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BACK THEN, WHEN I was a young woman, there were still witches. That was what Nana Alba used to say when she told Minerva bedtime stories; it was the preamble that led into a realm of shadows and mysteries.


Shortly after Minerva first arrived at Stoneridge, she’d looked toward the thick mass of trees that constituted Briar’s Commons and heard a shrill cry that sounded like an infant’s wail. For a moment she’d shivered in fear, thinking of her great-grandmother’s tales of witches who drank the blood of the innocent on moonless nights. But it had been only a peacock.


She was used to the birds now, the gray peahens and the beautiful males with their dazzling displays of iridescent feathers. They’d sun themselves on the lawn in front of Ledge House and sometimes they’d even sit on the porch of the old mansion. The story went that when the college acquired the building and turned it into a dorm, the peacocks had been part of the deal. A superstitious old dean reckoned they were lucky. Thus it had become tradition to keep a few of them by the dean’s house, though the birds liked to drift toward other buildings and roamed the campus with impunity.


Now as she stood near the window, she heard the same cry.


She couldn’t see where the peacock was stationed. It was likely somewhere by the entrance, watching the last of the students make their exodus from Ledge House.


Her friends had told her she’d never get used to the cold and the snow of New England, hailing as she did from the temperate climate of Mexico City, but she’d handled the winter without misfortune. It was the summer that made her anxious.


The campus was closing for the season. Within twenty-four hours all the dorms and facilities would stand silent and still, with a few resident directors like herself left to oversee the buildings. The library would be open, albeit with reduced hours, serving the students—mostly grad students—who would not fly or drive home for the summer.


The campus by the sea, with its greenery and its beautiful Victorian houses, with the sun shining and the ducks swimming placidly in the lovely ponds, ought to have inspired joy and relaxation. But everything irritated her. The quiet of the summer was the perfect chance to work on her thesis, if she’d had anything to write about.


Her progress had stalled. She’d done little in the winter and even less in the spring. Her adviser would expect a certain number of pages come fall. Minerva doubted she’d be able to produce much; her outline was a jumble of nonsense.


She couldn’t afford to be anything except excellent. Her tuition at Stoneridge College was covered courtesy of a scholarship for academic high achievers. Her room and board were paid through her work in the language lab, helping Mr. Marshall with the flock of bored undergrads who needed a second-language course to graduate, and supplemented with her job as a resident director.


She’d always been able to juggle dozens of responsibilities without a hitch. Back in Mexico City, when she was in secondary school, she helped take care of Nana Alba. She’d come home, peel off her school uniform and change into comfy clothes, make dinner, give the old lady her medications, then complete her homework while keeping an eye on her. Great-Grandmother Alba died at the ripe old age of a hundred and one, and everyone said a nurse couldn’t have done a better job taking care of her.


Could someone plateau at twenty-four? Could your brain shrink? She felt tired and listless all the time. Often, she was sad for no reason. She was in grad school, obtaining an English literature degree from the same college Beatrice Tremblay had attended. It was her childhood dream come true.


They’d said she’d be shocked by the cold of a Massachusetts winter, but the truth was Minerva knew all about New England. She’d lived in it, through the stories of a multitude of writers. She’d ambled through Peter Straub’s Hampstead, H. P. Lovecraft’s Arkham, Stephen King’s Derry. Imaginary towns, but towns based on real locations, real places. She’d preferred to slip into the tales of Shirley Jackson rather than go out dancing with her friends, and instead of asking for a quinceañera party she’d managed to persuade her mother to buy her a first edition of Tremblay’s The Vanishing and a cache of other horror novels, which she’d spotted in a dusty used bookshop on Donceles among a slew of old, forgotten titles.


Minerva had studied and saved, researched her options and budgeted, spent countless days paging through the college guides and data sheets at the Benjamin Franklin Library—which contained information on American scholarships available to international students—until she’d found a way to make her grad school fantasies a reality.


Now she was slipping up.


The peacock cried again, as if urging her out. She grabbed her clipboard and headed to the front of the house. She waved at one of the undergrads, who was loading her car, and set off toward Briar Hall, cutting through Briar’s Commons, which the students called the Witch’s Thicket because a witch had supposedly lived there in the time of the Salem trials. Or else the Devil dwelled under a tree. The stories contradicted one another as all good oral narratives must.


Salem was a few train stops away from the college, but there didn’t seem to be a real basis for the story about the witch. As for the Devil, he seemed to live everywhere in New England. There was a Devil’s Rock and a Devil’s Footprint and a Devil’s Pulpit.


Devil or not, Briar’s Commons had served as the inspiration for The Vanishing, so it had some artistic merit. She’d felt giddy the first time she looked out the window and saw it, recognizing it from Tremblay’s novel.


A single narrow dirt path cut through Briar’s Commons and connected the eastern dorms with the rest of the campus, or one could take a wider, better-kept road that snaked around the patch of trees and had actual lighting at night. Stoneridge College at one point had tinkered with the idea of leveling the whole area and making a parking lot or a new dorm or something or other. But it caused a panic among local nature enthusiasts and the more ecologically minded students. Instead, the college had expanded west and north. South lay the sea and a couple of stretches of sand that passed for beaches.


Minerva walked briskly along the oak-dimmed path, clipboard in one hand. She thought about Nana Alba’s tales of witches and the particular tale that had haunted Minerva since childhood. The peacock’s cry, the silence of the path, further increased her melancholy. She missed her great-grandmother, had never stopped missing her even though Minerva’s mother said she would. Just like she’d said Minerva would grow out of her teenage blues.


She’d written to her mother that day. She tried to limit phone calls back home with the excuse that long distance was expensive, but in reality it was easier to pretend she was fine and happy when she was typing on the computer or mailing letters. She’d mailed a bunch of photos from around campus to her mother the previous week. That, plus the short email that discussed nothing of importance, should keep her happy. Minerva had no desire to discuss her problems with her mother, who believed herself a psychoanalyst after reading too many self-help books.


Minerva emerged in front of Joyce House, which had the honor of being the oldest structure on campus, built in 1750. It was shuttered, with renovations to begin next year. It dearly needed this renovation; the once picturesque structure was now dull and battered, but she found it entrancing. Often, when doing her rounds, she looked at its upstairs windows and felt an almost electric tug. It was the lure of history; she adored older buildings and was repelled by the new.


They said the building was haunted, but then people said the same of all the old dorms. It did not frighten her. A few months before, close to Halloween, she’d noticed a glow coming from one of the upstairs windows and had ventured inside in the company of a campus security officer. Someone had broken into the dorm and attempted a séance, but they’d run off, probably spotting Minerva when she was waiting for an officer to arrive and escort her inside. They’d left behind a Ouija board and a few candles. It was a fire hazard, and as a result security had boarded up the downstairs windows, since it was terribly easy to lift one open from outside. Minerva had never discovered the identity of the culprits.


