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            Author’s Note

         

         This is a true account of my experience of being forcibly taken from my home as a teenager and sent to a “therapeutic boarding school.” These so-called “schools,” many of which are still in operation across the United States today, offer desperate parents what must seem like a miracle cure for children they have deemed “troubled,” a term that is very loosely defined and includes what some would call typical rebellious teen behavior. It is my opinion that the methods these schools employ are, at best, debasing and, at worst, completely destructive. I hope to start a conversation for those who have been hurt by these institutions and not known where to turn. If by telling my story I can convince one parent to avoid this dangerous path, I will feel like I’ve accomplished something.

         In recounting my story, I primarily relied upon my own recollections, personal letters, and journals, as well as conversations with others who shared this experience or portions of it with me. I want to stress that this is my story and my story alone—I do not purport to speak for my former classmates, friends, or acquaintances from this period of my life; nor do I mean to imply that they reacted to these experiences in the same manner that I did. In fact, I am aware that there are some individuals who credit their time at Carlbrook for improving or even saving their lives.

         Given the sensitive nature of the material presented in the book, I have changed the names and certain identifying characteristics of individuals. In some instances, I also have created composite characters and altered the timing and/or locations of events. I left only two names unchanged: my own, Elizabeth Gilpin, and that of the institution that forever changed my life.

      

   


   
      
         
            Everything can be taken from a man but one thing: the last of the human freedoms—to choose one’s attitude in any given set of circumstances, to choose one’s own way.

            —Viktor Frankl, Man’s Search for Meaning

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Prologue

         

         SOMETIMES I THINK I was born afraid of the dark. Hall lights, bedside lamps, a flashlight hidden beneath the covers—nothing made me feel safe in the middle of the night. The setting sun filled me with dread, and twilight came with an impossible choice. Waking life and dreaming life were both unbearable at night. I was afraid of my own shadowy thoughts and even more terrified of the faceless man who haunted me in my nightmares.

         Inside my picture-perfect brick house on my quiet Southern street, where the hand-striped walls matched the custom-tailored curtains, was my pink room. It was perfectly appointed, the sheets and pillowcases monogrammed with my initials: E.L.G., written in cursive. I would lie in my bed night after night, paralyzed with fear but too embarrassed to admit it.

         I had been right to fear the dark. The faceless man came for me after all, only in real life he had a faceless partner. They kidnapped me from my own home in the middle of the night, and no one stood in their way.

         At fifteen, I was angry and defiant, in trouble more often than not. So my parents hired the man from my nightmares to take me away.

         This is what I remember from the night my whole life changed:

         First, there’s light. Bright and blinding, it shoots fear through my body before my brain knows how to react. My vision is fuzzy and there are shadowy faces leaning over me. I blink. Two strangers come into focus, and their hands clasp around my wrists and ankles, holding me down. My brain is hazy, hungover. I can’t move and I’m terrified.

         “What’s happening?” I say. “Who are you?”

         The strangers in my room are adults. A man and a woman, large and dressed in black. I’m wearing powder-blue pajama pants and an enormous white T-shirt bearing the logo of a youth tennis camp. I’m fifteen years old and my nightmare is coming true.

         “Let’s go.” The man is pulling me from my bed.

         “No.” I kick my legs wildly.

         “I’m not asking.”

         I realize that I’m screaming. That I’ve been screaming this whole time. The shock has made me inarticulate and wild, my voice like an animal’s. I focus and call out for help. Again and again I scream for someone to come save me. The strangers don’t try to stop me. They understand it doesn’t really matter.

         “Your parents know we’re here,” the woman says. “And you’re coming with us.”

         “Fuck that.”

         She grabs my shoulders and yanks me from the bed. I reach for a pillow to fend her off.

         “Where are you taking me?”

         I’m on my feet now, still trying to wrestle away from my kidnappers. I’m not wearing shoes. I need to pee.

         “There are plenty of bathrooms on the road,” the woman says in response.

         The man tightens his grip as he drags me out into the hall. I understand now why my mom chose this weekend to take my brother and sister out of town. How long has she been planning this? Did she have “Elizabeth gets kidnapped” written down in her calendar?

         “Ow.” Beefy fingers dig into my flesh. “You’re hurting me.”

         The strangers march me down the long corridor, past studio portraits of three well-groomed, blond children. With manufactured smiles, we could have been in the stock photo that came with the frame. I see another figure looming in the shadows, right by the front door. It’s my father. He’s in his pajamas, standing tall and calm with his arms folded across his chest.

         Has he slept? Did he brush his teeth and get into bed? Did he set an alarm for the arrival of his daughter’s kidnappers?

         I look at him now, my eyes wet and pleading. I want him to intervene, to tell my abductors there’s been some kind of misunderstanding.

         It’s okay, my daddy is just trying to scare me.

         And it’s working. I’m terrified, desperate to stop whatever has just been set in motion.

         “Why are you doing this to me?” I ask when I reach the door.

         My father says nothing. He just stares at me with unblinking eyes. If those irises contain any emotion at all, it’s resolve. His mind is made up: This is what I deserve.

         Finally he mouths a single phrase: I’m sorry.

         And that’s it. The strangers drag me through the front door. A black SUV is parked in the driveway, taking up the spot normally occupied by my mom’s car. I tumble into the backseat and pound on the reinforced window. I scream and flail as the car pulls out of the driveway and takes me away, forever.

         I don’t know it then, but I will never set foot in that house again. As the SUV logs mile after mile on the highways of South Carolina, I sit so silent and angry that the female escort joins me in the back, afraid of what I might do. I feel all hope slip away as we cross the state line and head toward the mountains.

