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And when one of them meets with his other half...the pair are lost in an amazement of love and friendship and intimacy, and one will not be out of the others sight...even for a moment: these are the people who pass their whole lives together, and yet they could not explain what they desire of one another. For the intense yearning which each of them has toward the other does not appear to be the desire of lovers intercourse, but of something else which the soul of either evidently desires and cannot tell, and of which she has only a dark and doubtful presentiment. 

Plato, Symposium 





PROLOGUE 



i DIDNT KNOW ANYTHING ABOUT DEATH UNTIL I began studying philosophy. That was how I learned the truth about Descartes, about the ancient Greek and Roman civilizations, about my past. My mother used to tell me that matter was neither created nor destroyed, only transferred. She was filled with old theories that she would make me recite back to her, as if she were trying to tell me something about the world but couldnt find the right words. I never gave them much thought until she and my father were killed, but by then it was too late to ask what it had all meant. It wasnt until I enrolled at Gottfried Academy that I began to make sense of who I was and what I was fated to become. But first, let me tell you about the peculiar circumstances surrounding the death of my parents. Because it was their deaths that set off the strange chain of events that led me to where I am now. And because if theres one thing Ive learned from my first year at Gottfried, its that sometimes you have to look back in order to understand the things that lie ahead. 






CHAPTER 1 

The Encounter in the Woods 



MY PARENTS DIED ON A HOT AUGUST evening. It was my sixteenth birthday, and my best friend, Annie, and I had snuck out to Santa Rosa for the day to celebrate. We took her car and spent the afternoon at Buzzards Point Beach, tanning, flipping through magazines, and walking along the jetty. Around five oclock, just as the tide began to come in, we packed up our towels and headed home so wed be back before our parents returned from work. 

Annie was driving, her long sandy hair fluttering out the open window as we sped down Prairie Creek Drive. It was a scenic road that started at the coast and wound inland, meandering through the redwood forest. Annie didnt want to drive through the national park; the route was narrow and dark and gave her the creeps, but for some reason I felt that it was the right road to take. After ten minutes of convincing her that it was the fastest way back to Costa Rosa, she complied. 

So when are you seeing Wes again? Annie asked me, adjusting her sunglasses. 

Wes was a senior, tall and smart with perfect teeth, the captain of the soccer team, and the only guy in our high school worth dating. Unfortunately, all the other girls felt the same way. They followed him around in groups, giggling and trying to get his attention. I would never be caught dead doing that, partially because I thought it was pathetic, but mainly because I didnt have time. I had lacrosse practice, homework, and a part-time job. And although I was decently popular, I had never been the outgoing type. I liked to pick my friends, opting for quality over quantity, and since I spent most of my time outside working or reading instead of socializing, I always assumed that Wes didnt even know my name. So when he asked me out, I was speechless. 

Saturday, supposedly. But he said he would call me this week and its already Thursday.... Maybe he changed his mind. 

Annie rolled her eyes. Dont be ridiculous. Of course hell call. 

I hoped she was right. I worked at a farmers market on the weekends, manning a fruit stand. Wes had stopped by two weeks ago and asked me to help him pick out apples for his mom. He was completely lost when it came to fruit; there are so many different kinds of apples, he told me, running his hands nervously through his hair. Afterward, he asked me to the movies, and I was so surprised that I dropped the bag of apples, letting them roll about our feet. Ever since our date I hadnt been able to think straight about anything except for the buttery kiss he had given me in the darkness of the theater, his lips melting into mine with the taste of popcorn and salt. 

I shook off the thought and shrugged. I dont even know if he likes me that much, I said. I didnt want to get my hopes up. 

Well, I think you guys are perfect for each other, Annie said, leaning back in her seat. 

I smiled. Thanks, An, I said, and turned up the radio. 

Wed both had a crush on Wes for ages, but Annie would never let it come between us. She was the beautiful one, modest and graceful with a gentle personality that was easy to love. I, on the other hand, was impulsive and skinny, and wished that I could be more like a character in a novel, so I would finally stop blurting out the wrong things at the wrong time. My brown hair was wavy and had a life of its own, with sideswept bangs that had seemed like a good decision at the time, but never stayed in their proper place once I left the hairdresser. I preferred outdoors to indoors; running to walking. As a result, my knees were always covered with Band-Aids, and my cheeks were sun-kissed and sprinkled with freckles. 

The road grew narrow, making sharp and unexpected twists and turns as we drove north into the redwood forest. 

My wet hair dangled around my shoulders, and I ran my hands through it while it dried in the warm California breeze. Ancient trees lined the curb, and the sky began to turn an ominous shade of red. That summer, the weather had been strange and unpredictable, and after a day of blue skies, clouds were beginning to hover on the horizon. 

Annie slowed down as we rounded a bend. The car smelled of sunscreen and aloe vera, and I was prodding my cheeks, inspecting my sunburn in the visor mirror, when I spotted the car. It was a rusty white Jeep with a roof rack, parked on the shoulder of the road, by a cluster of trees. 

I sat up in my seat. Pull over, I said. 

What? 

Pull over! I repeated. 

Annie pulled in next to the Jeep just as the remains of the California sun folded into the clouds. Is that your dads car? she asked, taking the keys out of the ignition. 

Yeah, I said, confused, and opened the door. 

Why would it be here? Annie asked, slamming the door. 

I had no idea. He was supposed to be at work. He and my mother were both high school teachers in Costa Rosa, almost an hour away from here. Cupping my hands, I peered into the Jeep. It was empty, with objects strewn across the seats, as if my father had left in a hurry. The giant trunks of the redwoods stood a mere ten feet away, creating a boundary between the road and the forest beyond, which was quickly being swallowed by darkness. I reached into Annies car for my jacket and pulled it on. 

What are you doing? Annie asked apprehensively. 

Hes got to be in there, I said, and made for the edge of the forest. 

What? 

I stopped. Maybe he went...hiking. They do that kind of stuff sometimes on weekends. I tried to say it with conviction, but I didnt believe it. Im just going to check it out. 

Wait, Annie cried after me. Rene! Its getting dark. Maybe we should just wait for him at home. 

Without responding, I walked back to Annies car and leaned through the passenger window. I fished around in the glove compartment until I found the flashlight that her parents kept for emergencies. 

Dont worry; Ill be back in few minutes. Stay here. And without saying another word, I turned and ran into the woods. 

The redwood forest was cool and damp. My wet bathing suit soaked through my clothes as I darted between the trees, my sneakers sinking softly into the earth while the ferns and underbrush whipped my shins. 

Dad? I shouted into the darkness, but my voice was overpowered by the wind rustling through the branches. Dad, are you here? 

The beam of my flashlight bounced wildly about the trees as I ran, illuminating pockets of the forest in brief and sudden flashes. The giant redwoods loomed darkly around me, the tops of their trunks extending far above the fog, which had just begun to settle on the ground. 

It felt like I had been running for miles when I stopped to catch my breath. Out of the corner of my eye I saw a glint of light reflecting off the ground. I slowed to a walk and edged toward it. My hand trembled as I guided the flashlight in its direction. It was a coin. I prodded it with the tip of my sneaker and walked forward cautiously. A long thin sheet of white cloth was embedded in the dirt next to it, and I followed it into the darkness. 

As I stepped deeper into the forest, the air seemed to drop in temperature. I shuddered, pulling my jacket around me tightly, and scanned the ground with my flashlight. It was scattered with coins and pieces of white cloth. Curious, I bent over to get a closer look, when somewhere in the distance, the leaves began to shift. Then movement; the soft thump of footsteps against earth. 

I raised my eyes to the shadowy thicket that surrounded me. It was still except for the wind rustling the branches above. Relieved, I took a step forward, when my foot hit something soft and large. 

The muscles in my stomach tightened as I lowered my flashlight to the ground. And then I saw it. A hand, as pale as porcelain, its delicate fingers curled into the soil. I followed it to a wrist, an arm, a neck, a face streaked with dirt and shrouded with strands of long chestnut hair. 

I gasped and looked away. The pungent smell of rotting leaves wafted through the air. Reluctantly, I looked back at the body. 

Mom, I whispered, barely audible. 

