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Praise for Ghosts of Glencoe

“The Adirondacks are magical, but also more complicated than many visitors ever realize. This book helps capture the majesty and the complexity of one of the world’s great places.”—Bill McKibben, author of Radio Free Vermont

“Ghosts of Glencoe combines a gripping narrative with a lush and lyrical description of the landscapes they are set within. Mountains and characters come alive in this work that has the finest elements of expedition story, coming-of-age novel, and thrilling adventure.”—Julia Goren, Adirondack Mountain Club education director, contributing author to Adirondack Archangels, and board president of Northern Lights School

“Suspenseful, gripping, and fast paced, with adept scene-shifting—some unlikely ninth graders from an unusual school collide in a deadly encounter with two escaped convicts in the winter-deep Adirondack woods. Safeguarded secrets clamor to spring loose, challenging the head of school to come to terms with his own shameful past.”—Laura Waterman, author of Starvation Shore

“Riveting and wise, a page-turner with ratcheting suspense, stunning mountains, and a big heart; characters with painful secrets and self-doubts find their own strength as they push the limits of physical endurance. Chilling bad guys, pathless woods, and extreme winter conditions threaten three teens from an Adirondack school and challenge its headmaster in an edge-of-the-cliff adventure that changes lives.”—Susan Strehle, Distinguished Service Professor of English at Binghamton University

“Ghosts of Glencoe is a gripping tale with its roots in the Adirondacks that the writer knows so well. The plot begins with many descriptive and disparate strands that the author weaves expertly into a fascinating tale of challenge and growth. A thoroughly entertaining read!”—Philip Corell, treasurer of Adirondack Forty-Sixers and contributing author to Adirondack Archangels and Heaven Up’Histedness

“Ghosts of Glencoe is a truly authentic adventure story set in the wilderness of the Adirondack mountains, a place where I spent countless hours as a kid and camp counselor. Readers will enjoy the suspenseful outcome of the main protagonists: a sixty-three-year-old headmaster and a fifteen-year-old ninthth grader who struggle with personal accountability for shadows they themselves created. This compelling tale is set at a unique boarding school where children are key contributors to its operation, where experiential education is paramount, and where the utilization of technology is healthy and suitably limited.”—James Steyer, founder of Common Sense Media, civil rights attorney, professor, and author

“Ghosts of Glencoe is a thrillingly plotted, utterly authentic coming-of-age story of what we can all learn from wilderness, at any age. I cared what happened to these characters and couldn’t stop reading until its most satisfying conclusion.”—Marion Nestle, professor of nutrition, food studies, and public health, emerita, New York University, and author of books about food politics
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Prologue



Hamish MacLean paused behind a boulder to shelter from the wind, his breath steaming in the glow of his headlamp. He fished a small flask from inside his parka, thoughtfully stowed near his chest to prevent it from freezing. He checked his watch; it was nearly one. Probably still a mile or so to the CIC hut, he thought, referring to the rustic shelter at the base of Ben Nevis, a Scottish Highlands magnet for hikers and climbers of every stripe, and the highest point in the British Isles. Hamish flicked off his headlamp for a moment to take in the extraordinary moonless sky, the firmament seemingly twinkling just for him. It was as spiritual a feeling as his twenty-year-old sensibility could conjure.

Once his heart rate had settled, he returned the flask to his parka, switched his headlamp back on, and picked his way carefully along the steepening path, the snow hard-packed by the day’s previous climbers. With no trees on the barren landscape, the February wind howled. He readjusted the balaclava to cover his nose and mouth and tightened his parka hood. His boots crackled on the frozen path.

There was little difference in temperature as he entered the darkened hut after the testing two-hour hike from the North Face trailhead near the town of Torlundy. The tidy shelter was quiet, save for gentle snores from perhaps two dozen sleeping bodies arrayed before him. He wiped icicles from his scraggly beard as he swung his headlamp around the main room of the Spartan hut, searching for the empty bed he had reserved. But all bunks were taken. Swearing under his breath, Hamish unshouldered his pack, heavy with climbing gear, unrolled a foam pad and sleeping bag, and found a spot on the stone floor in front of the fireplace, a few embers still giving off a modicum of warmth. Some crummy bastard is sleeping in the bed I paid for, he thought. Soon, his own snores blended in with all the others.

Five hours earlier he had departed Edinburgh. Driving up the A9, with a stop in Glencoe for supper, gave him ample time to consider the challenge for which he had so meticulously prepared—the second recorded winter ascent of the mountain via a route called Zero Gully. At an elevation of 4,413 feet, Ben Nevis is not particularly tall, but the latitude at which it sits, roughly at Scotland’s waist, is well north of Moscow; the winters in the Scottish Highlands are brutal. Technical climbs to the summit of the Ben are not long by Alpine standards, but scaling precipitous routes on the north side, especially during winter months, is serious business.

