup to
her, who’d never seen me in anything tighter than a turtleneck. I folded my
arms, trying to cover myself. The nighttime chill prickled goose bumps all
over my exposed body, making me shiver. “What’re you doing here?” I
asked.

“I need to stay with you awhile,” Kayla said.

L 3

“What happened?” I watched, helpless, as Kayla slipped off her heels and
dropped them, with a clatter, in the middle of my floor. She walked around
barefoot in my still sparsely decorated room, running her fingers along the
old wooden bedpost, the stacks of books on my desk. “Where have you
been all these months?” I persisted. “And how’d you even find out where I
lived?”

Kayla examined the corkboard above my desk. On it there were a
couple of stray Post-it notes and a little blue-and-yellow flag with Ag
emblazoned in gold. “You’re a sorority girl now?” she asked, bemused.

A prickly defensiveness creeping into my voice, I said, “I guess so.”

“Is that where you’re going tonight dressed up all scandalous?” Kayla
waggled her eyebrows up and down, flashing me a sardonic little smile; she
was enjoying getting a rise out of me. “To a frat party?”

I sighed. “Answer the question, Kayla. How’d you know my dorm?”

Kayla had moved on to my closet, rummaging through my clothes
with a flick of her long acrylic nails. “You know,” she said, pulling out one
of my pledge shirts and wrinkling her nose. “If you’re going to post
yourself online, you should maybe not be so stupid about it.” She took her



phone out, tapped it a few times. Then she tossed it to me. “You posted the
name of your dorm.”

I looked down at the photo I posted back in September. Just a few
months later, my attempt to romanticize my life—to capture that halcyon
moment of ivy stirring in the breeze on the redbrick wall of the dormitory—
seemed as contrived as slapping a filter on an oat latte. Kayla was right: In
my desperate, fumbling attempt to get her attention, I’d somehow
overlooked that the plaque—SMITH HALL—was just visible behind the
trailing green tendrils.

“You never did get it,” Kayla mused.

“Get what?”

“What it’s like to put yourself out there,” Kayla retorted. “To risk
exposing yourself to strangers.”

“That’s not fair,” I said.

Kayla folded her arms. “Where were you when shit got real? I didn’t
exactly see you rushing to my defense.”

For a while, neither of us said anything. When she spoke again, it was
with a deliberateness that was uncharacteristic of Kayla. “Nobody tells you
when you’re fifteen and posting photos of yourself online that there will be
men who will beg and plead for you to show skin. Nobody tells you that the
minute you turn eighteen and finally give them what they want, they’ll turn
on you.” Then Kayla laughed, a short, bitter laugh that carried with it all the
pain of the last few weeks. “Turns out, being called a slut at all times of the
day and night takes a toll on your mental health.”

“I’m sorry,” I said softly.

“You were right,” Kayla admitted. “I should’ve listened to you, and
not David.”

We went to the vending machines in the lounge; Kayla eyed my ID
card as I swiped it, and she pressed the button for a Hot Pocket. “You get
whatever you want with that?” she asked, trying to hide the tinge of wonder
in her voice. I told her I had to pay for a meal plan, but nobody on campus
walked around with credit cards, or even cash; most kids just had their
phones and their campus IDs.

“Weird,” Kayla pronounced.

When we got back to my room, I got a text from Callie: meet in 5
mins downstairs??

“I’ve got to go,” I said. “I’d invite you, but tonight’s sisters only.”



This was a half-truth: The event with Delta Omega was private, but
that just meant that we were getting a couple hours’ jump on drinking and
playing pong in the basement. By midnight, the doors would be open to
whoever wanted to walk in. Still, I clung to that veil separating Kayla from
the fragile shoots of my new life at Harkness. Alpha Rho was my world, a
carefully constructed one I was fighting to keep a toehold in. What the hell
was I going to do with Kayla at Alpha Rho? Even the sight of her standing
in the middle of my room felt like a glitch, something my brain was a half
second too slow to fully process.

“Whatever,” Kayla said, not skipping a beat. “I have zero desire to
hang out with a bunch of stuck-up bitches.”

I felt guilty. Shrugging on my jacket, I put my hand on the doorknob.
“Text me if you need anything.”

I was halfway out of the door when I heard Kayla’s voice: “Wait.”
When I turned around, Kayla was holding her sparkly green heels. She
thrust them into my hands. “Wear these,” she said. “They’ll match your
outfit better.”
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“Those shoes,” Callie exclaimed as we walked up to the house. “Are they
Gucci?”

“Oh, um, I think?” I said. Luckily, right at that moment, Ginny Spears
stalked toward us, dressed as a Greek goddess with a long, flowing toga and
a gold headband.

“Hurry up,” Ginny hissed. “They’re here.”

Tall, sandy-haired types guffawing and clapping themselves on the
back, the Delta Omegas were half-heartedly in costume, or maybe it was
just that Halloween, like most things in life, required less effort from them:
The basement was a sea of porn mustaches, togas assembled out of
unwashed bedsheets, hairy masks, and red Mario hats. “My loins are
burning,” I remarked to Callie, standing at the bottom of the staircase.

Callie laughed, her fingers fiddling with her necklace. “Some of them
are cute. See that guy over there?” She pointed to a boy playing pong a few
feet away, whose defining feature was a backward John Deere ball cap,
under which dirty-blond hair curled out. “That’s Henry. He’s the president.”



I looked at Callie, arching my eyebrow. “Ma’am. You’ve done your
research.” Callie winked at me.

It wasn’t just Callie who was excited; everywhere I looked, girls acted
differently, like a radio station crackling into sharp, unnerving clarity: their
smiles just a little wider, their laughs dialed up a few notches. Wandering
from the basement through the rest of the house, Callie leading the way in
search of liquor, I overheard snippets of conversation: who went with who
at Exeter, who was interning at J.P. Morgan, who got busted for hazing.
“Butt naked, man,” the Delta Omega said meaningfully, as if this crowned
the achievement. “Butt naked in a U-Haul.” He had his arm draped over
Andy. Andy, who aced every quiz in Professor Sullivan’s class, who was a
Dean’s Scholar and would get into every law school she’d apply to.
Giggling, she gazed up at him in the crook of his arm as he took hits from
his vape.

In the kitchen, Callie and I found a bottle of Jim Beam sitting on the
island. As Callie rummaged under the sink for cups, I took my phone out
and texted Kayla: This party is kinda lame. You doing okay?

Immediately Kayla responded. Ellipses, and then: Ofc it's lame.
Because I'm not there = A few seconds later, she sent me a photo: my
laptop, playing Love Yacht—our favorite reality show—on the crumpled
blankets of my bed.

Leaning against the counter, Callie sloshed Jim Beam into two cups,
her dark hair falling past her shoulders and into her face. “If I'm going to
get through tonight,” she said nervously, “I need a real drink.” It occurred to
me, then, that I didn’t know Callie’s favorite show—I didn’t even know if
she watched TV, and this struck me as something I ought to at least be
curious about, after all the time we spent with each other. Even the way we
drifted through this party, clinging together, in search of alcohol because it
gave us a purpose, felt like going through the motions. Over the summer,
counting down the days until Harkness, I thought college was exactly this:
people, parties, the hunt for booze in strange kitchens. But those moments,
in my mind, were always cast in a kind of shimmering light, whereas
reality, these past few months, was a pale imitation.

“Cheers,” Callie said, raising her cup.

“Cheers,” I echoed. Right then, the boy from downstairs—Henry—
walked into the kitchen, followed by three of his brothers. Talking jocularly,
they called each other nicknames like Wag! Nov! Mers! while Henry



opened the refrigerator, rummaging through the contents as casually as if he
were standing in his own kitchen. Pulling out a bottle of Skinnygirl
dressing, he made a funny, mocking face; the others laughed.

Henry took out four cans of Bud Light and opened them sideways with
his keys. All of them began chugging and slammed the empties on the floor
as if, in drinking beer as quickly as possible, they had accomplished
something extraordinary. What a charade, 1 thought. The way they
presumed our attention, which we gave so readily. The way we fought for
theirs, with our latex and high heels.

Callie flitted her eyes away from me, twisting her necklace. She was
the one who spoke to Henry first.

“Do you want to take a shot?”

Henry turned. Up close, he had watery blue eyes framed by
surprisingly long lashes and a square jaw nicked in a few places from
shaving. His eyes flicked over Callie, sizing her up momentarily. He
smirked. “Do I? What about that vampire blood stuff?” He was referring to
the batch cocktails the next room over, which was Ginny’s idea, but it
missed the mark. There was something fussy, and deeply uncool, about
ladling a drink out of a cauldron.

“Yeah,” Callie said nonchalantly. “Some of the girls treat Halloween
as, like, a religious experience.”

This wasn’t that funny, but the boys roared in laughter, then quickly
introduced themselves. Henry’s three other fraternity brothers were diluted,
less attractive versions of Henry; I forgot their names as soon as I heard
them. One of them—the ugliest one, short and squat, with red-rimmed eyes
and pale eyebrows—turned to me, with a hard glint in his eyes. “Girls love
Halloween because they have an excuse to dress slutty, right?”

I pretended not to hear him.

Henry twisted open the handle of Jim Beam and drank straight from
the bottle—prompting tributes like “Beast!” “Animal!”—then passed it to
Callie, who glanced at me. She was still twisting her necklace, the opal
flashing around and around. I wanted to put my hand on hers, to still it.
“You don’t have to drink,” I said in a low voice.

Combatively, Henry said: “Why don’t you let your friend decide for
herself?”

I stared at him. “Really?”



Henry shrugged. “I’m just saying, I’'m not the one telling her what to
do. But whatever.” Ignoring me completely, he turned back to Callie.
“Wanna play pong?”

Callie’s eyes darted back and forth between him and me. I'd been
dismissed, we both knew it. Just say no, I want to tell our eighteen-year-old
selves, shivering in that cramped kitchen in our fishnets and too-high heels.
But back then neither of us had mastered the art of saying no—no to shots,
no to pong. No, no, no. At Harkness, we were researching cutting-edge
technologies and learning how to restore centuries-old paintings, but that
simple two-letter word was not yet in our vocabulary.

Plastering a smile on my face, I told her to go ahead. I needed to use
the bathroom.
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When I stepped back into the foyer, it was so crowded the windows were
fogged, and somebody had propped open the front door with an industrial-
size trash can to let cold air in. Students streamed in from other parties,
flinging their North Faces in a pile on the sofas, stomping the grime from
other basements on the plush red carpet. Pushing my way through the
crowd, I wandered aimlessly from room to room. Pretended to study the
composites in the hallway, then killed time scrolling on Instagram, my feed
filling with photos from this very party: a pledge sticking out her tongue,
her cat makeup perfect; Andy and Ginny in their gold-braided sashes,
skinny arms out. Somebody jostled me from behind, spilling beer on me.
There must be a German or Japanese word for this feeling, 1 thought. The
loneliness of standing in the middle of a crowd. I thought of Kayla,
watching our show in my dorm room alone, her new blond hair illuminated
by the glow of the laptop.

“Hey.” I looked over my shoulder to see a girl in a red M&M'’s
costume, her face visible through a hole. She was looking at me like she
knew me. “Faith, right?” she asked, smiling shyly.

I recognized her then; it was the other non—art major in Wyman'’s club.
“Hey, Avery,” I said, eyeing her curiously. I never would’ve pegged her as a
partier, though she seemed sober. As always, what she wore made her stand
out: The M&M costume was bulky, and so deliberately not sexy, like



something a little kid would wear trick-or-treating, that I couldn’t help but
smile. “Your costume’s amazing,” I told her.

“Thanks,” she said, brightly. “Want some candy?”

I looked at her and laughed. “You know what? I’d actually love some.”

From the depths of the shell of her costume, she took out a handful of
candies in their shiny wrappers and dropped them in my hand. I unwrapped
a Hershey’s Kiss, the chocolate slightly melted, and popped it in my mouth
while we talked about Wyman’s club. Up until then, I hadn’t spoken about
Conservation Club with anyone, and it had retained the slightly foggy
quality of a dream. Every girl who had shown up the last month I’d stalked
on Instagram—cataloging their interests, their tastes, their family’s multiple
homes—but truth be told, I was the most intrigued by Avery. She seemed
suspiciously normal. She did not seem like the Meredith Bankses of the
world, growing up eating Frosted Flakes under a priceless Goya hanging in
the dining room.

“Why conservation?” I asked. In wanting to know what she stood to
gain learning a skill that would be relevant for only 0.001 percent of the
world, perhaps I was asking for myself too.

“I like it,” Avery replied. “To be honest, I think I thought it would be,
like, something out of Antiques Roadshow.” She smiled. “I grew up
watching that with my parents. And I’'m a chemistry major, so it’s cool
seeing practical applications in different fields. But some of the art history
stuff goes over my head.” As she spoke, I detected the faint twang of a
Southern accent—not Louisiana or Mississippi, but flat and melodious,
vowels drawn out like a cow chewing its cud.

I wondered if she’d picked up my accent too. “Same,” I said. “I’m
pretty sure up until a week ago I thought da Vinci, Michelangelo, and
Donatello were the same person, all rolled up in one.” Avery laughed.

Suddenly Danielle appeared behind Avery. “God, finally,” she said,
looking annoyed and a little rattled. “I’ve been looking for you.”

“What’s going on?” I asked, jarred by the shift in her voice.

“It’s Callie. She’s passed out downstairs.”

L 3

I ran down the back stairs to the Chapter Room, which was cordoned off
during parties and pooled in moonlight. I walked quickly by the white



columns, the rows and rows of empty folding chairs and the wall of the
sorority’s oldest composites, black-and-white and eerie in the dark, until I
got to the door on the right of the podium, which revealed a small anteroom
and then a basement I’d never even known existed, cluttered with stacked-
up chairs and noisy from the boilers and underground pipes. The laundry
room was tucked away in a corner, washers and dryers gleaming under the
fluorescent lighting of a single bulb.

I felt a bright stab of fear. This was a strange place for Callie to
wander off, I thought. Drunk or not.

Inside, Andy and Lauren were crouched on the concrete floor by
Callie, who was lying prone on her side. Her hair was tangled, falling over
her pale and clammy face. Right away, I noticed that the seams to her
catsuit were crooked, running in a zigzag up her thighs, like they’d been
stuffed in with difficulty. Her winged eyeliner—sharp as a knife earlier that
night—had caked, talc-like, into the folds of her eyelids, which were
fluttering a little, as if she was slipping in and out of a deep sleep.

By her head was a small, glistening pool of vomit.

“We need to call CSS,” somebody’s voice behind me said loudly.

I looked over my shoulder. Avery. I hadn’t noticed she had followed
me. Her hands were on her hips and, in her red M&M'’s costume, she cut a
pathetically comical figure. “We need to Good Sam her,” Avery repeated,
looking to me to back her up. “Do you have your phone? I left mine in my
room.”

CSS—or Campus Safety and Security—had stickers pinned on
bulletin boards in the dorms: Save a Life, Dont Think Twice! During
freshman orientation, the head of CSS—Officer Greg, a former marine in a
baggy suit—had explained the vagaries of Harkness’s Good Samaritan
Policy: Alcohol and other drug violations are forgiven when students seek
help for themselves and others. The upshot, of course, was that to be “Good
Sam’ed” was a dubious rite of passage on campus.

Andy and Lauren exchanged a look. “I think she’s going to be okay,”
Andy said. “Why don’t we give it a couple more minutes?”

Avery’s mouth dropped open. “She’s unconscious,” Avery said,
appalled. “What if she needs to get her stomach pumped? And what’s the
big deal, anyways? It’s not like she’ll get in trouble.”

But immediately, I understood. If Callie got caught underage drinking
at the house, Avery was right: Callie wouldn’t get in trouble. But Alpha Rho

2»



—and Delta Omega—would.

Ignoring Avery, Andy knelt down. “Callie,” Andy said a little sharply.
“Callie, wake up.”