She was lying on her back, her arms limp by her side. Her eyes were closed, and I might have thought she was sleeping if her skin hadnt been so pale. Her thin athletic legs, which I had inherited, were now cold and stiff, though they still retained the same girlish shape that she was so proud of. 

I leaned over and placed my fingers below her jaw. Her skin was freezing. I dont know why, but I checked her pulse even though I knew she was already dead. Lifeless, she looked older than usual, as if she had aged ten years. Her cheeks were unusually sunken in, and her glasses were nowhere to be seen. Without them, the skin under her eyes looked raw and exposed, drooping down in circles like the rings of a tree. 

My father was a few feet away, coins scattered around his body. The flashlight slipped from my fingers and landed softly in the dirt, rolling until its beam shone on my fathers legs. As I stared at his boots, slumped unnaturally to either side, I felt my breath leave me. I wanted to look away, to run back to the road and call for help, but I couldnt bring myself to leave because I knew that these were the last moments I would ever have with my parents. 

Why? I choked out. When I was growing up, my parents had always seemed to have an answer to even my hardest questions. But now, for the first time, they were silent. I wiped my eyes and touched my mothers lips. They were parted just enough for me to see a thin shred of cloth peeking out. Gently, I pulled it from between her lips and held it in front of the light. It was tattered around the edges and had the soft consistency of gauze. I turned it over in my hand and looked down at my mother. There were no signs of violence, no bruises or scratches on her body, no blood. But the gauze, the coinsthis was the work of a person. The mere thought of it made my heart race. I turned and stared into the darkness, wondering if I was alone. 

The woods seemed to be caving in on me, the tops of the trees circling and bending together. Images of my parents dying clouded my mind, and I felt dizzy and disoriented. Holding the cloth in my fist, I rested my head on my mothers chest and closed my eyes, listening to the creaking of the trees and hoping that when I opened them it would be morning and the woods would be empty and filled with sunlight, and everything would be clear. Around me the cool night air blew through the branches, and the shards of white cloth fluttered on the ground, like moths clinging blindly to a screen. 

The day they buried my parents, I felt the first chilly breath from my past. I was lying on the floor of our living room, staring at the insects collecting on the edges of the windowpanes, when the doorbell rang. Annies mom, Margerie, who was staying with me through the funeral, answered the door. 

Mr. Winters, Im so glad you came, she said in a hushed voice. 

I listened. The quiet murmur of voices, the sound of shoes scraping against the mat, and then a deep cough. 

Footsteps. 

Rene, Margerie said gently. 

I didnt move. Two feet stopped in front of me. I stared at the large brown shoes, the tassels, the creases embedded just before the toe. 

Rene, your grandfather is here. 

I sat up. My hair was matted to the back of my head. 

Hello, Rene, my grandfather bellowed in a deep voice. He extended a large leathery hand to help me up. He had a professorial essence, with white hair, inordinately long earlobes, and a fleshy, oversized face that seemed stretched with gravity. The sweet aroma of pipe tobacco emanated from his clothes. 

Ignoring his hand, I lay back down. Brownie Winters, my mothers father. It seemed odd that we shared the same last name, even though I hadnt seen him since I was seven. He had gotten into a loud argument with my parents, and then he was gone, the screen door slamming behind him. I hadnt heard from him since. Not even a card on birthdays. 

You missed the ceremony, I said coldly, staring at the folds of his neck. 

He sighed. He had my mothers eyes, watery blue and somehow sad. I didnt find out what had happened until this morning. I hope you can forgive my absence. 

I said nothing. My mother used to tell me stories about the rigid rules hed set while she was growing up in Massachusetts, about how he was only concerned with money and appearances and the family name, which was why he demanded that I have her name instead of my fathers. My mothers childhood seemed so different from mine, growing up on a dreary estate in the woods. Shed always said it was lonely, that she had spent more time with her housekeeper than with her parents, which was probably why she and my father had moved to California. Our house was the kind where you could touch things, my mother used to say. It was modest but lived in, with stucco walls covered with photographs, and big glass windows that let in the morning light. The grass was never mowed on time, and the pool out back was littered with leaves and beetles that always got stuck in my hair; but on a hot summer day it all seemed perfect. I stared at my grandfathers shoes. They looked uncomfortable. 

Im going to be staying with you for a while, he said, putting on his spectacles. For a long while, I think. Your parents willed me as your legal guardian, which Ill admit came as a surprise, given the outcome of our last encounter. A pleasant surprise, of course, though I never would have wished it to happen under such tragic circumstances. Ive always regretted not being a part of your life. He paused, and then spoke again, his voice gentler. It sometimes helps to dwell on the good memories. They remind you that happiness does exist, though it may not seem that way now. When I didnt respond, he shifted his weight. Well then, I suppose Ill look forward to seeing you at dinner, which will be served promptly at seven thirty. 

I closed my eyes, willing myself not to cry. Even though he was my legal guardian, and almost the only family I had left, I didnt care if he stayed with me or if I never saw him again, and I definitely wasnt planning on eating dinner. I had lost my appetite completely since the night in the forest. I was alone, utterly alone, and I had no idea where my life would take me, or how I would live now that my parents were dead. People filed in and out of the house, but to me they passed in a haze, resembling shadowy figures more than actual humans. 

My grandfather hovered above me, but I remained silent and waited until I heard him pat the pockets of his pants and retreat to the kitchen. Overhead, the ceiling fan churned the air until it grazed my neck in thick, hot breaths. 

The next week went by in a blur. I spent most of my time wandering around the house, trying to keep cool and avoid my grandfather, who seemed to always want to talk about my future, even though I was still stuck in the past. He was a professora retired professor nowever since my grandmother passed away when I was a baby. Now that he was here, I was practically confined to the house. Almost overnight my life became a regimented routine. Rules help us live our lives when we lose the will to do it on our own, he said. Hed brought his estate manager with him, a bald, saggy man named Dustin, who cooked, cleaned, and chauffeured my grandfather around. Meals were served three times a day: breakfast at seven, lunch at one, and dinner at seven thirty. Sleeping through breakfast was prohibited, and I had to finish everything on my plate before I could leave the table. Normally that wouldnt have been a problem, but the food Dustin served wasnt the easiest to stomach: foie gras, escargot, beluga caviar, black pudding (which wasnt actually pudding), sweetbreads (which werent sweet or made of bread), and spiny lettuce that looked more like a reptile than a vegetable. 

My grandfather corrected my table manners at dinner, eyeing my ripped jeans and tank tops with distaste. My posture was terrible, he said, and I held my fork like a barbarian. 

Tonight was no different. I scowled at him, wanting to fight back, but I had quickly learned to pick my battles and I didnt have time for an argument. I glanced at the clock. It was eight. I had to get out of the house. Everythingthe plates, the silverware, the roll of paper towels hanging over the sink, the jar of coins sitting on the mantelreminded me of my parents, of the way they died. But if I wanted to leave, I had to do it soon, because for the first time in my life I actually had a curfew. Ten oclock. 

Im going out tonight, I mumbled. 

Dustin stood in the corner of the room in an antiquated suit, his hands clasped behind his back as he gazed at the ceiling, pretending not to listen. I stared at him uncomfortably. 

My grandfather put his fork down. Please, try to enunciate. 

I repeated myself, this time louder and more annoyed. 

Better, he said, and checked his watch. Its getting late, though. You should stay in tonight. 

Outside, the sun was setting over the houses that lined our street. But its still light out, I protested. 

I dont feel comfortable with you going out at night by yourself. Its not safe. 

I wont be alone. Ill be with... Annie, I said, improvising. 

Id rather you not go, he said firmly. 

Then I should probably go upstairs, where I can sit alone in my room for the rest of my life, because that would be the safest thing to do. Picking up my plate, I stood. 

Dustin moved to collect my setting, but my grandfather waved him away, and I felt slightly victorious as I turned my back to them and carried my dishes to the kitchen. 

Rene, he called out to me, may I ask you a question? 

I ignored him and turned on the faucet. 

How did you find your parents? 

It caught me off guard. The sponge slipped out of my hand and sank into the soapy water. 

I already told you. 

Yes, he said quietly, you did. But I think theres more. 

I didnt respond. 

I know we havent talked about your parents; I wanted to let you mourn them in your own way, without my interference. 