         There is another nightmare waiting for me deep inside the woods of Appalachia, a mean and twisted version of reality. And something unimaginable after that. I lost control of my own life the moment those strangers pulled me from my bed, and it would be many years before I’d get it back.
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            Chapter 1

         

         MY MOTHER HAS a saying that nothing good ever happens after midnight. Growing up, I must have heard those words a thousand times. Always in the same tone of voice, her high Southern lilt dropped down an octave, less proverb than warning. And really, I should have listened. My whole life might have turned out differently if I’d only bothered to heed her advice.

         Or at the very least, if I hadn’t tried quite so hard to prove her wrong.

         It was about 12:15 when the cops arrived to bust up our little party in the woods. It wasn’t exactly a rager, just a dozen teenagers hanging out by the train tracks on a Friday night. Enjoying the fresh South Carolina air and a case of Bud Light.

         I was sitting on Nick’s lap. At fifteen, how good I felt at any given time was directly related to my proximity to my crush, this tousle-haired junior who wasn’t exactly my boyfriend. I’d been sharing his foldout chair for most of the night and my head was spinning, though I’d had only a single beer. I was drunk with infatuation—and that made it all the more annoying when the cops showed up.

         “Oh, shit!” someone said. “Cops.”

         I leapt off Nick’s lap.

         Headlights flashed from the other side of the tracks. They blinded us as we scattered and made a run for the row of cars parked on the road. I dashed across the clearing. I must have reached the cars before Nick because I didn’t see him anywhere.

         As I looked around frantically, I felt someone grab my arm and push me into the passenger seat of the nearest car. I scrambled to close the door as the engine started up. We peeled out of the woods in a cloud of dust and screeching tires, and careened alongside the tracks for a few frenzied minutes.

         “Fuck. That was close.”

         It was Jason talking. I’d known him for years, even though I was a freshman and he was a junior. He was in the same class as Nick and my brother, Philip. He and Philip were friends, but it was my father who knew him best. My dad, a surgeon and a sports buff, was the unofficial team doctor for the school football team, and Jason was the star player. If I were any other girl, I would have been thrilled to find myself in the passenger seat of that silver 4Runner.

         “Are we sure they’re gone?” Rebecca said from the backseat.

         I looked around. It was just the three of us in the car, and the road behind us was dark. Either the cops were on the trail of another group or they hadn’t bothered to follow us at all.

         “I think so,” Jason said, grinning with adrenaline. “Man, that could have been bad.”

         As we drove, Rebecca fielded calls from the other cars.

         “Cool. I’ll tell them,” she said. “So everyone’s going to Hannah’s.”

         “Everyone?” I said. “So they all got out okay?”

         “I think so, yeah.”

         Okay. So that must mean Nick isn’t hurt or in prison.

         But it also means he left without me.

         “Jason,” Rebecca said, “did you hear me? I said Hannah’s house.”

         Jason nodded. But he was driving in the wrong direction.

         “Are you, like, lost?”

         He glanced at Rebecca in his rearview mirror. He raised an eyebrow and smiled. “No, I’m not lost.”

         “Then where are you going?”

         “I’m making a stop,” he said. “We should pick up weed.”

         Rebecca shrugged and leaned back. Jason was driving farther away from the area we all lived in. He seemed to be heading downtown, near the college.

         “Um, how much longer?” I said.

         “Close. Like half a mile. I know a spot.”

         We had just escaped a close call with the cops. Wasn’t that enough excitement for one night? I wanted to get back to Nick, but I couldn’t exactly say that. I couldn’t claim I needed to be home for curfew either. Everyone already knew I was spending the night at Melanie’s, which was basically like saying, “Drop me off sometime before the first bell on Monday.” Melanie hadn’t had a curfew since middle school—the year her mom got sick and her dad became permanently overwhelmed. Now that it was just her and her father, she basically lived without rules. She didn’t have to worry about coming home a little tipsy, or not at all. Which meant that for tonight, neither did I.

         We pulled onto a darkly lit block just as my phone rang. It was Nick. Sure, he’d abandoned me, but at least he was checking in.

         “Hey,” I said. “You going to Hannah’s?”

         “Already here. Where are you?”

         “I’m with Jason and Rebecca. Buying weed.”

         “Seriously?” Nick said. “Where?”

         Jason shifted to a slow roll. He stuck his hand out the window and held up his pointer finger.

         “What are you doing?” Rebecca said.

         “That’s the sign,” Jason said. “A number one.”

         “Some shady house,” I said into the phone. “Where Jason knows the sign.”

         “Bullshit.” Nick laughed. “He’s gonna get played.”

         As ridiculous as it seemed, Jason was right. He knew the sign. A minute later, a twentyish guy in a hoodie came outside.

         “Yo,” the dude said, glancing around. “How much?”

         “Let’s do an eighth.”

         “Forty,” the guy said. “I’ll be right back.”

         The guy headed back inside to retrieve his product. Jason pulled two crisp twenties from his wallet.

         “Wow,” I said. “That actually worked.”

         “We’ll see,” Jason said. “Sometimes they try to rip you off. Especially if they think you don’t know what you’re doing.”

         So maybe that’s what “the sign” is for. To identify chump teenagers who don’t know what they’re doing.

         The guy came back and passed a baggie through the window. Jason started to open it right there in the car.

         “What the fuck are you doing, bro?”

         “Checking the quality.”

         “No, man,” the dealer said. “Pay me and get out of here.”

         “Chill. I just gotta check it.”

         “Give me my fucking money and go check it somewhere else.”

         “Then you’ll have my money and I’ll have shit weed.”

         “What are you trying to say?” The dealer leaned forward, attempting menace. “You insulting my product? Punk-ass kid.”

         By then, Jason had the bag open. He sniffed it and shook his head. It was dirt weed after all.

         “Fuck this,” he said.