After a few seconds, Callie stirred. Mumbling something under her
breath, she shifted her weight and tried to sit up, wincing a little. It was
then, I noticed it: her bare throat, her fingers fluttering instinctively there, to
feel nothing but air. Her necklace was gone.

Callie started crying. “I’m so embarrassed,” she said hoarsely, trying
valiantly to smile, but that just made her cry even harder.

“You’re okay,” Andy whispered, rubbing her arm in slow, rhythmic
circles. “Shhhh. You’re okay.” Nobody called CSS that night.

8,

“How’s Callie?” Danielle asked as soon as the bathroom door closed behind
me. The look plastered on her face was of concern, but there was no
mistaking the morbid curiosity in her voice.

“She’ll be fine,” I said shortly. “She’s sleeping it off in Andy’s room.”
I ran the water in the sink and washed my hands. Maybe it was just my
imagination, but the smell of vomit still hung off me. The stench of guilt. I
was the one who left Callie with those Delta Omegas. She’d gone off to
play pong with them, and I hadn’t bothered to check on her, not even once.

Danielle clicked her compact shut. “Did you know Callie went to a
math and science high school?”

I didn’t even know what that was, but I wasn’t in the mood to ask.
“So?” I said.

“So it’s nerd school,” Danielle said with a delicate curl of her lip.
“Callie probably never drank before college. She doesn’t know her limits. I
just hope Alpha Rho doesn’t get punished. It’s not our fault Callie can’t
handle her liquor.”

“Shut up, Danielle.”

I couldn’t believe I’d said those words, but I did. Danielle’s mouth fell
open, slack jawed in surprise, before she quickly recovered. “What’s with
you?” she shot back. “Did you decide to try on a personality for
Halloween?”

“Whatever,” I muttered, drying my hands with paper towels as the shot
of adrenaline still coursed through my body. I turned to go. But right before



I walked away, Danielle said something that chilled me to the bone: “Or is
it that new roommate of yours?”

I stopped, not sure if I heard her right. “What?”

In the bathroom mirror Danielle’s eyes glittered, sensing she’d hit her
mark. “I just met Kayla downstairs. Her charm must be rubbing off on
you.”

2

Sometimes I wonder if I’d always known. All those years bent over a
glowing screen, the internet pure and limitless under our fingertips. Daisy-
chaining the best parts of ourselves, until I never knew where I ended and
she began. How could anything have truly been mine?

It was so easy for Kayla, so frictionless. To brush aside my feeble
attempts to tell her not to come. To do without a second glance what took
me years to accomplish. To just saunter right through those cerulean blue
doors, in the thumping heart of one of America’s most elite campuses, as if
she belonged.

My throat dry, I pushed my way through the crowd. The party had
taken on a late-night, blurry quality: loose limbs and spilled beer. In the
hallway I bumped into two dark huddled figures groping each other against
the wall. “Hey!” the girl bleated, her face flapping open in red and black.
HELP was smeared in crimson on her cheek. “Watch where you’re going!”

I was halfway down the stairs when I heard Kayla, her lilting voice,
low and unmistakable. It was the voice she used around strangers, the one
I’ve seen her perfect over the years, on Instagram and in person: Talk
slowly and a little lower than everybody else, so they’ll have to lean in,
make an effort to really listen. From across the basement, I saw her.

Leaning against the wall as if she’d been there all night, taking tiny
sips out of a red Solo cup. Talking, calmly and confidently, with Ginny and
Henry. At something she said, they both laughed.

She looked straight at me. Raised her brow as though to say, What
now?

In a single glance, there was a dare, a challenge. That thin invisible
thread unspooling between us, connecting us, like it always did. Lips curled
in a smile, Kayla raised her cup at me, and I walked toward her.



As soon as Kayla grabbed my hand, I knew. I knew what would
happen, what could only happen. All my time at Harkness, up until then,
was like that photo I’d posted on Instagram: lovely but lifeless, a bunch of
props, and Kayla walking into the frame breathed life into it. “We just met
your roommate,” Ginny said in an almost accusatory tone, as if I’d been
hiding something from her.

I felt Kayla’s grip tighten, and suddenly I was falling, falling down
that well, the flash of her green eyes like two brilliant cracks of light,
shining out of the darkness. Follow me.

I squeezed Kayla’s hand hard and smiled at my classmates. “I’m so
glad she’s here.”
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Chapter 8

Here’s the thing: I never expected we’d get caught. Saying this out loud
now, it sounds so utterly brazen and reckless and yet, back then, the thought
never entered our minds that any of what happened would happen, much
less that Kayla pretending to be a Harkness student was anything but a lark
—no different, really, from telling her thousands of followers online that
she was Hannah Primrose.

I hadn’t changed much, in other words. At eighteen, I was still no
different from the girl I was at twelve, slipping Kayla a twenty in the back
office of Gator Park. And while I knew, even then, that the stakes were
higher this time—that some lies were so big they had their own zip code;
that there was the Honor Code and I was risking expulsion, my future—I
still believed that, whatever Kayla did, I could fix it, just as I had so many
times before.

I couldn’t have known, of course, what waited for us. Expulsion was
what preoccupied me those days, what kept me in the grips of fear when I
allowed it in, but in the end fate would exact a much crueler toll. One day
there would be regret, and pain, and blood. But up until then, some of the
happiest moments of my life were that November, when Kayla and I lived
together in 403D.

&

To anyone who asked, Kayla was a psychology major from “just outside
New Orleans” who’d gotten mono right before term started. Psychology,
because of the large introductory classes, taught in a darkened auditorium
that fall by an octogenarian who hadn’t looked up from his lecture notes
since 1988. “You’re in Fairchild’s survey? I’ll see you in class,” Kayla
learned to say with a wink.

The ID cards were a tad trickier. You needed a student ID to go
anywhere on campus—to swipe into buildings, buy meals, even do laundry.
At first, I left my ID card with Kayla while I was in class or working at the
dining hall, but after she lost it twice in a week—earning me strange,



exasperated looks from the ID office ladies—I told her she was on her own.
This, out of everything, was not the mistake it could’ve been. Something as
pesky as an ID couldn’t stop Kayla: “God, I’'m so out of it today,” she’d say,
lingering by the door outside Smith. Then, she’d toss out some charming
non sequitur. “Carbs make me stupid. Any chance you can. .. ?”

She’d “borrow” an ID card for a day, lifting them from the unattended
heaps of belongings that were everywhere at a school like Harkness. Kayla
was amazed that my classmates could be so cavalier, so naive—Ilaptops left
open all day on tables, expensive jackets tossed haphazardly in piles at
parties. “You’re acting like you deserve an award,” I said, amused, when
Kayla told me, with a dignified air, that she could’ve nicked something—
but didn’t. She scowled. “I’m just saying, the ID card is so not a big deal.
I’m not even putting charges on them! Besides, if these trust fund kids are
going to leave them out like that, aren’t they pretty much communal
property?”

Then there was the matter of my dorm. Seemingly overnight, the room
looked like Kayla had always been there. On my own, I’d lived like a monk
—single toothbrush in a cup, a few dresses hanging in the closet, my
shower flip-flops lined up neatly by the door. “Where’s your stuff?” Callie
once asked. Now, bodycon dresses were draped over the door of the other
closet, always flung open to reveal a colorful menagerie of Instagram ads:
corseted bustiers and oversize blazers and trendy tops. On the second bed
there always seemed to be a curling iron, still plugged in, hissing ominously
next to empty Bubblicious wrappers and false eyelashes. Makeup and
perfumes cluttered every inch of her desk. I couldn’t believe that Kayla had
lugged all this around—for months—in two trash bags. Not like I had any
idea what she’d been doing in New Orleans, really. Every time I brought it
up that first week, she gamely deflected, or shot back some snarky retort:
“What’s it to you, Ivy League girl?”

Kayla might’ve come back into my life, but that didn’t mean the scars
had fully healed. She still hadn’t forgiven me for leaving her behind.

Kelly was nonplussed by Kayla’s sudden arrival. “You’d think they’d
email me,” she mused when we swung by her room. She frowned, tapped
her pencil against the LSAT books splayed open on her desk. Then she
shrugged. “They never tell the RAs anything.”

Kayla and I left Kelly’s room, giddy with relief. It was so easy, so
stupidly simple. Like we had waltzed out of a museum in broad daylight,



the Warhol tucked under our arms.
S

“Friends don’t let friends dye their hair alone,” Kayla said one morning,
upending a plastic shopping bag on her clothes-strewn bed. Three red
Revlon boxes fell out along with a filmy hairnet.

I looked up from the Econ textbook perched against my knees, and on
the same page it had been since before Halloween. It was November now,
and a week had passed since Kayla had showed up in the parking lot.
“Later,” I said, shaking my head. “I can’t keep skipping Econ.”

“Dude. Just go tomorrow.”

“I can’t. They’re not every day here.”

“I’ll botch it, I know I will,” Kayla pleaded. “I need you, Faith. I look
terrible as a blonde. Don’t you want a roommate who doesn’t look like
Draco Malfoy?”

At this, I laughed. Feeling my resolve quickly fading, I sighed and put
my highlighter down. “Fine.”

To the floor bathroom we dragged my desk chair, its legs scraping the
linoleum, my towel, and some old issues of the campus newspaper. In front
of the last sink, Kayla plopped down backward in the chair and gazed at her
strange reflection. Her finger hooked a pale strand of hair. “I can’t
remember the exact color of my hair before,” she said, a little wistfully.

“You’ve only been blond for a few months,” I said, laughing.

“Feels like longer,” Kayla replied. She tossed the box to me. “You
pick. You’d know better than me.”

As I began experimenting with different mixes of the colors—a dab of
Cherry Red, a smear of Bright Auburn—the bathroom filled with blistering
fumes. Kayla was right—I did know the color of her hair, better than I knew
my own: The way it was as dark and dense as red wheat, but shimmered in
the sunlight with coppery reds. I dipped the brush into the tray; a deep
pearlized red coated the sides of the brush, like egg yolk. My fingers tingled
pleasurably. Is this what working on a painting feels like? 1 wondered.
Going by some strange alchemy of feel, memory. Grasping toward what
had once been, like fumbling in a dark room.

I’d skipped the last two meetings, had gone out with Kayla instead—
one night to a disco party at KKG; the other night, a pregame at an



international kid’s dorm, Kayla charming both the Chinese kids dressed
head to toe in Balenciaga and the Swiss boarding school types. At four in
the morning, we’d all piled into an Uber to get milkshakes, with Kayla
getting into a heated argument in the back seat about Beyoncé. It was too
bad Kayla nearly flunked high school; college suited her.

Right as the dye set and was ready to rinse, I got a call. It was Andy.
“You still haven’t paid,” she said, her voice brittle and exasperated. “I’ve
tried texting and emailing you all week. It’s November.”

“I meant to get it to you, I just—"

“Be careful what you say here,” Andy said, cutting me off. “We’ve got
an Honor Code.” There was a long, dizzying pause. “If you don’t pay the
dues, plus the late fees, by the end of this weekend, you’re suspended.”
Then, click—Andy had hung up.

I felt Kayla’s gaze as I set down the phone. “How much do you owe
them?” she asked after a long pause.

“How’d you know it was about money?”

Kayla smiled. “It’s always about money.”

When I told Kayla that I owed my sorority nearly $1,000, she held one
finger up and pulled out her phone. After a few swipes, she waved her
screen, triumphant. In her checking account on the Capital One app there
was $1,001.12. “I have enough!” she chirped, which was so quintessentially
Kayla: to proclaim that it’s always about money, and yet not know how
much money she had, a smash-the-piggy-bank approach to personal finance
that made me recoil.

“It’ll clean you out,” I said, shaking my head. Then, suspiciously:
“How’d you get this money, anyways?”

“Content house,” Kayla said to my surprise; I hadn’t expected her to
answer me honestly. She closed her eyes and settled her head back. Picking
up my cue, I began carefully removing the plastic cap from her hair. “You
know,” Kayla said lightly, lazily—she reminded me of a cat basking in the
sun—"“when David wasn’t trying to screw every girl in that house, he
wasn’t half bad getting sponsors. At least on YouTube.” She laughed. “He
thought he was P. Diddy to our Danity Kane. There was another redhead in
the house, this girl who rode all night on a bus from Chattanooga with
nothing in her backpack except for her toothbrush, and a bunch of bikinis.
She’d follow David around like a puppy. According to her, there couldn’t be



two redheads in the house—something about archetypes?—so I had to dye
my hair blond. I was so over it. Luckily, I only blew David, like, twice.”

“What?” I said, aghast. The dye was getting all over the sink.

Opening her eyes, Kayla shot me a defiant glare. “I’ll take David over
rotting in Gator Park any day.”

After her hair dried, Kayla smiled at her reflection. She looked like
herself again. “Take the money,” she said. With a dark, humorous flick of
one corner of her mouth: “From one brothel of women to another. Besides,”
she added, more softly, “after all these years, you’ve earned it.”

OceanofPDF.com



https://oceanofpdf.com/

Chapter 9

That chilly November evening, we walked in the milky twilight all over
North Grounds, which was a twenty-minute loop of the College’s most
scenic buildings: the red-gabled chapel, the Academical Village, the café
that had on display in the window a late eighteenth-century carrying case
that Paul Harkness used for his bourbon. Giving me the money I needed for
my sorority dues had chipped away, at last, at Kayla’s frosty indifference,
and, no longer bothering to hide her awe, she oohed and aahed like a kid at
Disneyland for the first time. Relief and gratitude toward Kayla made me
giddy. Laughing, linking arms, we passed under the famed stone arches
whose inscription —Honos, VERiTas, FipEs—had inspired so much terror
in me hours earlier. “I'm just imagining Andy’s face tomorrow when I pay
her,” I said, grinning, and it felt like old times.

“Making up parents was a nice touch,” Kayla pronounced, taking a
selfie with her damp red hair. “I’m actually kind of proud of you.”

To warm ourselves up, we ducked inside Shearman Library. It was the
smallest of the five libraries on campus, known mostly for housing special
collections works and rare manuscripts, with a soaring, light-filled atrium
and marble floors. “Holy shit,” Kayla exclaimed under her breath as we
entered the reading room. Dark mahogany tables gleamed under the
sparkling light of two large brass chandeliers, and leather armchairs were
nestled in an alcove of bookshelves overlooking tall Georgian windows. I
had only studied there once, and I'd felt self-conscious the whole time.
Shearman tended to attract a small but cultish following of girls who
dressed like they belonged to a past century: tweed jackets with elbow
patches, long pearl necklaces, ribbons in their hair.

Kayla sat down at a table with a thick leather and gold-embossed
book, Biblia Sacra Polyglotta, she’d pulled from a shelf. “Say that five
times fast,” she said loudly, drawing the glare of a girl reading Nietzsche in
a nearby armchair. She sat back down and opened to a page in the middle. A
dreamy, serene look settled over her face as she pretended to read.

“Book’s upside down,” I pointed out, amused.

Kayla gave me the middle finger. “Just take the picture, bitch.”



“You’re not dressed right,” I said as we scrolled through the photos.
Kayla looked gorgeous: her thick wavy hair framing her down-turned face,
her long sooty lashes and the curve of her cheeks glowing in the dim light
like it was carved out of Carrara marble. But she looked like an influencer.
She was wearing activewear, for God’s sake.

“What am I supposed to dress like then? Rory Gilmore?”

“You’ve never read a novel before, have you?”

She snapped her gum, “Babe, that’s what I have you for.”

I opened Instagram and searched for #DarkAcademia. Images
populated: dimly lit photos of grand pianos and secondhand books and
teacups, old masters’ paintings turned into memes, beat-up leather
messenger bags and gold lockets and letters written under candlelight. As I
watched Kayla scroll accounts like  @Dark.Academia and
@GraveyardCandelight and @DarkAcademiaFits, her long nails clacking
on the screen, I felt vindicated. All those years Kayla had made fun of me
for my bookish aspirations, for fetishizing college and watching Gilmore
Girls. Now here was an entire subculture on the internet of which I was
fluent—and Kayla wasn’t. “Well?” I asked. “What do you think?”