Hamish was wrestling his way through college in Edinburgh, uncertain where his degree in education would lead. If teaching, it would probably be in outdoor education. His passion was mountaineering. To that end, he spent many weekends honing his skills in preparation for classic climbs in the Alps, which he had only read about. This trip would be the culmination of all that work. The plan was to meet up with a climbing buddy from Glasgow to tackle a snow and ice route up a gully that had only been climbed once before, two years earlier in the winter of 1957. If he and Robbie McNulty could summit Zero Gully, Hamish was convinced he could then tackle the hardest routes in the Alps—the Grandes Jorasses, the Petit Dru, the Matterhorn, and the prize of them all, the north face of the Eiger.

While dining earlier that evening at the Clachaig Inn, a spot Hamish always favored on his trips to the Scottish Highlands, he wondered if some of the legends in climbing might already be at the hut tonight. Men like Patey, Nicol, and MacInnes, who had cracked the Zero Gully puzzle with an audacious five-hour assault. Hamish read every account of their exploits he could find, and dreamed of climbing with them one day. He hoped Robbie was already there, imagined him coaxing those icons to share every iota of information about the technical nuances of Zero Gully.

What Hamish did know was intimidating. There were few opportunities to place protection against a fall and poor locations from which to safely belay one’s climbing partner. In April of the previous year, three experienced climbers had died on the route, due, it was believed, to an ice axe belay that had failed. That episode fresh in his mind, Hamish knew it would be a delicate dance, and success would depend on favorable snow and ice conditions as much as nerve and skill. Thank God Robbie’s my mate on this one, he thought, recalling how his friend had dragged him up many climbs when Hamish was still learning the craft as a teenager. Now, he was every bit as strong as Robbie. Of modest height at five-seven, Hamish was built like a bullet, all muscle, sinew, and brains. Together, he and Robbie had blitzed climbs in times so fast they bordered on the absurd. But Robbie was also a flake. Hamish often teased his friend that he’d be late for his own wedding. Or funeral. Mastering Zero Gully was more important than either of those life events, in Hamish’s eyes, and he knew Robbie shared his fervor.

When Hamish emerged from his sleeping bag the next morning all the climbers had left. Only the caretaker was still in the hut, quietly sweeping up. Hamish checked the logbook, half expecting to see Robbie had hooked up with some other climbers. But his name was absent. Why do I hitch my wagon to such a wingding, he thought. Because he’s the best damn climber I know. That’s why. Hamish felt confident in his abilities, and well prepared for the hardest effort he’d ever faced on a winter climb. But there was no way he could solo the route without a rope or a partner to hang on to the other end. That was a death wish. A thought crept into his head, an explanation for Robbie’s absence. Maybe this was too much for him and he couldn’t bring himself to tell me.

Between oversleeping and a no-show climbing partner, Hamish’s plans to tackle Zero Gully were shot. He lit his cookstove and went outside to fill a pot with water from the standpipe. The weather was ideal; sunny and crisp. I bet the ice conditions in the gully are prime, he thought, feeling sorry for himself that it was not to be. Christ, what a waste, after all this anticipation. Hamish began to think how he could salvage the weekend when a tall young man strode up to the hut, nodding to him as he passed, and entered the hut. Hamish followed him in and set about preparing his breakfast of oatmeal and tea. The blond newcomer was deep in conversation with the caretaker, who had stopped sweeping and leaned on his broom.

“I don’t think it wise to try Number 5 Gully yourself,” the caretaker said. “It’s gnarly and you’ve not got a partner, have ye? Do ye know much about the climbs on this side of the Ben?”

“No, I’m not that familiar with the area. But I didn’t come all this way to spend the day in a hut. It was sort of a last-minute thing,” the newcomer said, towering over the diminutive caretaker. He spoke the most proper English with no hint of a Scottish accent.

“The routes in this valley are not for the faint of heart. Ye got to know what yer about,” the caretaker advised. “But if ye think ye have the stuff, talk to the laddie over there,” he said, gesturing in Hamish’s direction. “He’s on his own as well. Maybe you two can pair up and find a route ye can handle while we still got some sun on us.”

The young man walked over to the table where Hamish was spooning honey into his mug of hot cereal and stuck out a hand. “Hi there. My name is Andy Boarder. Would you be interested in climbing together today?”

Hamish stood up and shook hands with the newcomer, taller by a good six inches. “Hamish MacLean,” he said. “I might well do so,” he said. “My buddy never showed, so if you’d like to try your hand on one of the gullies on the Ben, maybe we can make a day of it.”

Andy Boarder took off his pack and sat down on a bench across from Hamish. “I’m not familiar with routes on the north side,” he said, “but I’ve always wanted to see what the fuss was about. I’d hate to waste the hike all the way up here on such a beautiful day. Can you lead routes of this quality? I can follow most anything.”