The kitchen was crampeda tiny room of appliances just off the dining roomand I could feel my grandfathers eyes on me through the doorway. 

I havent been present in your life up until now, but I know how difficult it is to lose someone you love. Your mother, Lydia, was my daughter. Her death was no accident. We both know that. After all, you were the one who found them. He paused. Please, humor an old man. 

For the first time since hed moved in, his words seemed reasonable. I turned and raised my eyes to his. We were driving back from the beach when I told Annie to take Prairie Creek Drive instead of U.S. 101. 

Why? 

Because I thought it would be faster, I said, not revealing the true reason, which was that Id felt inexplicably pulled in that direction. 

What happened next? 

I saw their car on the side of the road. We pulled over and I went into the woods. Annie waited for me. 

And then what? 

Scenes of the redwood forest flashed through my mind. 

I just kept running. I... I didnt know where I was going; 

I just knew I had to go deeper. 

And then? 

And then I saw the coins. 

The faucet was still running. I watched the water cascade over the dishes. 

My grandfathers voice broke the silence. And then what happened? he said gently. 

I turned to him. Thats it. I found them. They were dead. Do you want me to relive the entire night? You know what happened. You read the police report. I told them everything I know. 

I turned away and wiped my eyes over the sink. 

Im sorry, he said softly. I know its difficult for you with your parents gone, and now with me here. Its strange and unexpected that the fates should bring us together again after all this time. But think. Does it not seem odd to you that you happened to stumble across your fathers car on the side of the road, and that you were then able to locate the bodies of your parents, which were a mile north of their car? The redwood forest covers more than three hundred square miles, yet you were able to find them within half an hour. 

Maybe it was a...a coincidence. That was what the police had called it. 

He raised a white, bushy eyebrow. Was it? 

What are you implying? 

Im not implying anything, he assured me. Im just trying to understand. 

I dont know how I found them. I just did. I didnt even think about it; I just started running. 

My grandfather looked like he was about to say something, but instead he leaned back in his chair and rested his chin on his fist. You need new shoes. The ones you have on now are far too juvenile for a girl your age. Well get you a pair next week. 

Baffled, I looked down at my Converse sneakers. His remark shouldnt have made me angry, but it did. Here he was with his questions and rules and ten oclock curfew, making me get rid of my favorite sneakers, forcing me to relive the one moment in my life I wanted to forget, and generally ruining my already ruined life. 

I dont want new shoes, I screamed. I want my parents back. I ran upstairs, slammed the door to my room, and slid to the floor in an angry heap. Without thinking, I called Annie. She answered on the third ring. 

I have to get out of here, I told her. Can you pick me up? 

Ill be there in ten minutes. 

We drove to the marina. Id barely seen Annie since the day wed gone to the beach. When I hadnt come out of the woods that night, shed called the police, then went in to find me. After they discovered me with the bodies of my parents, and brought me home, she hadnt asked about what Id seen or how Id felt. I was relieved that she didnt know what to say, because I didnt either. How could I explain to her that I had died that day in the forest too, that nothing had meaning anymore? The things I used to lovelacrosse, the beach, books, history, moviesthey all seemed pointless now. 

And then there were the peoplethe neighbors, the girls from the lacrosse team, the relatives, people from town constantly stopping by the house, telling me about how theyd known my parents and how much they would miss them. For the first time in my life I was actually glad that my parents hadnt let me have a cell phone, because it was one less thing to answer. The police came. They had questions. Did I know why my parents were in the forest that day? Had they behaved unusually in the days prior? Did they have any enemies? 

No, I answered. No. 

But the hardest part was making sense of it all. The cause of each of their deaths was a heart attack, which could have been reasonable had it not been for the circumstances. It was too much of a coincidence that theyd both suffered from a heart attack at the exact same time. Yet the medical report confirmed that everything else inside their bodies was intact and healthy, and that there were no signs of violence, struggle, or anything out of the ordinary, with one exception: autopsies revealed that soil and ribbons of white fabric were found in the mouth of each of my parents. Was there anything strange about the fabric? No. Just ordinary gauze you might find in any hospital, the police told me. But no one knew why it was there. 

The police deemed that the heart failure had been brought on by a hiking accident, but to me it was anything but resolved. How could it be an accident? Id shouted at the police officers, the doctors, the nurses. Do you actually expect me to believe that they both died of a heart attack at the same exact moment? Thats impossible. They were healthy. They were supposed to be at work. They had gauze in their mouths! How is that natural? They gave me sympathetic looks and told me I was going through a rough time and that they understood. They were going to keep the case open. But I knew there wasnt enough evidence to base a case on. Was it murder? I wasnt sure. Why would anyone want to kill my parents? And why the forest, the coins, the cloth? If someone had killed my parents, it was intentional, and that meant they were still out there. But then there was the way my mother had looked unexplainably older than she had the day before. How could that be? Maybe they were hiking and had heart attacks. Maybe it was suicide. Maybe I was losing my mind. 

When Annie and I got to the marina, we took off our shoes and walked down to the rocky beach, beside the dock on the far side of the bay. The pier and the boats, which were so colorful by day, were now shadowed in shades of blue. 

Thanks for picking me up, I said, dipping my toes in the water. 

Any time. She sat down on the rocks. So I ran into Wes the other day. 

I looked up at her expectantly. 

He asked about you. He wanted to know how you were doing...with everything, you know. He said hes been calling but you havent called him back. 

He called me? I was surprised. I hadnt thought about him at all in the past week, and it never crossed my mind that he could have been thinking about me. Since the night in the woods, it seemed like the phone had been constantly ringingfriends, neighbors, the police, insurance companies. Eventually I just stopped answering, letting my grandfather deal with it. 

He said he left messages on your answering machine. He was worried. He just wanted to make sure youre okay. 

It feels like years since I saw him, I said almost to myself, and smiled. For the first time since my parents died, I felt the inkling of something other than numbness. Thinking about Wesabout the stubble on his chin, his smooth, muscular arms, his curly brown hair, and the way he had run his hand down the back of my neck when he kissed meit was almost as if nothing had happened and I could return to the life Id had before. I hadnt felt anything since that night in the woods; I hadnt allowed myself to. Instead Id spent the last week in a trancemy body wandering around the house as if it were alive, when inside my mind was with the dead. 

All of a sudden I felt an incredible urge to feel something more: pain, happiness, it didnt matter. In front of me the water was tenuously still, as if the night air were weighing down on it with immense pressure. 

I didnt have a bathing suit on, but it didnt matter. The far side of the marina was always deserted at night. I tore off my clothes and jumped into the bay. My lungs constricted at the shock of the sudden cold, and the salt water stung my eyes. 

When I surfaced, Annie was wading in, holding her hair above her head with one hand. I splashed her, and she let out a shriek. Diving underwater, I swam deeper. The boats around me bobbed idly in the water, their reflections stretching into the horizon. I looked to the shore. Annie was near the rocks, floating on her back and staring at the sky. 

And then I saw something rise to the surface. 

It was round and long, and had what looked like a train of tattered clothes hanging off of it, lolling in the ripples of the water. Its surface was a sickly white. 

I screamed and swam back to shore, my arms thrashing wildly in the water. 

What happened? Annie said frantically. 

I pointed to the bay. Theres someone floating out there. 

Annie stood up and looked. The buoy? she said finally. 

I thoughtI said between breathsI thought it was a person. 

Annie looked at me, worried. Its just a buoy covered in seaweed. 

Embarrassed, I blinked and forced myself to look at it. Leaning over, I let out a sigh of relief. She was right. Im sorry. I must be losing my mind. 

As if on cue, a light turned on and flashed into the water. Whos there? someone called from a boat harbored in the bay. 

Oh my God, I said, not wanting to be seen in my underwear. Lets get out of here. And in the light of the moon we ran back to shore. 

After Annie dropped me off, I snuck through the back door, hoping that my grandfather had gone to bed. Id just barely made it through the kitchen when a figure loomed in the doorway. 

I froze. Crap, I muttered. 

I see youve gone swimming, my grandfather said sternly. Even at this hour he was still wearing an expensive tweed suit and dinner jacket. 

I was feeling a little stuffy. 

My sarcasm wasnt lost on him. Do you think this is funny? he said loudly. 

I jumped at the sudden sharpness in his voice. 