Slowly, deliberately, Kayla looked up from the screen and grinned.
“This is a gold mine.”

S,

“Lost and found?” The girl at the circulation desk barely looked up from
her phone. “Third door on your left.”

“Thanks.” Kayla looked over her shoulder at me and winked. “We’ll
take a look.”

“Kayla—" 1 hissed, but it was too late; Kayla breezed past the
entryway and down the corridor, her steps echoing against the high walls.

I spoke too sharply, and the girl finally looked up, her curiosity
aroused. “What’s she looking for?”

“Oh, I don’t know. A sweater, I think.”

“I’ll totally keep an eye out for it,” she promised, already back on her
phone.

I walked in on Kayla in a cluttered coatroom of sorts, rifling through a
large dark pile of sweaters and jackets with alarming alacrity. “Bitch,”
Kayla said breathlessly, holding up a black sweater with gold mother-of-



pearl buttons. The label was frayed but unmistakably bore the famous logo.
“Who the hell forgets they lost their vintage YSL jacket?”

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. “We can’t take these, Kayla.”

“Why not?”

“Because it’s wrong. And there’s an Honor Code. If I get caught
stealing, I'll get kicked out.”

Kayla gave me a droll look. “We’re telling everybody I'm your
roommate. I think we’re way past caring about the Honor Code at this
point.”

It was then that I felt it, for the first time: the magnitude of our lies.
Like I’d been walking on a tightrope and all of a sudden I’d dared to look
down at the tumbling depths below. Kayla was treating this week like just
another caper, but this was my life. Suddenly I remembered Kayla’s words
all those summers ago: You would’ve risked nothing while I risked
everything. How was this any different?

Then tell her to go, that voice inside me whispered. But I knew I
wouldn’t.

Kayla turned back to the black YSL jacket, a soft, hungry gleam in her
eyes. Then she shook her head. “Fine,” she relented. “Maybe I shouldn’t be
walking around in Grandma Marjorie’s jacket.” Reluctantly, she threw the
jacket back in the pile.

Moments later, Kayla pulled out a deep emerald sweater—it looked
like cashmere, the stitching fine and precise. In little gold curlicue lettering,
the label read Made in Scotland. Still, it was nondescript. It could’ve been
anyone’s sweater. When Kayla pulled it over her head, her bright-red hair
tumbling in waves over the green Scottish yarn, even I had to admit: The
transformation was remarkable. She looked like she’d walked out of the
pages of The Secret History, like she spent her nights studying medieval
manuscripts by candlelight. She looked more like a Harkness student than I
did.

We looked at each other, and started laughing.

That night Hannah Primrose posted a photo of her studying in the
library, on an unnamed college campus. For days afterward, her followers
would debate in the comments whether it was Duke or Yale or Cambridge, a
mystery only compounded by Hannah’s refusal in the captions to explain
her long absence, her new wardrobe, her sudden interest in Donna Tartt. But



even if the circumstances were murky, they all agreed on this: The bitch
was back.
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In just twenty-four hours, the post got over twelve thousand likes. A few
days later, we uploaded a Reel of all the troll comments back in September:
didn’t even try college, didn’t even try, why don’t you stop whoring on the
internet and go to college? We captioned them: How it started . . . Then the
video jumped to a fluttery ribbon of photos, one after another in a quick
succession: Hannah leaning against an ivy-wrapped stone wall, looking
pensive in a black turtleneck and plaid miniskirt; Hannah looking up at the
clock tower, her bright-red hair the same shade as the leaves littering the
quad; Hannah sitting in a leather armchair, Gardner’s Art Through the Ages
open in her lap—How it’s going, we captioned, and it felt like a victory lap.
And when the video racked up 325,000 views in two hours—the most
engagement we’d gotten, ever—it was a victory lap, thousands of likes
piling up, hundreds of comments, our phones pinging like pinball machines
as we stayed up late into the night, hitting refresh:

I’m obsessed with your arc
Omg
Needed this crossover

By the following week, Hannah Primrose hit sixty-five thousand
followers, and I resumed going to classes.

“This will be on your finals,” Professor Sullivan said briskly in front
of a whiteboard filled with indecipherable cosines and graphs. “You’ve
been warned.” In Accounting, my TA returned my problem set with so
much red ink the pages looked like they were bleeding.

A strange, sour feeling settled in the pit of my stomach: I was a bad
student. For some reason, this of all things—a C+—precipitated the first
full-blown crisis of conscience I’d had since Kayla’s arrival. “What if
someone here finds the account?” I fretted Tuesday night, lingering in the
mirror as I applied one of Kayla’s lip products. It seemed impossible that
the same reflection was staring back at me; I was bewildered by this person
I was becoming.



“So what?” Kayla popped her Bubblicious gum. “I’ll just say it’s mine.
God knows there are enough wannabe influencers at this school. This is
what I eat in a day at Harkness!” she savagely aped, putting two fingers to
her head. “Kill me.”

“Yeah, but they’re not lying to everybody,” I pointed out. “They’re
actually students here.”

“Not a lie,” Kayla claimed, with wide-eyed sincerity. “Nobody’s
entitled to our truth, that’s all.”

I let out a small, incredulous snort. But before I could respond, Kayla
flashed me a wicked grin. “Where are you going, wearing lipstick on a
Tuesday night?”

“It’s ChapStick,” I said, stiffly.

“It’s tinted. It’s got color, you naughty girl.”

“Tuesdays I have that art club I told you about.” I gathered my books
and stuffed them in my backpack, avoiding the sly flicker in Kayla’s eyes.

“Aren’t you just living the life,” she remarked. “Do you sit around in a
circle feeling special while some fifty-year-old man with a midlife crisis
reads Greek to you?”

Refusing to take her bait, I shouldered my backpack. “Glad you’re
catching on to the aesthetic.”

As the door to 403D closed after me, I heard Kayla call out: “Hey. If
there’s some mysterious professor you’re sneaking off to see, Hannah’s
followers deserve to know!”

L3

Kayla couldn’t have known her words had hit the mark. And yet I couldn’t
shake off Kayla’s joke, walking across campus in the dark to the
Observatory. Cresting that hill, until T spotted the white brick and lit
windows, the familiar dome gleaming under the bright moonlight, I felt a
strange electricity building inside me. Without quite knowing it, Kayla had
sensed a change in me, like females do of all species at a molecular level.
But it wasn’t until Kayla put it in words that I realized it too.

“Miss Thibodeaux.” Professor Wyman smiled as I took the last seat at
the middle table. “I was beginning to think I’d scared you away.”

At the center of the table in front of us stood a half dozen white plaster
Roman busts. We eyed them, a little underwhelmed. They were low-value



reproductions, the classical features rough and misshapen, like they’d been
forged out of molding clay. Wyman was amused by our disappointment.
“Lighten up,” he said sprightly, tying on his apron. “At the Palazzo Spinelli,
students spend a year just practicing how to hold a paintbrush.”

Wyman demonstrated. Dipping a soft, round No. 6 paintbrush in a
palette smeared with onyx black and working in small, feathery
brushstrokes, he filled the brow area. “Nice and easy,” he said. “Pair off in
twos and give it a go.”

On my left, Esther twisted away from me so quickly, I could
practically hear the muscles snapping in her neck. “Want to be partners?”
she asked Meredith Banks. The other Art Girls were already getting up to
grab paintbrushes and palettes, their stools scraping against the floor. This
left me and Avery Chen. Our eyes met across the table. I hadn’t seen her
since Halloween. From under her Zion for Lovers! baseball cap, she
nodded.

The task was much harder than Wyman made it look. My hands
trembled slightly, no matter how hard I tried to keep them still; Avery’s
problem was getting her brush to coat evenly. Leaning back to survey our
work, I caught Avery’s eye and we stifled a laugh. Our Roman man looked
like a cross between Liza Minnelli and Frida Kahlo.

The tension now broken, Avery asked: “How’s your friend?”

I frowned. The afternoon after the Halloween party, I’d gone by
Callie’s room only to find her Swiffering the floor with twitchy, intense
concentration. Her headphones were in. I called her name and she didn’t
hear me. “Callie,” I said louder. Finally I tapped her on the shoulder and,
under my fingertips, I felt her flinch.

The Swiffer fell to the ground with a clatter. “Dude,” she exhaled, and
I saw it then: a kind of raw animal hurt, before cauterizing again. I asked,
gently, how she was feeling. Fine, she insisted. I offered to search Alpha
Rho for her necklace; maybe it was lying in some corner of the basement or
had fallen into the crevices—

“Can you please just drop it?” Callie snapped. After that, I never
mentioned that night again. When I saw Callie a few days later, she seemed
normal—upbeat, even. Her hair was blown out to a sleek shine. Her room
was sparkling clean. But index cards were now taped on the wall above her
desk. Mantras, handwritten in Callie’s neat cursive. Love yourself enough to



set boundaries. You ARE the healing emotional energy that courses in your
life.

Now, of course, with the benefit of hindsight, those index cards were a
sign. Of a friend who needed my help. Of the kind of stain that can’t be
scrubbed away, no matter how hard one might try. But the truth is, it never
once occurred to me that fall to tell Callie what she needed to hear: that
what happened to her was wrong, and that she needed to report it to the
school. It’s strange, especially given the time. Thousands of women
marching in cities around the country; Harvey Weinstein walking into the
courtroom on a walker with old tennis balls on its two back legs.

But all of that seemed so far away from Harkness, where kids cried
over a B+ and the biggest decision on a Friday night was whether to go to
Sig Nu’s “Kountry Kwencher” or Delta Gamma’s toga party.

“She’s fine, I think,” I told Avery.

“That’s good,” Avery said softly.

“Yeah,” I said lamely. “It is.”

Avery straightened up, placed her paintbrush neatly across the palette.
“Can I ask you a question?”

“Sure.”

“Why are you in a sorority? What do you get out of it?”

“It’s just what you do here,” I replied, shrugging, even as I
remembered the odd, floating detachment I'd felt during the Halloween
party. Was this all college would be? 1’d wondered. Dressing up to go to
questionably themed parties, drinking pee-warm beer in a dark basement,
watching boys play pong, hoping one of them takes you upstairs, and
doesn’t rape you, or maybe even takes you out on a date or two. Rinse and
repeat, for four years.

Wyman came into view then, over Avery’s shoulder. Leaning with one
elbow on the table littered with Roman busts, he corrected Esther’s grip on
her paintbrush. Easing the distance between her fingers, before quickly
letting go. Less like a tennis grip, he was saying, a wiry curl of dark hair
falling in front of his eyes. Looser gives you more control.

L 3

I lingered at the sink, rinsing my brushes. Behind me the studio was
emptying out, and I heard the sound of backpacks zipping, coats buttoned.



Esther and Meredith and the visual arts major sat at the table for a while,
exchanging Instagrams and making plans to study at the café on North
Grounds later in the week, before they filed out one by one. Avery, I got the
sense, was waiting for me, but then she, too, turned for the door.

Finally, I was alone with Wyman.

He was reading a paperback at one of the tables. There was a buzzing
in my fingertips now, that strange, palpable energy from earlier running
through them. I pictured him locking up the studio, getting in his car, and
going home. Sliding his wedding band back on his finger, now that he was
no longer working. I imagined his wife, her hands as delicate and well
formed as a Degas model leaning over the stovetop, stirring the ladle. I’d
scoured the internet for references to her, but there was nothing in
Architectural Digest or Artforum, no photos of them together at a gala or
arms wrapped around children . . .

Placing the dripping brush in the Mason jar, I turned off the faucet and
turned to face him.

At the same time Wyman looked up from his paperback and smiled.
“Those brushes are awfully clean,” he said quietly.

“Why do you act like we hadn’t met before?” This slipped out with
sudden, awkward force. As soon as I said the words out loud, I realized it
had been bothering me. Wyman’s studied oblivion, growing more and more
pronounced with every night we met in the Observatory, so starkly different
from the familiarity he struck with the other girls. Ms. Thibodeaux. That
indifference was what tinged our interactions with possibility.

Wyman closed his book, and studied me. “Are you hungry?” he asked.

L 3

From behind a curtain that roped off a storage area under the stairs,
Professor Wyman grabbed a hot plate off the shelf. Briefly, in the thirty
seconds the bare bulb illuminated the tangle of appliances stacked along the
wall—a copper pot, an instant-egg-cooker—I got a tantalizing glimpse of
Wyman’s inner life. Confirmation, really, of what I already instinctively
knew: There was no wife.

“Some nights I just eat pasta straight out of the pot here,” Wyman said,
bringing his fingers to his lips in a mock whisper. “Don’t tell anyone.”

I grinned. “I won’t.”



From various cabinets and shelves—a small, well-stocked refrigerator
I hadn’t noticed before, tucked in the corner—Wyman assembled the
ingredients: a tin can of linguine, a small bowl of coarse, flaky salt. Irish
butter and whole peppercorns in a wooden mill.

“Cacio e pepe is a deceptively simple dish,” Wyman said, turning the
knob. “There’s only four elements. Every component needs to be well
executed; otherwise it’s just a globby mess.”

Before that night, I’d never had pasta that wasn’t out of a box or bag. I
can still see all of it now, so clearly: the bundle of pasta that was the
circumference of my wrist, its delicate, translucent strands fanned out in the
rolling water; the look of quiet concentration on Wyman'’s face as he turned
off the burner, cut the butter in, bit by bit, and cracked the black pepper.

We ate at the table. I lifted a few tendrils out of the knot of pasta on the
paper plate, then took that first rich, buttery bite.

“Good?”

“Good?” I said. “This is, like, grown-up mac ’n’ cheese. It’s great.”
When Wyman laughed, I felt a shivery, almost delirious kind of happiness.

As we ate, Wyman asked me questions. Where was I from, what
classes was I taking, and what did I like so far about Harkness? We might as
well have been in a crowded classroom or nibbling hors d’oeuvres at the
Student-Faculty Welcome Dinner. It occurred to me that there was a movie
trailer in my mind of the way these things ought to go: I had put myself out
there, and therefore it was incumbent on Wyman to tell me I was the most
special student he’d ever taught and put his hand on my knee by the time
we’d cleared our plates.

Disappointment warmed my cheeks as I chewed the last bites of my
pasta.

“Can I ask you something?” Wyman said abruptly, putting his fork
down. “Why didn’t you come last week?”

I hesitated.

“My roommate,” I said finally, parsing my words carefully. “She has
the tendency to get me in trouble sometimes.”

“I know the type,” Wyman said. Something about his gaze made me
hot, feverish.

Without noticing it, I’d been shredding my paper napkin. Brown bits
stuck to the half-congealed sauce on my plate as I changed the topic. “How
did you get started in conservation?”



“I was eighteen and needed a place to stay in Florence for the summer.
A conservator who knew my father had a downstairs flat she was renting
out. Flat out, she told me that she had no need for a studio assistant—she
hadn’t taken anyone on in more than twenty years. But I could stay in
exchange for cleaning her apartment once a week.” He shrugged modestly.
“A month later, I was her studio assistant, helping her with del Castagno’s
fresco in the grotto of the Sant’ Apollonia.”

Smiling at the puzzled look on my face, Wyman explained: “It was in
the way I cleaned her apartment, she said. That’s what convinced her.”

“Hand skills,” T echoed, remembering what he told us during our first
club meeting.

“Exactly,” Wyman said, nodding. “Attention to detail. Total
absorption. At the end of the day, they’re all just shorthand for this elusive
quality I'm speaking of. Conservators say that they can always tell when
another conservator walks into a room. Or when they ring up your apple.”

A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. He remembered. It bloomed
between us: a moment of perfect understanding.

He gestured toward the other end of our makeshift dining table, where
the plaster busts stood in rows, gaping at us with their grotesque, smeared
expressions. “None of these assignments really matter,” he said, dismissing
them with a wave of the hand. “It’s nothing that can be taught.”

There was a long silence, after which Wyman cleared his throat, got
up, and told me that it was late, and I should be getting back to the dorms.
“Good night, Professor Wyman,” I said, holding the glass Mason jar of
leftovers he’d insisted on packing me.