The wooden boards on the ground floor marred the looks of the building even more than its age, giving it an air of terrible neglect.


A ways away from Joyce House there was a smaller dorm, this one built in the 1950s when the college was still an all-girls’ institution. That was Briar Hall, with its front door painted green and a cheerful garden gnome standing guard next to a clump of daisies.


The front door was propped open. Hideo Ogawa was helping a student carry a TV out of the dorm. Hideo was also a resident director. He managed three buildings on the northern side of the campus. Minerva technically also managed three, but with Joyce House closed, in practice she was down to two. The resident directors were responsible for two or three buildings, depending on their size, and the corresponding undergraduate resident assistants. But in the summer, with so few of them on campus, they might be watching over twice as many buildings.


“Taking it to storage?” Minerva asked.


“Yeah,” Hideo said. “That and a couple of boxes.”


International and out-of-state students could ask to leave their belongings behind for the summer in one of the storage spaces on campus, although these could be quite contested. There was no storage space at Briar, and Ledge House’s basement storage was crammed full already, so they must be heading to August Hall, which was Hideo’s dorm. That was a much more modern facility; it even had an elevator to take you up its three floors, although Minerva preferred the old houses and mansions that had been converted into student housing. Amazing what the Great Depression had done to real estate. The college had acquired a bunch of properties and land shortly after that time, doubling its size, back when properties were somewhat affordable on the North Shore.


Hideo and the student maneuvered the TV into a car, then Hideo turned toward her.


“You’ve checked out everyone at Ledge House?” he asked.


“I have a couple of stragglers,” she said, looking down at the pink forms resting on her clipboard. “A couple more students here, too.”


“I’ve got to drive this over to August Hall and then I’ll check out a bunch of folks at Plymouth Hall. Will you be home around five?”


“Where else?” Minerva said. She didn’t own a car. The walk to Temperance Landing was a good forty minutes. When classes were in session, she could ask another resident director for a ride or wait for the minuscule van that passed as a shuttle, ferrying students to the train depot at Temperance Landing, from where they could catch the train to Boston. Or it would drop them at the Stop & Shop, the multiplex, and a host of other spots. In the summer, however, the shuttle did not operate.


“Good, I need to show you something.”


“Sure. Drop by.”


Minerva went inside the house and up the stairs. Even as she knocked on the door, she hoped Conrad Carter would tell her he hadn’t obtained the proper paperwork. He had filed it late and the housing office said students who wished to remain on campus could do so only under extenuating circumstances. Conrad Carter had family in Dover and Minerva suspected he wanted to stay at the dorm because he was too lazy to haul his things into a storage unit.


Conrad opened the door and squinted at her. He was wearing a sweatshirt and pants and looked like he had rolled out of bed a few minutes ago.


“I’m coming to inspect your suite and check your paperwork for the summer stay,” she said.


“Ah, yeah.” He rubbed the back of his head. “Give me ten minutes.”


“Our appointment is for two-thirty,” she reminded him.


“Wait, okay?” he said. It was an order, not a request.


Minerva guessed he was going to hide his bong. Late in the autumn, Conrad Carter had been the usual trouble, which meant he’d argued with his roommate. Most of the student quarters in this dorm were doubles, with two beds in each room. There were, however, a few precious suite-style rooms, which looked like mini apartments. Two single rooms divided by a small living room area, plus a private bathroom. These suites were reserved for seniors or grad students.


Conrad Carter had been assigned to a suite; he had one room and Thomas Murphy had the other one. They were a bad fit from the beginning. Conrad played his music too loudly and dirtied the bathroom. Thomas had lodged a complaint, but when a student washed their bowl of noodles in a bathroom sink and clogged it, the usual procedure was to simply have a chat with them. Which Minerva did. Conrad Carter kept playing his music and annoying his roommate. She caught him smoking pot and wrote him up, which meant nothing, because you needed far worse infractions to merit anything close to a punishment and Conrad knew it.


Thomas did not return after winter break, and Conrad seemed to have considered this a chance to increase his annoying behavior. Even though he lived in a dry dorm—there were underclassmen on the first and second floors—Minerva wrote him up for throwing three parties with plenty of beer. What was worse, he had freshmen and sophomores with him. Drinking with eighteen- and nineteen-year-old students was definitely an infraction.


Conrad, however, had skated through without any issues—his dad was friendly with a couple of school trustees. In March, Conrad had elbowed away one of Minerva’s resident assistants who had been doing the rounds of the building and suspected he was carrying liquor in a shopping bag. Minerva tried opening a disciplinary inquiry, which did not proceed because Conrad said he hadn’t elbowed anyone, it had been an accident, and the resident assistant had been too scared to ask him to open the bag, so no actual alcohol had been confiscated.


But Minerva didn’t think it was an accident. Conrad was an asshole, plain and simple, and after she lodged her inquiry, he seemed especially eager to annoy her. He hadn’t always been like that; she’d liked him in the beginning, and before Halloween, when they’d walked back to campus . . . but no matter, they were hardly on friendly terms now, and she had a job to do.


Minerva began looking around the living room and going through the pink checkout sheet. Although technically Conrad wasn’t leaving, she had to make sure the suite was in decent shape, have him sign off on any damage, then also have him sign a new sheet for the upcoming year. The living room and bathroom were messy, but she saw nothing out of the ordinary.


Minerva poked her head into the room that had belonged to Thomas Murphy. There were two boxes next to the window. She’d seen them months before. Instead of coming back to campus, Thomas had emailed the registrar’s office and told them he was dropping out, which meant Minerva had been alone when she’d inspected the room. There was no damage, so she’d simply informed her boss that Tom had left two boxes, assuming he’d pick them up later.


Minerva opened the flaps of one box and peered down at its contents. Books.


“You can go into my room now,” Conrad said as he stood in the living room and sipped a can of Red Bull.


She quickly closed the flaps of the box and turned around to look at him.


“Tom didn’t return for his stuff. You hadn’t mentioned that,” she told him.


“I didn’t know I had to. I figured he’d come and get it if he needed it.”


“In the fall you’ll get a new roommate, and the room must be empty.”


“You want me to chuck it out?”


“No. It’s fine. I’ll talk to housing services, they’ll send someone. You have the R5 form?”


“You know I do.”


“I still need to see it.”


“You’re always by the book, aren’t you, Minnie? Dot your i’s and cross your t’s.”


She detested nicknames. She was Minerva, not Minnie or Min or Nini or any other variation. He was smiling, probably thinking it was cute to butcher her name, but she returned his smile with a serious stare. She didn’t need Conrad thinking summer break would soften her.


She held out her hand. He spoke under his breath and went back into the bedroom. He came back and finally gave her the permission slip for summer residency.


“You can’t have overnight guests during the summer,” she reminded him. “And please don’t park at the front, the parking lot is—”


“I know where the parking lot is, Minnie.”