You could have gotten killed. Do you think my rules are arbitrary? That I enforce them just to punish you? 

Killed. Like my parents? Maybe that wouldnt be so bad if it meant I didnt have to live like this anymore. 

He studied me. I clutched my sweatshirt against my chest and waited for him to say something. It was so quiet I could hear the water dripping from my hair onto the linoleum floor. 

Im sorry you feel that way, he said. It wasnt my intention. Go dry off and get some sleep. Well talk in the morning. 

The next morning I woke up late and tiptoed downstairs. For the first time since hed moved in, my grandfather had let me sleep through breakfast. It should have felt like a victory, but was so out of character that it made me suspicious. My grandfather was in the living room, sitting in my fathers reading chair, a newspaper resting in his lap. Dustin was clearing a cup and saucer from the side table. I entered the room cautiously, trying not to draw too much attention to myself. 

Rene, he said, almost warmly, come in. He motioned to the sofa across from him. 

He was outfitted in trousers and a dinner jacket, with one of the French-cuffed shirts that Dustin starched and ironed every night. His thinning white hair, which was normally impeccably groomed, was tousled on the side, from leaning his head on his hand, I guessed. He took a sip of water, and I braced myself for punishment. 

Please sit, he said. 

Dustin pulled out a chair for me and produced a napkin and place setting. 

Ive been doing a lot of thinking about your situation, my grandfather continued. 

I fidgeted with my shorts while he spoke, and studied his large, ruddy nosea nose so massive that it seemed impossible for it to have ever existed on a younger persons face. 

And I have decided to send you to school. 

I shook my head. What? But Im already in school. 

This is a boarding school. And an elite one at that. 

I stood up in shock. My entire life was here: Annie, my friends, my teachers, the people I grew up with. They were all I had left. I was about to begin my sophomore year, and I had just made the varsity lacrosse team and gotten into AP History, which was normally closed off to sophomores. And of course there was Wes.... 

But you cant! I cried, though I wasnt so sure. How could he make me leave when my life was just beginning? 

He clasped his hands over one knee. Its high time you got an actual education. A classical education. Ive seen how schools these days operate, letting young people choose what they want and dont want to study. Its an ineffective method that has been disproven over and over again. Gottfried Academy has been around for centuries. Im sure it will provide you with the same strong foundation that your mother had. 

I meant to interrupt him, but when he mentioned my mother, I went quiet. I didnt know that she had gone to boarding school. She had told me stories about her childhood, about high school, and about how she met my dad, but shed never told me that she went to boarding school, or that it was prestigious. My dad had to have gone there too, since theyd met in English class. Why would she omit those details? 

Im not going, I said defiantly. You cant make me. 

He sighed and shook his head. On the contrary, I can. Your parents entrusted me with your safety, as stipulated in their wills. As your primary guardian, its my responsibility to do what I think is best for your future. 

But they hated you. Even when they were alive they wouldnt let you see me. So how can you possibly think you know whats best for me? You dont know anything about me. 

That may be the case, he said quietly, yet the fact still remains that I am your grandfather, and you are a minor. I know more about you than you know about yourself. Now, sit down. Please. 

I cringed and sank into my seat. 

Whether you like it or not, I am your legal guardian, and youre going to Gottfried. Now, Im going to speak plainly and clearly. You are not safe here, Rene. 

What do you mean? 

Your parents died. I dont know why or how or by whom, but it certainly was not by natural causes. 

But the police said 

The police believe that they both had some sort of heart attack. Do you think thats true? 

No. 

Neither do I. 

So … so what, then. You think someone murdered them? That someone chased them into the woods and killed them? 

My grandfather shook his head, his jowls quivering. I dont know, Rene. I only know that it wasnt an accident. Which is why we have to leave. 

My mind raced through all of my options. I could run away, stay with Annie and her parents. Or I could just leave and never come back, live in a train like the boxcar children so my grandfather couldnt find me. I had to talk to Annie. Maybe she could help me convince her mom to adopt me. 

My grandfather must have sensed my dissent. We depart tomorrow morning. I will physically place you in the car if necessary. 

Tomorrow? I cant leave tomorrow. What about my friends? 

Suddenly I didnt care if there was some killer out there who wanted to chop me to pieces. I was staying, and I was going to find out what happened to my parents. Ill never go, I said defiantly. Not with you or your stupid butler. 

Dustin coughed in the corner of the room, but I didnt care. 

We dont have time for this, my grandfather said. The semester begins in a week. You should be grateful that Gottfried is letting you enroll this late. If it werent for my outstanding ties with the school, they probably wouldnt have even considered you. 

I dont understand, I said, angry tears stinging my eyes. Why would I be safer in a different school? Why dont we just go to the police? 

The police were here; do you remember how helpful they were? Gottfried Academy is the safest place you could be right now. Ive left a suitcase in the hallway outside your bedroom. Pack lightly. You wont need much. The weather is different on the East Coast, and Gottfried enforces a strict dress code. He eyed my shorts and tank top. I daresay your current wardrobe will not do. Well find more appropriate attire when we land. 

I thought I had misheard him. The East Coast? 

Gottfried is on the western edge of Maine. 

I almost fell out of my chair. I expected Gottfried to be an hour, maybe two, away from Costa Rosa, but moving to Maine was different. I had never been to the East Coast before. The phrase alone conjured up images of stern, expressionless people dressed completely in black; of dark and unfathomably long winters. I couldnt even begin to imagine the degrees of unhappiness I would experience if I had to move there. 

I cant go! I screamed. I wont 

But my grandfather cut me off. Do you think your parents would want you to stay here, wallowing in self-pity as youve been doing for the past week? He gave me a cold look and shook his head. No, they would want you to move on with your life. Which is exactly what youre going to do. 

The conversation was over, and I stormed out of the room. I went upstairs and sat by the window, tears blurring my vision as I watched the heat rise off the pavement in the morning sun. It was unreal how much my life had changed in just one week. Both of my parents were dead, and I had no idea what was going to happen next. But I wasnt scared. I was alive, and as I picked up the phone to dial Annies number, I closed my eyes and made a promise to my parents that I would never take that for granted again. 






CHAPTER 2 

 
Gottfried Academy 


WHEN I TOLD ANNIE ABOUT GOTTFRIED Academy, she sounded more hysterical than I did. But you cant move! Who will be my best friend? Who will be your best friend? You can move in with me; well be real sisters then, like we always wanted when we were little. You can move into the office. It was exactly what I wanted her to say, but hearing it from her made me realize how unrealistic it was. Annie already had two younger brothers and a sister that her parents had to worry about, which was why they didnt have any extra bedrooms or time. If my parents were alive, they would want me to be brave and independent. Running away or going to Annies house wouldnt solve my problems. Where would I go when the only place I wanted to be was back in time? So after Annies monologue, I found myself in the unexpected position of reasoning with her. 

But where will your dad work? 

In the kitchen. Or the living room. Well find space. 

I sighed. I couldnt do that, I said. And your mom is already so busy.... 

But what about school? And all of your friends? And Wes? 

I winced at the thought of leaving them all behind, but tried to convince myself that there was a reason why my parents had made my grandfather, instead of Annies mother, my legal guardian. Maybe Maine wont be that bad. If my parents went there it couldnt be too horrible. Besides, well talk every day, and Ill come back on holidays and in the summer. After a teary conversation, Annie and I made plans to meet one last time, that night at Bakers Field. 

I spent my last day in California packing and wandering around the house trying to remember its every detailthe way it always smelled faintly of bread, the plush feeling of the carpet beneath my toes, the creaky fifth stair. Eventually I found my way to the office, where my fathers papers were still scattered across his desk. Not ready to look at them, I pushed the documents aside and turned on the computer. First, I searched heart attack, trying to figure out what could have possibly been the cause of my parents deaths. When more than a million results popped up, I refined my search to heart attack and gauze in mouth. That was more reasonable, but the results were all about wisdom teeth or complications with dental procedures. And after trying heart attack, gauze, and coins, double heart attack, gauze in mouth, which yielded nothing except the suggestion, Did you mean cost of double heath bar, gooey in mouth? I gave up. Frustrated, I typed in Gottfried Academy. 

There was only one listing for Gottfried on the Internet. I clicked on it and was brought to an incredibly simple Web site with a blue-and-gold border, which I assumed were the school colors. 