“Please,” he said, returning my smile. “Call me Chuck.”

8,

After that night, I began stealing away to the Observatory when I had
pockets of time—between classes, after Chapter or my FoCo shifts.

Wyman was always there, working—writing letters to labs to test
samples of pigment; relining a canvas; touching up the gold-leaf inlay of a
panel with a brush so tiny, it must’ve been a few hairs. A crease always
deepened between his eyes when I alighted the doorway, but other than that
he’d say nothing, accepting me wordlessly into the fold of his studio. “This
is my office away from my office,” he’d joked once. “Before finals,



undergrads are buzzards. Nothing knocks them out like cold, and distance.”
Sometimes he’d take a break and make us ham-and-butter sandwiches with
grainy mustard, or a little lettuce salad with dressing that didn’t come from
a bottle. As we ate, he’d tell me stories about the art world with the
Homeric relish of an old warrior. The secrets, the lawsuits, the tax havens in
Switzerland. Knavish dealers and bickering curators; the Rubens he once
found hanging above the hot plate in some ninety-five-year-old’s kitchen in
the South of France.

I’d come back to my dorm from the Observatory, smelling faintly of
turpentine. Always I felt like a part of me was still there, hovering in the
frame of one of the paintings Wyman was working on, trapped somewhere
between foreground and subject. Kayla’s voice—“Where’ve you been?”—
snapping me back to reality as soon as I opened the door to 403D and
slipped from one secret world to another. “I’ve got to study for finals,” I’d
tell her, irritably. “I’m actually a student here, you know.”

But whatever the reason for my sudden flightiness, Kayla didn’t prod.
All she cared about was a consistent posting schedule.

“We’ve got to keep up!” Kayla said, finally fed up one night. “Who
cares about grades? We should be hitting 80K by the end of this week,
100K by Thanksgiving.”

“We’ve already gotten back all the followers we lost in October,” 1
pointed out. “If anything, we should tone it down. What if—”

“Are you kidding?” Kayla’s eyes glimmered. “We’re just getting
started.”

Revitalized by Hannah’s pivot to dark academia content, Kayla had
become obsessed with learning from the mistakes of the past. Often I found
her on my laptop, with twenty-five tabs open to Forbes articles about brand
growth and identity, Wall Street Journal interviews with social media
strategists, digital gurus, entrepreneurs. The backlash in October, Kayla
diagnosed, wasn’t a matter of content, but of timing. David had been a
partner at Hype House, and in trying to open his own content house, he’d
leaned on strategies for the Bella Roses of the world, rather than the
Hannah Primroses. With their millions of followers, late-stage creators, as
Kayla called them—she sounded like she was getting an MBA in becoming
an influencer, at this point—could get away with posting a no-caption photo
of them in a bikini, then dropping an Amazon shop link.



But to get there, Hannah needed to build that audience. Hannah needed
to give them what they wanted; this, Kayla and I had instinctively
understood since the very beginning, from that first summer, when we’d
pulled that Lilly Pulitzer dupe out of the bin in Goodwill and taken the bus
to downtown Greenville. Now, of course, it needed to be on a grander scale.
In the same way that they’d watch Love Yacht or Real Housewives,
Hannah’s followers wanted a season, plot, a clear beginning, middle, and
end. They wanted more than just dark academia vibes—they wanted a
story.
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Chapter 11

The weekend was unseasonably warm, the sky a cloudless blue on
Saturday, with bright sun. Alpha Rho held a barbecue on its front lawn, and
Andy had gone out of her way to invite Kayla the day before, stopping me
after Econ class. “Bring your roommate,” she said, excitedly. “Ginny and I
were just saying the other day that we want to get to know her better.”

“Moi?” Kayla said, rolling her eyes when I told her. But I could tell
that she was secretly pleased, and that afternoon she took longer than usual
getting ready, coaxing waves into her hair with the curling wand; applying
strips of lashes to the outermost corners of her eyes, with surgical precision;
then “borrowing” my loafers to go with another sweater—collared shirt
combo that, I suspected, came from the lost and found. To top it all off,
Kayla braided a blue ribbon into her front tresses.

“How do I look?” she asked, twirling twice.

“Like those loafers are Prada,” I said, with grudging admiration,
remembering Danielle’s dig at rush. She beamed.

Dozens of girls were already on the lawn by the time we got to the
house. There was a sweet, smoky smell in the air, and I spotted Andy
flipping burgers on a large propane grill next to a long line of girls waiting,
their features bleached by the sun, their heels sinking in the grass. Next to
me, | felt Kayla’s fingers stiffen in my hand. Startled, I looked at her, and
for a moment, I glimpsed it: the strain of her performance. Then it was
gone, expertly smoothed away, the dazzling mask sliding back into place on
her face. Right on time, Ginny walked toward us.

“Girls! So glad you could make it!”

Ginny hugged me, as if we’d watched movies in pajamas together.
When she turned to Kayla, there was a moment of hesitation, which Kayla
leveraged. “Ginny!” she said, bridging the gap with unblinking warmth.
“When Faith told me about the barbecue, I was like, I'm there. You girls
were so sweet to invite me.”

Disarmed and called out, Ginny softened. “Oh my God, of course.
We’re so bummed we didn’t get a chance to meet you during rush. That’s
crazy you had to miss so much of school.”

“Yeah,” Kayla said, breezily. “Mono’s a bitch.”



Ginny smiled, with a knowing glint in her eye. “Well, you’re making
quite the splash this week, aren’t you?”

What the hell did she mean by that? I wondered. But Kayla just tossed
her head back and laughed.

“C’mon.” Ginny hooked her bony arm in Kayla’s, with a soft jangle of
her multicolored bracelets. “I’ll introduce you to some of the girls.”

Led by Ginny, Kayla disappeared into a crowd of girls by the side
patio, her ribbon a flash of bright blue. Ginny’s words lingered in their
wake, strange and inscrutable. What had she meant, that Kayla was making
a splash this week?

And why had Kayla acted not surprised, but proud?

I’d find out soon enough. Eating a cold hot dog on one of the white
plastic chaises under the shade of the pines, I was joined by Callie, whom I
hadn’t seen much of since Halloween. “Have you seen this?” She handed
me a newspapetr, flipped and folded to a middle page.

It was that week’s edition of the Harkness Lampoon, the student
comedy magazine. The headline at the top of A5 read: A Very Casual (and
Unbiased) List of Harkness’ 50 Most Beautiful People on Campus!

“Jesus fucking Christ,” I swore.

Because there, right below the fold, was Kayla. It was a black-and-
white photo of her standing on the quad, wearing the sweater we’d filched
that first week from the lost and found—and grinning into the camera, as if
she had every right to be there.

Dizzy with terror, I read the accompanying text. Latest polling is in
from the hockey team, the lacrosse team, and the Robotics Club! A healthy
cross section of the Harkness male body is quite taken by this redheaded
native of Mississippi who lives in Smith, majors in Psychology, and most
mercifully has recovered from a bout of mono—not that that would stop
anyone.

“Unbelievable,” I said, tossing the paper down and looking wildly for
Kayla. I couldn’t see her on the lawn; she must’ve gone inside.

“I know,” Callie sighed, picking the bun off her burger. “Some people
are so good looking, it isn’t fair.”

I found Kayla upstairs in Andy’s room. Lil Nas X blasted from a
portable speaker; a chilled bottle of rosé was almost empty on the dresser;
and Kayla was dancing in the middle of the room, with Andy and Ginny.
“Where’ve you been?” Kayla cried, pulling me into a bear hug. Her blue



ribbon had come undone and was hanging messily like loose bits of
confetti, and in the tangle of her hair I caught the glint of something shiny.

“Why are you wearing those?” I asked Kayla, momentarily distracted.
They were earrings, with a familiar crisscrossing design, and mother-of-
pearl inlay—earrings I’d seen Andy wear in class.

Flushed and giddy, Andy wrapped her arms around Kayla. “Don’t they
look super cute on her? Keep them,” she shouted in Kayla’s ear. “I have
three pairs!” Suddenly, with a strange apprehension sinking in the pit of my
stomach, I was reminded of that summer afternoon at Claire’s, the bracelets
and necklaces thrust in Kayla’s hands. The girls fluttering to Kayla’s
charisma like moths to a flame.

I took Kayla’s hand and dragged her into the hallway.

“Are you insane?” I hissed once alone, swatting the paper at her. “You
let them take your photo?”

“Oh jeez.” Kayla took the Lampoon and began fanning her cheeks
with it. “This is why I didn’t tell you. I knew you’d act this way. They came
up to me while I was eating lunch last week. What was I going to do,
decline?”

“Yes!”

Kayla shook her head. “That would’ve been even more suspicious.
Besides, it’s not even digital! I checked. A couple of hundred kids are going
to read this and throw it in the trash.” She laughed. “Hannah’s got eighty
thousand followers now. Why are we fighting about some stupid college
newspaper?”

Before I could answer, there was a commotion in the hallway, as a
freshman boy I recognized from my Econ class dashed upstairs. Slightly out
of breath, and carrying with him the distinct whiff of whiskey, he seemed
cowed at the sight of Kayla and me. “S-sorry,” he said. “I know I’m not
supposed to be up here, but—"

Andy popped her head out of the door. “Hey, you’re one of the Delta
Omega pledges, right?” He nodded. “What’s up?”

“Henry sent me up here. He wants to know if we can play pong?”

L 3

Night had fallen, darkening the lawn when Henry and two of his brothers
showed up. Standing in the foyer, tall and hunched in his black



windbreaker, Henry Taylor was spinning his John Deere hat with his finger
when Andy and Ginny came downstairs, with Kayla and me closely
following. Henry’s eyes lingered on Kayla.

“Did you guys run out of beer?” Ginny asked teasingly.

Henry shrugged. “We just thought we’d come hang out.” There was an
affable, courteous tone to Henry’s voice I hadn’t heard before. “Hey,
Kayla,” he called out, the hat stilling, and in that moment he had planted his
flag, he made his intentions for the rest of the night known: He was here
because Kayla was here.

Everybody looked at Kayla. Tucking a sweaty strand of hair behind
her ears, showing off her new earrings gifted from Andy, Kayla looked
every inch the pretty Harkness freshman as she smiled at Henry. “Are we
playing pong, or what?”

Downstairs, Henry ran into Callie in the stairwell.

“Baker!” He clapped her on the back as if she were one of the boys.

There was a long sickening pause, and Callie swayed in one place, as
if absorbing the blow of a punch. Then she laughed loudly, too loudly.
“Hey, Henry.”

I looked away. I didn’t want to see the mask of strained joviality that
had settled on my friend’s face. Then I noticed Kayla. Standing between
them on the fourth step; her eyes flicking back and forth, coolly observant.

L

“Stay away from that guy,” I told Kayla later back at Smith, drunkenly
eating Kraft mac 'n’ cheese at three in the morning in the lounge. We’d
played several games of pong, during which I helped drink Kayla’s sunken
cups of beer; she wasn’t very good, as it turned out. Henry glowered at my
presence but said nothing. Right before we left, Henry took Kayla’s phone
and put in his number. Call me sometime, he’d said.

Lowering her chopsticks—the only utensils we could find in the
drawers of the kitchenette—Kayla looked at me for a second, then
narrowed her eyes. “I can take care of myself, you know.”

“Just stay away from him,” I repeated, my voice sharp, high-pitched.
“Okay?”

Kayla frowned. “You know what I think?” she mused. “I think you just
can’t stand the idea I might have my own life here. My own friends. You



just want me under your thumb.”

“Funny,” I mumbled. “Because I could’ve said the same about you.”

Not talking, we went to bed early. Late as it was, I couldn’t fall asleep;
neither could Kayla—from under her comforter, I heard the clacking of her
nails against her phone. I watched the clock on my desk read three thirty,
then four thirty, then five. This can’t last forever, 1 thought, with a growing
sense of dread, unease. We’d known when we started that there was always
going to be an end, a thin vanishing line in the horizon. Somebody finding
out, I thought with a shudder; but really, how would they? More likely, our
game would end the way all games ended: when it stopped being fun. And
then I’d just have to explain Kayla’s sudden disappearance. A transfer to
another school, a family obligation. An academic leave. Wasn’t it as simple,
as easy, as that?

(But what would Kayla do? The thought hadn’t crossed my mind
then.)

Eventually, I fell asleep.

The next morning, I swung by Callie’s room to walk to our classes
together. My eyes were gritty from the lack of sleep. Callie was dabbing on
concealer when I walked in. As I waited, I looked at the wall of index cards
above her desk. There were a few new ones: You must be vigilant about
protecting your energy and your boundaries. I honor and validate my
feelings. Healing is an art.

“Sorry, almost done,” Callie said. She took her jacket off the hanger in
the closet. As she turned away from the mirror, the blue ribbon, shiny
against her dark hair, caught my eye. It was a slightly lighter blue than
Kayla’s but braided the exact same way, the ribbon crisscrossing down the
back in two plaits.

“New hairstyle?” I asked. Callie blushed.

S,

That damn ribbon. The next few days, I spotted ribbons of various colors on
a lacrosse girl, a girl in my Econ class, and three more Alpha Rhos, who all
wanted to know if my roommate was now dating Henry Taylor. Nearly
overnight, Kayla had become a minor celebrity on campus, embodying so
effortlessly the qualities that mattered at a school like Harkness—charisma,
wit, style—that nobody seemed to notice, or care, that she had appeared out



of nowhere. Years later, some of my old classmates would tell me that,
knowing what they know now, it was still hard to divorce their memories of
Harkness from Kayla Lightfoot, that girl they’d admired so fervently.
“Remember she wore that ribbon to a party?” they’d say, almost fondly.
“And then everybody started to wear it?”

I’d made a mistake. Thinking I could have Kayla and Harkness, my
old life and my new one. Whenever that week I saw a blue ribbon dangling
in some girl’s hair, I knew it, even then. But like a driver who’d taken a
wrong turn and still refused to get off at the next exit, I couldn’t admit it,
even as the road got darker, less familiar, even as the exits were fewer and
farther between.

Instead I kept on driving.

S,

When I got to the Observatory on Thursday, Avery was standing outside in
the cold, eating a wilted salad out of Tupperware. She had that mildly
deranged look I was seeing more and more of in the weeks leading up to
finals: glazed over and stunned; twitches from too much caffeine and not
enough sleep.

I rummaged in the front pocket of my backpack and curled my fingers
around one of Kayla’s Sonomas. I’d taken up smoking, a habit that was
more of an aesthetic than an addiction. Hannah’s posts lately were darker,
more saturated: Kayla holding a lipstick-smeared saucer of coffee while
reading Berger’s Ways of Seeing; oversize cardigans and headbands and
references to the Italian Renaissance painters whose techniques we studied
in Wyman’s club. Smiling to myself, I realized, for the first time: Hannah
had become an art student. Of course, she wouldn’t smoke Sonomas, we
just did because they were cheap; she’d smoke Marlboro Reds. I lit the off-
brand cigarette with a match. Struggling, at first, against the light wind.

“Is this your new thing?” Avery inquired politely.

“No.” Then, relenting, I said: “What gave it away?”

Avery smiled. She forked more salad into her mouth and chewed,
looking at me. “The way you hold it.”

“Well,” 1 said, taking a drag. “Not everybody can pick up a kale
habit.”

“I don’t even like kale,” Avery said.



For some reason, this struck me as funny; the cigarette was making me
lightheaded. “Why’re you eating it then?” I asked.

“The guy I'm seeing made this for me. He said I looked like I was
getting scurvy.” This I didn’t disagree with. She swallowed and made a
face. “Kale’s white people food.”

I laughed. I thought of the salad Wyman made me a few days ago;
purple veiny leaves that he called radicchio, slivers of almonds, a bright
splash of acidity. “I tend to agree,” I said, stubbing the Sonoma out.