         The next few seconds were a blur. Jason put his car in gear. The dealer jumped onto the 4Runner’s running board and grabbed the rack attached to the roof. Suddenly Jason was driving, the guy was clinging to the car, and none of us knew what to do next. Jason pounded his window, trying to shake the guy off, but he wouldn’t let go. I screamed for Jason to slow down, Rebecca just plain screamed, and Nick was still on the phone, asking for an explanation.

         “Elizabeth. Talk to me.”

         And then: silence. Not the relative quiet of turning the volume knob down or a temporary lull in the mechanisms of the world. This was a truly empty sound, the kind of silence you’re not supposed to come back from. But I guess I’m just lucky that way.

         “Oh my god, oh my god, holy shit.”

         After the sonic cocoon of total unconsciousness, Rebecca’s shrieking was especially alarming. I opened my eyes slowly. The first thing I saw was the splintered windshield of Jason’s 4Runner. Then it was a clump of my own hair suspended in the spiderwebbed glass. It took a moment to realize those images were directly connected. The third thing I saw was the imprint of my own head in the glass. I had caused the windshield to crack when I slammed halfway through it.

         “What happened?” I said.

         “We hit a tree,” Rebecca said. “You don’t remember?”

         I shook my head.

         Good sign. Probably not paralyzed.

         Jason turned to me. We were all still in the car. His eyes were wide like a frightened puppy’s. But he and Rebecca both seemed untouched.

         “Oh my god,” he said. “Are you okay?”

         “I think so.”

         I did a quick check to make sure that was true. I was able to look around without any trouble, and none of my body parts seemed to have been displaced. In fact, I couldn’t find more than a few minor wounds anywhere. There were cuts on my hand and a little blood on my temple. But my worst injury was a swollen finger, probably broken but maybe just sprained.

         I was okay. Completely, astonishingly, okay. In retrospect, it was nothing short of a miracle that I got through that accident with a few surface wounds and a haircut. At times it feels like I was given nine lives, like a cat. I should have counted my blessings and vowed to stay out of trouble. But I wasn’t exactly in a blessing-counting frame of mind back then. I was moody, hormonal, and angry at the world, and I’d been that way for years. I couldn’t waste my time feeling all lucky to be alive when there were pressing questions on my mind.

         Like, How am I going to spin this so my parents don’t freak out?

         And, Is this going to keep me from meeting up with Nick?

         I wondered how much of the accident he’d heard. I picked up my phone from the floor, but there was no longer a voice on the other line.

         “Thank God,” Jason said.

         Amazingly, he was able to start the car. We made it a few blocks in the totaled vehicle before it died.

         At least we were away from the scene. It didn’t seem like anyone had bothered to call the cops. We walked a little farther down the street while Jason called around until he found someone sober enough to come pick us up.

         “Are you sure you’re feeling all right?” Jason said.

         “Yeah, I’m fine.”

         Jason’s friend arrived quickly and we all piled into his car. When he asked where I was going, I gave him Melanie’s address.

         “Don’t you want to go home?” Rebecca said.

         I shook my head. In truth, I was hoping I might be able to keep the accident a secret from my parents. Since I was alive and relatively unhurt, I didn’t see any reason for them to be involved. In my naive fifteen-year-old mind, I thought this would keep me out of trouble. Melanie wasn’t back yet, but I knew where to find the spare key. I let myself in and tiptoed up the stairs. I shut myself in her room and immediately called Nick. I had three missed calls from him, and his voice was frantic when he answered.

         “Elizabeth! Are you okay?”

         “Yeah,” I said. “Jason crashed into a tree.”

         “I heard. We drove around looking for you guys.”

         “Really?” My heart skipped a beat.

         “Crazy night,” Nick said. “You sure you’re all right?”

         After we hung up I decided to check. I walked into the bathroom, suddenly worried I was missing an eyeball or bleeding from my stomach. Maybe I was dying and had been too shocked to realize it. My face looked totally normal, though. The damage amounted to a single scratch etched across my forehead, right at my hairline. No missing limbs, no gaping wounds.

         I ran my hand through my hair. Small pieces of glass rained down almost delicately, but there was hardly any blood. Just hair and glass and whatever was going on with my swollen finger.

         I washed my face and changed into some pajamas, even though I’d promised Nick I’d stay awake in case I had a concussion. When Melanie got home she offered to stay up with me. She was too drunk to keep her eyes open and passed out. It was a little before dawn when I decided to rest for just a few minutes. I made a bed for myself on the couch and realized just how exhausted I was.

         Fuck it. If I fall asleep, I fall asleep. Whatever happens next is out of my control.

         It felt almost like I was daring the universe, playing a game of chicken with God. I simultaneously had a death wish and believed I was invincible. No matter how recklessly I behaved, things always seemed to work out fine.

         I woke up in the morning feeling shockingly normal. It seemed I didn’t have a concussion after all. It dawned on me that I might actually get out of this situation without having to tell my parents. I wasn’t brain-dead and I wasn’t bleeding. The only hitch was my swollen finger, which had doubled in size overnight. I knew I needed to go to the hospital, but that meant dealing with my father, a strict disciplinarian. Melanie and I brainstormed on the drive over until we’d settled on a lie.

         “I slipped last night,” I said.

         My dad looked at me. “At the football game?”

         “Yeah. In the bleachers while I was trying to get back to my seat.”

         “Did you get hurt anywhere else?”

         I shook my head. “Nope. Just my finger.”

         As I said it out loud, I realized how utterly sane I sounded. My lie was perfectly reasonable, much more so than the truth. My father didn’t even think twice.

         “Okay,” he said. “I’ll have the nurse come in with a splint.”

         “Thanks.” I smiled. “Hey, Dad, is it okay if I stay at Melanie’s again tonight?” There was a house party that night and I wanted to go.

