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Dedication

To every marginalized person who survived a PWI—we made it.
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“Douglas.”

I ignore Sister Annabeth because there’s blood under my nails. It’s all I can focus on. Not the polished wood of her office. Or the photos of her summiting six out of seven of the highest peaks. Nothing but the blood.

The good news: It’s not my blood. And there ends the good news.

The bad news: The voices are louder this time. Not the voices of the students at Regent Academy, or those of the sisters and brothers speaking in a rapid-fire fever pitch around me, pretending I can’t hear them as they whisper how it was a mistake that I was accepted to this prestigious school. Despite how much I dislike these people who stick their noses up at everyone who comes from a different background than them, I’d welcome that. At least those voices would make sense.

But these are the hushed whispers of Atolas Forest, which butts right up against our school and is bigger on the inside than any map or traveler will admit to. A forest that every student knows not to go near. And it’s talking to me. It always talks to me. And I do my best not to listen.

Usually, if I’m lucky, the dissonant voices hum in the background like white noise. But this time, they’re screaming. So loud I can barely hear myself think. A cacophony of twenty-plus voices, all saying everything and nothing at the same time, which blends together into one genderless, consistent, loud, never-ending noise.

I want to dig my bloody nails into my scalp and rip open my head. I want to pull apart my skull flaps, cut the pads of my fingers on jagged pieces of bone, and dig around in my brain until I can grab the voices, strangle them, and toss them onto the floor in a bloody heap. I know how ridiculous that sounds, but perhaps then I’ll have peace. Just one freaking minute of peace. Or at least I’ll be able to destroy whatever part of my mind makes me believe that a forest is talking to me.

If I listen to the voices, really put my mind to it, and pick out a singular one to hear, I can make out the words, like scratches against stone that whisper a warning.

You’re going to die here.

We’re going to kill you.

They’re going to kill you.

He’s going to kill you.

Shut up, shut up, shut up, I mouth to myself, keeping my face down, eyes staring at the red stains that tint my dark brown skin. Funny how anything can be an anchor to reality, even someone else’s blood.

The blood in question is Kent Hale’s. It stains my knuckles too, and some blotchy specks of it are on my cream-and-maroon Regent Academy blazer. It has already started to dry, which is going to make it a bitch to get out. On top of everything else I have to deal with, tending to my bloody blazer—the only blazer I have, since only one is provided to students and any more cost three hundred dollars apiece—is not how I want to spend my time.

But maybe the repetitive motion, the focus on the suds and the warm water and the way the clear-colored sink turns from light pink to dark red, will do me some good. Repetition and consistency are the cure for so many things. Maybe it’ll fix whatever is wired wrong in my brain.

“Douglas.”

I don’t think I’m insane. Insane is a clinical definition, and I would need a doctor, or a nurse like my mama, to confirm before I add that little fun factoid to my Regent bio. I think crazy would be a closer word, but that’s ableist and just thinking it sends shivers down my spine. I don’t know what I am. I don’t know how to describe it.

No, I do. Broken.

That’s the word. I just don’t want to say that out loud. Because when you say things out loud, you put energy into the world that you can’t take back. Once I say it, once I admit it, there’s no hope for me.

But the voices. Oh my god, the voices. They’re screaming so loudly today that Sister Annabeth has to slam her hand down on the table to pull my gaze away from the forest where the sounds are coming from.

“Douglas,” she says for the third time. At least, that’s what I think she says. When someone looks at me with that sternness and flicker of a nerve in their cheek that resembles annoyance, it usually means they’re calling my name or I’ve done something to make them wish I was … well … not in front of them at that moment.

I focus on her lips, watching the way they part to form a two-syllable word that feels familiar. Ever since the voices started eight months ago, I’ve gotten good at figuring out ways to pretend I’m actively listening. Reading lips took some time, but it’s been the best method so far. Focus enough on the words and they act like an anchor, grounding me through the storm until the voices melt away and the world returns to normal. As normal as being a Black kid in an elite private boarding school can be.

“Sorry, I was—”

“Distracted?”

I read somewhere, probably history class, that in the past they would take those they thought were mentally unstable, lock them away in cold, damp asylums, and do horrific things to them. Ice-water baths. Boiling-water baths. Electroshock therapy. Beatings. Isolation. Lobotomies. Anything to scrape the sick out like black mold that lines attic walls. And though I don’t think there’s any universe where the sisters and brothers at Regent Academy would do something like that—the parents who pay upward of eighty thousand dollars a year in tuition would have words—it’s safe to say that trusting random people with my … affliction is a way to make me seem even more of an outsider in a place I already fit in about as well as a square peg in a round hole.

“Yes, let’s go with distracted,” I say. Better than saying I think the forest is talking to me.

Sister Annabeth sighs. If there were a way to visually personify I’m not upset, just disappointed, then you’d have the look she’s giving me right now. We’ve been sitting here in her fourth-floor office overlooking the western side of the campus, silently, for the past fifteen minutes. Ever since Coach Watson pulled me off Kent’s chest and dragged me down the hallway, kicking and shrieking for everyone to see. I can still hear my voice bouncing off the marble walls, screaming at him, Who’s the bitch now, huh?

In hindsight, I could have been a bit smarter and classier with my rebuttal.

“You remind me of my brother, Douglas,” Sister says. “Have I ever told you that?”

More than once, I think while playing with the faint raised lines inside my wrists. It’s a nervous habit I’ve developed since getting out of jail; those scars from the cuffs never fully healed.

But I don’t say those thoughts out loud. Sister Annabeth is one of the nice ones, and being crass and snappy with her doesn’t feel right. Sister Baxter, who teaches English, would use the term self-defeatist. There’s no benefit in losing the only defender I have just to get a quippy reply in. Winning the war is more important than winning the battle. And to me, winning the war means making it out of this school with my diploma.