“Minerva,” she said coolly, the chill of autumn in her voice even with the heat of the summer gently baking the dorm. “Can I look at your room?”


“Be my guest,” he said, bowing and pointing in that direction.


Conrad’s room was a jumble of clothes, tangled bedsheets, and assorted soda cans piled by the window, but there was no damage to the walls or floor and all the furniture was accounted for.


He signed on the appropriate lines and Minerva continued her inspections. By the time she was done signing everyone out of the dorms, it was four. Minerva closed the front door of the dorm and headed to her apartment.


Ledge House was three stories high, with dorm rooms on the second and third floors. The kitchen had been modernized, with a refrigerator, a microwave, and a double sink. But the rest of the ground floor remained much as it had been when the building had functioned as the summer home of nineteenth-century Boston socialites.


The large parlor with its plush couches, floral wallpaper, velvet curtains, and seascapes evoked the Victorian era, even with the large TV above the nonfunctioning fireplace, which the girls in the dorm mostly used to watch The Real World. The dining room still had the long mahogany table where fine suppers had been organized, although nowadays it was more likely to serve as the spot for a pizza night. The billiards room had been converted into a study lounge, but the dusty, ornate chandelier remained above the grand staircase.


The resident director’s “apartment” was made up of several interconnecting rooms, the first of which had once been Ledge House’s library. There were bookcases crammed with forgotten leather-bound volumes, as well as a multitude of stuffed birds—two ducks, two doves, several startled canaries—perched on the walls. A walnut birdcage housed a taxidermied owl. The fireplace in this room was still functional, and although the rugs were not original to the house, they had an old-fashioned look that matched the rest of the room. The library had two couches and a large leather chair. This was where Minerva held her meetings with her resident assistants, and the cabinets she used to file her paperwork were discreetly tucked in a corner.


Hideo thought the dead birds were creepy, like something out of Psycho, but Minerva liked them. She had names for each of them—Poe, Stoker, Shelley. Nana Alba loved birds. She’d kept canaries and doves. A parrot had often perched on her shoulder, talking merrily. In her old age Nana Alba would forget that the bird had died and speak to it, offering it a peanut and smiling placidly.


The library with its collection of stuffed birds connected to a hallway with built-in shelves, which Minerva used to store linens and supplies. Then came her bedroom. This was a very large room, not quite as big as the library, but still substantial. There was no closet; instead she had a wardrobe and a dresser, neither original to the house. By the look of them, this was furniture from the seventies, from around the time the college had gone coed, though several dorms, including Ledge House, remained single-sex. The bed was even more recent, large and comfortable, and her desk and chair were duplicates of the ones that the undergrads had in their rooms.


Minerva had been told she could hang new paintings in her bedroom, and she’d purchased a beautiful map of Cape Cod at an antique shop in Newburyport. Yet she’d never hung it. It remained resting against a wall in its frame, half hidden behind her laundry basket. Atop the dresser sat pictures of her family: Nana Alba rendered in sepia tones in her youth, then her mother, then Minerva with her hair in braids next to Nana Alba, and then the three of them together. Plus snapshots of a few friends from back home, whom she hadn’t spoken to in ages, and of her more recent acquaintances.


The bedroom had two doors, one of which led to a small bathroom, the other to a room, more a nook than anything else, with a table and a couple of chairs. There was a sink, a microwave, and an electric kettle, but no stove. Hideo had gifted her a rice cooker, but if she wanted a real meal, she needed to use the dorm’s kitchen. This mini kitchen had a door to the back porch and then there were steps that led to a beach, which was not like the beaches she’d visited in Mexico—all warm, soft sand. Barberry bushes delimited this beach, and it was more rocky than sandy.


Minerva grabbed her computer, made herself a cup of coffee, and sat in the kitchen, eyeing her laptop and her copy of The Vanishing yet not touching them. She did not know where this listlessness came from. It attacked her in waves, drowning her. She’d once asked Nana Alba how she’d survived a war, suffered through the years of meager crops and too many hungry mouths.


You simply live through it, she’d said. Minerva was not sure she could ever imitate the stubborn certainty in Nana Alba’s voice. Perhaps Minerva was made of a softer substance.


By the time Hideo showed up, Minerva had not even turned on her laptop. He unzipped his backpack and took out a comic book tucked in a clear plastic sleeve. It had a scared-looking man on the cover.


“It’s Shigeru Mizuki’s adaptation of The Dunwich Horror,” he said. “I have a collector in Peabody that wants it. I thought I’d let you take a peek before I drop it off.”


“Will you look at that,” Minerva said.


Hideo was also an English student. They’d met during resident director orientation when he’d pointed at her beige trench coat and said she looked like a private investigator from an old movie, and she in turn said he looked like Freddy Krueger with the striped sweater he was wearing.


They’d bonded because of Minerva’s interest in Weird fiction and horror authors, though Hideo was a Henry James aficionado writing a thesis on his ghost stories, not really a Lovecraft groupie. Aside from working as a resident director, he sold an eclectic mix of manga, movies, and Japanese pop culture artifacts, which his cousin shipped him from Osaka.


“You working?” he asked, and grabbed the beat-up paperback that sat on the table. It was a reprint copy with bad artwork and had no collector’s value. Her first edition of The Vanishing was in the bedroom. She also had two copies of Tremblay’s Wicked Ways and Other Stories, one of which she’d thoroughly marked with annotations and Post-its.


“Trying to. But there’s no getting around it, I need to look at Beatrice Tremblay’s diary and her private letters. Right now, what I have is what’s in the college’s archive, and that’s just roughs of manuscripts, correspondence with her agent, business stuff.”


“I thought you’d located some letters to Lovecraft at Brown?”


“Yeah. Two letters. One of them excitedly discusses ice cream flavors. Lovecraft rarely kept the letters of those who wrote to him, so I guess I’m lucky there are two, even if one of them waxes poetic on coffee-flavored ice cream.”


It was actually Lovecraft who had first guided Minerva toward Beatrice Tremblay, though she’d long since grown more interested in her than in the man from Providence. Lovecraft had been an avid letter writer, which was a boon to history. He corresponded with all the Weird writers of the era: Clark Ashton Smith, Robert E. Howard, even a young Robert Bloch.


Despite rumors that Lovecraft was deathly afraid of women, the man was xenophobic but not gynophobic. Therefore, he also maintained a healthy correspondence with professional and amateur women writers of all types. Gossip indicated he had once been infatuated with the poet Winifred Virginia Jackson, who dated the African American poet William Stanley Braithwaite—she could imagine the shock on Lovecraft’s face upon hearing about such a rival. Well, if he had been a rival. A lot of Lovecraft lore was mutated hearsay.