“With my eyes closed,” Hamish lied.

“You’re on. Do you have a route in mind?”

“I do, as a matter of fact,” Hamish replied.

Although Andy was not as experienced as was Hamish at high-angled mixed routes of rock, snow, and ice, he was twenty-six, had been climbing longer than Hamish, and could be the second man on difficult climbs as long as a rope and a skilled person above was there to support him. Medical studies had eliminated most of his leisure activities, but this February weekend offered a rare opportunity to steal a day for himself. Andy hoped to make the most of it.

“I’d avoid anything ambitious today, given your late start,” the caretaker said as Hamish and Andy sorted out the climbing equipment they would need, leaving a pile of personal gear in a corner of the hut. “And keep an eye on the sky. Looks nice now, but it wouldn’t surprise me if we get a blow through here later.”

“Noted,” Hamish said.

“Don’t be a hero,” the caretaker added, concerned he was not being taken seriously. “We lose a few every year, and it puts us all at risk to chase after ye.” He did not know either climber; experience had taught him to be skeptical of strangers attempting anything on the North Face of Ben Nevis, especially in winter.

“We’ll be careful,” Hamish said as they exited the hut. A brilliant sun reflecting off the snow made them squint and they both donned glacier glasses. Hamish worried it was already ten thirty; sunset would come around five. The bottom of Zero Gully was not far, and the approach to the gully over ice-glazed rocky ground was easy, but in the back of his mind, Hamish knew their chances of success were slim given the intricacies of the route and how relatively little daylight they had left. The best in the world had managed to climb it once, a five-hour triumph. Today’s late start was a handicap, but Hamish was determined to try.

The two men encountered few difficulties over the lower approach, during which they got to know each other a little. With no need for roping up, they climbed side-by-side, chatting about their respective experiences in the mountains and their career aspirations—Andy in medicine, Hamish in education. Their progress slowed when they reached the first ice-choked chimney and surveyed the route ahead.

“I guess here’s where we find out what we’re made of,” Andy said, watching Hamish prepare to lead the first pitch.

“Aye. I’ve been looking forward to this moment for quite some time. Just wish we had a bit more daylight to work with. But I’ll get us up there, one way or another, Doc.” For such a youthful climber, Hamish was bursting with confidence. He led carefully, working his way up the narrow chasm, noting with alarm there were few possible points to pound a piton into a crack in the rock or a screw into the ice. Ice screws had just been invented the previous year. Hamish carried a few, but used them sparingly as he was still uncertain as to whether he could trust his life to them. Andy remained below, slowly giving Hamish slack on the rope as the Scotsman climbed up the chimney. The farther he climbed between protection points the more vulnerable Hamish felt. Hamish hoped Andy’s own stance was secure enough to hold him, should he slip.

When Hamish reached the top of the chimney, he tied himself into the rock and shouted down for Andy to follow. Slowly, Andy tried to duplicate where Hamish had placed his own hands and feet while the young Scotsman belayed his English companion, keeping a tight leash.

The next pitch was vastly harder, requiring a delicate traverse over steep rock thinly covered with ice. Hamish took an inordinate amount of time getting back to the main gully while Andy waited, growing colder as the wind picked up. He stamped his feet to keep the blood circulating but he could not get them warm.

Finally, Hamish completed the pitch, found a stance to belay Andy, and called for his partner to climb up. It took the Englishman more than an hour, relying mostly on his arms. As Andy stumbled up to the small perch, Hamish could see how his partner’s technique had deteriorated. The man looked exhausted.

They had completed four of the seven pitches with the crux of the climb behind them now. Hamish decided it was safer to press on to the summit and descend an easier way. Down-climbing this damn thing with Andy will be a nightmare, he thought. There was no discussion about their options between the two men, who were little more than strangers. Had Robbie been on the climb instead, he and Hamish would have debated and argued and cajoled every step of the way. Andy was suffering, but to this point had said nothing. There was a formality between them that reflected their inexperience as partners. Hamish prepared to push on and coiled the rope for Andy to hold. If he can get himself up to the summit, somehow, I’ll get him down, he convinced himself.

A frighteningly steep icefall was the next challenge. “I can’t go on,” Andy pleaded, as Hamish turned to leave their narrow ledge. He was freezing and would not move. “I’m done.”

Hamish knew that above this pitch, a much less steep snowfield was all that lay between them and the summit. But that snowfield would require them to climb simultaneously, without protection. If they were roped up and one of them fell, the other would have no chance to hold his partner. There was no way, Hamish was certain, that Andy could muster the confidence, strength, or the technique, to continue. The game was up; there was only one choice—retreat. But Hamish could not shake the allure of success, so tantalizingly close. He could not let go of his dream.

Until that moment, Hamish had been so focused on the technical problem of the climb he had failed to note that the caretaker’s prediction was coming to pass. Wisps of cloud enveloped them. He looked past Andy, down toward the valley. It was now lost in the mist. He felt the wind pick up, a sure sign a front was coming through.