Gottfried Academy 

Vox Sapientiae Clamans Ex Inferno 

A Boarding School Dedicated to
 
Studies of an Existential Nature

Contact:

207 Attica Crossing, Mailbox 4

Attica Falls, Maine 04120 



Beneath the inscription was a crest of arms and a very realistic pencil illustration of what I assumed was the schools campus. It was stone and gothic, with cathedral-like buildings surrounded by a giant wall that looked almost medieval. If there had been a pigpen and a watering trough in the picture, they wouldnt have looked out of place. Above the buildings, ominous dark clouds filled the sky. Out of curiosity I checked the weather forecast for Attica Falls, Maine. Sighing, I scanned the weekly prediction. Sixty degrees and cloudy. Every single day. 

What was an existential boarding school anyway? Opening a new window, I looked up the word existential, which the Oxford English Dictionary defined as of or pertaining to existence. How helpful, I thought, and went back to the Gottfried Web site. I clicked on the crest of arms, and then on Contact, trying to go deeper into the site, but that was it. Frustrated, I closed the window. In addition to lacking pleasant weather, Gottfried also seemed to lack a proper Internet presence. Great, I thought to myself. There probably wouldnt even be a wireless connection in the dorms. 

Turning off the computer, I went into the hall. I had avoided my parents room all week. Every so often I would tiptoe up to the door and graze my hand across the knob, trying to imagine them inside, sleeping. Now, with nothing left to do, I opened it. 

The room was perfectly preserved: the bed made, the dresser cluttered with books, the closet door ajar, a few pieces of my mothers clothing still draped over the top. It was midafternoon and the branches of the trees brushed against the windows. Thats when I saw the answering machine, blinking on their night table. The mailbox was full. There were a few messages from Annie, the girls from school, the insurance company, and other people I didnt know. I skipped ahead until I heard Wess voice: Rene, he said, its Wes. I heard about, well, you know... I just wanted to see how you were doing, and to say that Im sorry. Im so sorry. I skipped ahead to the next. Its Wes again. Youre probably busy with family, but I wanted to say hi. So ...hi. Call me if you want to talk. I sat down on the bed, clutching a pillow to my chest. Wes again; calling to check in. Thought you might need a friend. Thats all, I guess. Rewinding the tape, I slipped under the covers, breathing in the smell of my parents on the sheets, and listened to Wess voice until I fell asleep. 

That night I snuck out. My bicycle was propped against the side of the house, where Id left it two weeks ago. Quietly, I walked it to the end of the driveway. Somewhere in the distance, a dog barked. I jumped. Hello? I said, and then laughed at myself for being so easily frightened. After glancing back at my grandfathers window, I rode down to Bakers Field. 

The football stadium was wide and flat, with the eerie stillness of a place trapped in time. The floodlights were off, letting the night sky spill onto the grass. It was empty, save for a dim glow off to the left, punctuated by laughter and the tap click hiss of beer cans being opened. Hopping off my bike, I walked toward the voices. 

Annie was the first person I saw. She was there with some other girls from our class, and ran over when she spotted me. Rene! she said, giving me a hug. Youre here! I was starting to worry. 

I gazed at all of the people on the turf. The girls from the lacrosse team were sitting on the grass, and a group of my friends from History class were standing around three coolers filled with beer. Behind them I recognized the guys from the soccer team, along with a few upperclassmen, nursing drinks and holding cigarettes, the red ash of the butts flitting through the darkness. What is all this? 

Its your good-bye party, of course. You didnt think Id let you leave without seeing everyone, did you? 

A good-bye party. It seemed so simple, so foreign. In the face of my parents deaths, it was strange to think that things like parties were still taking place. I smiled and threw my arms around Annie again, speaking into her hair. Im going to miss you so much. 

Behind her loomed a tall silhouette of someone I had barely allowed myself to think about. Wes. Annie gave me a coy look and turned to talk to some of our friends as he approached me. 

Surprise, he said softly. 

He looked like he had just stepped out of a surfing catalog, his frayed shorts and faded T-shirt blowing casually against his body in the breeze. Just the sight of him made me nervous. I swallowed and smoothed out my bangs, hoping I didnt look like I hadnt had a full nights sleep in a week, even though that was the truth. 

You look great, he said. 

I blushed. Thanks. 

I was worried about you. 

It was reallyI tried to find the right wordsbusy. I didnt mean to 

Dont worry. You dont have to explain. 

I let out a sigh of relief. Wes had an unbelievable way of making things easier. 

Take a walk with me? 

I nodded, and he slipped his hand in mine. 

We wove through the crowd of people, saying hi to everyone as we passed. It was overwhelming to think that they had all come just to say good-bye to me. After walking across the field, we reached the bleachers and climbed up to the top row, the metal popping beneath our sneakers. Wes tried to talk about the summer, about soccer, about school, but I couldnt think of anything to say back to him. So I told him about Gottfried instead. 

So its just a different school, right? Wes said after an awkward silence. We can still see each other. 

Its in Maine. 

Oh, he said, and went quiet. Well, youll be home for breaks. Well talk. And before we know it, itll be summer again. 

Voices floated up from below on the night breeze. Those people were part of a world I could never go back to again. I couldnt talk to them about school and sports and classes anymore; that place was gone for me, buried with my parents. I wanted to tell Wes that I missed my parents so much my insides ached; that I felt so alone I couldnt eat or sleep because I didnt see the point in it anymore. I wanted to tell him about the way my parents had died and how scared I was that there was someone out there evil enough to have taken them away from me. I wanted him to say that I couldnt leave, that he would save me from my grandfather and we could run away together. 

Wes asked me if I was cold, and wrapped his sweatshirt around me. We sat in silence, listening to our friends laughing, wishing it wasnt our last night together, both trying to convince ourselves that if we wanted it badly enough, we could will everything away. I was afraid to speak; afraid I would ruin the delicateness of the moment. 

Ill miss you, he said finally. 

It wasnt an answer to all of my questions, but it was enough. Ill miss you I started to say, but he placed a finger over my lips. His skin was warm, his upper lip beading with sweat. I gazed at him, curious, confused. He laced his fingers in mine, and before I could close my eyes, he leaned forward and kissed me. A cool, wet kiss that tasted of summer, of dew and freshly cut grass, of all the things that now seemed too simple to be real. 

That was my last night in California. 

We landed in Massachusetts, where Dustin was waiting for us. I squeezed into the backseat of my grandfathers custom Aston Martin, and Dustin drove us through the New England countryside, snaking over hills and ravines, through vast areas with nothing but trees for miles. 

This is western Massachusetts, my grandfather said. The home of the Transcendental movement. 

Transcendental? It sounded vaguely familiar from English class. Emerson, maybe, or Thoreau? I couldnt remember, and I didnt want to know badly enough to ask him. Instead, I opened the window, letting the wind blow my bangs around my eyes. 

We crossed a bridge into a wooded area, past rocky streams and the occasional log cabin. My legs stuck to the leather seats as I gazed out the window. The thickets of trees, which normally would have looked pretty, now only seemed dark and forbidding. 

Finally, the car slowed, turning up a long gravel driveway lined with lampposts. At the end was a Victorian mansion surrounded by acres and acres of perfectly groomed lawns. We parked in front of a marble fountain. Off to the right, two men in green uniforms were crouched beneath a rosebush with spades and garden clippers. 

Dustin opened the car door for me. Miss Winters, he said with a nod. 

I stepped outside, gazing at the mansion in awe. wintershire house was engraved over the entrance. What is this? 

Thank you, Dustin, my grandfather said, hefting himself out of the car. Were making a short stop. 

The gardeners turned and stood up as my grandfather walked by. 

Is this your...your... I paused, trying to think of the right word. House? 

My grandfather smiled. My home, yes. Transcendental, isnt it? 

Although I still couldnt recall what the word meant, this time it seemed like an appropriate adjective. I had only seen houses this big on television, which I assumed had been filmed somewhere in the French countryside or the English moors. Never had I believed that they existed in America, or even more incredibly, that my grandfather owned one. 