I shake my head. Sister Annabeth arches her brow. The voices begin to grow quiet. They do that sometimes, just … disappear, as if they get bored with me.

Funny thing, though—they are never gone for long.

“No.” I adjust the pitch of my voice now that I can hear myself, so I don’t sound like I’m yelling. “You haven’t.”

She turns the photo on her desk toward me, showing a woman who looks exactly like her except fifteen years younger, a man with similar facial structure, and two people who are clearly their parents, standing in front of the Grand Canyon. They look happy, whole. They look normal.

“He was a student here too, about fifteen years ago, and then I followed two years later.”

“Where you fell in love with psychology, thanks to your professor who did a class on Freud. You did your master’s in New York, met Headmaster Benjamin Monroe at a conference, and decided to come back and teach at the school that made your brother into the happy man he is and you into the studious, fair, kind guidance counselor for troubled boys like me that you are today.”

Sister Annabeth smiles slyly. It makes her face look younger, hiding her laugh lines. “Someone was paying attention during career week last month. The point is, I know how hard it can be to be … the other here. My brother and I were like you.”

The words other and like you make me ball my fist against my slacks. Great, now those have bloodstains too. I have to remind myself again that Sister Annabeth is one of the good ones. She could have easily just sent me to the headmaster’s office, or had one of the other sisters handle me. But she’s never given up and that means something.

And besides, being called other technically isn’t wrong, especially here. How many Black students and staff are there at Regent, besides my mama and me? How many openly gay students are there at a school that breeds the top 1 percent? How many scholarship students does Regent actually take?

The answer to all three questions is the same: not many. That’s not what makes my skin crawl, though. It’s her thinking we’re similar. We’re the furthest from the same as any two people can be, and her trying to relate to me through some cheap ploy makes me want to clench my jaw until my teeth crack.

When she looks at the forest, what does she see? Bowing trees? All-encompassing darkness? Jagged rocks and ice-hardened stone?

When I squint just right, I see an almost picturesque view from the top of the Regent Academy steps to the main hall, which, together, look like the shape of a skull. And sometimes, the skull looks like its mouth is opened wider than it was before.

Sister Annabeth eventually sighs, shifting her weight in the wooden chair to get more comfortable. She flips open a manila file, scanning the first paper. There’s a picture of me—the one from my student ID—information about my family, my grades, and a psychological evaluation. I flick my eyes to the other files on her desk. They’re each half as thick as mine.

“Alright, let’s start from the beginning. Walk me through what happened,” she says, grabbing a pen.

“I’m sure every student at the gym told you.”

“I’d like to hear your side of the story,” she quietly urges.

Her way of saying, Defend yourself.

A wave of anger that morphs into nausea pulses through me again. I do everything to swallow it down. Like my mama says, I’m too old to look at everyone as my enemy. What she doesn’t know is that the world makes it so easy.

“He called me a faggot,” I mutter, turning to look out the window—the opposite window that faces east, toward Winslow, the nearest town. It’s a beautiful, cold October day in Vermont. The leaves have already started to change into shades of fire, and the brisk air requires us all to wear sweaters. It’s my favorite time of year. Soon, the weather will turn mercilessly cold. The grounds will be beautiful—the Academy’s Gothic arches and eighteenth-century style lean well into pristine whiteness. In more ways than one.

Some students love it. Check the social media platform of any Regent Academy student, and around wintertime, their feeds are flooded with beautiful, homey photos and boring captions reminding the rest of the world how perfect life is as a student here. Yet whenever I look out the window and see nothing but endless white for miles, except for the hazy gray forest in the distance, all I’m reminded of is how truly stuck I am.

“I see.” A beat. “You’ve been called a—that word—before and not lashed out.”

“You can say it.”

“I’d rather not. And I’d rather you don’t either.”

I shrug. “He also called me a bitch. And stupid.”

“So, that’s why you’re upset? That’s reasonable. I don’t think your reaction was—”

“No. F—”

An arched brow.

“The f-word I can deal with. A bitch, sure. But no one’s called me stupid before.”

Sister Annabeth does her best not to smile, looking down at her folder and clearing her throat.

I don’t let the stillness between us last for long. Stillness allows the static to creep in. “I know what you’re going to say. That it was my pride talking. But you’ll use the word hubris. You like those five-dollar words.”

“I’d hardly consider hubris a five-dollar word, Douglas,” she muses, closing the file and staring through me. “But you’re absolutely right. I believe you lashed out in an effort to defend your pride. I’d also say two other things.”

“That I’m off the hook and you’re going to recommend that Kent is the one who gets punished, not me?”

“Close. Number one, you and I both know Kent will never get punished, so this idea of justice you have? That one day you’ll be seen as the hero and Kent the villain? It’s fraught. And number two, you were one hundred percent justified in your actions, but that doesn’t make them right. In fact, it was a stupid choice to punch Kent—or anyone, for that matter—considering …”

“My history?”

“Yes, your history.”

And by history, she means the fire I was accused of setting eighteen months ago, which killed over two dozen people. A crime I did not commit. I told the police that. That I couldn’t have done it. That I saw someone else there.

But I don’t think there’s any point in rehashing that. No one wants to believe me anyway, and I’m tired of trying to defend my honor and name.

People say I owe Regent everything. I wouldn’t be where I am without them. I say bullshit.