To reach the summit now meant they would have to climb in the dark. He and Robbie had trained on all kinds of terrain but never had they attempted such a difficult route with only a headlamp to guide them. If he continued on his own, there would be no one to hold the other end of the rope. A small voice in his head screamed, This is madness. You do not leave your climbing partner. You do not betray the fellowship of the rope. Yet he forced that better angel to the background. His hubris would not allow him to abandon Zero Gully.

“I’ll give you my extra sweater,” Hamish said, lamely. “And tie you into the ledge. Finish this thermos. I’ll be back with help soon.” Andy couldn’t speak. He just shivered. After securing him into the wall as best he could, Hamish turned his back and climbed off the ledge. He concentrated only on the ice and rock above him, convincing himself that speeding to the top was the best way to save Andy.

It was nearly midnight as Hamish negotiated the last problems of the icefall and pulled himself onto the final snow slope. With ice axe jammed ahead of him as his only point of safety, Hamish gingerly took each step with extreme caution as the storm hit full force. Icy needles drove into his face, which was only partially protected by the hood of his parka. He focused only on the next step. And the next. And the next.

Finally, his headlamp could not reveal anything higher than where he now stood. He had summited Ben Nevis via Zero Gully. After indulging himself in the slightest moment of self-satisfaction, Hamish realized there was no time to descend the easy way and organize a rescue that could reach Andy at night. The Englishman would never last that long. It was solely up to him to get Andy down. That meant retracing his steps with no one to provide a protecting belay.

Far below, clinging to the narrow ledge, Andy suffered through his own private purgatory. As his body chilled, it directed as much blood as possible to maintain his core temperature, sacrificing his extremities. For a time, he stamped his feet to increase circulation but inevitably the painful chill turned to numbness. There was no way he could extricate himself from this ledge. Unable to unscrew the thermos Hamish had left him, Andy shook one mitten shell off. It dangled from a cord that threaded through his parka sleeve, around his neck, and down to the companion mitten shell on the other hand. He removed the wool Dachstein mitten in order to grip the top of the thermos and shoved it under his other armpit. As he poured lukewarm tea into the cup that doubled as thermos top the loose mitten came free. It landed on the ledge by his feet. Andy shuffled his stonelike feet to retrieve it, inadvertently kicking the mitten away and dropping the thermos. Both fell into a black void. There was nothing left to do but slip his now-vulnerable left hand, still clad in a thin glove, back into the dangling mitten shell and try to keep it warmed against his chest. His anguish was beyond measure.

Hamish had not eaten nor drunk for hours. He was dehydrated, weak, all adrenaline spent. Down-climbing in the midst of a ferocious storm was nightmarish. His headlamp’s failing batteries finally illuminated the ledge that still held Andy’s body in lemony light. He hasn’t blown off! Amazing! How the fuck do I get him down? It seemed unimaginable. Fighting exhaustion as well as enormous guilt, thinking of the time Andy had had to spend, so exposed, while he, Hamish, fulfilled his dream, he wondered if Andy might well be dead. Somebody can retrieve him tomorrow, he thought, morbidly. He touched his back tentatively. Andy shivered the slightest bit.

“I’m here, Andy. It’s Hamish. I’m going to get you down.” But he had no idea how to achieve such a thing.

“Is my mum coming?” Andy whispered in delirium.

The thermos was gone. “I’ve got to make this right,” Hamish swore under his breath.

Andy could do nothing to help. His legs were completely useless, and he kept muttering nonsense. Carefully, Hamish lowered him half a rope length, then found some rock to loop the rope around or a minuscule crack that would take a piton. Hamish used Andy as a counterweight while he rappelled down to the level to which he had been lowered. Then Hamish tied him into the mountain to prevent a slip, re-climbed to the top of the rope, collected the anchor he had left, and down-climbed back to him. He had so few pieces of protection he could not afford to simply leave them in place or he would have run out, making a rappel impossible. Time after time he repeated these moves, each round trip excruciatingly slow and precarious. While contorting himself to retrieve a piton, Hamish ripped a muscle in his back, the pain tearing across his torso like the snap of a horsewhip.

Hours passed as Hamish agonizingly lowered his companion. At first light they reached the relatively gentle slope at the base of the climb. The storm had blown through, leaving a fresh coating of snow with hints of pink coloring the gray morning sky. Hamish slung the comatose climber over his shoulder and staggered down the slippery scree slope in the direction of the hut, the pain in his back beyond description. When he was close enough to see smoke curling up from the CIC hut and smell burning wood, Hamish gently laid his companion down, removed his own parka and tucked it around Andy, carefully cushioned his head with Andy’s backpack, and stumbled the remaining yards to the hut. He threw open the door and fell to his knees. It took his eyes a moment to adjust to the dim light within. The caretaker was adding logs to the fire; a few climbers were huddled around a wooden table, their cookstoves purring. Hamish had only energy to tell those who could hear his weary whisper where the body could be found. Then he collapsed, comatose, onto an empty bunk.