The front door opened into a large hall with checkered floors and heavy light fixtures. Thick drapes framed the windows, letting hazy light fill the room. Two staircases broke off on either side of the hall and led up to the east and west wings, demarcated by a compass rose engraved in the wall between them. Beneath it was a tall grandfather clock, its brass pendulum swinging languidly. How appropriate, I thought. 

Dustin will give you the grand tour while I attend to a few matters that need to be resolved before we leave. 

Were not staying? 

My grandfather suppressed a smile. Just for one night, he said, and handed me over to Dustin. 

I followed him as we meandered through the mansion, stopping in every room, each with a name and a theme. 

May I present to you the Gingham Library, Dustin said as we entered an octagonal room with mahogany floors and shelves and shelves of leather-bound books. I touched a rolling ladder, which slid down the wall, just like in the movies. 

We left and moved on to the Red Room, which was a velvet-lined sitting room, ostensibly for ladies. Dustin pushed open the door for me but waited outside. It had puffy ottomans and tiny side tables that were only large enough to hold a cup and saucer. 

It was followed by the Parchment Room, a study equipped with an old computer that looked like it hadnt been used in a decade. In front of it was a typewriter, a box of ink ribbons, a stack of cluttered papers, and a series of expensive-looking pens. We continued on through a maze of rooms, each more magnificent than the one before. I tried to keep them straight, but their names mingled together in my mind as Dustin announced them: 

The Game Parlor. 

The Hearst Drawing Room. 

The Hall of Marble and Glass. 

Verlaine Oil Gallery. 

Doldrums Wine Cellar. 

The August Smoking Parlor. 

And finally, The Second Living Room. 

It was a normal sort of living room, only fancier, with an oriental carpet and two fireplaces on each end. Victorian settees and divans sat in clusters around the room, along with a grand piano, a wall of bookshelves, and a chandelier made of antlers. Deer heads and portraits of distinguished-looking men hung on the walls. 

Wait, I said, just as Dustin was closing the French doors. Wheres the First Living Room? 

He gave me a blank look. There isnt one. 

My grandfather met us in the foyer just as wed finished with the first floor and the cellar. Thank you, Dustin. Ill take it from here, and he led me upstairs. 

On the second floor, the halls were plastered in linen wallpaper and adorned with portraits. Every so often we would pass a sleeping chamber, as my grandfather called them, mostly for guests, though I could hardly imagine him entertaining. 

At the end of the east wing, we entered a small spiral staircase that led up into the easternmost spire. At the top was a short, windowed hallway with only one door at the end. My grandfather opened it for me, and I walked inside. 

It was a bedroom: the kind you only read about in fairy tales. It had tall curved windows and a conical ceiling. The walls were painted lilac and decorated with antique mirrors and paintings of pastoral landscapes. In the middle of the room was a giant canopy bed covered in silly little pillows that I had to resist the urge to jump into. I traced my finger along the monogrammed sheets. L. C. W. My mothers initials. 

This was her bedroom, my grandfather said, watching me explore the vestiges of her childhood. The yellowed papers on her desk, the tins of makeup and hairpins on the dresser. A box of stationery peeking out from beneath the bed. An antiquated bookcase stacked with creased novels and faded dust jackets. I could never imagine my mother inhabiting this room, let alone owning that many tiny pillows. She had always been pragmatic, inclined to hiking boots and machine-washable clothing, big comfortable couches, and decorations that wouldnt break if you dropped them. I had never seen her wear jewelry other than her wedding ring, and she rarely wore makeup. She had always encouraged me to do the same. 

If youd like, you can stay in this room for the night. I thought it might be...comforting. Of course, I can have your things moved to one of the guest chambers if it doesnt suit you. 

I spun around. No, I want to stay here, I said quickly. My suitcase, which was virtually empty due to my lack of packing, was sitting in the corner of the room. 

Good. Good. My grandfather led me to a set of French doors in the corner of the room. And this, he said, turning the knobs, was her closet. 

I stepped inside, the smell of potpourri tickling my nose, and pulled the string dangling from the bulb. 

In the light, the closet was transformed from an old storage room into an enchanted boudoir filled with rows and rows of jewelry and shoes and clothes. Beautiful clothes, in styles I had never seen before. The mere sight of them filled me with an unexplainable childish excitement, and I ventured deeper, running my fingers along the racks, the hangers clinking together behind me. The fabrics melted beneath my fingertipssilk, crushed velvet, suede, taffeta, cashmere, fine cottons. I had to remind myself that I didnt like clothes like this. They were expensive, extravagant, snobby. My parents used to tell me I didnt need material things to define who I was, but now I couldnt help but want to put them on. 

These were your mothers when she was your age. I think she was about your size. Anyway, theyre yours now. 

Everything in this closet adheres to Gottfrieds dress code, so take whatever you think youll need. 

I glanced at the clothes, trying to imagine my mother at my age wearing the sweaters, the skirts, the dresses, the Mary Janes, the cloaks. I couldnt. I fingered the sleeve of a sweater. It was so soft. 

Well, Ill leave you to it. Lunch will be served at half past one. 

I nodded and watched my grandfathers reflection in the mirror as he bowed out of the room. 

I spent the next hour examining my mothers clothes. She had boxes full of barrettes and rings and headbands; drawers packed with silk pajamas, scarves, earmuffs, and lambs-wool mittens. I thought they might smell of her, but instead they just smelled like lavender, which made it easier to forget that they were hers, that she was gone. The only trace of her I could find was a single brown hair clinging to a cowl-neck sweater. I pulled it out and examined it in the light. The hair was longer than I had ever seen her wear it. I imagined her in one of the plaid jumpers in front of me, her long hair held back with a ribbon. What am I going to do? I asked her, my voice cracking. I thought of my father next to her, his hair short and parted on the side. He wore a shirt and tie, just like he did in the pictures of when they first got married. Dad, I said into the empty closet, what do I do now? A row of extra hangers clinked together above me, mocking the silence. Suddenly I felt incredibly angry. It was unfair. Why did my parents have to die? Why did I have to find them? Now all of my memories of them were polluted by the image of them dead in the forest. 

With a single movement, I knocked the hangers off the rack. They clattered to the ground, and I kept going, throwing her box of jewelry to the floor, her collection of headbands and barrettes, her scarves and mittens and hats, then sank into a sobbing heap, clutching my mothers clothes to my chest. What would my dad say if he were here? I thought back to when I hadnt made the lacrosse team last year. Crying only makes your problems last longer, he had said. Why dont you go practice? That way youll make it next year. Wiping my tears on the bottom of one of my mothers dresses, I picked myself up and stood in front of the mirror. I wanted to see something of her in me, but all I saw was my plain, thick hair, the bangs that always got in my eyes, my freckled face, and my gray eyes, now swollen and red. Was I like her? 

I searched through my mothers drawers until I found a pair of scissors. Standing in front of the mirror, I took a lock of hair in my hand. I closed my eyes and cut it off. I continued until half of it was gone, and my hair fell just below my shoulders. Finally feeling free, I shook my head, the wisps fluttering to the ground and collecting on the floor like spaghetti. Satisfied, I took a dress off a hanger and tried it on, examining my reflection. To my relief, it fit perfectly. 

After packing three suitcases full of skirts, dresses, oxford shirts, cardigans, cable-knit tights, and plush winter coats, I felt adequately prepared for whatever weather the New England winter had in store for me. 

You cut your hair, my grandfather said, aghast, when I walked downstairs for lunch. 

I nodded. I wanted a change. 

It looks very nice, he said. 

Thanks, I said, with a slight smile. 

After a lunch of tea sandwiches and cucumber salad, Dustin invited me to play a game of croquet. Manning a croquet mallet, I followed him to the back lawn. After only fifteen minutes he was already beating me by six swings. Frowning, I stepped up for my turn. I didnt like to lose. After a moment of deep concentration, I swung. It was a swift hit and I rested the croquet mallet over my shoulder while I watched the ball roll all the way to the other side of the lawn, in the complete opposite direction of the ring I should have been aiming for. Dustin chuckled, but I scowled and ran over to my ball. It was resting at the edge of the woods, where a thicket of birch trees shaded the grass. Dustin called out to me, but I ignored him and bent down. Just as my fingers grazed the ball, I jumped back. 

A pulp of feathers and dried blood was resting in front of it, the bones jutting out at unnatural angles. Unable to control myself, I screamed. 