         I was relieved that my dad didn’t object, because I figured Nick would be at the party, and I hoped my brush with death might have made him realize how much he didn’t want to lose me. I waited for him to show up, but he never did.

         Jason wasn’t there either. I figured he was probably grounded. It’s a lot harder to hide a totaled car than a swollen finger. My father, however, did make an appearance at the party. He showed up, red-faced and screaming, to drag me away.

         My small town in South Carolina was close-knit and news got around. Which is a nice way of saying my town fucking loved to gossip. I didn’t tell my parents about the accident, and neither did anyone who had actually been in the woods that night. None of us wanted to get in trouble. It was Jason’s girlfriend’s mom, of all people, who ruined everything. Not that I blame her. She was a mom and was probably genuinely concerned. But her daughter Mary had ulterior motives.

         To explain: Mary and Jason had an on-and-off relationship. She suspected he was hooking up with someone else. When she heard about the accident, she figured there was a good chance the girl in question was also in the car. Mary’s instincts were correct. Jason had been cheating. It just wasn’t with me.

         “Elizabeth!” he yelled.

         I heard my dad’s voice and froze. He stormed into the living room, eyes blazing. He grabbed my arm and marched me through the house. He was too angry to actually look at me, but the rest of the party made up for that. All eyes were on me as we walked out the front door and headed for the car.

         “What the hell is wrong with you, Elizabeth?” My father slammed the car door shut. “You’re unbelievable. Do you know that?”

         “No. I don’t.” It was a stupid response. But what else was I supposed to say?

         “Of course not. Because you only ever think about yourself.”

         Oh yeah? How would you even know? It’s not like you’re ever home.

         “I’m taking you to the hospital and ordering a drug test.”

         I felt tears welling up in my eyes. This kind of interaction was becoming more and more normal for me and my father. There was a time when the two of us really got along, but it had started to feel like nothing I did would ever be good enough.

         My dad and I came from two very different places. He was raised in a military family without much money. His mother worked as a schoolteacher while raising four boys. All four of them joined the armed forces at eighteen before attending college on the GI Bill. My father went immediately from the Navy to med school where he trained as a surgeon.

         He knew nothing but hard work and discipline. In his world, teenagers had jobs and responsibilities. They didn’t get into car accidents on the weekends because there was no time for late-night parties.

         It wasn’t like I was a slacker, not by any means. I went to swim practice in the mornings and soccer practice in the afternoons. On the weekends, I traveled around the South for tournaments and meets for the premier teams I joined in addition to my school teams. And when I wasn’t playing sports I was studying with the aid of tutors to ensure I’d get into a good college.

         These things were luxuries, undoubtedly. I can see now how lucky I was that my family could afford to send me to tournaments and hire SAT tutors. But to my father, whose hard work afforded me my lifestyle, it meant there was little room for error. Any time I misbehaved, my dad saw it as a sign that I was ungrateful.

         On top of that, he seemed to think I was some kind of drug addict and alcoholic. He drove us to the hospital and parked in his designated spot by the entrance. When we got inside, I stormed off to pee in a cup. I was pretty sure I was in the clear. All I’d had to drink was a little Bud Light, and it had been months since I’d smoked any weed. But I knew nothing about drug tests and was suddenly paranoid.

         How long does marijuana stay in your bloodstream? A week? A year? Forever?

         Before I left the stall, I made a last-second decision to add a little toilet water to the sample. I figured if there was any marijuana still in my system, this would dilute it. Really, I was a fairly innocent kid, all things considered. But no one, least of all my parents, wanted to believe it.

         We waited in the lobby, both of us silent. I could feel the wall of anger thickening between us and I started to cry. My dad refused to show any sympathy, so I went outside to call my mom.

         “He didn’t even ask if I was okay! I could have died.”

         “Calm down,” my mom said. “I can barely understand you.”

         “All he cares about is a stupid drug test.”

         “Well, he has his reasons. You did get in a car accident and lie about it.”

         “Why does he hate me so much?”

         “Elizabeth, your father doesn’t hate you.”

         Deep down I knew she was right. My father didn’t hate me; he was just fed up with my behavior. But it was so hard to feel any love through my fog of misery. Some days I woke up convinced there was no point in trying because my life didn’t matter. Other times I felt things so intensely I thought I might explode. Emotions rolled through me like a storm, a series of electric charges outside of my control. I often felt white-hot rage course through me like a sudden burst of lightning. I don’t know where it came from, and I can’t remember when it started. Maybe it had always been there, anger and fear, part of me from the start.

         I didn’t need a drug test. Or an MRI. I needed someone to tell me what was wrong with me, as a person.

         In retrospect, what I needed was someone to diagnose my depression.

         My dad came storming out of the hospital, looking madder than ever. He unlocked the car without saying a word and remained silent the entire drive home. I knew that meant I’d passed the test. It also meant that instead of being relieved his daughter wasn’t a drug addict, my father was furious because he’d been wrong.

         I jumped out of the car as soon as we got home and headed straight to my room. I was angry and overwhelmed, and I just wanted to shut out the world. But I heard the front door slam and the beginnings of an argument brewing between my parents. On top of that, my brother was yelling at me from the hallway. Clearly, the gossip had reached him and he was convinced I was a slut.

         “Is there anyone in my grade you haven’t blown?”

         Shut up. I’m not a whore. I’m not a drug addict. But hey, the rumors say I am. So maybe I should just accept it and lean in.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         I WAS FOURTEEN when my next-door neighbor shot himself to death on a quiet summer afternoon. One pull of the trigger and it was all over for Dr. Winston. I imagined his body in his favorite armchair while his wife of five decades made lunch in the other room. Before that day I don’t think I’d spent one single second wondering what my neighbor’s life might be like. But in the aftermath, I couldn’t stop.