Part I

Taking a new step, uttering a new word, is what people fear most.

—Fyodor Dostoyevsky
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Promise of a New Year

Hero to zero. The details of Benedict Arnold’s precipitous fall from grace are known by every child who grows up by the shores of Lake Champlain, site of the first naval battle of the Revolutionary War. Tracy Barcomb was about five when his dad told him the story of the Battle of Valcour Island. Young Arnold, freshly promoted to brigadier general, had been recruited to build a pesky little navy and given an outrageous task—to stall a large fleet of British warships intent upon sailing down from Canada to capture the lake and separate New England from the rest of the colonies. The inquisitive little boy was not so interested in the traitor Benedict Arnold became only four years later. There was no magic for him in that part of the story.

“Tell me again, Daddy,” six-year-old Tracy pleaded as their chartered catamaran sailed into the narrow strait between Valcour Island’s western shore and the New York side of the lake, where Arnold’s small fleet had lain in wait to spring their surprise on the night of October 11, 1776. “How did they get past the British in the dark, through the mist?” Tracy knew every detail, how Arnold ordered their oars covered with cloth to dampen the sound as they rowed past enemy warships so close their onboard conversations could be heard; how they dodged and burned their way down the lake, losing most of the fleet along the way. Tracy requested the saga again and again. There was comfort in the repetition. He was plying the same waters as those Continental Navy boys, feeling their fright, coasting on their bravery. He imagined himself on their desperate retreat south to Fort Ticonderoga after a day of brutal bombardment, eighty fewer sailors than when they’d first engaged the British that morning. For a youngster thrilled by fantasies, the Battle of Valcour was his lodestone, Lake Champlain his center of gravity.

Tracy loved the lake for its history and its mystery but as he grew, Champlain took on new meaning, as the gateway to his growing passion for exploring the deep woods and airy ridges of the Adirondacks on the New York side. He had taken the ferry between Burlingtn and Port Kent numerous times, first on hiking trips with his parents, and now nine years later in the fall of 2002, to begin his last year at Glencoe School, a junior boarding school situated a few miles outside of Lake Placid. It never failed to stir his sense of awe as the view of the mountains grew more dramatic on the east-to-west crossing. This was the last time the Barcomb family would be making the pilgrimage to Glencoe, for Tracy was slated to graduate in June, moving on to tenth grade somewhere else.

Even with a stiff breeze in their faces, the warm September sun enabled Tracy, Wendell, and Emily Barcomb to stand comfortably on the top deck in shirtsleeves, watching the most prominent peaks sharpen against a cerulean sky. Tracy knew the names of all the mountains visible to him from the ferry, and had been on most of their summits at least once during his previous two years at Glencoe. He planned to climb the few he’d not visited during the upcoming year.

“Make the most of it, honey,” Emily said, hugging her son. The top of her head brushed up against his chin, which was a good five inches higher than it had been when school let out in June. Tracy was nearly six feet, only a couple of inches shorter than his dad, and just as lean. “What happened to that little sprout who used to run between my legs?” Emily asked wistfully.

“You keep feeding me,” Tracy grinned. “These things happen.”

“I imagine you’re thinking about all those delicious hikes to come. There’s more to your ninth-grade year than just becoming a 46er,” she said, referring to the club that honored those who managed to scale the collection of Adirondack mountains at least four thousand feet in height. “I hope you do some more theater, too. And study a bit.” She rumpled his shaggy red hair. How he had changed since that first trip across the lake when her nervous thirteen-year-old threw up on the ferry, overcome with anxiety about going away to a strange school. Now a handsome young man, his social skills still had a ways to go to catch up to his height. If there was one area his parents hoped to see improvement in this final year at Glencoe, it was maturity. The letter they’d received from school the previous June spelled that out in no uncertain terms. Tracy was a jewel in so many ways, but for ninth grade to be a success, the letter stipulated, he needed to grow up emotionally. Tracy’s devil-may-care attitude toward academics and social norms, especially when girls were concerned, was getting in the way.

“I’ll be fine, Mom,” Tracy smiled. He didn’t mind her affections. They were a comfort his emerging adolescence still permitted.

“We expect you to focus on studies if you have any hopes of getting into Exeter next year,” Wendell Barcomb interjected. “The mountains will always be there.”

“Don’t put added pressure on our son,” Emily cautioned. “Exeter is not the only place where he can thrive. I don’t want to write off Putney. It’s a lot closer to us, physically as well as philosophically,” she said.