L 3

Wyman switched off the lights, plunging the studio in total darkness. Then a
soft put-put. Purple bars of light beamed in a wide arc above our heads.
“Dark places are the varnish,” Wyman said, the handheld UV lamp glowing
in his hand. On the table at the center, the painting revealed itself, like the
ghostly prowl of a ship: the dark webbing, the cracks, became shining blue
filaments, and then an outline.

A young woman gazed out at us. Standing in front of a curtain, she
glanced over her shoulder, and now I began to dimly trace the fur-lined
lapel of her robe, falling down to reveal the swell of her belly. Sometime in
the last few weeks, Wyman had mended the torn canvas; a ripple of its
violence was still visible in the thin, hairline seam connecting like a
highway her long, ring-adorned fingers and the small, humble hill of her
breast, which they cupped.

Somebody wolf whistled. We all giggled.

Smiling, Wyman switched out the handheld UV lamp for a bulky
Nikon camera and began taking pictures. “Documentation,” he explained.
“As we begin conservation, we must provide an accounting of what we do
every day. Like an anthropologist taking field notes or a scientist creating
lab reports.” For a while, all we heard was the soft click of the camera.

Staring again at the girl, I remembered what Wyman had told us about
the painting’s prior owner. I imagined Bunny Reiss as some aging New
Orleans doyenne cooped up in her dilapidated beaux arts mansion with
paintings and trinkets everywhere, covered in a thin layer of dust and
cobwebs. Privately, Wyman had told me that he regretted showing his cards,
back in October; that he should’ve allowed us to come to our own



emotional truths about the painting, without the benefit of Wyman’s
hypothesis: that the painter was a woman.

But the more I looked, the more convinced I was that Wyman was
right. Unlike the other female nudes I’d studied in the book Wyman gave
me, the expression on the girl’s face wasn’t of surprise or fear or desire.
There was a frankness in her gaze, a self-possession. A strange sort of
power convalescing in her dark eyes. Here I am, she seemed to say.

With a sudden clap that made us jump, Wyman turned on the lights.

“Raking light photographs are just as important,” he said, pointing
with two fingers at the places in the painting illuminated, at a slant, by the
light. “Like a woman’s face in bare light, you see? Every freckle and
blemish is exposed.”

Turning to face us, Wyman crossed his arms. “Remember that
everything we do needs to be documented. Every day, no excuses. I take
this very seriously. The last time an apprentice forgot to take a photograph, I
fired him.”

After our break, Wyman turned off the lights again and we took turns
handling the UV camera while the laptop on the table populated with
densely colored images. Ringlets of hair, glowing in eerie green. The satin
sheen of a sleeve, in a bioluminescent blue. “Different types of varnish
fluoresce differently,” Wyman said, pacing back and forth around the table.
“Conservators from different time periods used the materials that were in
vogue. Rabbit glue, unfortunately, was popular in the nineteenth century,
which is why you see all these exit holes in the right corner. Wood beetles.”

“Professor Wyman?” Avery called out in the dark. “I have a question
about the pose. It’s pretty unusual, isn’t it?”

“I was going to say that too,” Esther said, nodding. “There’s
something Manet-like about it.”

Next to me, Meredith handed me the UV camera. Surprised by its
weight, I nearly dropped it. Large and unwieldy, with a million fiddly knobs
and levers, it was difficult to maneuver, much less while I struggled to keep
up with all the art-major references to mythological justifications, Manet
and Raphael, the bella donne theme. Suddenly I heard Wyman’s voice
behind me: “Those are all good points. Esther, the parallel you’ve drawn to
Raphael’s La Fornarina is interesting. It might be good to take a look at it.
Bring it up on your phone, won’t you?”



Then, lowering his voice so that he could be heard only within earshot,
Wyman said, “Interesting choice.”

I’d focused on a section of the curtain nobody had photographed yet,
snapping away. Half-intelligent response ready, I opened my mouth, but
something about the tone in Wyman’s voice made me pause. I was aware,
then, of how close he was standing to me. He smelled of pine soap and the
faintest trace of damp wool. Cocooned in darkness, Wyman and I just stood
there, the heat flowing through our bodies its own language.

“I’ve got it,” Meredith said after a long, still pause, and outside this
cocoon I was dimly aware of a textbook passed around, flipped to a glossy
reproduction. Whatever Wyman said next about Raphael’s La Fornarina, 1
can’t remember. Because his hand was on the small of my back, and I
could’ve told you the exact place between my fourth and fifth vertebrae that
his finger grazed my bare, hot skin.
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Chapter 12

My room was dark and empty when I returned. Most nights, I was so tired
by my back-to-back schedule that I immediately went to bed. But I couldn’t
sleep. I turned on the lights and sat at my desk, taking all my pencils out of
the red Stars Hollow mug and sharpening them to a fine point. Wood
shavings fell on the floor around me. My skin still tingled from the imprint
of Wyman’s hand.

What just happened? Did something happen? Was Professor Wyman
willing to risk it all in that dark, crowded room—his job, his reputation—
for me? Or was I just losing grip on reality, concocting stories in my head,
and on the internet, because I was so desperate for something to happen?

I texted Kayla Where are you? | NEED to talk to you.

Three ellipses, and then Kayla’s reply: Ohh?? I'm getting Speedy’s
with Callie right now. Want us to bring you back anything?

Annoyed, I put my phone down. It wasn’t just the pinprick of surprise
I felt that Callie and Kayla were somehow now hanging out—it was the fact
that men had always hit on Kayla with reckless abandon, and through all of
these harrowing ordeals—David, Henry—I’d stood offstage, there if she
needed me; and now that something had finally happened to me, Kayla was
off getting french fries in the drive-through with Callie.

My whole body felt feverish. I shot up and paced the room from my
bed to Kayla’s bed, then to the window overlooking the lightened quad. I
pried it open, letting in a chilly breeze that raised the little hairs on my
arms. Late on a Thursday night, the odd student or two were still on the
sidewalk, strapped with backpacks and bundled up in coats.

I’m not sure, exactly, how the thought entered my mind. Only that it
came as a whisper, a murmur. Could I? I wondered, and a shiver that had
nothing to do with the cold went down my spine.

There were, after all, thousands of strangers right at my fingertips,
who were audience tested, primed, the perfect demographic, truly, for a
dark, #morallygray professor.

We need to build an audience, Kayla had said. We need to give them a
story.

Well. It looked like I’d found that story.



2

I was typing away when Kayla came back around midnight, the smell of fry
oil wafting off her jacket and hair. She kicked off her faux-suede boots in
one corner of the room and tossed her jacket on the floor. Then she stood
over me at my desk and sipped noisily from her large Styrofoam cup. Pfffft.
Irritated, I looked up from my phone, where I had the Notes app open.
“Yeah?”

“What’s that?”

“A new post,” I said cautiously.

“Can I read it?”

“I’m not done yet.”

“What’s it about?”

“I’m not done yet.”

Kayla craned her neck toward the screen. “Why’s it so long?”

“I’m not done yet.”

“Fine, whatever.” Kayla plopped down on my bed and studied me with
those bright-green eyes, before pulling out her phone to watch YouTubers
give out money to homeless people. For a while, I continued writing, as
performative pledges of support, prompting real tears and laughter, played
on a loop. People love a Cinderella story, I remember thinking, thumbs
flying across the keyboard. Even if it’s exploitative.

By the time I was done, the sky was lightening outside, a pale ghostly
blue. Anxiously, I watched Kayla’s face as she read. “Well?” I demanded,
when she finally looked up again.

“Faith Thibodeaux,” she said slowly after a long pause. “You sneaky
little hypocrite.” Then, with the lightning strike of a grin, she said: “I’ve
never been more proud of you.”

Kayla cackled. I stared at her, then began cackling too.

“I knew it,” Kayla said triumphantly, socking me in the shoulder. “I
knew something was going on!”

Even now, our laughter still rings in my ears. Another sleepless night,
many years later, I stumbled across my draft Notes from that night, backed
up on an old hard drive. The post had long been deleted, but in one of these
Notes I’d written a logline, of sorts: From the moment she meets Professor
X—dark and brooding, cutting a solitary figure in the Observatory among



his books and paintings—Hannah is unafraid of taking risks, of putting
herself out there . . . and taking her followers along for the ride.

Something unreeled inside me, reading it. The bravado, the blind
optimism—I wasn’t sure if I wanted to hug my younger self, or slap her
across the face.

2,

The next afternoon, I waited on the bench outside Wyman’s office in
McClellan. Jiggling my foot anxiously, tugging down the black pleated
skirt, sent by a brand, that Kayla had tenderly insisted I wear that morning.
All T had to do, according to Kayla, was ask Wyman to get coffee. Just
bring it up. He’ll take care of the rest.

The itchy wool blend made the insides of my thighs clammy. In my
lap, my phone was lighting up with notifications from our post a few hours
ago: jach_00O liked your photo, dark.academia liked your photo,
graywolf 5649 liked your photo.. ..

Friday before the weekend, the Department was surprisingly busy.
Down the hallway, I heard students climbing up the creaky mahogany-
paneled stairs, saying hello to Peggy, the Department’s admin, who sat in
the middle of the octagonal common area reading her US Weekly, before
setting off in the direction of the warren-like maze of offices to the left or
right. Several of them passed by Wyman’s office, two girls and one boy, all
modelesque, with chiseled features and impossibly shiny hair. “Haven’t
seen him, have you?” the blond boy asked me; he had the rootless accent
I’d come to associate with international schools.

I shook my head.

“Of course,” the boy muttered, walking away, the clank of his boots
padded on the threadbare antique runner. “Of course, why would I ever
think he’d actually be there for office hours . . .”

Several long minutes later, I wanted to give up. This is stupid, 1
thought bitterly. We’d finally taken it too far, Kayla and I; wasn’t it enough
that we had Hannah Primrose, did we have to copilot the avatar of me, Faith
Thibodeaux, into the most cliché of situations too?

I stood up. My phone buzzed. Kayla was FaceTiming me; I ignored it.
Then she texted me. A string of nail polish emojis meant to stiffen my
resolve, along with the message: Don't you DARE chicken out!!



I plopped back down on the bench. And then I heard Professor
Wyman’s voice down the other end of the hallway, arguing about movies
with another voice, a female one I recognized. “I’ll have to rewatch it again,
then,” he was saying, as they rounded the corner. “I just couldn’t get over
the accent on, whatshisface—"

“Cary Grant?” Professor Hopper sounded amused. “Chuck, you might
be the only person in the world who thinks Cary Grant is some up-and-
coming actor.”

They’d just had lunch, clearly; Wyman had a Diet Coke in one hand,
and Professor Hopper was holding a takeout container with eggrolls inside.
At the sight of me sitting on the bench, something flashed in Wyman’s eyes,
a warning.

“Faith,” he said, and the courteous, public-facing tone in his voice
made my pulse leap. Kayla was right: This was fun. “I hope you haven’t
been kept waiting long.”

“Isn’t this your office hours?” I asked with a straight face.

Opening the office door across the hallway with her thicket of keys,
Professor Hopper chuckled: “She’s got you there.”

Wyman'’s office was unlocked; turning the doorknob, Wyman stepped
briskly into a large, spacious room with bookshelves lining one wall and
windows on the other, dappled in shadow from the bare branches of a tall
elm; islands of books and papers and binders floating on a sleek Italian
monstrosity of a desk; the distinct smell of bergamot and Windex. On a
little ceramic saucer perched on a book about Syrian funeral rites, there was
a damp used tea bag. He tossed his beat-up leather messenger on one of the
chairs.

Following him, I turned to close the door.

“Keep it open.”

There it was, that same warning. But when I looked into Wyman’s
eyes, they were warm, electric.

“Coffee?” I blurted out, at the same time that Wyman said, “Dinner?”

“Well,” Wyman said, after we both laughed, uneasily. “This escalated
quickly.”
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Chapter 13

The night I went to Wyman’s for dinner, I Googled How do you have sex?
After too many search results about ST1Is, I refined my question: How does
a woman have sex? The algorithm led me to a baffling number of articles
titled “How Do I Master the Woman-on-Top Position?”; “You Should Want
to Have Sex on the First Date”; “22 Women Attempt to Explain What Sex
Feels Like for Them”—the latter, strangely, was a Men’s Health article from
2003, and the responses ranged from “flying on a magic carpet” to “wet and
squishy, in a good way.” Perhaps unsurprisingly, the most helpful resource
on the internet was porn, and, for an hour while Kayla was out, I studied the
faces of porn stars as they cycled through various sexual positions,
wondering if that wide-eyed, pliant look was one I could pull off—probably
not. With a sickening flutter in my stomach, I thought of the proportions of
my face stretching in monstrous ways. I thought of wiry black hairs and
pore size and the folds in my stomach.

Kayla waved away my concerns. “Do you want to stay a virgin
forever?” Her lack of sentimentality, unvarnished and almost brusque,
didn’t surprise me: Kayla had lost her virginity at fourteen to a nineteen-
year-old senior in the back of his uncle’s van. She’d shrugged it off, saying
only that it was time. As if her virginity were like braces, something you
outgrow.

Earlier that day, I’d gotten coffee with Regina at North Grounds Café,
catching her at the end of her shift. I was worried she’d fire me or give me
another warning I was missing work. But Regina was in an effervescent
mood. “Don’t you dare ask me for the flower,” she joked as she pulled the
lever of the espresso machine to make me a free latte. Then, as if she
couldn’t resist, she made a little leaf in the foam. It wasn’t half bad.

“What’s got you in such a good mood?” I asked as we took seats by
the window. Regina took a sip of her iced Snapple and grinned widely.

“Don’t tell anyone because it’s not, like, official-official yet. But Nina
Sharma is coming to Harkness. She’s headlining some symposium the
Snark Review is hosting. And they’ve asked me to be her student escort.”
Regina squealed. “Nina freakin’ Sharma! I’m going to tell her that I’'m
applying for their internship program.”



Nina Sharma was a household name, famous for her work on SNL and
The Daily Show. She was also class of 1995. “That’s amazing, Regina!” 1
said. “I had no idea you—"

“Wanted to be a comedian?” Regina asked, twisting her Snapple
bottle, energized. “I mean, I think I’m funny, but what I really want to do is
be a showrunner one day. And I don’t have any connections, so getting into
an internship at SNL would be everything.”

“That’s amazing,” I said again, but this time it came out more hollow. I
was aware, even then, that I felt threatened, but it wasn’t because I wanted
to meet Nina Sharma or be a comedian. It was because Regina, at eighteen
years old, knew exactly who she wanted to be. I had absolutely no fucking
clue.

At the pause in the conversation, Regina laughed nervously. “Maybe
it’s cringe to go around telling people I think I’m funny.”

“You’re one of the funniest people I know,” I said. I meant it.

“Thanks,” Regina said, blushing.

We spent the rest of the hour just catching up, gossiping about our
coworkers. Regina asked me about my classes and Alpha Rho, but I kept it
superficially light: “Come December, they’ll have to unbury me in the
Stacks. They’ll be nothing but beef jerky in my stomach, and I’ll be found
clutching my Microeconomics textbook.”

Regina laughed, but a furrow appeared between her brows. “Listen,
I’1l be in the library after dinner tonight. A bunch of us at Snark Review are
going to snag one of the good tables on the second floor. Why don’t you
join us?”

Maybe, I told her. But already I knew that I wouldn’t show up; I
wouldn’t take her up on the invite. College was the time to make the friends
you’d have for the rest of your life; a singular time for it, in fact. Wandering
down to the food hall to get Froyo one Friday afternoon, instead of going to
the gym or sunning on the Green, might’ve meant that Colleen from
Mobile, Alabama, would be the maid of honor at your wedding fifteen years
later, as opposed to someone else. Like back then we were all just floating
atoms, colliding into each other, random and haphazard. At least that’s what
I tell myself.

“I’ll text you later,” I told Regina, saying goodbye outside the café. I
wouldn’t. Instead, I shaved that night in the shower and applied a blackhead



strip and drew the wings of my eyeliner, flicking it just so at the ends. When
I was ready, I drank a beer with Kayla. We clinked cans.
“Go get ’em, tiger,” Kayla said.