         For years, Dr. Winston was just the old man on the other side of the fence. He was kinder than Mrs. Winston, in my opinion, but it wasn’t like I knew either of them very well. They mostly kept to themselves like a typical elderly couple. I usually saw him in the garden, either reading the newspaper or tending to his plants. He was nice to me the summer I became obsessed with gymnastics. When my heroes were Dominique Dawes, Kerri Strug, Dominique Moceanu, and the rest of the seven women who won Olympic gold for the United States.

         Our properties were separated by a brick wall, low enough that I could use it as a balance beam. I spent hours out there jumping back and forth, trying out new tricks until I learned to stick the landing. My mother came out a few times to chide me for disturbing the neighbors, but Dr. Winston always sent her away.

         “Doesn’t bother me,” he said before smiling at me. “Nine-point-six on that last routine.”

         I had long given up backyard gymnastics by the time that summer rolled around. I was no longer a kid, I was a moody teenager. At my lowest moments, I suspected I felt something akin to the darkness Dr. Winston must have been grappling with. He was the first person I knew who committed suicide. He confirmed what I sometimes secretly suspected: that maybe it’s easier to just give up. How many times had he thought about it before he pulled the trigger?

         Most of my life, I’ve had a morbid side I’ve managed to keep hidden under soccer uniforms and perfectly selected outfits. Outwardly, I was the last person you would expect to see at a cemetery in the middle of the night, but that was exactly where I sometimes went. There was a graveyard near our house that I liked to visit after everyone else had fallen asleep.

         It was a strange kind of bravery, especially for a child who hated the night. It was a five-minute trip from my house to the cemetery. I always ran the whole way, feeling in control and alert. Once I got to the graveyard, I felt okay, almost understood. I looked at all the markers and wondered about the people buried beneath the ground. Had their lives been happy? Had they welcomed death like Dr. Winston? Or were they somewhere in between, constantly wondering if it was all worth it, like me? 

         My answer to that question could change from moment to moment. I wished I could ask Dr. Winston how he knew it was time.

         So I decided to hold a séance the week after he died.

         Which really wasn’t very Christian of me at all. I was aware that the Bible explicitly warns against communicating with the dead. I’m sure my mom had entire verses about the evils of necromancy committed to memory. She was a woman who read the Bible every night before bed with a yellow highlighter in hand. Surely, she’d be horrified to know I was planning to hold a séance in her own backyard; and that, honestly, was part of the appeal.

         I scheduled the séance for Friday at midnight. My friends Stacey and Caitlyn were spending the night and they were both game for a little black magic. Not that we actually knew what we were doing, of course. Our collective knowledge of how to hold a séance started and ended with The Craft.

         “Do you have a Ouija board?” Stacey asked.

         “No. Do we need one?”

         “I don’t know.” She shrugged. “Probably not.”

         Short one Hasbro-branded divination tool, I decided we should find something that had belonged to Dr. Winston. Some object he had touched or a talisman to connect his spirit to the physical world. Without breaking and entering (and giving Mrs. Winston a heart attack), our options were limited to whatever we could find in the yard. I figured a few flowers from his garden would do just fine.

         Once I was sure my parents were asleep I snuck over the fence. My friends kept watch while I swiped a few gardenias. I did know how crucial candles were for setting a séance-y atmosphere, and I’d taken a few from my mother’s closet that afternoon. I don’t remember seeing any Yankee Candles in The Craft, but Dr. Winston probably wasn’t all that picky.

         And who doesn’t love the smell of pumpkin spice?

         My friends and I took our séance stuff to a corner of the yard and sat down in a circle. We held hands and closed our eyes, so better to summon the spirits. I called for a moment of silence to channel the gods before I began to hum.

         “Hmmmmm. Hmmmm. Dr. Winston, we are calling you back from the dead.

         “Hmmmmmmmm. Can you hear me, Dr. Winston? We have these flowers from your garden.

         “We’re outside your house and we’d like to talk to you.”

         Stacey and Caitlyn added their own humming. “Hmmmmmmmm. Hmmmmmm.”

         “Dr. Winston, we wish you no harm. I’m sorry there’s no Ouija board. I just want to know why you killed yourself.”

         “Hmmmmmmmm. Hmmmmmmm.

         “If you’re here right now, show us a sign.”

         Signwise, I was thinking maybe an object might topple over unexpectedly or the candles would go out. I would have taken a slight breeze as proof positive that the séance had worked, but the spirit of Dr. Winston wasn’t fucking around. The words had hardly left my mouth before everything suddenly went dark. All the lights in my house, all the lights in his house. I jumped up and ran around so I could see the rest of the street. Pitch-black. Dr. Winston had shut down the power on the entire block.

         “Holy shit,” Caitlyn said.

         “Oh my god.” Stacey held her hand over her mouth. “Did that actually just happen?”

         All three of us started screaming and laughing at the same time. We ran into my house and booked it straight up to my room. I locked the door and Stacey made sure the windows were shut. We kept laughing for a long time. Yes, that actually happened. For my friends, that was the end of it. Séance achieved. I began to regret running off like that. I might have played it off like a game, but my intentions had always been serious. If Dr. Winston really was communicating from the great beyond, what was he trying to say by blacking out the whole neighborhood?

         Was he answering my question? Was it a warning, that it wasn’t my time?

         Maybe Dr. Winston knew what was in store for me over the next few years. Perhaps he was trying to scare me off. To shake me loose from having such an ambivalent relationship with death. Or maybe it was a much simpler message.

         Listen to your mother, kid. Nothing good happens after midnight.