Among Lovecraft’s correspondents, who included obscure revision clients such as Hazel Heald—with these “revisions” sometimes amounting to full-fledged ghostwriting for a few dollars—and authors of a certain renown, such as C. L. Moore, who penned the Jirel of Joiry stories, there was a young aspiring writer named Beatrice Tremblay, though back then she had signed her letters “Betty.”


Beatrice would go on to correspond with other writers and publish a robust number of short stories, a couple of novellas, and one novel. Her name, first glimpsed as a footnote in a paper about Lovecraft, had incited Minerva’s curiosity because Lovecraft and Tremblay had apparently corresponded on the subject of witchcraft, and also because she was a woman and a writer of “weird tales,” a combination that, although not unique by itself—Greye La Spina, Everil Worrell, and Mary Elizabeth Counselman were women who wrote such stories—was noteworthy because history seemed to have forgotten most female horror authors.


Minerva had tracked down one of Tremblay’s stories, translated into Spanish and reprinted in a horror anthology that had been put out by Minotauro in the eighties, and had fallen hopelessly in love with her prose.


New England and witchcraft featured prominently in Tremblay’s work. Minerva’s original plan had been to dig into the autobiographical elements in The Vanishing and tie it all together in an essay with the context of New England’s history and folklore.


The first edition of The Vanishing contained a cryptic note at the back that declared, “This is based on a true story.” And at Brown, in one of those two letters kept at the John Hay Library, there was a paragraph that read:


I have been toying with writing a novel based on certain experiences of mine, which, as I indicated when we met in Providence last summer, were of a most eerie and disturbing nature. The working title is The Vanishing, and it concerns the disappearance of a young woman whom I briefly befriended. I know you’ve asked me for more details on this tale, which is a true account as baffling as the Lost Colony of Roanoke. Perhaps I might be able to show you my notes when I go down to Providence, which looks plausible in the fall.


The letter had been dated January 1937. Lovecraft passed away in March. Beatrice and Lovecraft had never discussed The Vanishing—she wouldn’t write it until decades later; it had a long gestation. Of their first meeting, there were no great details and no information on what they had conversed about. Minerva knew Beatrice had almost concluded her studies at Stoneridge by the time she went to Providence to meet “Grandpa Theobald”—Lovecraft liked to call himself that. She also knew that she’d stayed for three days in Providence and that Lovecraft had given her something of a tour of the area.


He’d done the same thing for Helen V. Sully in 1933 when she’d visited Providence, and spooked her by taking her to a graveyard at night, and in 1934 Lovecraft had headed to Florida to meet with a teenage fan, R. H. Barlow—Lovecraft did not actually know his pen pal was sixteen until he arrived—who had invited him for a visit at his family’s house. Which is to say, rather than being an old, scared man hiding inside a dilapidated mansion, Lovecraft did have a social life.


Lovecraft’s impressions of Beatrice had been preserved in a letter to Jonquil Leiber in 1936, in which he detailed his meeting with an “interesting” young woman named Beatrice “Betty” Tremblay who was fascinated by matters of the occult and witchcraft, thus birthing the footnote that had entranced Minerva.


Minerva’s mission to rescue Beatrice Tremblay from the jaws of oblivion had seemed to her achievable in the beginning, but the material in the archives of Stoneridge was dry and impersonal, unless you were eager to know that the price of Weird Tales in 1932 was twenty-five cents.


“What about her journal? Didn’t you find out someone in the area had Tremblay’s personal papers?”


“Yeah. Carolyn Yates.”


“You know the remodel job at Joyce House? It’s being financed by the Yates Foundation. It’s not that Yates, is it?”


“Yep. They went to school together. Beatrice left her business correspondence and a bunch of roughs, outlines, and notes to the college; her journal and personal letters went to Carolyn. The problem is I can’t get hold of them.”


“She’s given you the brush-off?”


“I wish. I can’t even get the woman on the phone. Because she’s a valuable donor, I must go through the alumni office, and they said her secretary turned me down. I got so upset that a few weeks ago I cornered her grandson in the library and asked him about it.”


“He goes here?” Hideo asked. “What’s his name?”


“Noah.”


“What’s he studying?”


“I think economics, but he might be switching to something else. Rose at the registrar’s office said he’s cycled through several universities. You want a cup of coffee? I’ll brew a fresh pot.”


“No, thanks.”


Minerva stood up, fiddling with the coffee maker. Like the other appliances in the kitchen, it was an ancient, temperamental machine from the seventies. The wiring didn’t help. An old building like Ledge House couldn’t have two things hooked up to one electrical outlet or the power might fail.


“He’s not that balding guy with the ponytail, is he? The one who has one of the singles in Catherine House?”


“No. He’s our age.”


“Well, okay, so what did he say?”


“He told me to contact his grandmother’s secretary. This is going to be the dullest thesis in the world. I’ll never secure doctoral funding.”


“Why don’t you switch it up? Focus on Lovecraft.”


“Lovecraft’s played out,” she said, pushing the brew button. “De Camp wrote a bio about him in the seventies and then Joshi came out with an even better bio. Tremblay is fresh. Anyway, how’s your work going? You keep changing your topic.”


“I think I’m going to compare the ghost stories of Henry James with Kwaidan.”


“The movie or the book?”


“I don’t know,” Hideo said with an effortless shrug.


“I love those types of ghost stories.”


A scratching noise by the door made Hideo frown. Minerva opened the door and let in an orange tabby, which stared at Hideo while she looked for the can opener.


“You have a cat?”


“It’s a stray. It started coming around for no reason.”


“If you’re feeding it, it has a reason. Did you name it?”


“Karnstein.”


“It’s definitely yours if you named it.”


Minerva opened a can of cat food and poured it into a shallow ceramic dish, which she set down on the floor. The cat began munching on it.


“I should get going. I need to get this to my client,” Hideo said, and slid the manga back into his backpack. “Are you going to Patricia’s party tomorrow?”


Now that the campus had been vacated, Minerva had intended to focus on her thesis. Realistically, she was probably going to spend twelve hours a day in bed, but she at least wanted to imagine she could achieve a modicum of efficiency if she was not bound to the needs of students.


“I’m not sure,” she said.


“I can drive you to Patricia’s and back. I want to see if there are good-looking guys there, I haven’t hooked up with anyone in three months. Who was the last guy you went out with?”


She preferred to keep her thoughts veiled, to not overshare, and there wasn’t anyone to talk about, not really. In the winter, she’d watched a movie with a guy from Brookline whom she’d met through a message board. But although she’d gone out with him a few times, by the spring she’d stopped responding to his emails and calls. It wasn’t that she meant to cut him off—she simply figured she’d reply another time, and it was hard to go on dates when she didn’t even want to change out of her pajamas. Her energy was exhausted simply by following her everyday routine and maintaining a semblance of normalcy. Perhaps she’d be able to cocoon herself during the summer, to emerge revitalized.