Dustin ran over to me, surprisingly agile despite his age and the stuffy suit he was wearing. He summoned a garden worker as my grandfather approached and surveyed the scene. Get rid of it, please, he said to one of the gardeners, patting me on the back. Just a dead bird. Nothing to be frightened of. 

Right, I said, standing up, embarrassed that I had caused such a fuss. This had happened to me before. Even as a child, I seemed to find my way to dead things. 

Lets go inside. 

Dusk settled over the mansion. My grandfather and I dined at one end of an exceedingly long table, and he attempted to make small talk about the subjects I was interested in at school. I told him I wasnt sure. I had always been good at history. Both of my parents had been high school history teachers; my father had specialized in ancient Greek civilizations, and my mother had taught on the Roman Empire. So when I did well in my history classes, theyd always encouraged me to read more on my own. 

But what are you interested in, regardless of what your parents wanted? he pressed. 

I hesitated. I... I dont know. I like books and reading. And I like Biology. Anatomy, dissection. It sounds kind of cool. But Ive never really taken it, so who knows. I probably wouldnt even like it. 

He gave me a troubled look. Why do you say that? 

Dad told me that science was a flawed field. Something about how it was just another form of prediction. It tries to explain the mysteries of life and death by using a very small vocabulary. Thats what he said, at least. 

My grandfather rubbed his chin. I see. Well, perhaps you should give it a try, lest he was mistaken. At Gottfried. 

I nodded. Was my grandfather actually being supportive of something I wanted to do? Maybe he wasnt so bad after all. 

That night after my grandfather went to bed, I turned on the bedside light and explored my mothers room. It was like a museum, everything perfectly preserved, as if the sixteen-year-old version of my mother had just left for a date with my father, and would return any minute, sneaking in through the back door so my grandfather wouldnt catch her. I ran my hands just above her perfumes, her porcelain figurines, her pens and pencils, not wanting to touch them, to change anything about them. She had stacks of books, mostly paperback fantasy novels and childrens tales, a pile of old notebooks scrawled with numbers and equations from math class, I assumed, and a binder full of notes from what seemed to be a literature class. In the margins, she had doodled my fathers name over and over again. I traced my fingers around the letters. Robert Redgrave. I liked the idea that they had once been my age, passing notes and daydreaming about each other in class. With a yawn, I clutched the notebook to my chest and crawled into my mothers bed. Surrounded by her things, I finally felt safe, and fell into the first full nights sleep Id had in weeks. 

In the morning we set out. Dustin drove us through the grassy knolls of Vermont, the White Mountains of New Hampshire, and finally into western Maine. It was getting late in the afternoon, the sun beating a yellow orange on the horizon. In the distance an airplane left a trail of white steam heading toward the west, and I watched as it disappeared behind the mountains. We hadnt seen civilization in hours. 

Up ahead, the darkened mouth of a tunnel was carved into the earth. Dustin locked the car doors. The radio became scratchy until it turned completely static. 

When we emerged through the other end, we were in the mountains. The alpine passage had been carved into the granite. Giant peaks jutted out of the ground, framing the horizon like jaws. As we climbed higher into the mountains, the temperature dropped. Snowmelt trickled down from the peaks, soaking the road, and Dustin slowed as we turned a bend. 

And then out of nowhere, we passed a house. It was half dilapidated, made of a dark wood that was rotting at the base. I was sure it was abandoned until I spotted a figure moving inside, behind the curtains of a cracked kitchen window. 

I pressed my face against the glass to get a better look as we drove by. It was followed by another house, only this one was smaller and better kept, resting tenuously on a bed of granite. Slowly, we began to pass more houses until we reached an intersection with a general store, a gas station, and a diner with a faded sign that read beatrices. 

What is this place? I asked. 

Attica Falls, said my grandfather. 

A few cars were parked along the side of the road, and a man was pumping diesel into a rusty pickup truck at the gas station. A stray cat ran under a house porch. Otherwise, the town was empty. Dustin made a left at the intersection, then headed up a steep road that led us around the mountain. The town ended as suddenly as it began. I looked back to catch one last glimpse of it just as we hugged the bend. Attica Falls. 

When I turned back around, we had come to a stop. Nestled into the forest were tall iron gates spiraling together like the branches of a tree. Hanging at the center was a brass plate engraved with gottfried academy. A crest of arms was inscribed below it, with the words vox sapientiae clamans ex inferno. A small man dressed in a guards uniform approached the drivers side. 

Dustin rolled down his window. Mr. Brownell Winters, he said solemnly. 

Surprised, the guard stepped back and stood up straight. Sir, he said, giving our car a stiff nod and running to open the gates. As we drove past, he peered into the car curiously, but quickly looked away. 

Inside the school grounds the terrain was much different than the rugged wilderness that surrounded it. The ground was flat and green, with sprawling quadrangles of grass and trees. The massive buildings that comprised the campus were made of dark brick that had been stained and faded by the elements until it had acquired a smoky hue. 

Ivy climbed up the walls, giving me the feeling that the buildings had not been built at all, but had grown naturally out of the earth. 

We pulled into a half-crescent driveway and parked at the foot of a staggeringly large stone building, with ARCHEBALD HALL engraved above the entrance. Dustin left the car running and took my suitcases out of the trunk. 

Oh, I can get that, I said, but he refused. With a bow, he carried them into the hall, leaving only my backpack at my feet. 

This is where we part ways, my grandfather said. 

Youre leaving? Suddenly I felt very alone. 

Would you have me stay? He studied me pensively. Edith Lumbar. Shes a professor here and an old colleague of mine. Should you ever feel unsafe, go to her. Shes very capable. 

I nodded, fidgeting with the bottom of my cardigan. 

And you have my phone number. Dont be shy about calling. 

Okay. 

You remind me of your mother when she was your age. I should be happy if you turned out the same. 

In a gesture intended to comfort me, he gave me a stiff hug. And with only one place to go, I walked up the steps to Archebald Hall. 

I found myself standing in a giant hallway with a high-vaulted ceiling and mahogany colored walls that reminded me of the interior of a church. I ambled down the hall until I reached an open doorway on my right. I peeked in. 

Come in, said a friendly voice. 

Startled, I stepped inside. A young woman wearing red lipstick and a secretarys skirt suit was seated behind a desk, sorting through a stack of files. She was simultaneously plain and glamorous, like a 1950s movie star. I half expected her to look up from a typewriter and pull out a long cigarette. She smiled when she saw me approach. 

Hi, I said. I... Im a new student. 

She nodded. What is your name? 

Rene Winters. 

She scanned the files with a long slender finger and handed me an envelope. I turned it over, not sure what to do. She seemed to know what I was thinking. 

Your schedule is inside. She motioned toward the envelope. Everything youll need is in your room, including your suitcases, which are being delivered as we speak. Youre in 12E, in the girls dormitory. Go straight out these doors and turn right. Follow the walkway past the green. When you get to the lake, youll see it on your left. 

I folded the envelope into my pocket. Thanks. 

I walked down a cobblestone path through the campus, which was lined with oak and maple trees and small leafy shrubs. There were students everywhere. Girls in pleated skirts and oxfords, boys in collared shirts and ties loosened around the neck. I looked down at my cardigan and collared shirt, which Id patched together from my mothers closet, hoping my grandfather wouldnt notice when I paired them with my cutoff shorts. It was the last time I could wear them, and to my relief he hadnt said anything. But now I felt out of place. I picked up the pace, eager for the privacy of my own room. 

As the path narrowed, I passed a large grassy area surrounded by trees, which I guessed was the green. Just past it was the lake, wide and still, expanding across the entire upper half of campus. The buildings reflected off the water, changing and distorting in its ripples. At the head of the lake stood a life-size statue of a bear on all fours, its face arched up toward the sky. 

The girls dormitory was made of a soft gray stone. Even from the outside it looked clean, as if it were made entirely of bars of soap. Across the lake stood an almost identical building that was made of a slightly darker stone. It was shaded by a collection of oak trees and seemed gloomier. A few boys were walking toward it. 

Inside the girls dormitory, the heat was on and everything had the calm coloring of warm milk. A wide stone staircase led upstairs, and I skimmed my fingers across the surface of the banister as I ascended. 