This was a recurring conversation between his parents, and Tracy preferred to stay out of it. He had given very little thought to what came next after Glencoe and, like many other hard choices, the decision about where to go to high school was one of many he could still kick down the road a bit. Procrastination was a skill he had mastered. Tracy worried he didn’t have the academic chops to succeed at a place like Exeter. Though he had never expressed this to his parents, and had yet to see either school in person, deep down he thought Putney would be a better fit; more like Glencoe with its small classes, intimate residences, and a vibrant outdoors program. If you had to go to school, you could do a lot worse than Glencoe, Tracy fervently believed. He was not ready to decide where to embark upon the next phase of his life.

“He’s fifteen years old now, Emily. About the age I started working nearly full-time on my dad’s spread. If he wants to run the farm when I’m too old to do it he can just as well go to Burlington High. Help me out in the afternoons and save us a ton of dough,” Wendell said.

“I see,” she said, chuckling. “You presume our son has no other professional aspirations beyond taking over the family business? Not college material?” she said, with a mischievous twinkle.

“Now, don’t put words in my mouth, Emily,” Wendell said. Tracy knew what was coming next. It was a familiar dance. “Farming has been in this family for generations, and I’ve been proud to carry it on. College isn’t the only path to happiness and success.”

“Mmhmm. Words to live by Mr. I-got-my-degree-in-plant-science-at-an-Ivy-League-school-but-let’s-pretend-I’m-a-redneck-farmer-who’s-got-but-two-pairs-of-overalls,” Emily jibed, referring to her husband’s undergraduate work at Cornell’s renowned College of Agriculture and Life Sciences.

Wendell looked from wife to son, unable to hide his giggle. “I’m just saying. The family business doesn’t require him to get a lot of letters after his name.” This was a gentle tease at his wife, who was currently at the all-but-dissertation stage in her PhD studies at the University of Vermont. Tracy knew this faux argument was of no real import. His parents wanted his future to be his to decide, and to give him the tools to make wise choices. They were both immensely inquisitive and valued education highly. They had also worked hard to instill in their only child a passion for wilderness, a respect for the environment, and the skills to move respectfully and safely in that world.

“And that’s why you’re pushing Exeter?” Emily said. “To make him a smarter farmer?”

Wendell threw up his hands in defeat, clapped his son on the shoulder. “I give up. Let me see if they sell healthy snacks on this tugboat,” he said, stalking off.

Tracy had no intention of following in the footsteps of his forebears. As fond as he was of living on a farm, taking the reins from his dad was not his vision of the future. Mountain climbing and cycling were more important to him than which high school or college he attended. What he hadn’t figured out yet was how to make a living pursuing either passion.

A few minutes later, Wendell rejoined his family, waving three granola bars in the air triumphantly. “Peace offering?” he asked, handing a snack to each of them.

“Will you come on my finishing climb?” Tracy asked, unwrapping the bar, which reminded him he had not had much lunch and would no longer be able to raid the kitchen at any hour once he was back at boarding school. “I’ve only got nine left.”

“Now that depends on how miserable it is,” his dad said. “Hamish may still be foolish enough to bushwhack those trailless peaks at his age. But we’re not that crazy,” he said, referring to Hamish MacLean, who, at sixty-three, was in his third decade as headmaster. “Can you save an easy one for us?”

“Easy for some ain’t easy for all,” Tracy teased. “Hamish promised he’d be there for me, regardless of which one was last. It would be great to have you guys join us.” He knew his dad was still fit enough, but worried his mom’s balky knees would give her trouble. For that reason, he had decided Whiteface would be best, for it offered a paved road she could drive up to meet him at the summit.

“We’ll make every effort to share it with you, darling,” Emily said. “Either in person or in spirit. We know how important this is to you. But you know my limitations.”

That’s got to be the one, Tracy thought, gazing at Whiteface, looming ever larger in the distance as the ferry plowed on toward the New York side. His parents stepped away from him and took seats on a nearby bench, munching on their granola bars and chatting about a journal article Emily was working on that she hoped would be worthy of publication. Her husband was her best editor and supremely proud of her academic pursuits, his earlier comments about his son’s education notwithstanding.

Tracy clung to the railing, the afternoon sun warm on his tanned face. He snugged his ball cap securely down around his ears to keep the wind from tearing it off and let his mind return to a familiar daydream about that final climb, the culmination of so many hours of pleasure and hard work. Whiteface would be perfect, he decided, so his friends at school, even the ones who didn’t enjoy hiking that much, could join him for the party. And the toll road solved the problem for his mom. Aside from Hamish, he also counted on the presence of Pete Hedges, Head of English and, more importantly, the guy in charge of the outdoor program. Tracy was confident that if he could reach forty-five peaks, Pete would find a way to schedule a Whiteface trip before the end of school, even if the only option was the day before graduation.