She’d never been much for romance, anyway. There’d been Jonás in university, although that had felt like an obligation, like she should at least try to have an adult relationship. But she’d suspected it would never lead anywhere and had been unwilling to consider going long-distance or, even worse, to reject the scholarship offer. At Stoneridge she had tiptoed around . . . well, there had been that thing with Conrad Carter, which was not even a thing.


“Isolation is not going to allow you to craft a more brilliant thesis, you know,” Hideo said, as if guessing her thoughts.


“I’m not isolated,” she said, and picked up her cup of coffee, taking a sip. Then she pretended to look for sugar, avoiding Hideo’s gaze.


“Jessica said you want to do your night rounds alone during the summer.”


“It’s more convenient.”


“We’re supposed to walk in pairs.”


“Everyone says it’ll be quiet.”


“Sure, but don’t you want to talk to some of the few people around? I’ve barely seen you in the last month and a half. You keep making excuses.”


“I’ll go with you to the party,” she said, which was the best evasive maneuver she could come up with. She didn’t want to discuss her research roadblocks or her problems with anyone, even if he was a friend.


After Hideo left, Minerva looked at the cover of The Vanishing, which showed an open door and an empty room. It was interesting how Nana Alba had also told her a story of a disappearance that was tied to witchcraft, just as Beatrice Tremblay’s novel had connections with the occult. Perhaps that was why she’d loved the book so much, why she’d devoted years of her life to pursuing this tale. This was what got her pulse racing, not lovers or romance—it was the thrill of research, of odd questions and murky answers.


“Back then, when I was a young woman, there were still witches,” she said, and tapped her fingers against the book.
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ALBA WANTED TO MAKE sure that the set of porcelain mancerinas was ready. She knew her mother would ask that chocolate be served and had done her very best to time it correctly, calculating how long it would take for a cart to roll down the roads and toward the farm after the five o’clock train made its stop. But the mancerinas with their painted birds and insects, old and fine artifacts from another era, were kept in a locked cabinet. Alba hurried around the house, trying to find the key.


“Can’t we pour the chocolate into a cup?” Fernanda asked. “Why do we need that funny little plate to hold the cup up?”


“It’s the way chocolate is supposed to be served,” Alba said. “When noble people held their parties, they always drank their chocolate in a mancerina.”


“We’re not nobility and those dusty antiques are best kept locked away,” Tadeo said.


Alba ignored her brother and turned to the young maid. “Look in that drawer, Fernanda, for God’s sake. My uncle Arturo is bound to be here any minute now. Oh, and cut one of the carnations that are growing in the white flowerpots, the red carnations by the kitchen windows, not the pink ones in the back. Put the flower on the tray when you bring it in.”


“You’d think the Pope is visiting,” Tadeo said.


Tadeo did not care much for their uncle, calling him a snob and even “Uncle Catrín” when he was in a bad mood, but Alba disagreed ardently. Although Arturo Velarde was twenty-four, merely five years older than Alba, she considered him the most mature, sophisticated, and intelligent man in the entire nation. He spoke French fluently, had memorized verses by Verlaine, Manuel José Othón, Juan de Dios Peza, and many others, and had even published a few poems of his own.


For his sake she’d worn the green dress with the high waistline, because green was Arturo’s favorite color and she thought that the dress had a Parisian touch to it that he’d be sure to admire. On her finger she wore a delicate ring with a jade stone that her father had given her for her fifteenth birthday, and matching earrings framed her face. She wanted to look like the women who appeared in magazines, sleek and sophisticated.


“Mr. Quiroga, your uncle is here. I need help carrying his things,” Jacobo said. “Have you seen Belisario?” 


Alba still winced when people called her brother “Mr. Quiroga,” though it was accurate. Now that their father had passed away, he was the only “mister” around, and yet he was less than a year younger than Alba, just eighteen years old.


“Belisario is on an errand,” Tadeo said.


“That’s a bad thing, then,” Jacobo replied, and scratched the collar of his shirt. “I don’t know how I’ll manage.”


“You can’t carry a valise by yourself?”


“He has two trunks, Mr. Quiroga, and two valises.”


“Of course he does. I’ll help you.”


Fernanda found the key to the cabinet and Alba told her to pour the chocolate while she hurried to the parlor. This was the best room in the house. On sturdy bookshelves rested the Quirogas’ books, everything from a fine encyclopedia to volumes on ancient mythology. Her father had not been much of a reader, but he’d had a younger sister—dead of a fever many years now—who’d had a fondness for novels. Alba’s mother had added to this collection, and now Alba carefully dusted each book and catalogued it with care. When her uncle mailed her a new volume of poetry, she reverently placed it next to the others on a shelf designated for her most treasured reads.


The sofa in the parlor was upholstered in pink damask and the two armchairs facing it were of the finest leather. In front of a window there was a table with gilded legs and upon it a vase of fine china gifted to her mother on the occasion of her wedding. A few chairs were arranged by this window, and when they had company they moved them next to the couch so that everyone could listen while Alba or her mother played the piano. But they had not had many visitors since her father’s death four months earlier, and the parlor had become sad and dreary to her.


Now, as she walked in, Alba thought the room had been entirely changed: the sun shone bright through the open windows and the parlor seemed light and airy. Standing there, glancing out one of those windows, was her uncle Arturo. He wore a three-piece suit that served to emphasize his slimness. His jacket and his trousers were a dark gray color, and his vest, with its daring bright blue hue, was in sharp contrast to the subdued gray of the rest of his clothes.


His hair, of a rich brown that was almost burnished, flecked with gold, was slicked back with macassar. His eyes were a light, liquid brown, the eyebrows elegantly sketched, and his full lips granted him a languorous expression, which he often enhanced with a decadent half smile. He had an easy, relaxed air about him that seemed to match his handsome face.


She had thought so much about him in the last few months, wishing dearly he’d visit Piedras Quebradas. She had even cast a little spell she’d learned, summoning him. She did not often indulge in such practices, for fear of what others would think if she admitted she believed in folk magic. Her mother abhorred superstition and even though her father had believed in enchantments, in monsters and witches, she tried to be like her instead of him. Besides, Alba understood these games children played must be sloughed off as she became a worldly woman.


Arturo turned his head. “Alba,” he said, delight clear in his voice, and opened his arms to her.


Alba rushed forward and hugged him, closing her eyes. “Arturo! You’ve come! I so hoped you would come! Tadeo is terribly bossy, and Mother . . . it’s dreary.”


He was there! How she’d missed him. It had been well over a year, almost two, since he’d last visited Piedras Quebradas. But he was finally there, and she clutched him tight. For a minute they embraced and stood so close she was able to hear his heart beating in his chest, then he stepped back.


“I can imagine,” Arturo said, and began drawing her toward the sofa so that they might sit together.


“Mother is cross with me every day. I do my best, but I’ve never been good with the little ones, and now that Father isn’t around, Magdalena complains all the time and the twins are even more of a handful.”