I mean, technically, they’re right. Jessica Hale—Kent’s mother, funnily enough—came to my rescue eighteen months ago, offering me a free ride to Regent Academy and the use of her law firm to take over my case, since the lawyer my mother bought—the only one she could afford—was going to botch my case. Mrs. Hale was my savior and followed through with every promise she made. A week after our meeting, the charges were dropped. Two weeks later, I was on a plane to Regent Academy with my mother, who was also given a job as head nurse. I was handed a second chance at life that few people get—especially Black kids threatened by the predatory legal system in this country.

But something has always felt … off. I’d never heard of Regent Academy before that meeting. I remember scanning the brochure Mrs. Hale had brought me. Analyzing the beautiful photos of the rolling landscape, the perks of this king-and-queen-making school of elite students … How had I never heard of it? And more importantly, why did they want me? I’m smart, but not that smart.

But I had no choice. Mrs. Hale made that clear, and even if she hadn’t, I could see the signs of how my case was going to end. I didn’t start that fire that burned the complex to the ground.

But no one believed me. Justice is supposed to be blind, but when a Black kid is an easy scapegoat, that blindness often comes at the expense of the truth. So why not tip the balance in my favor? Why not use the same perks the rich and successful use all the time to get what they want? I know I’m innocent. At least, I think I am.

If Dad was here, if the cancer hadn’t come out of left field and mercilessly wrecked his body, he would believe me.

If Dad was here, he wouldn’t have let it get this far.

“I’m not going to say thank you again, if that’s what you want,” I remind Sister Annabeth, pulling myself out of my memories.

“No one is asking you to. We’re only asking you to not throw away this opportunity. You know how hard it was for the headmaster to make this happen. You know how much he stuck his neck out for you.”

I don’t really, but people always like to remind me. Sure, I absolutely would have ended up in prison if it wasn’t for Mrs. Hale. But no one, not even my mother, stopped to question how she knew about the case. Or how she went about winning. Or why one of the most expensive and exclusive schools in the country gave me a full ride.

“This is a great opportunity to put all this behind us,” Mama had said in our apartment’s kitchen when we were packing and I had the audacity to question the gift. “We can’t stay here, Douglas. You know that. Either we’ll leave or people will make us. It might be good to be somewhere different.”

She said different, but she meant safe. Regent Academy is like its own universe. The campus is over forty acres. Winslow is the nearest town, and the vast majority of the students at Regent live in dorms and go home to their rich families for summer and winter break. There’s no better place than here to start over; Regent will give me the tools I need to succeed.

But at what cost?

It’s absolutely true that Regent Academy makes successes out of its graduates. But graduates of Regent aren’t the type of successful people you would know of. They move in the shadows, manipulating the world like puppet masters. And that type of person, who can afford the Academy and get into the Academy, is a specific breed. And a middle-class Black boy who was charged with twelve counts of manslaughter and couldn’t even afford one week at the school, let alone two years of tuition, does not click with that profile. I’m not stupid enough or desperate enough to know they aren’t getting something in exchange.

And then there’s the forest. The always-present forest.

If you ask any student or teacher, it’s just … there, blending into the colorful background. I get that; I’m from DC. The Washington Monument, the Supreme Court, and the White House are just … things to me. They aren’t special. It’s like that for the French and the Eiffel Tower. Mount Rainier and Seattle residents. And apparently, those in Winslow or Regent Academy students.

But here’s the thing: The forest doesn’t stay the same. It follows you. If you look at it carefully—I mean really look at it—the trees shift to always face you. It’s subtle at first. If you blink, you’ll miss it. They move enough so that no one can really tell, like a cat stalking its prey.

Or maybe my mind really is fracturing inside my head. Just a bunch of broken glass rattling around. Maybe I need to keep quiet and focus on school.

Because that’s what my mama would want me to do. Put my head down, make good grades, and put the past behind me so her sacrifices aren’t for nothing. And how have I repaid her?

Punching Kent Hale in the face. Three times.

“So, what happens now?” I ask. But the real question I’m asking is, Are you going to tell my mama?

Sister Annabeth sighs. “You don’t make things easy for me, you know that?”

“Maybe that’s your curse,” I suggest.

Sister Annabeth narrows her eyes. I raise my hands in defeat. “Sorry, sorry. Forgot we don’t condone talks of curses in this room.”

She nods curtly and once again looks at my folder, licking the tip of her finger to turn the page, before quickly writing down some notes.

“I’m going to let you in on a little secret, Douglas. You’re smarter than almost every other student here.”

“Tell that to Kent.”

“But your mouth, your temper, and your hubris are going to ruin a good thing for you. If you stay here and graduate, your protection continues. You can get an excellent job, or your pick of colleges and medical schools, or you can win a grant to start your own company. The opportunities are only limited by your imagination. You have the chance to make a real difference for others, and yourself.

“If you keep up like this, though? Going down this reckless path? I can’t protect you anymore. We can’t protect you anymore. And everything your mother sacrificed will go up in flames like that apartment complex.”

Sister Annabeth’s words are like an arrow with perfect aim, finding the chink in my armor. I squeeze the arms of the seat, doing my best to show as little emotion as possible.

“This is the last time I will help you, Douglas. The sisters will overrule me if this happens again. Headmaster Monroe accepted you and your mother out of the graciousness of his heart.”

“You all don’t stop reminding me.”

“It’s worth reminding.” She hands me a slip of paper with an ominous and familiar red stamp on it: detention. “The last time, Douglas.”

On most days, I’d continue the argument, but a firm knock on her office door gives me pause. A guy with short, blond hair pokes his head in. Ezekiel, a fellow junior who works in the administration office.

“Sister Annabeth, do you have a moment?” he asks. “You’re needed.”

“I’m with a student, Ezekiel.”

“Headmaster Monroe called and wants you in his office. Says it’s urgent and regarding …” Ezekiel falls silent, looking at me once more before turning back to Sister Annabeth. “He just said you should come now. It’s important.”