         
              

         

         On the Monday after the accident, I woke up with a headache—but this was nothing new. I’d had migraines my whole life that were usually so severe they’d keep me home from school. Added to that was the fact I’d slammed my head into a pane of glass and had spent the rest of the weekend sobbing, so it was hardly a surprise that I didn’t feel great.

         I was almost glad for the headache, though, because there was no way I could handle going to school. By then, most everyone had likely heard about my dramatic weekend and all the rumors that went along with it.

         “Mom?” I came out of my room crying.

         “What’s wrong?”

         “I think I have a migraine.”

         “Did you take your pill?”

         “Yeah,” I lied. “But my head still really hurts.”

         “Maybe we should take you to the hospital.” Her voice was soft. “You could have a concussion.”

         She called my dad and took me to the hospital for an MRI. The scans came back clean, but my headache persisted. Truthfully, I might have played it up a little, but I was enjoying the extra attention. Back at home, my mom stayed by my side all day. She made me tea and sat with me on the couch, watching SVU.

         Growing up, my mother was always there for me in my worst moments. An outsider looking in would probably see no reason why I lashed out at her so much. She was around as an everyday presence, taking me to tournaments and dropping me off at school. She dedicated her whole life to her family. But there were four of us to take care of, and sometimes it felt like I just wasn’t seen or heard.

         It wasn’t surprising that she put her fear and anger aside to take care of me after my accident. I also knew that as soon as my dad was home and I was out of earshot, she’d be on his side, listening to him vent about my behavior and calming him down.

         She was the constant peacemaker in our household. Since my brother and I inherited our temperaments from my dad, there was often a lot of peacemaking to do. When my father was home he was usually so exhausted and on edge that any little provocation would set him off. If he yelled, my mom would take his side, reminding us how hard he worked. If my brother was in a bad mood, she was there to comfort him, even if he was taking anger out on me. Sometimes it felt like a competition; three people with fiery temperaments fighting for one woman’s attention. Add to that the baby sister who could do no wrong, and it’s not hard to see why I started building up resentment.

         I think I was seeking attention any way I could, and usually that meant being the loudest and most volatile person in the room. My anger was outsized and explosive, but it didn’t always work. Usually, I just ended up in complete turmoil, and when my anger lessened I felt depression in its place.

         Which was exactly what happened the week after the accident. When I woke up on Tuesday, I pretended my headache had gotten even worse. The thought of going back to school was still too unbearable. I felt tired and heavy. It was like a fog had crept in, some airborne misery that got in through my lungs and was spreading throughout my body.

         I stayed shut up in my room all day. I stared at the posters on my wall. All my heroes were there: Mia Hamm, Tara Lipinski, Brandi Chastain the moment she famously whipped off her shirt after winning the World Cup.

         Why hasn’t Nick called me? He doesn’t love me. Nobody does.

         I felt isolated and disconnected. From my family, my friends, even myself. And it only got worse as the week went on. Every morning began with tears and claims that my head still hurt. In reality, I had stopped feeling anything at all. I had a test for those times it got really bad, to see if I could even register pain. I don’t remember when I learned about the salt-and-ice-cube trick, the cold burn that comes from mixing salt and ice. I’d tap the salt out onto my arm and hold an ice cube over it until it melted. The pain should have been excruciating, but I hardly felt a thing.

         On Thursday night I overheard my parents fighting. I knew it was about me. They were in the driveway, trying to be quiet, but I could hear every word from my window.

         “Let her rest, Bill,” my mother said. “You’re too hard on her. That’s probably why her headache won’t go away.”

         “She doesn’t have a headache.”

         “She’s been sick all week. Her head’s pounding. She flew through a windshield, for crying out loud. Of course she does.”

         “I saw the scans,” my dad said. “Her head is fine.”

         “Stop it.”

         I ran my finger over my most recent cold burn.

         “She’s lying to us, Evelyn.” I heard the anger in his voice. “How am I the only one seeing that her behavior just keeps getting worse?”

         I pushed down on the wound as hard as I could. I felt nothing. No physical pain, no emotional pain. I was just empty. I wanted to be gone from my body altogether. I didn’t even hesitate as I picked up the bottle of migraine medication. Without counting the number of pills, I tilted it back and swallowed it down with a swig of orange juice. I had no idea what would happen to me, if I’d die or if I wouldn’t feel anything at all.

         Whatever happens is for the best.

         I wrote two letters. One was for my parents and the other was for Nick. To my parents, I confessed how sad I felt all the time. I knew they saw me as a disappointment and I was sorry for letting them down. But it wasn’t like I was trying to be a problem.

         I don’t know why I am the way I am, okay? Maybe I was just born fucked-up.

         To Nick, I simply asked why he didn’t love me. Was it him or was it me? Maybe I had been born unlovable too.

         I folded the letters in half. I wrote “Mom & Dad” on one and “Nick” on the other. Then I shut off the light and got into bed. The darkness made me shudder, yet I was completely calm about the pills in my stomach. For the second time in a week, I was about to go to sleep without knowing if I’d wake up in the morning. I whispered a prayer, more out of habit than any last attempt to save my immortal soul. It was a version of the same thing I said most nights.

         
            Dear God, please protect my family. Mom, Dad, Philip, and Emily. Grammy and Poppy and Granddaddy Ed. Please don’t let anything bad happen to them. I know I tell my parents I hate them, but I don’t mean it. When I say I wish they were dead it’s just because I’m angry. God, please help me find happiness and love. That is, if I wake up tomorrow. And please help those without food get food, those without homes find a home, and the people at war stay safe.

            I know there are people less fortunate than me. I’m sorry for saying things I know I shouldn’t say. Please forgive me.