As the eldest child, Alba kept an eye on the younger children, played with them or watched them when her mother was busy. But Mother was eternally irritated now, and Tadeo could hardly help her, busy as he was in the fields or with the animals. She sometimes believed Tadeo liked horses more than he liked people.


Alba found herself juggling household responsibilities and tending to her siblings. Lola was six, docile, and took her little brother, Moisés, by the hand, which at least meant she watched over him. But the twins! They were seven and didn’t want to learn their letters, wash their hands, or comb their hair. Alba was in a constant battle with them.


Magdalena was terrible in her own special way, always mumbling under her breath and pointing out Alba’s mistakes. Even though she was only eleven, she attempted to bully Fernanda and undermine her big sister. Alba would have had Magdalena chopping wood all day long, and the twins too, but their mother wanted them to practice their penmanship, read books, learn the names of faraway countries. Alba was no schoolmistress to teach all this, and yet her mother said this was a woman’s obligation: to handle the household and the children.


“Now, now, don’t look so sad. I’ve brought new sheet music and a trinket you might like,” Arturo said. “We’ll scrub this house free of any gloom, won’t we?”


Her eyes widened with delight. “Sheet music! And books? Have you brought any books?”


“Yes. Baudelaire, Rubén Darío, and Amado Nervo. That evening in the poplar grove, mad with love, the sweet one I idolized offered me the wild rose of her mouth,” he recited smoothly.


“You must read to me, and you must play the piano, and you must make me terribly happy.”


“I will,” he said, his voice soft as silk. She wished to throw her arms around his neck and hug him again, but then her mother walked in and Arturo smiled one of his dazzling smiles.


He stood up and took her hands between his. “Luisa, my deepest condolences. I’m terribly sorry that I couldn’t be here for the funeral.”


“Thank you. I’m glad you’ll be here for tomorrow’s remembrance mass, it is a great comfort to me,” she said, and pressed a hand against his cheek. “My darling brother, how have you been?”


“Very well.”


“You are not missing any meals? Julia complains that you never have your breakfast and you stay out late. Let me see. Yes, you have dark circles under your eyes. Silly boy, are you behaving yourself?”


“I behave most properly. You can rap my knuckles if you think I’m lying,” he said. Luisa slapped his hand in mock admonishment. She smiled.


When Luisa Velarde was sixteen, her mother died, leaving her with the responsibility of caring for her siblings and running their house. Her younger sister, Julia, had already been thirteen and capable of fending for herself, but her little brother, Arturo, had been two years old. Luisa had endeavored to fill the role of mother for him, to ensure that he would never lack for anything.


When Luisa married a farmer from Hidalgo, she had wept bitter tears and Arturo had cried with equal abandon. Then, when he was nine, the family sent him to live with Luisa. The boy had missed his eldest sister. Besides, Julia had never been the mothering type. She was relieved to have the child in someone else’s hands, and Arturo’s father was a busy man who had no time nor patience for fussy children.


Arturo lived at the farm for a few years. The mountains, the gorges, the rivers and trees, did not suit him. When he turned fourteen, Luisa determined that he ought to attend a boarding school, for he was an intellectual, taciturn child. Alba’s father had tried to show him the ways of the farm, but he had not taken to it. He’d gone away, attended the boarding school, polished his French and his piano playing, enrolled in university.


By the time he returned to visit the farm, Arturo was a youth of nineteen with dreams and prospects. Alba was delighted by the sight of him, and even when he dropped out of university and their family chided him for it, she thought him a most brilliant man.


Each of his visits was delightful. No matter whether it had been more than a year or just six months since she’d last seen him, he seemed to have grown more sophisticated, his clothing more fashionable, his manners more attractive. He lived in the city with his father and Julia and attended all manner of dances, exhibitions, and gatherings. When he spoke, it was like sweeping into the pages of El Mundo Ilustrado.


Fernanda walked in carrying a tray with the mancerinas and the pretty carnation in a flower vase. Dolores walked behind her. In her hands she held a dish with a silver dome that concealed what lay under it. The staff at Piedras Quebradas was modest. Dolores and Belisario had worked there for ages, she as the cook and maid, he as the right-hand man to Alba’s father since long before he’d married. Jacobo had been there for a couple of years and Fernanda for almost ten months. During the planting weeks and the busy harvesttime, they hired a few extra hands.


They grew barley, corn, and beans in the fields. They kept chickens, pigs, rabbits, and goats. Her father’s most precious investment had been his horses. They had a beautiful white stallion that they put out to stud for a fee.


Her father had done well enough and yet there was no denying that theirs was a provincial life and a provincial existence. Alba worried that Arturo would find something lacking in his lodging or in the food. She had managed, through clever bribery and the use of sweets, to persuade the children to play in the nursery, at least for a little while. She did not want them stumbling into the parlor and running wild, playing at pirates, while Arturo drank his chocolate.


“But what is this? Une tasse trembleuse, pour moi?” he asked, and smiled as Fernanda handed him a cup. “And this warm chocolate. You needn’t have bothered, really.”


“I baked an almond cake, too,” Alba said, lifting the silver dome from the dish and motioning to the maids that they might step out and check on the younger ones.


“How lovely. You’re an excellent cook.”


“Not when it comes to making tortillas,” Tadeo said as he walked in and wiped the sweat from his brow. “She acts as if there are ants in the dough, she won’t palm them into shape.”


“I do make tortillas. I make everything,” Alba said angrily.


In truth, she was impractical, and liked to cook elaborate dishes or sweet treats. The thought of plucking a chicken or skinning a rabbit was abhorrent, and she submitted to such mundane tasks only when her watchful mother demanded it. But she didn’t want Tadeo speaking so bluntly about her, even if it was true.


“Well, your luggage is up in your usual room, Uncle Arturo,” Tadeo said. He plopped himself down in one of the armchairs while Arturo settled into the other one. “It looks like you’re coming for a year and not merely for the mass.”


“I thought I’d stay for a little while and help around the farm,” Arturo said, lifting the porcelain cup and sipping his chocolate.


“Help how?”


“Your father’s death is a great burden to your mother.”


“A burden we’re shouldering, yes.”


“You needn’t shoulder it alone.”


“Exactly what could you do for us?” Tadeo asked, raising a skeptical eyebrow.


“I’m not as useless as you think, dear nephew,” Arturo said. His poise was admirable. Alba watched him with zeal, observing how he tilted his head and held his cup.


“I’ve never known you to be interested in tilling fields or butchering a pig.”


“It’s a balm simply to have you with me, dear brother,” Luisa said, and then she looked at Tadeo. “You must watch your tone, Tadeo, or your uncle will think you rude.”


“I’m sorry, Uncle,” Tadeo said, but he stretched out his legs and shrugged with insolence.