His voice is tight and thin, which isn’t unusual for him. Ezekiel is a stick in the mud—in and out of the bedroom. But his voice is colder than usual. There’s an urgency behind it he’s trying to keep hidden.

Something’s wrong.

My eyes flicker to Sister Annabeth, but she doesn’t give anything away. She curtly nods to me. “Go to your mother. She’s expecting you.”

As I leave and Sister Annabeth’s eyes turn down to the stack of papers on her desk, my gaze shifts to the forest behind her. The voices aren’t screaming anymore. In fact, they’re quieter than a moment ago. Now they’re snickering at me. Like they know something I don’t. Which wouldn’t surprise me.

The trees are older than all of us. They’ve seen things we can’t even imagine, and deep within the rings of their bark lie secrets that could break the world. And whatever is happening now is one of those secrets. I can feel it.




[image: 2]

I have a Black mom, which means she puts up with very little of my shit.

I’m not one to care much about rumors, or what people say about me. I got that from her. Being one of three women-of-color staff members at Regent Academy doesn’t help, I’m sure, but you’d never know by the way she carries herself. My mama only cares about three things: me, her job as a nurse, and keeping us safe.

Which is why I know she won’t understand why I let Kent get the best of me; an action that threatens all those things.

She’s sitting in the lavish office of the nurses, bigger than most schools’ classrooms, with cream-colored curtains around a dozen beds and soft ocean music playing through the Google Home on her desk. It’s so different from Jefferson High, my school back home. She was the nurse there too, but the windows had a layer of yellow slime on them, the doors never fully locked, and the walls had a lingering scent you just couldn’t place. Here, the scent of lavender meant to calm even the most nervous of students hangs in the air. In the eight months I’ve been here, I’ve only ever seen maybe five of the beds filled at once—and that was due to some sophomores going off campus and eating bad seafood. Even now, the room is empty save for Mama and a girl I’ve never seen before.

The student finishes putting on her blazer as Mama hands her a small white bag.

“Take one of these with each meal and you’ll be fine,” Mama says, smiling.

The girl flashes Mama a hesitant smile back, her eyes flickering to me.

“I didn’t hear anything,” I promise, crossing my fingers over my heart. The girl rolls her eyes, checking the Regent ribbon all girls must wear in their high ponytails and tightening it a bit before leaving.

The air falls still when it’s just Mama and me. She doesn’t look up, focusing on the folder in front of her. Strands of her carefully-cared-for locs fall over one shoulder as she’s focused on getting all the information down about whoever that was. She takes her job—taking care of me and my fellow students—seriously.

“I can come back later if—”

“Sit.”

My body functions without me even thinking, and I lower myself onto the nearest bed. For about a minute, Mama sits in silence, back to me, finishing whatever she’s writing. She slides the folder into her metal file cabinet, then locks it. Whoever it was, their last name starts with the letter Q.

The metal chair barely makes a sound when she turns to look at me.

“I know you can’t tell me why she was here,” I say, “but you can tell me if it has to do with her curse.”

Students at Regent Academy are like no others. They believe they are predestined for greatness; that they got here not because of luck and privilege, but because they did something to actually deserve the wealth and power they’re afforded.

They also believe in curses.

Everyone in school does, like some old wives’ tale passed down. The reason someone gets sick once a month? A curse. The reason a student can get As on every assignment but always fail their finals? A curse. It’s almost like how people use their astrological signs as an excuse for bad behavior by saying, Oh my god, I’m such a Gemini.

I think it’s silly. But like Mama said, as a nurse, it’s not her job to judge people. It’s her job to meet them where they are and operate in their reality, because if that’s what helps them get better, then so be it.

Personally? I just think allowing people to believe things like that, things that are obviously wrong and completely out of the realm of reality or possibility, promotes bad behavior. But that’s why she’s the nurse and not me.

Am I really all that different, though? I think the forest talks to me, that the trees follow your gaze. Say it enough times and you begin to believe it. Say it a few more times and you realize how unsettling and unstable that sounds.

Say it one more time and the forest seems to whisper back yes.

Mama pushes off with her feet, the chair sliding over to bridge the space between us. Gingerly, her soft fingers brush against my cheek, the same earthly hue as her own skin—except for the warm redness right under my eye.

“You know I can’t tell you that, Douglas. Doctor-patient—”

“Doctor-patient confidentiality, I know. But you’re a nurse.”

“Still applies,” she mutters, taking a beat to turn my face to the left, then to the right. “I’m guessing the other guy looks worse?”

I try not to smirk, but I can’t help it. Seeing Kent on his back, clutching his face, blood staining the palms of his hands and the front of his blazer like thick red paint? Worth it.

“Naturally.”

She gently taps my cheek with the open side of her hand. It’s a weak slap, but it does its job and knocks the cockiness out of me.

She glides over to the counter and grabs some gauze, gloves, Band-Aids, and a few wet wipes before moving back to me and getting to work.

Being a nurse has always been my mama’s calling. Taking care of me, though? That’s second nature. And I don’t just mean physically, or in the way a parent is supposed to, like financially and morally. My mama has always been in my corner. When the fire happened, she never questioned me. She always believed me, even when no one else did.

That’s the only thing I feel shitty about: how I let her down, disappointed her by repeating the same violent, aggressive patterns I was supposed to have left behind in DC. It makes her feel like she’s done something wrong, even if she won’t admit it.

And maybe, just maybe—even though, again, she’d never admit to thinking this—it makes her wonder if everyone else might have been right about me.