Many nights before sleep overcame him, Tracy fantasized about his finishing trip and the joy of celebrating with the people who meant the most to him. Gazing at the mountain of his desire, golden in the western sky, that image returned in vivid detail. Pete Hedges would watch the weather like a hawk, ideally picking a Saturday in early June when the last snows would be gone and the trails sufficiently free of mud. Tracy imagined a perfect mountain day, fair weather clouds with a gentle breeze from the north, just enough to keep the hiking party cool and the blackflies from feasting upon their heads. His parents would come over the day before, maybe find a bed-and-breakfast near the mountain. Wendell would meet the Glencoe van at the Whiteface trailhead, the one at the base of the old Marble Mountain ski lift—the shortest route to the top. It would be fun to have his dad hike with them. Get to know his mentors, Hamish and Pete, a little bit. His mom would have time to kill before driving the toll road up to the summit. She could bring the cake! And Hamish would show him the coveted 46er patch, to be sewn upon his frayed ball cap that had accompanied him on so many climbs. But Hamish wouldn’t give it to him. He would say something like, “You earned this, Tracy. And you learned a bit along the way. This patch, signifying you summited each of the Adirondack High Peaks, shall be yours . . . as soon as you fill out the club’s paperwork and pay their dues!” That was his headmaster. A character.

Tracy recalled a trip Hamish had orchestrated for an ex-student the previous year. Marie Something had graduated from Glencoe years earlier and had managed to chip away at her list of unclimbed peaks. When one remained, she wrote to Hamish, asking him to join her on a hike up Big Slide for old time’s sake. Hamish agreed, but to make it as memorable as possible, he insisted she should not take the normal trail, but must bushwhack the mountain directly from school. “I’m told it’s how they used to climb it back in the 1940s when gas was rationed during the war, Marie. Let’s make it an adventure you’ll remember.”

Hamish had an ulterior motive, which was to provide cover for caterers to take the trail and set up a surprise party atop Big Slide. Honored to have been included in the climbing party, Tracy recalled Marie’s frustration as the difficulties increased; she fretted they might run out of time. What she expected—an easy, triumphant day—had become a serious struggle. Hour upon hour they battled a steepening pitch and thick undergrowth. Finally, they burst out of the brush to meet the state trail. From there it was an easy walk along the ridge to the summit, where grinning servers in bow ties and tuxedos waited with trays of food and bottles of champagne. Marie was blown away. Tracy watched in awe at Hamish’s thoughtfulness to create a total experience for his former student. Standing atop Whiteface with friends and family by his side one day next spring would be the perfect conclusion to his Glencoe years, he imagined.

Tracy’s reverie suddenly shattered as Whiteface became a blur. A blue-black curtain of countless birds descended a few yards off the starboard side blocking his view. “Will you look at that!” Emily marveled, now at his side, her arm linked through his. She did not have to explain; all eyes were trained on an exquisite choreography overhead as a murmuration of starlings confronted the ferry. Uncountable in number, vigorously vocalizing, back and forth they swooped and swerved as if but one organism, reversing direction every few seconds in perfect harmony, creating fleeting shadows on the deck.

“Wow!” Tracy exclaimed, as he fixed upon the fluttering mass seemingly following some mysterious calling. “That’s so cool!” How was leadership determined, passed, and accepted, he wondered. Instantaneous consensus. No dissent. How would they decide when it was time to settle? Who would be responsible for that choice? Was it a choice? He thought of the Tour de France bike race, recently completed, and of its peloton, the homogeneous clutch of elite cyclists that navigate country roads much like this mass of birds; each racer a leader, each a follower, the speed of the whole dependent upon tacit agreement that individual leadership is temporary and ephemeral. A marriage of cooperation and competition. Coopetition, he decided.

“Incredible show,” Wendell said. “Do you know how those starlings manage to coordinate?”

“No. Do you, big shot?” Emily asked.

“Lucky for you I get to show off my birding expertise,” he boasted. “It works like this: each individual starling registers the movements of seven others nearby.”

“Nearby?” Tracy exclaimed. “They’re all nearby. They’re within inches of each other.”

“True enough. What you’re seeing is a collection of intersecting groups of eight. It’s extraordinary how all these groups make instantaneous decisions about speed and direction with the result being total cohesiveness. It’s been reduced to a mathematical algorithm, details of which I cannot reveal,” he said, smiling. The ferry slowed, aiming for the wharf. “We’re nearly there. I’ll go start the car.”

“We’ll be down in a moment,” Emily said. She lingered with Tracy at the rail, watching the other passengers scurry to the lower deck. “It’s never easy for me, sweetie. Saying goodbye.” She continued to hug him. “I feel like I’m missing out on a huge part of your upbringing.”

“It’s not like I’m in another country,” Tracy said. “I’m just across the lake.”