Alba’s brother took after their father; he was broad of shoulder, tall, and strong, and although still young he had that shell of toughness of the Quirogas. Alba, on the other hand, was like her mother, like the Velardes. Delicately sculpted, elegant, with brown curls cascading down her back and long fingers that slid upon the piano keys with ease.


Why had her father, rougher, with little interest in fashions and soirées, picked a lady from the city for a wife? And why in turn had a girl who liked the scent of perfumes more than the fresh country air accepted the proposal of a young farmer? Alba liked to think it had been love at first sight, and yet the thought of two people who were so wildly different made her frown. She wished to marry someone who shared her interests, who was sensitive and idealistic, not her complete opposite. This was why she was hesitant with Valentín. He was nice, but he was like all the men in Paraje de Abedules, one more farmer who wanted to discuss animal husbandry, not couplets.


Arturo carefully wiped his mouth with a napkin and set aside the mancerina. “No need to apologize, Tadeo. However, I’m afraid I’m exhausted. Riding on that rickety wagon is torture. I’ve said it before: it’s a shame you don’t have a proper carriage.”


“Why should we have a carriage?” Tadeo asked. “It would go to waste. Besides, if the wagon bothers you, you could have availed yourself of a horse at the station. One of the townspeople would have lent it to you and you’d have arrived sooner.”


“I hate horses more than I hate wagons. And they hate me in turn. Anyway, I should nap. It’s no small feat to make it to this little farm in one piece.”


“My boy, we are so careless to keep you here when you must be falling asleep,” Luisa said, rising with Arturo. “Come, I’ll walk you to your room, and if anything is amiss, you can tell me and I’ll have it fixed.”


Luisa and Arturo walked out of the room. Tadeo immediately cut himself a large slice of almond cake and grabbed one of the porcelain cups.


“Will you put that down? I didn’t bake it for you.”


Her brother twirled a fork in the air. “What? You want it to go stale? The man is sleeping, I might as well eat your silly cake.”


“He’s retreated upstairs because you’re rude.”


“I don’t think it’s rude to speak the truth. He looks like he’s packed to go on a trip around the entire state of Hidalgo. Aunt Julia says he’s a spendthrift and she doesn’t want him living with her anymore. Now he suddenly shows up with all his shirts and neckties when he couldn’t bother to come for Father’s funeral? He’s come to live here. But I don’t give free room and board.”


“You’re shameless, Tadeo Quiroga,” she said, and crossed her arms. “This is our uncle we’re talking about.”


“Our uncle who spends his days at the Jockey Club and has a lover.”


“How do you know that?” Alba asked, incensed, clasping her hands together.


“The Jockey Club? Why, it’s where all the rich young men go, and Uncle Arturo may not be rich, but he likes to live richly.”


“I meant the other part.”


“That’s what Aunt Julia wrote to Mother. That he is either spending all his money at the racetrack or keeping a lover. Otherwise, she can’t figure out what he’s done with his bank account. I’m telling you, he’s not coming here to live off us. I have a hard enough time handling Piedras Quebradas right now to have to handle him, too.”


“When did Aunt Julia write such a thing? I didn’t see the letter.”


“She wrote to us, and Mother wouldn’t let me show you the letter because of those things she said about Uncle Arturo. She doesn’t think a young lady should hear such tales.”


“She’s correct. They’re filthy lies,” Alba said primly, though she felt furious at this gossip, and if she’d had her darning needle handy she would have poked her brother with it.


“Well, I’m telling you because right after she wrote, Uncle Arturo also wrote to say maybe Mother should accept Mr. Molina’s offer. I think that’s why he’s here, because he wants her to sell the farm.”


Alba understood her brother’s animosity; he loved the land. But she didn’t feel the same love for Piedras Quebradas. She didn’t mind helping her mother with the garden where they grew vegetables and herbs. But she hated when they castrated the pigs or cut off a chicken’s neck with a sharp axe. She felt like screaming every time her mother killed a chicken and the corpse twisted and shook, seeming almost to dance.


“When you’re married and keep your own house, you’ll have to do as much, even if you have the help of your maids,” her mother had told her on one occasion, when she practically fainted at the sight of the bird’s carcass.


“I can’t. I’m no good at it,” Alba said, and stared at the blood spatters left by the poor chicken. She wanted to paint pretty watercolors, like the one she had gifted Tadeo for his fifteenth birthday, or raise gentle doves, not chop the necks of birds.


“I didn’t know how to kill a chicken when I came to Piedras Quebradas, but I learned.”


But Alba had never wanted to learn. She wanted to be a lady, soft and poised, like her mother had been in the city before she married, like the women in the society pages.


“I’m headed upstairs, too,” Alba told her brother. “You must be nicer tomorrow.”


Once Alba reached her room, she locked the door and closed her eyes. She knew that in a few minutes she’d be needed, either to tend to the children or to help with a chore.


She opened her eyes and sighed. She could understand why Uncle Arturo wanted to visit the Jockey Club and spend his days in merriment. Who’d prefer to clean out the hogpen? Perhaps Tadeo, but he was a silly boy, even if the servants called him “Mr. Quiroga.”


Alba walked around the room, her hands gliding along the white curtains that encircled her bed then resting on a book she’d abandoned upon her pillow, a slim volume of Greek myths, stories of Cupid and Psyche, Hades and Persephone, Helen’s love affair with Paris. She wondered whether her uncle had a lover, as they said. If he did, she’d be a seductive woman with a sharp tongue. She’d be lovely and would dress in beautiful gowns.


No doubt the lover rubbed nice creams, like the one Adelina Patti advertised in magazines, against her skin and pressed rice powder on her cheeks. She wore lace of Alençon and owned a hat with an ostrich feather.


How annoying, Alba thought, that on their farm she must wear simple muslin dresses, white, or perhaps with a pattern of flowers, while in Mexico City women were outfitted in silks. Her mother would never allow her rice powder, let alone rouge, and Arturo’s lover must have access to both.


Alba leaned forward, looking into her mirror, and pictured her cheeks dabbed with color, her lips streaked with carmine.


There was a knock on the door. She stood up straight and placed the book in a drawer, fearing it might be Tadeo. He mocked her reading tastes, but then all the reading he wanted to do was about horses and pigs. “I’m resting for a minute,” she said.


“It’s Arturo.”


She looked at her reflection, quickly pressing her hands against her hair, smoothing it back, making sure an errant curl was tucked behind her ear.


“Is there something amiss with your room?” she asked as she opened the door and gazed into his smiling face.


“No. It’s cozy enough. I wanted to give you that trinket I spoke about.”


“How sweet of you to remember me.”


“Here,” he said, and from his pocket he pulled out a chain with a single pearl dangling from it.


Alba rushed to her mirror excitedly, holding the necklace up. She angled her head left and right.


“I saw it and thought of you. How do you like it?”


“It’s darling!” she exclaimed. “Come inside. Help me put it on.”