8,

I took the bus almost an hour outside of Franklin, down the four-lane
shopping mecca that had the Bed Bath & Beyond and the Hampton Inn and
the Target and the Cracker Barrel and the Waffle House, past smaller and
successively larger townships—American flags fluttering off poles in
driveways, fire departments, empty track fields lit up at night—until the
two-lane road became a ribbon of smooth black asphalt, and, Franklin’s bus
system sputtering to a halt, I was unceremoniously dropped off on the side
of the road by a field. As the doors clattered shut, I pulled up Wyman’s
email and put the address he gave me in Maps. Night was falling; his house
was still nearly a mile away.

Half an hour later, I was out of breath, having walked by the black
oval sign set back from the road twice without noticing it. Live Oaks Farm,
it read in pretty gold trim.

It was chilly, dark, my breath fogging in front of my face as I balled
my hands in the sleeves of my sweatshirt and walked up the long, winding
driveway in the woods to Wyman’s house. I passed by a large, leaves-
strewn pond with a dock; a garden with a gazebo; and long, narrow pits
filled with fine pebbles—bocce courts, I’d learn later on. By the time I
spotted a light-green Prius parked by a red barn—the only visible sign I was
on a farm—I had stripped off my sweatshirt and tied it around my waist.

Beyond in a clearing, surrounded by gigantic live oaks, Wyman’s
house floated into view.

“Wow,” I breathed out.

All glass and sleek wood, painted a deep aubergine, Wyman’s house
looked not unlike a spaceship, its curved contours and lighted planes
winking out at me in the dark. Where was the door? I wondered, with a
flare of self-consciousness, and right then ground lights flickered in front of
me, lighting the pathway up flagstone steps. “Faith!” Wyman called, his
voice carrying from the pavilion above.

Climbing up, I saw Wyman, smiling broadly. Italian linen shirt ruffling
lightly in the night breeze, jeans splotched with paint, and barefoot, Wyman



stood at the top step, holding a glass of red wine. He frowned. Taking
measure of my flushed, sweaty face, he exclaimed: “Good God, Faith. Did
you walk here?”

I wished I hadn’t gotten fancy with the eyeliner. “I took the bus,” 1
explained.

“Sorry,” Wyman said, shaking his head. “I would’ve insisted you take
a cab.”

My jaw dropped when Wyman led me past the tall window-topped
doors and into the foyer. The black-and-white-tiled floors were lined with
beige globes of Japanese bonsai, the fireplace (one of five in the house)
crackled with real logs. A Venus-like statue lounged in a sensual pose on the
marble entry table. Instantly, I thought of Kayla. For a moment, my fingers
reached instinctively for my phone; then I caught myself.

“Can I take your coat?” Wyman asked, holding out his hand.

Too late, we both realized his mistake. A deep, embarrassed flush crept
up my neck as I looked down at the Paradise High sweatshirt tied around
my waist. I loosened the arms and gave it to Wyman in a warm bundle.
“Forgot my jacket,” I told him, with a bright, carefree laugh. My first lie of
the evening; I didn’t own one.
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Even thinking about it now, with all the places I’ve been, all the
Architectural Digest videos I’ve envy watched on nights when I couldn’t
sleep (so many actresses in LA with “farmhouse” homes), I still think it was
the most beautiful house I’d ever seen. The curved walls, almost shell-like
in their folds and ridges; the starkly lit Japanese bonsai in every room; the
floor-to-wall windows a canvas of green in the summer, and linear light in
the winter.

Leading me into the open living area, Wyman kept up a running
commentary: The house was originally built in the style of a Scottish
hunting lodge. The black marble slab for the kitchen island was imported
from Italy and had to be airlifted by a crane through the skylight. He’d
designed it himself, yes, to be like a treehouse in the woods.

I didn’t know anything about architecture; I’d grown up living in
double-wides where the only choices were beige or tan. Many years later, I
now see Wyman’s delusion, hidden as it was that night behind terms—



cantilevers, seagrass—and dates—1962, 2001—thrown out with such
dizzying ease, I felt like I was in another one of his lectures. It takes a
special kind of delusion, after all, to turn an eighteenth-century Scottish
hunting lodge into a modernist, state-of-the-art home in the woods; to haul
out thirty tons of dirt and open it up to light and air, when he could’ve just
bought an empty plot of land. But Wyman always liked a project.

“This is cool,” I said, stopping to examine a patchwork quilt made out
of refurbished metals that hung above the large fireplace.

“A Serbian artist made that, out of cans her grandmother collected
during the war,” Wyman replied. “Everything I bring into my home has to
pass a test: Is it beautiful or interesting?”

I felt his dark eyes on me. “Can’t they be both?”

“Sometimes,” Wyman said.

He poured me a glass of the red he had open, and I drank it by the real
crackling fireplace while Wyman chopped parsley on a butcher-block
cutting board, and checked on the roast in the oven. My cheeks warming
from the wine, I looked around, trying to build upon my arsenal of
knowledge of Wyman as a person, but behind the glossy carapace of good
taste there was nothing of him: no clutter, no photographs, not even so
much as a stack of unopened mail.

Wyman came over to me, leaning close to refill my glass. “Let’s eat.”

The formal dining room was off a dim gallery lined with abstract
paintings, violent splatters of color spotlighted by recessed halogen bulbs;
bringing in our plates and glasses, I almost made the mistake of asking
Wyman why they were pointed the wrong direction. “Where are the rest of
your paintings?” I asked, as I set our plates down on a massive cedar-
planked table that could’ve easily sat sixteen.

“Were you expecting Starry Night?” Wyman teased. He filled our
water glasses and placed them, to my dismay, at the heads of the table.

“No.” Without missing a beat, I followed his lead with the plates,
bringing them down with a clatter. “Just most of the stuff I’ve seen is
contemporary. I just figured you’d have more paintings.”

“At one point I had a Titian down here, and quite a good Rembrandt.”
Sitting down, Wyman began carving the roast. “They’re back in New York.
The insurance to keep them in Louisiana was astronomical.”

We had lamb for dinner, with roast baby potatoes and salad. The meat
left trails of red on my plate. Strangely, Wyman was quiet, almost taciturn,



as we ate. His loquaciousness from earlier had evaporated, and I was
tempted to throw out bathroom tile or renovation just to prevent a total
lapse into silence. Ten feet away, with nothing but the stirring strings of
Vivaldi’s Winter between us, Wyman seemed farther than he’d ever been. I
missed the casual intimacy with which he’d made me cacio e pepe in the
Observatory, our bamboo plates and knees knocking into each other under
the table.

A shudder of a thought came over me. Maybe he’s made up his mind
about me. Maybe I’m not interesting or beautiful.

“You know,” Wyman said, breaking the silence. “You never told me
your thoughts. On the book I loaned you.”

A book? Had I really taken an hour-long bus to his house just to talk
about a book? Grabbing the stem of my glass, I pulled it toward me, jerkier
than I intended, and wine sloshed out of its side. Fuck it. Boldly, I polished
off the glass and got up to refill. “There’s too many Picassos in the world,” I
said, grabbing the bottle off the long narrow table that only later would I
know to call a credenza. “Like, did they really have to give him a Blue
Period and a Rose Period? Seems a tad excessive.”

“I take it you disagree with the Met’s curators?” Wyman sounded
amused.

“No offense.” I stole a glance at him. “I know you—"

“Succeeded, as a man, a long line of male curators who headed the
Met’s European Paintings Department. Trust me, I have no excuse. Though
I will say, I was personally responsible for the Met not acquiring three Rose
Period paintings during my tenure.” Wyman raised his glass. “But my
reasons were less than noble.”

We drank. “My father owned the three paintings,” he said. “And
setting aside the pesky issue of conflicts, I didn’t want to give my father the
imprimatur he so cravenly wanted.”

Sitting back down, the angles of the room tilted. “Why?” I asked.

“Why what?”

“Why do you hate your father?”

Wyman laughed. “That’s a very personal question,” he said. For a
moment I thought he’d fall back into a stony silence. But he looked less
angry than thoughtful. “Both my father and grandfather were great
collectors. Antiquities and European art, for my grandfather. Very, very
famous collection. When he died, my father inherited the collection—or



perhaps I should say, the collection inherited him.” He took another sip and
grimaced. “But you see, priceless art and children don’t mix. Growing up,
whole rooms were off-limits to me and my siblings. We mustn’t do this. We
mustn’t do that. We must be custodians,” he intoned in a mocking tone of
voice.

“Once, when I was ten or eleven, my friends and I snuck into my
father’s study. We lit a fire to make s’mores. The chimney must’ve not been
cleaned for a while, because all this smoke came pouring out. A rare
landscape by Rembrandt was damaged. Not irreparably, but damaged. I was
punished.”

“That must’ve been very hard,” I said after a long pause. Then—I
couldn’t help it—I stifled a giggle. I was drunk.

Wyman’s mouth dropped open. “Are you laughing at me?”

“No, no, I'm sure it was hard.” I tried to keep a straight face. “Is it,
like, hard to find a support group?”

After a stunned moment Wyman laughed out loud. “You’re really
something, you know that?” he said admiringly.

“Hey,” 1 said, feeling more relaxed than I had all evening. “Some kids
have to make their s’mores in the microwave. Like me,” I said, with a quirk
of a smile. “I’ve never had s’mores all proper over a fire.”

“Wait,” Wyman said. “Really?”

L

Balancing his wineglass with one hand, and in the other one of the bamboo
skewers we used during Conservation Club, Wyman leaned toward the
crackling fire in the dark living room, brow furrowed in concentration.
Jumping back, he swore. “Clearly I haven’t done this in a while,” he said,
his second marshmallow catching on fire.

“The tip of the flame is the hottest part.” My marshmallow was
perfect: crispy on the outside, slightly smoking as I took it out. Leaning on
my knees, I grabbed two squares of graham crackers off the plate on the
low-slung coffee table. Tipsy, Wyman and I had opened and closed all the
cabinets in his kitchen—quite a few, as it turned out—looking for them,
Wyman texting his housekeeper when all we could find were gluten-free
ones, which we both seemed to find deeply funny.



They aren’t bad, 1 thought, nibbling off a corner. A little stale, but the
chocolate made up for it. Even Wyman’s chocolate was fancy, with flakes
of sea salt that dissolved on my tongue.

“Have it with the Malbec.” Wyman sank his knees down on the floor,
close to me. Truthfully, I didn’t need any more wine, but I took a sip from
his glass. By the fire, his face was nothing but peaks and valleys. “Much
more interesting than the cab sav we had for dinner,” he said. “Can you
tell?”

There it was again, that word interesting. Wyman’s gaze was now rapt,
congratulatory. I’d risen to the occasion brilliantly, playing off his
sullenness, teasing him, cajoling him out of his shell. But it hadn’t been me,
really; I’d been pretending to be somebody else.

Because who else did I know in my life who was beautiful and
interesting? Who I could flicker into existence so easily, as if for years I'd
been waiting offstage, an understudy rehearsing her lines?

As Faith, I would’ve pretended to like wine. But Hannah wouldn’t.
“No.” I shrugged. “Not really.”

Wyman’s dark eyes gleamed. He grinned. “Sometimes I wonder if not
everyone needs a Harkness education. You know yourself so fully, Faith.
What else can anyone teach you? It’s refreshing.”

I almost laughed at the irony.

“You sound like my best friend from back home. She didn’t want me
to come to Harkness.”

“Well. For what it’s worth, I’'m glad you did.”

I met Wyman’s gaze. And then I looked down to see Wyman’s fingers,
lightly resting on the back of my hand. It was strange: how hyperaware I
was of the slight tremble in my hand; of the hairs, surprisingly fine and
blond, that ran the length of his knuckles; of the way our breathing slowed
down to the same cadence. Yet, at the same time, I felt far, far away. Like I
was back in 403D, watching a scene on Love Yacht unfold on my laptop.

“You can tell me if this is okay,” he prompted.

I swallowed hard, nodded.

“I need you to say it,” he said, not unkindly.

“I like it,” I said. Wyman didn’t look convinced, so I slid a few inches
toward him. He pulled me the rest of the way, until I was sitting in his lap,
our noses touching. By then, the tremble in my hand had extended to the
rest of my body—a gross betrayal, I thought, one of surely many that night.



“You’re shaking,” he said. “Are you cold?”

Images flitted through my mind: my cotton bra falling on the floor,
white and grubby; the sour smell of my dried sweat and the pale stubble on
my underarms. Was it true that virgins bleed? 1 wondered with sudden,
panicking urgency. Why hadn’t I Googled that?

I heard Kayla’s voice then. That’s your problem. You think too much.
“I’m fine,” I said; then I kissed him.

L3

Sitting on the edge of the bed, I watched Wyman unbuckle his belt. The
flickering candle in his bedroom cast long shadows on the starched white
sheets and up the wood beams. Awash in the amber glow, Wyman’s chest
looked darker than dark, an exaggeration of manliness, like something out
of a paperback romance. He was in good shape. Any hint of age—a slight
concavity in the sternum, some sagging of skin—was well hidden by thick,
coarse hair.

I was still fully clothed.

Wyman walked over to my side of the bed. I looked up at him, and his
hand cupped my face. His eyes were warm, almost liquid, but there was a
flicker of shrewd intelligence. “The best models were larger girls,” Wyman
said. “Botticelli, Titian, Renoir. Their models had bodies that could express
movement. And their skin had this luminosity, this quality of reflecting
light. Like you.”

I took his fingers and kissed them. Then I peeled off my sweater, my
pants, my bra. Until I was only in my Gap underwear, humble but still
carefully chosen. The pale-blush pink reminded me of the gauzy, tulle skirts
in Degas’s ballerina paintings.

Wyman knelt down. Starting with my fingers, then the inside of my
wrist, up the length of my arm, covered in goose bumps, to my left nipple,
he kissed me. I liked the sensations, but I was also scared—scared by how
quickly the kisses escalated, scared by his fingers, darting in and out of me,
going deeper than I’d ever gone.

“I want to feel you,” Wyman whispered. “Is that okay?”

Underneath the weight of him, I nodded. I thought of what I’d read on
the internet, all those articles about weird STIs. But then, slowly, Wyman



was inside me while I said nothing. I heard myself making these little
noises.

When he was fully inside me, Wyman kissed my forehead lightly. I felt
something, then: a vibration, an echo. Not quite like flying on a carpet, but
not nothing either. I put my hand against the wall above me, which felt
impossibly cool.

“I should’ve asked you before. But are you a virgin? It’s not a big deal,
either way.”

“That’s a very personal question,” I threw back. But when I saw the
look on Wyman'’s face, I quickly said I wasn’t. It was my second lie of the
evening.
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Chapter 14

I woke up to an empty bed. Next to me on the nightstand was a glass of
water. The ice had melted to a few slivers. Light slanted in from the
window, which didn’t even have curtains, but opened up to a small terrace,
with a view of the treetops, and just beyond, in the distance, the brown flat
surface of the Mississippi.

Shrugging on my sweater, I slipped into the hallway and padded down
the floating stairs. There was the wafting smell of coffee, but Wyman was
not in the kitchen or the living room. The butcher-block cutting board,
wiped clean, was leaning on a drying rack, and all traces of last night’s
mess—graham cracker crumbles, sticky residues of burned marshmallow—
were gone.

My phone buzzed in the pocket of my sweater. Kayla was FaceTiming
me.

For a second I thought of letting Kayla’s face just disappear, of turning
my phone off and exploring the rest of the house as I let moments from last
night wash over me: the salty tang of the chocolate; the strange guttural
noises, and the tiny fleck of blood I found on my underwear after. For a
little while longer, I just wanted those moments to be mine. But then, if
Kayla hadn’t been goading me into action up until I got on that bus
yesterday, would this—whatever this was—have happened at all?

I answered.

“Dude, I’ve been texting you all morning. Are you alive?”

“Shit,” I said, noticing the time on my phone. It was past noon. “I slept
in.”