         

         I realized as I prayed that my mother was probably downstairs doing the same thing. Her hands clasped together, eyes closed. While I was apologizing for my flaws and asking God to help the needy, she was praying for her children—especially for me. She was asking God to keep me safe. To keep me alive.

         Maybe it worked, or maybe I had used up another cat life. Either way, when morning came the sunlight woke me up just like it always did. I wasn’t dead or in the hospital, I was still in my perfect pink room, staring at my Mia Hamm poster. The pills didn’t seem to have done much damage at all.

         Ironically, my only problem was that I now had a pounding headache.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

         

         THE DAY MY family moved back to South Carolina was the day I started talking about getting the hell out of South Carolina. I was about six years old, a California kid at heart feeling suffocated by the smallness of my new Southern town. I remember wanting to go to boarding school as soon as I learned that such a thing existed. My parents weren’t opposed to the idea. It was casually floated that I might go away for high school, but for whatever reason I remained at home for what turned into a pretty tumultuous freshman year.

         The topic of boarding school was reintroduced after the accident. I think my parents realized that keeping me at home had been a mistake. I was more eager than ever to leave all the fighting and gossip behind.

         Episcopal was a historic prep school in Alexandria, Virginia. It catered to the well-heeled, blue-blooded set: kids who played sports and excelled academically and went off to good colleges. It wasn’t New York or Los Angeles, like I wanted. But the DC suburb wasn’t South Carolina either.

         So when my mother picked me up one afternoon and told me I had an appointment with an “educational consultant,” I didn’t think twice. I figured it was the next step in the process of getting me into Episcopal. As the appointment progressed I began to suspect that something else was going on. Like usual, my anger got the best of me that afternoon. And that sealed my fate.

         
              

         

         A woman met us in the waiting room outside her office and introduced herself as Lynn Anne Moore. She wore khaki slacks, brown loafers, and a pale blue sweater set—the uniform of the Southern WASP. With her tight, judgmental smile and a bless your heart attitude, people like Lynn Anne were exactly the reason I was so eager to get out of South Carolina.

         Lynn Anne led me into her office. It was blandly tasteful, with watercolor paintings on the walls and a bouquet of yellow flowers in a blue ceramic vase. She sat behind her desk and gestured for me to take the armchair on the other side.

         “Good afternoon, Elizabeth.”

         “Hi.” I smiled, trying to make a good impression. “Nice to meet you.”

         I was expecting a conversation or an interview. I thought Lynn Anne was screening me for Episcopal or looking to match me with a similar school. She hardly asked more than a few cursory questions before she brought out the tests. One, three, five, a million. I lost count as Lynn Anne administered psychological tests for the rest of the entire afternoon.

         I tried to go with it at first. I knew something wasn’t right when she pulled out a stack of painted cards. Like everyone else in the universe, I knew an inkblot test when I saw one. While I wasn’t exactly an expert on the methods of Dr. Rorschach (or even the spelling), I was pretty sure Episcopal didn’t much care whether I saw a bat, a butterfly, or a pile of shit.

         “How much longer is this gonna take?”

         “Why?” Lynn Anne said. “Does it make you uncomfortable?”

         “Not really. I’m just kind of hungry.”

         And bored. Not to mention pretty sick of looking at your condescending face.

         “Let’s get through it then.”

         The next test was like a less abstract version of the Rorschach. Instead of amorphous blobs, the cards showed drawings of people in ambiguous situations. An anguished man standing next to an impassive priest. A child reading with his eyes closed. The back of a weeping figure, collapsed over a bed frame with her hand pressed to her forehead.

         “Maybe she has a migraine,” I said about that one.

         The next card depicted a half-naked woman and a disheveled man. The woman was lying in bed, lifeless or maybe dead, and the man was standing with his face turned away.

         “It looks like the man just did something to the woman,” I said.

         Lynn Anne nodded, waiting for me to say more.

         “Like he hurt her or…something.”

         She nodded and jotted down a note. I tried not to think about what she might be writing. We still had half the stack to get through, and I started giving increasingly stupid answers.

         “They’re stealing his wallet.”

         “That’s a woman asking her boyfriend if she looks fat.”

         “Whoa. This guy kinda looks like my friend Jason.”

         Lynn Anne didn’t seem amused, and I was getting punchy. She slid a thick questionnaire and a number 2 pencil across her desk.

         “Last part,” she said. “Take all the time you need.”

         
              

         

         For me, what’s right is whatever I can get away with.

         True.

         I think I’m superior to other people.

         False.

         When having a good time with my friends I can get pretty drunk.

         True.

         I’m very good at making up excuses to get myself out of trouble.

         True. What teenager isn’t?

         I enjoy thinking about sex.

         False. Mind your own fucking business.

         I think success is based on survival of the fittest and am not concerned about the losers.

         True. I’m an athlete. That’s the whole point.

         I do what I what, when I want, without worrying about the effect I have on others.

         True? I don’t know. It’s not like I want to hurt anyone.

         I don’t see anything wrong with using others to get what I want.

         False. What the fuck?

         If I hurt someone’s feelings, I feel a sense of remorse or guilt.

         True. Come on. I’m not a monster.

         
              

         

         My answers were a mix of vague honesty and I-don’t-give-a-fuck. I suppose I just didn’t think any of it mattered. It simply did not cross my mind that I was filling out a questionnaire to determine whether I was a psychopath. Or that every dumb or sarcastic answer I gave about an inkblot could—and would—be used against me.

         Fifteen-year-old me had no idea that Lynn Anne Moore had all the power in the world that day. It certainly never occurred to me that she could use her power to ruin my life.

         I was out of there the second I finished bubbling in my last true/false statement. I was hungry and mad that I’d wasted an afternoon. My mother was waiting for me in the lobby. She sat on the couch with her legs crossed politely, reading a magazine as though things were completely normal.