My room was large and sunny with high ceilings and a fireplace. The walls were a welcoming yellow, and the sweet smell of yeast and baking bread filled the room, reminding me of home. On the far wall were two large windows overlooking the lake and the green. My suitcases rested beneath them. I bent down to begin unpacking when a cool gust of northern air blew in, followed by the sound of rustling paper. 

On the desk was a large rectangular parcel wrapped in brown paper. RENE WINTERS, it said in bold letters. Resting on top of it was a manual with the Gottfried crest embossed on the cover. I opened it. Gottfried Academy Code of Discipline. It was 157 pages long. How could there possibly be that many rules? I set it aside and tore open the parcel. 

Inside was a stack of books: 


Latinvs, by Evangeline Rhine 

Mythology and Rituals, by Gander McPherson 

Lost Numbers, edited by J. L. Prouty & Linus Moss 

Soil, by Brenda Hardiman 

Origins of Existence, by Paul F. Dabney 

Metaphysical Meditations, by Ren Descartes 

The Republic, by Plato



Beneath them was a series of other books by Nietzsche, Aristophanes, Aristotle, and other names that I couldnt pronounce. 

Confused, I pulled out the envelope from my pocket. Inside was a sheet of paper labeled: Second-Year Schedule: WINTERS. 

Elementary Latin I 

Ancient Civilization

Imaginary Arithmetic

Horticulture 

Philosophy 

The Arts 

Crude Sciences 


Horticulture? Imaginary Arithmetic? In California we studied normal things like English, Algebra, Biology, and languages that people actually spoke, like Spanish or French. What did Crude Sciences even mean? 

I picked up Mythology and Rituals, which I assumed was my Ancient Civilizations textbook. Back in California, History had been my favorite subject. Out of my entire schedule, it was probably the only class I would really enjoy. But I guess I didnt have a choice, which seemed to be a recurring theme in my life over the past few weeks. 

The sound of footsteps broke my train of thought. They stopped in front of my door. Startled, I stood up and watched the knob turn and the door creak open. 

A girl walked in, lugging two overstuffed duffel bags behind her. A mess of wavy blond hair was piled on top of her head, and her round cheeks were flushed from walking up the stairs. With a sigh, she let a bag drop from her shoulder. It fell to the ground with a thud. 

Who are you? I asked, confused. 

Eleanor, she said, fanning her face with her hand. Eleanor Bell. 

She was carelessly pretty, with rosy skin and wisps of windblown hair framing her face in a way that made her look like she had just stepped off a private yacht in Nantucket. 

So why...what are you doing in my room? 

What are you talking about? she said, looking at me as if I were crazy. Im your roommate. 

Oh. I felt my face turn red. In my hurry to open the package, I hadnt even noticed that there were two beds. I looked around the room more carefully and realized that it was true, there seemed to be two of everything: two desks, two chairs, two wardrobes, all divided by a fireplace. They didnt tell me I had a roommate. 

They almost didnt tell me either. My old roommate left Gottfried at the last minute, and I was set to have a huge single all to myself...until a few days ago. 

I shifted uncomfortably. Sorry. 

She shrugged. Its okay. Itll be fun. Besides, living by yourself can get lonely. She looked at my legs and frowned. You know youre not in dress code. 

I glanced down at my shorts and then at her outfit. She was wearing an impossibly short wool skirt, a perfectly pressed white collared shirt, and black knee-highs. I imagined that her parents were the sort of people who owned horses and played tennis on the weekend after hosting large brunches on their waterfront estate. And you are? 

Eleanor ignored my comment. No denim or clothes with writing on them, she recited. Only skirts, collared shirts, and stockings. And if you want to wear pants, you have to wear a blazer. 

I rolled my eyes. What was the point in getting so dressed up for school? Well, I think I look fine. 

Eleanor scoffed at me, sticking her button nose into the air. You look fine for going to the beach. Were at Gottfried Academy! One of the oldest and most competitive schools in the country. Do you know how many people would die to be in your position? 

I had never heard of Gottfried until my grandfather told me about it, and I definitely didnt care how prestigious it was. I would have given anything to be back at my old school. I guess its just hard moving away from my friends. I unzipped one of the suitcases and then added, Im new here. 

I know. Eleanor hoisted one of her bags onto her bed. Thats the first thing you need to understand about Gottfriedits small. Things have a way of being found out. She untied her hair, letting thick blond locks fall around her shoulders. The smell of citrus and shampoo wafted through the room. Which brings me to the second thing you need to know. The secrets that arent found out are buried well. And probably for a reason. 

I gave her a perfunctory nod, but thought she was being overly dramatic. I had been to high school; I knew how things worked, how people talked, how secrets were leaked. 

Eleanor paused, and for a moment I thought she had finished and I could finally unpack in silence. But then she said, For example, your name is Rene. Youre five foot four, you got straight As at Costa Rosa High, youre a sophomore, like me, and you have an inclination for history and the social sciences. Your parents were teachers, but then they died and your grandfather sent you here. His name isshe tried to rememberBrownell Winters. 

Surprised, I looked up at her. How did you? 

And now youre here, probably thinking Im some spoiled, self-centered trust-fund girl whos obsessed with makeup and name brands and only got into Gottfried because my family has legacy here. 

That is not true! Thats just... Its not... I dont think that about you. The retort sounded cleverer in my head, but the worst part was that I probably would have thought all of those things if Id had more time. 

Its all right. Everyone thinks it. And maybe theyre not totally wrong. But I know that your family has legacy too. Which is why you got in. You didnt even have to take that ridiculous admissions test. And even though you couldnt have grown up richI mean, your parents were teachersI know that youre an only child. Which probably makes you more spoiled than me, because I have an older brother, and everyone knows that only children dont know how to share. 

I gaped at her, torn between anger and confusion. How did she know all this? I wanted to ask if it was her familys money that made her think she could talk to someone else that way, but all I managed to spit out was, I know how to share. 

I told you, she said, reading my thoughts. Things have a way of being found out here. My parents are divorced, so I dont really see them. It happened a few years ago and was really messy. My mom got the house in Aspen, my dad got the house in Wyoming, and theyre still fighting over the rest. She rolled her eyes. Or their lawyers are. My parents cant even stand being in the same state. So of course they couldnt stop fighting about where we would live. Which is why my brother and I are here. That and the fact that practically our entire family has gone to Gottfried. She smiled. And now you know everything about me, in case you were wondering. She looked into my open suitcase. Thats a really cute skirt. 

I watched as she leaned over my personal belongings in all of her blond, rosy glory, completely unapologetic for who she was and where she came from. 

Thanks, I said. It was my moms. 

She had great taste. Do you mind if I take a peek? And without waiting for an answer, she bent down and sifted through the rest of the clothes in my suitcase. You know, Ive always had this fantasy of growing up in a normal family. A small, cozy house. My parents cooking pancakes for breakfast and borrowing eggs from the neighbors. Riding the bus to school. Oh, and of course Id have to have a summer job. Its so romantic. I could work as a waitress and wear an apron and everything. 

I gave her a confused look. Its really not that romantic. The bus was crowded and there was always gum stuck to the seats. And I would have killed to not have a summer job. But then I would never have met the guy I was dating. He asked me out at the farmers market where I worked. 

She looked up at me in awe. See! It is romantic! Tell me everything. 

I couldnt help but laugh. I had never met anyone who fantasized about having a crappy summer job or living in a small house. 

Lets start over, I said, and held out a hand. My name is Rene. 

Eleanor smiled. Its nice to meet you. She held up a tan shirt with ruffles on the collar. This is so vintage. Do you mind if I borrow it? It would look great with my new skirt. 

I let out another laugh. Sure. So how did you know all that stuff about me? 

It wasnt hard. My brother, Brandon, is on the Board of Monitors. Hes a senior, and practically the headmistresss pet. When I found out I had a roommate, I asked him to look in your file and relay the details. Hes not supposed to, but hed do anything for me. 

It didnt sound that easy. Actually, it sounded like a lot of work for information that she could have just found out by asking me. I watched her go through the clothes in my suitcase, holding them up to her body. 

Eleanor, how come your old roommate didnt come back this year? 

She gave me a mischievous smile, as if she had been waiting for me to ask. Now thats a question thats not so easy to answer. 







End of sample
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