“Wait. Are you still there?”
I swept the camera to show Kayla the kitchen, the living room, the
curve of the walls even more spectacular during the day, chasing the light.

“Holy shit. The fuck kind of professor is this guy?”

I flipped the camera back. How strange, 1 thought, looking at the
mixture of jealousy and wonder fight for control over my friend’s face. How
strange for Kayla to be looking at me on the screen for once.

Before we hung up, Kayla told me to take photos. “Lots of them,”
Kayla said briskly. “Our posts tonight are going to be legit.”
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With still no sign of Wyman anywhere, I wandered from room to room. An
interloper, I felt like those little kids at the Met Museum as I paused to run
my fingers on a Ming dynasty cabinet, to sit on a couch and admire a de
Kooning. Every now and then I took out my phone, glancing around to
check that I was alone. Then I quickly snapped a photo.

A sharp, illicit thrill mingled with guilt. Last night, while Wyman
rummaged in his drawer for a flannel shirt to loan me, he mentioned that,
out of all his homes, the Franklin one was the most special. “Architectural
Digest keeps calling my publicist. But it’s good, I think, to keep some
things sacred.” He threw the flannel at me, with a coy smile. “You know,
some of my closest friends haven’t even been here.”

Here I was, standing in my socks and taking photos for Hannah’s feed
later. No better or worse, I rationalized, than a tourist at the Palace of
Versailles or Mount Everest. After all, there was no guarantee I’d ever be
back here.

On a cube-like coffee table, I picked up a small sculpture of a woman
kneeling with a fan, scarcely the size of my thumb. He liked East Asian art,
Wyman. I picked it up and quickly snapped away.

I heard Wyman'’s voice behind me. “Enjoying the self tour?”

Startled, I turned. Wyman was in black running attire, holding two
steaming mugs of coffee. Cheeks burning, I stuffed my phone deep in my
pockets.

“I don’t mind, you know,” Wyman said, smiling slightly. “Take all of
the pictures you want. I’'m just glad you can appreciate the tchotchkes of an
old man.”

I blushed. “You’re not old.”

Wyman cocked his head. “Well, I turned fifty recently. Ghastly affair.
We’re talking toasts, speeches, the whole nine yards. When they start
memorializing you, that’s when you know you’re cooked.”

Strangely, it was only then I was reminded of that bare,
incontrovertible fact: As much as I felt guilty that I was using Wyman, he
was also, of course, using me. I wondered, suddenly, if Wyman had slept
with other students in the past.

Something must’ve shown on my face, because Wyman frowned. “Are
you okay, Faith?”



“Fine.” I grabbed one of the cups of coffee from Wyman and wrapped
my hands around its heat.

He smiled. “Remember what I told you the night we met? Your face
shows everything.”

“Fine,” I said again. “Is this—" I paused, then started over. “Have you

3

“Slept with any students before?” Wyman finished, looking into my
eyes. “I dated a graduate student of mine years ago. It didn’t work out, but
we’re amicable. Since then, no. Not until you.”

Disarmed—I hadn’t expected him to answer me honestly—all I could
say was, “Cool.”

Wyman smiled, a real smile this time. “Cool,” he said.

He asked me if I liked eggs and pastries for breakfast and told me that
he could drop me off on campus after. But right before we left the room to
head toward the kitchen, I looked over my shoulder to see Wyman, still
standing there, frowning at the small sculpture, which I’d set hastily on the
coffee table. Wyman leaned down in an almost furtive crouch, and tilted it
back to its original position.

8,

That night, Kayla and I posted. We decided to do four posts, uploaded
within seconds of each other. Maximum exposure. The Instagram
equivalent of flashing a room. The captions practically wrote themselves,
and altogether they made up a twenty-four-hundred-word story with a
beginning, middle, and end. It combined all the elements that Hannah
Primrose was known for—a storybook setting, quirky details, a pithy, self-
aware narration—but, by the time Hannah showed up at her art history
professor’s home, breathless and sweaty (To Be Continued . . . 2/4 was the
cliff-hanger), it had something all the other captions I’d written lacked:
Honesty. Verve. Chutzpah.

Kayla cackled, looking over my drafts in Notes. “This is messy and
unhinged,” she said. “In the best way possible.”

The photos hung over the narrative like the perfect black dress. There
was a selfie Kayla took a few days ago in the car with Callie, her face
aglow with the orange light from the streetlamps like something out of a
dreamy Hong Kong film. There was a close-up of a gold-and-pearl bracelet



glittering on Kayla’s wrist—it was sent from one of those brands that was
just two feminine names mashed together (Taylor Rose, Brandy Lane) and
cheap and gold plated, but, on Kayla, it looked real. And then, pulling it all
together, casting its glow of vérité, was the photo I’d snapped of the tiny
sculpture of the woman kneeling with the fan. We’d come a long way from
posting Lilly Pulitzer dupes dug out of the bargain bin of Goodwill.

It was two in the morning by the time the post was live. We collapsed,
giggling, on my rumpled bedsheets. “Is it monstrous of me to want to check
already?” Kayla asked, staring at the ceiling.

I held my phone up to my face, logging out of Hannah’s account and
logging in to my own. Looking at the posts on my feed, I felt light,
effervescent—those were my words, white against the black, and somehow
the fact that they were for Hannah’s tens of thousands of followers made it
all more real, made me more real. I felt flushed and at ease, like last night
had crystallized, hardening into something brilliant and shiny and
impenetrable.

L 3

I woke up the next day, my mood effervescent from the dream I’d had:
Wyman was driving me in his light-green Prius to a boutique in Greenville,
where the sales assistants took away my Paradise High sweatshirt, pinching
at its ratty sleeve in disdain. As a white-gloved man wheeled in racks on
racks of designer clothes like in some TLC makeover show, Wyman,
pulling me into an embrace, said, Your face shows everything. You know
that, right?

Words still ringing in my ears, I ate a dry bowl of Cheerios on my bed.
Next to me, Kayla slept. She’d fallen asleep in my bed, burying herself so
tightly in my comforter, I was pushed to the edge.

I checked my phone, wondering if Wyman had emailed me. A casual
That was fun last night or even an I’ll see you later today, weighted with
meaning. But the only email I’d gotten since yesterday was from Michelle,
about a charity bake sale. I felt a flutter of disappointment in my stomach,
but then I reminded myself that it was Thursday. All I had to do was get
through my classes, my late afternoon shift, and I’d see him that night at the
Observatory.



For the rest of the morning I felt suspended in that dream, as if in a
bubble, stopping by North Grounds Café on my way to class, and treating
myself to a latte; chirping hello to every Alpha Rho I saw on campus,
including Danielle; donating five dollars to the Habitat for Humanity
volunteers who were fundraising for a trip to Honduras in front of
Shearman Library.

The bubble burst in Microeconomics. My midterm, handed back to me
with a giant D— in red ink. “Come see me after class,” Professor Sullivan
said.

In her office, Professor Sullivan listened, poker-faced, as I pleaded for
extra credit. “I’m sorry,” she said, shaking her head. “This is college.
There’s no extra credit here.”

“I might lose my scholarship,” I said, struggling to keep my voice
from rising. “It isn’t because I haven’t been studying, I have. I just—"

“I understand perfectly,” Professor Sullivan cut me off. “But the
answer is still no. Things tend to work themselves out, you’ll see. Just focus
on finals.” She gave me a watery smile, then shuffled some papers on her
desk—my cue to go.

When I was in the doorway, she called out: “Fiona?”

I turned. Professor Sullivan stared up at me from her desk and smiled
tightly. There was a smudge of berry lipstick on her front tooth. “There’s no
shame in switching majors,” she said. “Not everybody is suited for
Economics.”

L3

“She said what?” Regina put down the saltshaker with a clatter, setting off a
miniature earthquake among the other shakers huddled on the tray. A sign
that she was truly pissed; Regina was a hard worker, always go, go, go on
our shifts. A few weeks ago Quan sliced her thumb on the deli slicer, blood
spurting everywhere, and I’d watched Regina calmly throw a handful of
cheese on an omelet before turning the stove off and getting the first aid kit.

“She also called me Fiona,” I said dryly.

“That’s fucked.” Regina adopted a vaguely British voice: “Not
everybody has what it takes. Like, hello? You’re a freshman. You’re not
even done with the class yet and she’s saying this shit.”



“Yeah, well. I’ve got a D and I’m actually trying, so maybe she’s
doing me a favor.” I wasn’t sure why, exactly, I was defending Professor
Sullivan, but Regina’s indignity on my behalf didn’t sit right. Regina
understood what it meant if I lost my scholarship, but her plainspokenness
was an antidote, quick and bracing, to the tendency I had to cling to
romantic notions in my head. I knew that Harkness was not that glossy
brochure Mrs. Pierce had given me all those months ago. But with finals
around the corner, Professor Sullivan’s indifference—her dismissal of me
out of her office, like a piece of gum stuck under her sensible heels—felt
like a resounding crack in the foundation.

I was now desperate to see Wyman. He, at least, saw something in me,
had told me I had what it takes to be a conservator. (The fact that I’d slept
with him, I told myself, was irrelevant.) During my shift, I kept checking
the time. Two hours until I see Wyman . . . One hour . . . Thirty minutes . . .

Finally, it was a quarter to eight.

Perhaps it says something about me that right after I left Professor
Sullivan’s office, I went to the only clothing store on Main Street, where I
bought a single pair of lacy black panties for thirty-two dollars. My shift
over, I went into the bathroom in the basement of FoCo. In the stall, I
wriggled down my jeans, took off my Fruit of the Loom underwear and
balled it up in my backpack; then I tore the tags off the panties and slipped
them on.

I was washing my hands when I heard the ping on my phone.
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Chapter 15

From: Wyman, C.

To:

Subject: Canceled Tonight

All, my apologies for the last-minute notice but an
emergency came up at one of the galleries. We'll
reconvene next week. Best, Professor Wyman

I was surprised, hurt, but mostly confused. It was possible, of course, that
Wyman’s abrupt change of plans had nothing to do with me. But he hadn’t
sent me a separate email either. He could have, but he chose not to. Even
then, I knew enough to know that.

Sprinting down the steps outside the dining hall, I rummaged in my
backpack for that pack of Sonomas—only to run smack-dab into Kayla.
“There you are,” she exclaimed, flicking her ponytail over her shoulder. She
was dressed to go out, in a burgundy velvet minidress with thick tights and
a long plaid double-breasted coat—the tights were mine and the coat, I
didn’t want to know. Her eyes alighted on the pack in my hand. “Thief!”
She swatted my arm playfully. “I’ve been looking for those.”

I laughed, momentarily startled out of my self-loathing by Kayla’s
sheer audacity. Here she was in my tights—Iiving my life at Harkness—and
she was giving me a hard time for taking a pack of cigarettes. “What’s so
funny?” she demanded.

“Nothing,” I replied. “What’re you doing here?”

Kayla’s eyes gleamed. “We’re celebrating, baby.”
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We walked across town to a bar just past the train tracks, the kind of bar
with no windows and neon signs and Budweiser banners fluttering against
the beige siding. Inside, the clinking of pool balls and artificial pings from
the video poker machines muffled the lonesome swoosh of long-haulers
speeding down the overpass. As soon as we walked in, Kayla wedged
herself in the line of flannel shirts at the bar. “How’re you doing?” She



beamed at the man with the mullet on her left who stared hard at her over
the rim of his glass. Then she winked at me over her shoulder. “First
round’s on me!”

“Wait,” I said, slowly putting two and two together.

Dazed, I'd simply followed Kayla, who insisted we skip the usual
places around campus—the vaguely Asian restaurant where Harkness
students could get sake bombs without ID, the fancy “tavern” that served
foie gras burgers. I hadn’t even thought to ask until now.

I stared at Kayla. “How’d you know I’d be free tonight?”

“I saw his email come in on your laptop.” Kayla leaned her elbow on
the bar. “Hurricanes or Long Islands?”

“You read my emails?”

Kayla rolled her eyes. “No, I saw that email. I was watching
something on your laptop while you were at work. What’s the big deal?”

Earlier, I’d considered replying to Wyman’s email. Something flirty
(Too bad . . .) or purposefully formal (Good luck with everything!) but, as
usual, I did nothing. At the thought of Kayla witnessing these abject
attempts at connection, my stomach curdled. “Don’t read my emails,” I
snapped, but I was cut off by the pink-haired bartender in a Henley shirt and
baggy cargo pants. “Baby girl!” she exclaimed, leaning over the bar to give
Kayla a high five. Kayla shrieked her name—Lexus, or maybe it was Lexie
—and within seconds we had two lemon drops on the house. I turned to
Kayla, surprised. “You’re a regular.”

Kayla raised one eyebrow, all snark. “I’m just memorable.” She lifted
her shot glass up. “Here’s to going after what you want. And to officially
hitting one hundred thousand followers.”

The post last night got 121,567 likes and 832 comments—the most
engagement we’d gotten, ever. Before uploading, I’d taken some
precautions: unfollowing Hannah from my account, blocking the Alpha
Rhos. Double- and triple-checking, as always, that there were no geotags,
no hashtags, no familiar landmarks—nothing to draw my classmates’
attention to the account. My caution amused Kayla. These trust fund kids
are too busy Snapchatting their weekends in the Hamptons. Why would they
pay attention to us? But it didn’t hurt to be careful, I thought, especially as
followers, new and old, flocked to the comments:

We need to talk more about age-gap relationships



You're so real for posting about this. | like older men too
Favorite main character, unlocked v/

We were on the cusp of something, we could both feel it.

Still, throwing back the shot, tasting the sweet gasoline of its warmth
slide down my throat, why couldn’t I feel happy?

“What’s wrong?” Kayla asked me, after she got us a round of mai tais,
garnished with paper parasols and syrupy cherries. Sipping from her straw,
she looked at me closely. “Don’t tell me you’re actually upset about him.”

“Of course not.” 1 looked away, studying the broad back of the man
with the mullet, the exact shade of his flannel. Verdigris, a touch of Prussian
blue.

“Good.” Kayla nodded. “Because who cares if Professor X or W or
whatever doesn’t want to see you again? We at least got a good story out of
it. We’re getting tons of new followers. And, you know, you got laid. It was
never going to be anything but that. Right?”

I took a sip of my drink. “Right,” I said.
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I spent the weekend in the Stacks at a carrel wedged between a classroom
skeleton and a wall of nineteenth-century medical texts. I had five exams
and two papers to write. Sometimes Callie joined me. In her father’s
raggedy Columbia sweatshirt and black leggings she called her studying
pants, Callie would appear like a disheveled, but briskly efficient, fairy:
clutching her Starbucks, dropping off her books with a heavy sigh, pressing
into my palm—with an exaggerated wink—a blue pill or two. At night we
got dinner with Kayla—salads from the dining hall or Chinese takeout,
which we ate in our room watching Survivor, Callie’s favorite show (“It
literally created reality TV!”), but Kayla and I both agreed it had all the
appeal of a PowerPoint. “The strategy is what makes Survivor the longest-
running reality show ever,” Callie would argue, her high school debate
skills out in full force. “Love Yacht is just stupid people hooking up with
stupid people.”
“Exactly,” Kayla would say, brandishing an egg roll at Callie.



“They’re not just stupid people,” I’d add with a straight face. “They’re
stupid attention whores.”

Kayla added gravely, “The human condition is complex.”

“I give up,” Callie would say, throwing up her hands. Then Kayla and
I would exchange sly looks, grinning. It was fun ganging up on Callie, who
accepted our ribbing with cheerful resignation, as if we were siblings and
she was a distant cousin, accepted into our fold but unfamiliar with our
games.

“Kayla, where are all your books?” Callie asked one night in a
laughing, skeptical tone of voice as she surveyed the ring light on Kayla’s
desk, the highlighters and primers and plastic trays of false eyelashes—not
a single book on Freud in sight.

There was a pause—a small one, almost undetectable, seconds ticking
away in a kind of exquisite agony—and then Kayla laughed. Doubling
down, she shrugged and said: “Buying books is for suckers.” Kayla always
knew how to dilute her lies with the truth.