We sit in tense silence as she cleans up my busted lip, then checks to make sure the black eye is nothing more than temporary. Soft whispers begin to scratch at the back of my mind, the voices returning. They’re manageable right now, barely noticeable. That won’t last for long.

“The good news is you don’t need stitches.”

“Is there bad news?”

“Kent was just here. Before Lydia.”

“Really? He dared to show his less-than-perfect—”

Mama pulls back and glares at me, sending a chill down my spine that instantly makes me sit up straight.

“You really hurt him, Douglas.”

“Wait, seriously? You’re defending him?”

Her steely expression doesn’t change.

“Oh my god, you’re actually defending him.”

“I’m simply stating facts. He’s a mess. He might need stitches. He’s threatening to tell his parents,” she says, peeling off her gloves.

“So says every student in this school,” I mutter, swinging my legs while sitting on the bed.

“You know this isn’t the same,” she hisses. “You know why this is different.”

Of course I do. Kent’s parents are powerful people, the power couple of the school when they attended years ago. His father is a high-powered CEO who runs a Fortune 500 company, and his mother is an attorney, the youngest named partner at an international law firm with offices in sixteen countries.

Mama checks my face like an artist examining their artwork before pushing back, putting some distance between us. Her face softens. “I thought you left this behind, Douglas.”

The disappointment is heavy, like a thick fog, threatening to swallow me whole and drown me. Some kids complain about having too much pressure from their parents: the need to succeed, to be perfect, and to always be the best versions of themselves. I wish I had that problem.

Instead, I’m still making up for a crime that wasn’t even mine. A shawl of embarrassment and disappointment I can’t even claim. And I know that the only way to truly get us past this is to admit I set the fire. Sacrifice my own soul in order to settle her doubts and move on with our lives. That’s what a child should do, right? Pay back their parent for all the good they’ve done for them in their lives? Some kids buy their parents homes; all I have to do is help my mother move on.

“Why does no one care that he started it?” I say. “Why does everyone only look at me like I’m the bad one?”

I know why. For one, Kent is rich. And two, I’m just some queer Black kid who makes a school look good with its diversity numbers.

Add on the criminal aura that follows me around like a noxious cloud, and you have the absolutely worst-dealt hand in human history.

Mama sighs, standing and walking over to the window. Whenever the conversation shifts to the past, especially the accident, she gets antsy. Mama wins the award for Person Who Wants to Put the Past Behind Her the Most, and her way of doing that? Distance.

Distancing herself from the house where she found my father dead from a seizure, thanks to his cancer reaching his brain.

Distance from the apartment complex that burned to the ground, along with her future.

And, right now, distance from me.

“A little hot in here, isn’t it?” she asks, not waiting for my answer as she opens the window.

“I like the heat, helps me sleep.”

“I know,” she says. “Why do you think the house was always so hot back home? Kept you from sleepwalking out the door. Learned that when I was watching TV one night and you came out of your room. You scared the shit out of me. Thought you were a zombie.”

I open my mouth to tell her obviously I wasn’t, but the rush of cold hits me before I can speak, passing through me like I’m not even here.

But Vermontese cold isn’t the only thing that moves right through me. There’s something … colder. Something that doesn’t only chill my bones, but chills my soul.

It feels like empty, bottomless, frigid grief.

It feels like how I imagine dying alone or knowing, no matter what you do, this will be what your last moments feel like.

I grip the edge of the chair nearby so tightly, I think the metal might snap. Still your breathing, Douglas. This isn’t the first time you’ve felt this since being here. It’ll pass. It’ll pass. It’ll—

“It doesn’t matter who did or didn’t start it,” Mama reminds me, finally turning to face me, crossing her arms over her chest. “We came here to start a new life. How can we do that if you …”

She bites her lip, sighing. She doesn’t need to finish; I know what comes next.

“If I keep fucking up?”

Mama visibly winces. She washes her hands in silence. I know she’s using the moments with her back to me to collect her thoughts.

“I’m not going to tell you how to live your life, Douglas.” She moves to the other side of the room, busying herself by picking up the gauze, wipes, and tissue paper, dumping it all in the biohazard bin by her desk. “That’s for you to decide. But what I am going to tell you is that we only get so many chances to make something of ourselves. So many opportunities to make a good impression. You’re running out of those opportunities, baby. Maybe you don’t see it because you’re young. Maybe you don’t care. I don’t know. But it scares me. As a mother, it terrifies me.”

Tension swells in my chest. Mama isn’t usually this emotional. She doesn’t waste time with emotions. She isn’t coldhearted, just pragmatic. Everything has a purpose and completes some puzzle that unlocks the next step of her one-, five-, ten-, or twenty-year plan. So, when she speaks honestly with me about what I’ve done and how I’ve scared her? It means something.

It means I’m more of a screwup than I thought.

I swallow thickly and open my mouth to apologize, to promise—even though we both know it’s hollow—that I’ll do and be better. But before I can, the door to the infirmary opens with such force, it slides off its hinges and collapses on the ground, the frosted windowpane shattering into a million jagged pieces.

Mama and I jump, but for probably two different reasons. The door, sure, is one of them. But the man who ripped the door off its hinges is mine.

Everyone knows Everett Everley. One of the first things people told me—besides giving me faux compliments on my dreads and asking probing questions like, No, where are you really from? and Why do you talk so proper? or Did you really kill those people?—was Do not, under any circumstances, talk to the Everleys.