         “Hi,” she said. “How did it go?”

         “Pretty bad. Can we leave now?”

         I pushed through the doors without waiting for my mom. I stood by the car, getting more pissed off by the second. She was still smiling, but I could see a strain starting to form in the creases around her mouth.

         “What’s wrong, sweetheart?”

         “Seriously, Mom? What’s wrong?” My fists balled up in anger. “Why do you make me do stupid shit like this? Do you hate me or just think I’m crazy?”

         “You’re my daughter,” she said. “I could never hate you.”

         “So you think I’m crazy, then. Good to know.”

         “You’re not crazy, Elizabeth.”

         “Then why did you make me take all those fucking tests?”

         She sighed. She had failed to calm me down, and I could tell she was bracing herself for an outburst. So I gave her one.

         “Will you just take me to Episcopal already?” My voice rose. “Or are you trying to send me to one of those military schools that Dad always threatens Philip with?”

         “Elizabeth. Calm down.”

         “Why?” I was yelling now. “Why am I even here? Those tests were for crazy people, Mom.”

         “Lower your voice.”

         “No!”

         “You’re making a scene,” she said.

         It was true. Lynn Anne Moore heard the noise and came marching toward us as quickly as her loafers would carry her.

         “Elizabeth Gilpin,” she said, scolding me, “don’t disrespect your mother.”

         “Mind your own business,” I said. “You don’t know anything about me or my family.”

         She gave my mom a pointed look, which only infuriated me further.

         “I fucking hate you both,” I said.

         Dark clouds were gathering inside my head. I didn’t hate my mom and I knew she didn’t hate me either. I just felt so misunderstood. In retrospect, I realize there was no way she could have understood me when I didn’t even know what was wrong myself. All I could feel was raw emotion, that lightning bolt of rage, and once it struck there was no room for any other feeling.

         I shoved past my mother to get inside the car. If I hurt her, I didn’t mean to. But going by the look on Lynn Anne’s face, I might as well have been a serial killer. Her expression, locked in my memory forever, makes me feel like that moment more than any other truly sealed my fate.

         What happened to me next was a perfect storm of bad choices, bad advice, and bad luck. Maybe my fate was sealed the moment I walked out of that meeting. Or maybe there was still a chance I could end up at Episcopal—if I made a real effort to get along with my family and stayed on my best behavior. But I just couldn’t control my anger when it came to my parents. It was like I was allergic to my mom and dad.

         Had I known what this would cost me, I’m sure I would have found an emotional antihistamine. But how was I to know? I couldn’t avoid a place I didn’t even know existed.

         If my future was still undecided when I left the consultation, two incidents helped push it along. The first happened just a few weekends later. It was the spring formal and I was going with Steve, a friend’s older brother.

         Melanie came over the afternoon of the dance and we got ready together. I had a silk sweetheart-neck gown picked out for the occasion, long and navy blue. Melanie helped me tie my hair back into a sleek ponytail with two strands curled in the front to frame my face. My mom drove us to our friend Jenna’s house, where everyone was posing for photos in the backyard. Steve put his arm around me and I smiled. But I was ready for the photo part of the evening to be over and for the drinking part to begin.

         When the parents left we all piled into our rented limo and headed to a pre-dance dinner. We passed around water bottles filled with pilfered alcohol. The problem with this mode of underage drinking, stealthy as it might have been, was that it was impossible to keep track of how much we’d had to drink. We had pure vodka in the bottles and were mixing it with the glasses of orange juice we kept ordering at the restaurant. Which was a pretty suspicious beverage to pair with Italian food, especially as we were drinking glass after glass and signaling the waiter for more.

         Now, I wasn’t exactly a novice when it came to drinking. It wasn’t uncommon for me to throw up on a Saturday night, and I’d blacked out once or twice. But this time was different. I either drank too fast or much more than I realized because pretty quickly I felt way too drunk. While everyone else ordered dessert, I escaped to the bathroom and became acquainted with the porcelain.

         I know I was in the stall for a while. Someone must have checked on me, but I can’t remember an interaction. I probably sent them away, slurring that I was fine. Just give me a minute. A minute that turned into ten and then, without thinking it through, I had called my mother.

         “Mo-oom. I need you to come pick me up.”

         The same part of my brain that thought calling my mom was a good idea was dead-set on waiting for her outside. But standing up wasn’t really an option, so I made a bed out of the stoop. When my mother arrived I was sprawled out on the concrete in my once-perfect silk dress and formerly sleek hair. My mom picked up my shoes and helped me to the car where I promptly passed out until the next morning.

         It wasn’t my finest hour. And the fact that my parents didn’t scold me was probably an indication that they had already decided to send me away. Or, at the very least, they were discussing their options. They were probably just waiting for the school year to be over. And maybe, just maybe, I still could have turned things around if it hadn’t been for the other thing.

         The other thing was weed. Specifically, an eighth of it—which I had bought several weeks before. It cost me fifty dollars, plus an extra ten for a glass smoking bowl, and I didn’t even smoke it. Not one single nugget. I don’t even know why the hell I bought it. Probably to seem cool, to feel like I could hang with the older kids who actually liked weed. Some part of me probably just wanted to know if I could get away with it. I stashed the weed in a little pouch and hid it under the slats of my bed. It was kind of thrilling to have a secret, although I forgot all about it pretty quickly.

         So when I came home one day to my father yelling that I was a pothead, my initial reaction was complete outrage like usual. It was the pee test all over again! As soon as he produced the pouch, the jig was up. There was no point in trying to explain that I hadn’t smoked any of it. Even I knew how stupid that sounded. All I could do was accuse my parents of snooping around my room.

         “You’re grounded until further notice,” my dad said. “School, sports, and church. That’s it.”
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