L 3

Wyman canceled again on Tuesday—he still wasn’t back from New York,
Peggy informed us—and then I skipped Conservation that Thursday, instead
spending the night in the library hunkered down among my Econ textbooks.
I hadn’t heard from Wyman all week. His silence was resounding,
illuminating, almost cleansing—it stripped me down to the core truth: I'd
slept with my professor, and that was it. Humped and dumped, as they say.
The story was over. C’est fini.

Too bad. Hannah’s followers wanted more, more, more. The posts
about Hannah’s art history professor were eight days ago—ancient news as
far as Instagram was concerned—and still, people were hearting,
commenting, tagging; debating Hannah’s choices in the comments, a war
erupting over May—December romances (as anyone over the age of fifty
called them) or age-gap relationships (anyone who listened to Lana Del
Rey); sending DMs: Are you okay? Shouldn’t you know better? Watch out—
he’s taking advantage of you!; quoting sentences and repackaging them as
memes, retweets; Instagram reels of girls mouthing the words, like they
were lyrics to a Taylor Swift song. The most popular line, by far, was this
one: Maybe an older man is like a Marlboro Red—we’re told so often, in so



many ways, that it’s so bad for you that giving in to the craving actually
feels pretty good. 1f it wasn’t so goddamn long, Kayla said, we could’ve put
it on T-shirts, sold them as merch.

We’d posted on Monday and Wednesday, returning to our old standby
formula—a liberal dose of dark academia, stirred with a sprinkle of snark—
but the posts felt throwaway, contrived, a sophomore album falling flat.
Followers commented: What’s happening with the professor? When are you
seeing him? We want more mess!

So it was underneath the crushing rejection of that week, the whorl of
thoughts spiraling into hurt, then shame, I surprised myself by feeling this
too: the twinge of professional disappointment.

I studied for my Microeconomics final until nine that night, then took
a break to smoke a cigarette and pick up dinner at North Grounds Café,
which had to-go options that were slightly elevated from the trays of days-
old sushi and clumps of chicken salad on lettuce in the library’s vending
machines. The café was crowded for late on a Thursday, a long line
stretching out the door. Picking up a pesto chicken on focaccia from the
refrigerator, I looked at the price—$12.99. There were only two of the
cheaper ham and cheeses. As I reached to grab one, I brushed somebody’s
hand.

It was Avery. “Look who skipped too,” she said, smiling.

I stared at her. Avery looked even worse than last time, her cheeks
sallow and strands falling out of her claw clip and into her face, limp and
dull. She wasn’t wearing a T-shirt but a long gray hoodie and black
sweatpants with hiking boots caked in mud.

I blurted out, “I might quit.”

Concern puckered Avery’s forehead. “Why?”

Because I slept with our professor, and now he’s ignoring me. “I’ve got
a lot going on” was how I phrased it.

“But don’t you love it? You shouldn’t quit what you love.”

Sweet Avery. She was so kind and good and unblemished. She wasn’t
like me, pissing away all these opportunities at Harkness for sororities and
friends and bad men. Avery hiked on the weekends and studied her ass off
in a major that was practical and had time for extracurriculars. Whereas I
had a fake roommate I’d been lying about since October and had not only
slept with my professor but posted about it on the internet. Hell, I wasn’t
even monetizing it yet.



“I think I’m going to lose my scholarship,” I said slowly.

Avery stared at me. “Do you want to eat these overpriced sandwiches
together?” she asked after a pause.

We sat at a table in the corner and talked for hours. We had a lot in
common, Avery and I; we were both here on a patchwork of scholarships,
work study, and what little our families could contribute. We commiserated
over the catch-22 of maintaining a 3.0 GPA and working twenty hours per
week and majoring in something practical like Econ or another STEM field,
which often had unforgiving curves designed to filter out those who, in
Professor Sullivan’s words, aren’t suited. When 1 told Avery about what
happened in office hours, she was just as outraged as Regina. “What a
cunt,” she said, and I, shocked, found myself liking her even more. Avery
told me a story about going to a professor’s office hours and being lightly
accused of plagiarism.

“Lightly?” 1 said. “How do you lightly accuse someone of
plagiarism?”

“He told me that when he read my essay, he thought the language was
so sophisticated, it couldn’t have possibly been written by a freshman.”
Avery rolled her eyes. “He said he looked into it”—Avery used air
quotations—*“and by that he means he fed it to some software—"

“Jesus,” I said.

“And he realized I’d written it. Then, he proceeded to stare at me as if
I was a robot and told me there was something slippery about the way I
wrote. Like I was pulling one over on him but there was an emptiness to my
ideas. But, of course, he couldn’t put his finger on why he thought that.
Thank God I dropped that class.”

“I’m so sorry that happened.”

Avery shook her head. “I don’t want to think it’s because I’'m Asian.
But it’s not not because I’'m Asian, you know?”

Eventually, we got kicked out of the café, which closed at eleven
o’clock. Outside, Avery abruptly hugged me. “Let me know if you ever
want to vent,” she said warmly. “Us scholarship kids need to stick
together.” Then she hoisted her backpack over her slight shoulders and
trudged up the stairs toward the Pavilion. As I watched her go, I thought
how strange it was that the only person I’d told about potentially losing my
scholarship was Avery Chen.



I walked back to Smith. At the entrance to the dorm, I saw the car.
Idling, dark inside, one of only a few cars in the lot, parked in the back row
under the streetlamp.

A light-green Prius.

S,

My phone lit up in my lap. R u still in library? Kayla texted.

We were driving away from Smith, the lights of the dormitory still
visible in the rearview mirror. If I craned my neck; I probably could’ve seen
Kayla’s silhouette through our large bay window on the fourth floor, but,
instead, I leaned back and breathed deeply, feeling my rib cage move up,
then down. Buckling my seat belt, I stole a glance at Wyman. He was
nervous, fidgeting with the SiriusXM. Classic rock, jazz. Like he couldn’t
make up his mind what the soundtrack to this—whatever this was—should
be. It surprised us both, that I’d slipped into his car so easily.

As we took the exit onto the highway, orange shadows sliding across
our faces from the light poles ticking by, he finally settled on NPR. We
listened to a correspondent report from Iran. Then, too neatly, the host
segued to the breaking story that four more women had come forward
against an aging TV pundit who categorically denied the allegations in a
statement through his lawyers . . .

We both laughed a little helplessly. “Why do they always use the word
categorical?” 1 said, trying to lighten the mood. “Feels like they’re all
reading off the same script.”

Wyman lowered the volume and looked at me. “Did I ever tell you I
was in an off-Broadway play?”

“You? Really?”

“Years ago. My father had passed away, and I’d been in litigation with
my siblings for nearly a year. So I said, Fuck them, fuck the art world, I’'m
going to tend bar and go to acting classes and try to give this Broadway
thing to go. Plot twist: I was not a very good actor. Hell, I wasn’t even a
good bartender.”

I laughed, a sharp exhale through my nostrils. Pleased by my laughter,
Wyman continued: “So, I land a role as an understudy in this big Lion
King—esque production—masks, costumes. The first night, the lead drops
dead of a heart attack. Onstage.”



“Onstage?”

“Wearing the mask.” He paused here to let the import of his words
sink in. Even in these moments, Wyman was always the teacher: burying
the lede, planting clues. Priming your attention. Grimly, with narrative
relish, he winked at me. “The show must go on.” He’d gotten the call at the
bar the next day. The costume designer had no time to make a new one.
That night, he’d stepped onto the stage in the dead man’s mask.

“I could just feel it, you know?” Wyman said with a grimace. We were
on a dark one-lane road, nothing in the headlights but the stray twitch of a
moth. He reached over, letting his fingers graze my left knee. “Being with
you can feel that way.” He laughed, his voice darkly wondrous. “Like I’'m
wearing a dead man’s mask.”

S,

I spent the night at Wyman’s house and ended up staying the weekend. The
second time—and then the third, fourth, fifth—I’d expected the same
tenderness of that first night, but already the novelty was starting to wear
off. Sex, I learned, was as much about mechanics as about anything else:
like I was learning how to fold origami. What I liked best was after, lying in
Wyman’s arms in a puddle of lamplight, my sweaty forehead rising and
falling with his chest. He asked about how I'd grown up, listening
attentively as I surprised myself by telling him about my mother, and
Randy, and Gator Park. I told him about the crawfish boils during the
summertime, the fishermen dabbing bits of Dove soap on their hooks to
catch catfish because it was mostly beef fat and cheaper than anything else.
I was aware, of course, that I was giving him the colorful, TV version of
growing up in a trailer park. Still, it felt good to tell my story—whole, anew
—to Wyman. I deliberately left out any mention of Kayla.

In the morning I responded to Kayla’s text while Wyman made
buckwheat pancakes and I sipped coffee at a stone table on the outdoor
veranda overlooking a hilly terrain of Japanese maples, cypress, worn stone
sculptures basking in the foggy morning light. I took a photo of the view
and sent it to Kayla. I texted: OMG dude. Guess wherelam...

Immediately ellipses appeared, then vanished.

Friday was the beginning of reading period, so neither of us needed to
be on campus. We spent most of a lazy gray afternoon by the fireplace in



Wyman'’s study, Wyman grading papers and me studying. At the sight of my
Microeconomics textbook, Wyman clutched his heart, aping mock outrage.
“Would Caravaggio be an accountant?”

I bristled. I had my death grip on an entry-level job in finance or tech,
on buffeting my life with Excel spreadsheets and moving up the ranks of
middle management, therefore becoming the kind of person who could’ve
been interesting but chose not to be in debt. I’d heard him making fun of
these students before, forgetting I was one of them: “Imagine going to
Harkness just to be a marketing associate at a B2B start-up.”

Checking my phone again to see if Kayla had texted, I replied:
“Caravaggio painted because he had to.”

8,

On Saturday, Wyman took me to the Observatory to work on the painting. It
was a brilliant November day, chilly and cedar sweet, and as we walked
from the car, parked discreetly up the road, our faces were knifed by
dazzling figments of light peeking out from the canopy of leaves. I was
wearing the same jeans three days in a row and Wyman’s crew sweater
rolled up at the sleeves. As we walked, Wyman updated me in a grave, brisk
manner, like I was a family member rushing into the ER while surgery was
underway: “We’ve taken the varnish off in two treatment windows—one in
the lower-left-hand corner, which went well, and then one in the center. The
1984 was easy to take off, but the question is how much to take off of the
thick mastic layer . . .”

As soon as I walked into the dark studio, I realized that I’d missed it:
the wood-chip smell of turpentine mixing in with the musty old paintings.
The sharp, acetone tang of the acrylics. Wyman switched the lights on, and
for a second I almost didn’t recognize the painting sitting on the easel.

A jewellike precision of detail was already starting to emerge with the
removal of varnish: the green silk robe, the intricate lacing of her cuff, the
cool gray sheen of the mother-of-pearl embroidery. And then, like a
trapdoor, the collar of her robe falling away.

I looked at Wyman questioningly. “It’s remarkable, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” Wyman replied softly. “And if it’s painted by a woman, as we
think it is, she’d be the only other Renaissance woman painter besides
Lavinia Fontana known to have painted female nudes.”



I crept closer. Her fingers, in an ambiguous gesture, held her pale,
small breast, rendered in sfumato to create a dream landscape.

Wyman snapped on a pair of latex gloves. “Well, shall we?” he said
crisply.

S,

Later that night in Wyman'’s kitchen, jazz was playing and a stew bubbled in
a saucepan on the stove, rich and vegetal. While Wyman cooked, we
snacked on a charcuterie board lush with different cheeses, grapes, and
prosciutto layered to look like a rose.

Perched on the stool at the kitchen counter, I smiled when Wyman
brought over a cocktail—light amber, a wedge of pineapple perched on the
rim lined with black sea salt. I could get used to this, 1 thought. “Dead
Man’s Mask,” he called it. “From my days tending bar.”

Rolling the coarse flakes of salt over my tongue, I thought it tasted
pretty good; like a tiki drink, but less sweet. With each sip, the day washed
over me. The bright lights of the studio. The smell of linseed oil. The
calluses I’d developed on my fingers from holding the brush. Hour by hour,
day by day, I was falling in love with the work—and I was getting better at
it.

Today had been a particularly good day.

That afternoon we’d tackled the varnish in the lower-right-hand corner.
“Rabbit glue.” Wyman frowned, scraping hard with his scalpel the brown-
yellow residue, which fell in thin, ropy strands on our wrists. “What solvent
would you use, Ms. Thibodeaux?” He flashed me a grin.

I wanted to hit him on the arm, but then I remembered the knife. “Just
warm water at first, to loosen it,” I answered.

“Simple. I love it. As I always say the best solutions are—"

“—the simple ones. Definitely didn’t hear you say that the first thirty-
seven times.”

Wyman put the scalpel down and waited as I got up to fill a small bowl
with warm water. “Thank you,” he said when I sat back down.

“Now what?” I asked a few minutes later once he’d loosened the
rabbit glue with the wet end of a cotton swab. Its tip had turned a reddish
brown, like old blood.

“You tell me.”



“Enzyme?”

“Which one?”

I frowned, wishing I’d committed the notes I’d taken last week to
memory. The title of the page in my notebook floated into my mind’s eye:
Commercial Enzyme Cleaners. And then the names that all sounded like
prescription painkillers . . .

“Trypsin!” I recalled. “Or amylase.”

Wyman nodded. “Technically correct answers. Those are all enzymes
kept in stock in every conservator’s studio. But there’s another enzyme. A
much simpler enzyme.” Wyman smiled at the puzzled look on my face.
“Think about it. It’s an enzyme that is as cheap as water, and therefore
much more readily available.”

Right then, he leaned forward in his chair and kissed me, hungrily,
cupping the back of my head in the large palm of his hand. He tasted like
the spices in his coffee. For a moment my mind was wiped clean—nothing
but the warm, wet friction of our tongues. Then I realized what was going
on—that this was a teaching moment.

I pulled away. “Saliva?” I said in disbelief.

Wyman grinned.

Spit cleaning, as it turned out, was and is a legitimate enzyme-based
method conservators use to clean paintings. “The Sistine Chapel was spit
cleaned,” Wyman told me to my utter amazement. “The Last Supper was
spit cleaned.” He shrugged. “Saliva is gentle, effective. Not to mention one
of the oldest solvents known to man. Like I said, the easiest solutions are
often the best.”

Armed with fistfuls of cotton swabs, we focused on a two-inch
window in the lower right hand of our painting. “Maybe you shouldn’t be
kissing me so much, Professor,” I teased, wetting the tip and handing it to
Wyman.

“There are lots of reasons why I shouldn’t be kissing you,” Wyman
replied, his brow furrowed as he dabbed gently at the brittle, shiny surface
of the varnish. “Conserving your spit isn’t exactly one of them.”

A few moments later I heard his sharp inhale. “Faith, can you take a
look at this?” Wyman asked, his voice catching with excitement.

There, glinting right underneath the varnish, like an old coin buried in
the dirt: initials. In feathery strokes of gold, the painter had signed her
initials—M.C.F.



I took another sip of my drink, my head still buzzing hours later from
the discovery. I knew enough to know, without Wyman having to tell me
(though, of course, he did), that paintings signed by Renaissance women
painters were exceedingly rare.

Wyman came by and popped a fig in my mouth. “The drink is really
good,” I told him, still chewing.

“You like it? It’s the bestseller at the bar.”

“Wow.” 1 swallowed. “They must’ve really liked you. To name a
cocktail after your story.”

Wyman perched on the armrest, lacing his fingers in mine. Lightly, he
said: “Yes, well. It helps when you own the place.”

“Wait,” I said, laughing. “You owned the bar?”

A crease deepened between Wyman’s brows. “What’s wrong with
that?”

“There’s nothing wrong with it, per se. It’s just you made your life
back then sound so, like, downtrodden working artist. Did you own it back
then?”

Wyman crossed his arms. “I don’t think I misrepresented anything.”