Much like me, they’re outsiders who were lucky enough to find their way into Regent’s toxic gravitational pull. Evelyn Everley, their mother; Everett Everley, the oldest of the Everley siblings; and Emma Everley, the youngest, live at the edge of the school, where the forest meets the western side of the campus, where no one is allowed to venture without an adult chaperone due to the weird lack of cell signal—plus jagged rocks and sinkholes that the school hasn’t been able to fix, no matter how many land specialists they call. The Everleys keep the school safe from black bears, mountain lions, and anything else that might hurt students or the horses we have. Evelyn Everley runs an elective—Surviving the Wilderness—where she teaches students how to start fires, distill water, shoot flares, and things like that. The family is part of the school, a fixture that has been here for god knows how long.

But I’ve rarely seen Everett or his sister Emma interact with anyone at school. Around the grounds, sure, out of the corner of my eye or in the distance, and sitting together in the back of our classes, but teachers never call on them. It’s like they are here but not really here.

And no one seems to care.

So seeing him inside the school with his shaggy hair, dirty jeans, faded checkered shirt, and insulated vest? It’s strange. Because for the first time since coming to Regent, I feel like I really see him.

But even stranger? Seeing him with a ripped shirt and what looks like three jagged slashes from a bear’s claw on his chest, a grisly image partially hidden by the body he’s carrying—a student, with torn clothes and a mangled body like he was tossed around by a pack of wolves and left for dead.

Mama jumps right into action without hesitation. She wheels over and meets Everett halfway as he places the body on one of the empty beds. His steel-toed boots walk in the droplets of blood, smearing the crimson liquid like abstract art.

“I don’t know if he’s alive,” Everett’s deep voice rumbles.

“Are you okay?” she asks Everett while scanning the wounded boy. She opens the remnants of the ripped shirt, gently touching the edges of the wounds. They’re deep, I can tell that much; the edges of the boy’s skin have turned upward, and I think I can see exposed bone.

“Just a flesh wound. I’ll be fine,” Everett replies, barely letting her finish.

“What happened to him?” I choke out. I can hardly make out the victim’s face. He looks familiar, though. I think I have an elective with him. “What happened to you? Holy shit, he’s still breathing … he’s still—”

“Douglas,” my mama snaps, not looking up as she cuts away the boy’s shirt, “get out of here.”

“We need to call the ambulance! We need—”

“I said get out!” she yells. “Now!”

I can’t even get out of the way properly. When Everett needs to get around me to fetch something from a drawer, I just stand there. Like a boulder in the middle of a river.

“Babe,” Mama repeats. “Babe, look at me.”

I look up, meeting my mama’s honey eyes.

“Go,” she says, softer. “I got this. I won’t let him die. I promise.”

But there’s more blood on the floor than there was before, and the boy’s breathing is shallower than when he entered. How can she have this under control? Regent is a school, not a hospital.

The smells, the sounds, and the tension in the air are too much for me. I force myself out of the room, stepping over the glass and the alcove. I turn back when I’m in the hallway, looking at the boy, my mama, and Everett once more—

—just in time to see the half-conscious boy lock eyes with me. Just in time to see his eyes widen as he looks into my soul, to see his mouth open wider than any human mouth should. And to watch him let out the most bloodcurdling scream I’ve ever heard.

All without ever breaking eye contact with me.
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“Did you hear what happened to that boy?”

“Does anyone know who he is? Pat? Peyton? Paul?”

“He’s in my art history class. Weird kid.”

“Do you think he went into the forest?”

“Serves him right if he did.”

The whole school is abuzz with what happened to the boy. Even in my afternoon classes (Latin, World History, and English IV) none of the sisters or brothers can muster any sort of classroom management. The boy—whose name starts with P by consensus—is currently the most popular kid at Regent Academy.

A senior, Marsh, turns around in one of the worn wooden seats that hiss whenever you move more than an inch, and looks at me.

“Dougie,” he says with a type of syrupy sweetness that gives me diabetes.

“It’s Douglas.” We’ve been over this before.

“Right, that’s what I said. Your mom. She know anything about what’s going on?”

Marsh hasn’t said a total of twenty sentences to me since I arrived, even though we have almost the same classes. I can’t tell if he’s gotten into most of these high-tier courses because he’s smart, or because his father is the US ambassador to Spain.

Probably both.

“I heard one of the sisters say he was attacked by a bear. That true?” he asks.

“How would I know?”

Marsh doesn’t need to know that I haven’t been able to get the images of the boy’s mangled body out of my head. The boy deserves some level of privacy.

Marsh shrugs. “I dunno. Seems like you would know. Going into the forest is stupid; you two have that in common.”

The classroom snickers. A chorus of crackling, hushed chortles dance in the air.

Marsh puts his arms behind his head, propping his ankles up on the back of the chair in front of him. The resident of said seat, Connie, taps Marsh’s legs, playfully pushing them away and flashing a flirtatious smile at him.

“Serves him right, then,” Connie adds with a tone of indignation that only comes from someone who thinks they’ve never made a mistake once in their life. “We don’t need idiots like that.”

I half expected her to add diluting the gene pool. But instead, I keep quiet. Because I would have done the same as him, and I have before.

The forest is quiet. No one goes there; maybe he just wanted somewhere to relax. To hear his own thoughts, to nurse his own wounds. Despite what Connie and Marsh and everyone else want to admit, I can think of a million reasons someone would risk going into the forest. Whatever is actually in there is better than the rich brats that make up Regent Academy.

But still, there’s a part of me that can’t believe he went in willingly. Everyone knows not to go into the forest. Time works differently there, or so people say. People in Winslow take that a step further to suggest reality itself follows different laws in the forest. That you can’t find your way out. That sound is swallowed and digested within the darkness. That cell phones don’t work and compasses go haywire. That some of the most feral creatures live there. Creatures never seen before. Bears bigger than any normal black bears. Cougars with red eyes. Hell, someone even said they saw a wolf with two heads from the edge of campus.