He swept her thick, long hair away from her nape and with careful fingers manipulated the clasp. She watched his reflection in the mirror, his eyes fixed on his task, and wondered if he’d bought something just as pretty for his lover. He looked up at her, their eyes meeting in the mirror, and she blushed.


“But it’s not a trinket, you shouldn’t have,” she said, looking down.


“I’m aiming to cheer you up. Will you wear it tomorrow?”


“Of course! Although tomorrow is the mass and I ought to wear my crucifix and that scratchy gray dress Mother picked for me,” she said, frowning.


“You can’t wear both?”


“I could. As long as Mother doesn’t see it, or she’ll say it’s vulgar to pair the cross with anything else. But the chain is long. . . .” She trailed her fingers down her throat, to the spot where the pearl rested, almost between her breasts. “I’ll wear it close to my heart, always,” she said, and looked up at him.


A smile stole over his face and her heart was near to bursting with joy at the sight. He stepped away from her. Hands in his pockets, he walked to the door.


“Will the Molinas be at the mass tomorrow?” he asked when he reached the doorway.


“Yes, they will,” she said, following two steps behind him. “The Molina girls will be pleased to see you. They think you’re dashing.”


“Am I, then?” he replied, and laughed.


He lingered by her side until there came the sound of a wail from down the hallway and Alba sighed, guessing that one of the twins was being naughty with the other. She had perhaps five minutes to herself before her presence in the nursery became imperative.


“I’ll try to take my nap now, or your mother will box my ears,” Arturo said.


“Thank you once more.”


Alba closed the door and hurried back in front of the mirror, admiring the new piece of jewelry. She bit her lips, hoping to add a pinch of color to them, and traced a line with her index finger down her neck.
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MINERVA DIDN’T KNOW MOST of the people at the party, and the ones who attended Stoneridge were at best faces without names. Many guests, many strangers. A couple of people approached her, yelling their names, indicating via gestures or expressions that they’d been introduced at one point, perhaps at another party, perhaps they’d seen each other in the cafeteria, but Minerva couldn’t hear what they said and couldn’t make herself understood with all the noise.


She found refuge on a couch and sat clutching a bottle of beer but did not drink. The TV was on, showing Pinky and the Brain. They’d turned the volume off, so she couldn’t hear what was happening on the show, not that it mattered. She wasn’t watching it. She had merely picked that spot to hide. It was located away from the table where Patricia and her roommates were playing beer pong. She was afraid Patricia would ask how she was doing. If Minerva said she was feeling like shit, Patricia would offer her a Jell-O shot, suggest that she join the beer pong game, or any number of inanities.


Minerva liked Patricia. She was fun, energetic, and kept finding interesting holes-in-the-wall to visit. She liked Hideo, too. Lots. At night the three of them talked on ICQ about meaningless and profound topics, then they gathered in the morning in the cafeteria. It had been Patricia who showed Minerva how to make a snowman—she’d completed her bachelor’s degree in the States, so she already knew the minutiae of winters—and Hideo frequently popped by Minerva’s dorm with lychee candy, which she’d never tasted before.


They were her friends, or they had been until the last month, when she’d avoided them, too wrapped up in academic pursuits and thesis burnout to seek their company. Same as she was avoiding her mother—she didn’t want to talk to anyone. Inevitably, they’d ask about papers, research, everything she didn’t wish to discuss.


She shouldn’t have come. Not in her current mood, not with the anxiety that kept simmering in her belly. The reason she’d shown up was because she had a feeling she ought to, the thought embedded in her mind almost like a thorn. Nana Alba used to call these feelings portents and said they should be heeded.


Minerva rubbed her temples. Hideo was having an animated conversation with a tall blond man and she knew he’d never agree to drive back to campus before two A.M. He’d said so when they left: Party night! End of term! He’d said it with such enthusiasm, too. As if it meant anything, as if it were a national holiday.


Minerva supposed she could walk back. Patricia shared a house with three other students in Temperance Landing and it might not be that convenient to walk home at night, but at least she was wearing comfortable shoes.


The girl sitting next to her laughed, and in her excitement she elbowed Minerva. Minerva spilled beer on her own shirt. The girl didn’t notice. Minerva hurried to the bathroom, locking the door.


She dabbed at her shirt with a towel, trying to blot out the stain. Hideo had said she should “doll herself up” when he phoned her earlier in the day, but Minerva had merely put on a flannel button-down over a T-shirt. She gave up on trying to clean the stain and tied the flannel around her waist so the mess at least wouldn’t show.


She unzipped her oversize leather purse, took out a bottle of aspirin, and swallowed two pills. She wished she had brought her Discman, although she realized how antisocial she’d look if she walked around a party with headphones on.


Someone knocked on the door. Minerva ignored them. After a few minutes they went away, probably to the upstairs bathroom.


Minerva remained sequestered in the bathroom for ten minutes. She timed it. Then she left her beer by the sink, stepped out, slipped through the laughing young people, and walked down the front steps of the house.


The sky above her head was a cloak of indigo and the noises of the party turned into a distant hum as soon as she closed the door behind her. A moth fluttered by, attracted by the glow of a lamppost. She took a deep breath. The night felt velvet soft, almost alive, thrumming with secrets.


“Damn it,” a guy said. He was a few paces from where she stood, looking at the ground, clutching his bottle of beer and muttering to himself as he walked around a tree.


She was going to leave him there, circling the tree and slurring his words, but she wondered if he’d be safe by himself. Maybe she could coax him back inside, call him a taxi. Although at this hour of the night there would be no taxis. In such a small town, rides were scarce at the best of times. Well, she could at least get him seated on a couch where others might watch over him.


“You okay?” she asked.


“Kind of. Can’t see where I dropped my cellphone without my contacts,” he replied.


She looked down, searching in the tall grass. Her hands brushed against a lump of plastic and she picked up the phone.


“Here. You sure you’re okay?”


He nodded and tucked the cellphone in his back pocket. When he swept his hair back from his face, she realized she was standing in front of Noah Yates. He was dressed in what was essentially the preppy uniform of men at Stoneridge, with beige slacks and leather boat shoes. Instead of a sweater or a bomber jacket—which was practically mandatory for guys his age—he wore a suede jacket. In short, he seemed like he was emulating the men in the J.Crew catalogues. All-American Norman Rockwell. Rather bland, despite his expensive ensemble.


He took a swig of beer.


“Shitty techno. Makes my eardrums bleed,” he said while he swayed a little and stepped back. “I got a splitting headache from it.”


“You want an aspirin?” she asked, not knowing what else to say.


“Sure.”


She placed one on his palm and he popped it into his mouth, taking another drink. But the bottle was empty and he tossed it away. He pulled out a silver flask from a jacket pocket and took a sip, then tipped the flask in her direction.


“No thanks.”


“Orange juice,” he said loudly.


“Sorry?”
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