I think it’s just a bunch of bullshit. A folktale that has been kneaded and pounded until everyone just accepts it as truth.

You can’t find your way out because the canopy is so thick, light can’t penetrate. Cell phones don’t work, nor compasses, because of the minerals in the earth. And as for those weird creatures? Simple. Darkness and fear and superstition play tricks on the mind.

Everything can be explained logically if you just take a moment to think.

Some students probably died there years ago and, like with everything else, Regent used the school’s money and power to spin a narrative that would keep people from going into the forest so they wouldn’t run into a PR nightmare again.

The narrative has stuck. Any students who go into the forest get serious demerits on their record. If you go in more than three times? You’re expelled.

I’ve been in the forest twice.

The first time was the first week I was here, when literally no one would talk to me. It’s why I can understand what P Boy is going through. Being isolated does things to the brain. Not only isolated in the sense of being alone, but being alone in a room full of people.

That’s a special type of hell.

In a dark and twisted sense, the forest at least felt welcoming. Like I had a weird sort of connection to the earth. The thing that people fear and marvel at, all at the same time. What made the forest so scary that everyone was terrified of it? What made me so scary that no one wanted to give me a chance?

Maybe in the forest I’d find some answers, I’d thought. After all, it spoke to me. There was a logical explanation for why this was happening. Even if it was just in my own head, maybe going into the forest would give me closure.

I didn’t make it more than three feet before Coach Lainson dragged me out and into the headmaster’s office. I got detention for five weeks.

That was the first time.

The second time was six months ago, when I woke up about twenty feet inside the forest. The ground didn’t even have a chance to change from lush green to hardened stonelike dirt. The air was drastically colder than on the grounds. The darkness from the overgrown canopy had settled in, an inky blackness so thick I could barely make out the school lights no more than an eighth of a mile behind me.

That time, Everett, Emma, and Evelyn found me with their shotguns and flashlights in hand. Scowling, Evelyn took me back to her home and gave me a cup of tea.

“If you promise you’ll never go in there again, and I mean never, I won’t tell the headmaster,” she said, waiting till I was done drinking. “We’ll chalk this up to stress.”

Sure, sleepwalking across campus is stressful. That makes sense. Wouldn’t that mean during my court hearings I should have sleepwalked? Or when I was dealing with the weight of twelve people dying, I should have walked across state lines? Compared to that, Regent Academy is a cakewalk.

But Evelyn didn’t want to hear that. And she most certainly didn’t want to hear that when I dreamed about the forest, I heard voices coming out of it, and maybe, just maybe, that’s why I sleepwalked there. She was the first person I ever told. And there was a wave of relief in that. Even if it only lasted a moment. Especially with what Evelyn said next.

“It’s happening again.”

Evelyn didn’t give me a chance to ask her what she meant. She sat in front of me, grasping both of my hands, and stared directly into my eyes.

“Listen to me, Douglas. You cannot tell anyone what you just told me. Especially not the headmaster.”

“I don’t think anyone would listen to me even if I did.”

“I don’t care,” she snapped. “Keep your head down. Graduate and leave this place. That’s all you need to do. Do not let this place pull you into its vortex. Promise me, Douglas.”

I did. And I agreed never to go into the forest again and to tell no one else about the voices I heard.

Because the way Evelyn Everley’s eyes grew wide and then narrowed when I told her that, no matter how much she tried to hide it with anger and force—it looked like she was afraid. Actually, truly terrified of what I’d just said. Or of me.

It’s the same look I got when I stood trial in court, spoke to the lawyer, the judge, the reporters, the crowd, and the families of those burned alive, and I never wanted to see someone look at me like that again.

And I didn’t even tell her what I saw at the edge of the forest. The two sets of eyes, four in total, all a deep amber yellow. At first, lying in bed that night, I thought it might have been two bobcats, side by side. But that wouldn’t explain the square-like pattern of the eyes. Or why they were ten feet in the air, looking down at me, as if to pass judgment. The more distance I got from that moment, the more improbable it sounded. I think I said it enough times to convince myself I was letting exhaustion get the best of me.

Besides, if you tell yourself enough times that it was just stress, you begin to believe it.

“Well, thanks for nothing, Dougie,” Marsh says.

“Douglas.”

Marsh and his crew return to ignoring me, which I’m fine with. I can’t give them the gossip they want. Now we can all go back to pretending we don’t know or care about one another.

But for the rest of the day, I can’t help thinking about how casually everyone at school just accepted that whatever happened was the boy’s fault. After the gossip ran its course, there were new topics to discuss. Subtle humble-brags about where students are summering this year. Talks about expensive vacations. All the usual conversations I hear at Regent.

But this isn’t a normal time. A boy was almost killed by something in our forest. Besides the low-hum mutterings of Shame and How unfortunate or This is why you must listen when we tell you things, no one seems to care. No one pushes the envelope to probe for more information. And the Regent faculty sure aren’t providing us with any information.

Rumors spin. Fabrications grow. But facts? The truth? None of that trickles down the pipeline.

And my mama is nowhere to be found.

That next morning, after my oh-so-enjoyable interaction with Marsh, is the first time I hear the forest clearly, with one single voice, speaking like it’s looking directly at me.

It calls my name, enunciates it so firmly it jerks me awake, thinking someone has snuck into my attic room and is standing over my bed. But it’s just me, my small room, and the glow of the five a.m. sun creating a sort of halo around the outline of the dark, endless trees.

I’ve heard that most students feel a sort of unease when they look at the forest. Sister Claremont said it’s because of chemicals the farmers used to use that seeped into the earth. If that was the case, why build a school here?

“They are harmless, but your body naturally knows not to go somewhere dangerous. That unease you feel is your body’s defenses. It’s what protected our ancestors for generations to help us determine what to eat and what not to eat. Listen to it.”

And that was all the explanation we ever got. Just like that, we were supposed to accept that as another reason we shouldn’t go into the forest.

I wonder if that reaction is the same one that people have around me. Is that why so many students stay away from me? I don’t want to be around those who don’t want me; I respect myself enough for that. But up north, in the months of October through April, Vermont gets cold, and these beds are lonely. So many students sit in the large plush chairs, cozying up with other people in spaces meant for one. When the sisters and brothers aren’t looking, they sneak off to each other’s single rooms.

Sometimes, just sometimes, I wish someone would do that with me. Even if only for a night. Even if we just pretended for a moment that we cared about each other. I’m good at lying to myself.

Besides, it would be nice to have a distraction when the voices are loudest. It’s like all the majestic, magical, humongous things in the forest are humming together, at the same frequency, trying to overpower each other to become the loudest voice during the witching hour. But in this moment, at the crack of dawn, it’s quiet. It’s just a forest made up of dirt and vines and giant trees.

I’m not prone to staring at it for long—it’s like when you look into the eyes of a dog until it bows its head in submission—but this morning, after I heard it call my name so clearly, I can’t help but watch it rise from the earth as the fog burns away.

“What do you want?” I whisper. “What do you want with me?”

But it doesn’t speak back. Besides jeering just enough to always remind me it’s there, it keeps its secrets locked deep within the twisting vines and jagged splinters of wood that make the forest mostly impassable. The low tone of its grumble, deep in the back of its throat, never goes away. As if it’s taunting me; daring me to step over the boundary line and take its secrets from it.

“Fuck you.”

I have German today, I think, watching the glow of the sun become brighter and brighter. Biology II, World History, my two electives, and a study period. I wonder how much learning will be done today and how much time will be taken up gossiping about …

“Peter,” I mutter. That was his name. Peter.

I expect to hear the same mutters of gossip about Peter crackling around school as I did yesterday, maybe even more. Time is the great fuel of gossip. The more time that people have to fester, the more that people come up with crazy ideas.

But I don’t hear anything from anyone. No one in my first two periods—not even the sisters—mentions Peter’s name. It’s as if we decided yesterday’s discussions were more than enough time given to an injured boy. Or that his wounds were just too much of a distraction to the Regent Academy curriculum.

In the middle of World History class, somewhere between the introduction of the Mongolian Empire and the explanation of the fall midterm topics, I raise my hand and stand—customary for when we want to ask a question in class.

“Yes, Douglas?” Sister Kennedy asks.

“Is there any update on the boy from yesterday?”

The class stays silent. Papers shuffle as a few junior and senior boys glance at me.

Sister Kennedy blinks owlishly. “Sorry. I don’t think most people would consider King Henry the Eighth a boy. Plus, this year we’re focusing on the world, not just white nations. We’ve moved on to Latin American civilizations now and how primitive their technology was. I would have imagined you of all people would appreciate that.”

“You do know that’s racist, right? Calling another society primitive?”

Sister Kennedy’s round eyes turn sharp. “Are you calling me—”

“I’m not calling you anything. I’m saying your actions are racist. And we don’t have enough time in class, or this school year, to discuss the weight of that whole I imagine you of all people comment.”

“Douglas, I suggest—”

Before she can finish her sentence, I turn to face the class. “Seriously, none of you remember him?”

Still, silence.

“The student who was ripped apart yesterday?”

Silence breaks into whispers and murmurs. Voices flit through the air like dry leaves on the wind, whispers that are all saying the same thing, but nothing specific at the same time. Dozens of different conversations, all about me.

“That’s enough, Douglas. Please sit down,” Sister Kennedy says. A final warning.

“Wait, you’re seriously going to pretend you don’t know?” I scan the class, hoping to see at least one expression awash with recognition. The only person I register in the crowd is Marsh, and his objectively handsome, blocky face.

“You asked me about him yesterday. Don’t you remember?”

“I have no idea what acid you took, Dougie, but I wouldn’t be caught dead talking to you.”

“Douglas! My name is fucking Douglas. D-O-U-G-L-A-S! I know you have the IQ of a gnat, but even you can spell that.”

“What did you say to me?” Marsh booms, standing up. “Obviously Kent didn’t punch you hard enough.”

“Obviously you didn’t see what I did to him up close. How about I show you?”

“Douglas!” Sister Kennedy yells. “That is enough. I will not tell you again. Sit down, be quiet for the remainder of the class, and we’ll talk after.”

Sister Kennedy waits for me to sit down, and when I don’t, she flashes me a glare before continuing with her lesson on world history. But his name is right on the tip of my tongue.

“Peter!” I yell. “His name is Peter. He’s a sophomore. He has … what is it … History of Art with me. He sits right there.” I point to an empty chair in the row ahead of me.

Sister Kennedy screams, her textbook flying out of her hand. It hits the table, knocking her coffee mug over and onto the floor. The room fills with pregnant silence as the brown sludge seeps into the cracks of the floor.

“De-ten-tion,” she says with a quivering voice, speaking each syllable slowly and clearly.

I shove my books into my bag as quickly as I can and storm out of the classroom. I don’t care about Sister Kennedy’s threats. How can no one remember him? How can everyone pretend he just doesn’t exist? What type of sick joke is this? There’s one person I know who will be able to vouch for me.

Mama.

She’s seen her fair share of violence before, and being a nurse, she’ll be unfazed by what we saw. Maybe she can give me some advice on how to push through it. Or maybe she’ll have some logical explanation for what’s going on.

My heart pounds out of my chest, so loudly the rest of the class’s interactions melt away and disappear.
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