The incessant chirruping had suddenly disappeared, replaced by a few uncoordinated squawks. Tracy looked up. The starlings had moved on, seeking a new audience, or perhaps driven away by the next act—sensible gulls—who now circled purposefully above. Having cleared the skies of their gymnastic cousins, these newcomers hovered nearly motionless, their flapping wings mitigating the breeze. The effect was calm compared to the recent aerial frenzy, but with no less urgency. With laser focus, gull eyes searched for any scrap of food that might be left on deck by the departing bipeds. The flight algorithm for these folks, Tracy decided, was first-come, first-served.

The captain blew a foghorn as the bow nestled into the slip, the ferry jostling gently to a stop. “I’ve got to visit prep schools soon, Mom. You’ll drive me, right?”

“Of course.”

“Or, maybe I should just go to school in Burlington,” he teased, playing on the mixed feelings he knew she had about his going away. “Then you won’t have to miss me at all.”

“You and your dad deserve each other,” she said, playfully punching his arm. “Glencoe has been such a good place for you. I’d hate to deny you the chance to build upon all you’ve learned there. I’m torn. When you’re a parent you’ll understand,” she sighed. “Okay, let’s get to the car. We can talk about it later in the fall, honey.”

The drive from the ferry landing to the Glencoe School took about an hour. In early September, forests of birch, maple, beech, and oak, just beginning to change color, rose in waves from the road to distant ridgelines—Jay Range to the east, and the Whiteface Mountain massif to the west. Though this was old hat for him now, Tracy still felt a pang of anxiety. School was school, expectations for him were high, and he knew the attention deficit disorder that had challenged his ability to succeed in each of his two previous years at Glencoe had not magically disappeared. Mixed with anxiety was the anticipation of seeing the object of his summer obsession—Libby Goldman. A mailing from school had informed him that Libby would also be living in Phelps House. The residences at Glencoe were all coed, Swiss chalet in style, and designed for only eight students plus two teachers doubling as houseparents. He hoped she would see that his adolescent goofiness, which had not worn well with her in eighth grade, had gotten washed out over the summer.

Since they had started carrying him on their hikes as a three-year-old and allowing their insistent son to walk on his own a year later, Wendell and Emily had instilled in Tracy a love of the wilderness and the importance of its stewardship. Tracy shared all the insecurities adolescents face wrestling with maturation from child to adult, but in the woods, he was already an old soul, supremely confident in his abilities, knew his limits, and enjoyed helping others not so secure. He had become a valued member of the Glencoe outdoor education program even as his immaturity in other areas of school life frustrated its headmaster as well as its faculty.

On many a staff meeting the previous two years, Hamish would verbalize some version of: The lad has such potential. Why does he make it so hard on the rest of us to help him realize that promise? During staff orientation the week before students arrived some time had been spent discussing how to help Tracy to be a leader in his senior year, in all areas of school life, not just in the mountains.

It was just past five as the Barcomb car turned onto the Glencoe campus, sheltered from the highway by a wall of interwoven evergreen, planted intentionally for that purpose a half century earlier. It passed the MacLean farmhouse, a stone’s throw from two modest barns housing a small menagerie of farm animals. Farm staff and a couple of early-arriving students were walking up the gravel road to the barnyard to perform afternoon chores. Though Tracy chose to avoid most barn activities—he had enough of that at home—he felt immediately at ease, eager to find friends at his home away from home.

A quarter mile farther on, around a gentle curve, stood Dewey Hall, the two-story academic hub. “Should be harvesting soon,” Wendell said, as they drove slowly past flower and vegetable gardens in their final stages of annual growth. “Root crops now,” he said, mostly to himself. As a farmer himself, Wendell appreciated the emphasis Glencoe placed on the farm experience, working it into the curriculum wherever possible.

Glencoe educated roughly seventy kids from fifth through ninth grades. It could not have differed more starkly from a traditional prep school. There were no broad lawns ringed by brick-and-clapboard dorms, nor a multi-columned library lording over a geometrically perfect quadrangle. Dewey Hall and an adjacent performance center—Marcy Hall—housed all of the academic and administrative activities. A short walk up a gentle grade stood eight chalet-style residences, tucked unobtrusively into the woods and interconnected by grassy paths. Walking west from Dewey along a trail covered in pine needles brought one to a fenced riding ring and athletic field more akin to a pasture for grazing than, say, a manicured soccer pitch. Just over a rise beyond the field, a private spring-fed lake rippled in the predominant westerly breezes, waiting for students to sail, kayak, or skate come the dead of winter.

They drove past Dewey at the heart of the campus and turned up the short drive to the “dorms,” nestled in a horseshoe arc against a wooded slope rising gently to a rocky ridgeline high above the campus. Wendell parked near the front door to Phelps House, whose houseparents, Jane and Payton Henderson, were on their hands and knees planting mums.

“Welcome, pilgrim,” Payton beamed, getting to his feet and giving Tracy a bear hug, which he enthusiastically returned. “Excuse the dirty hands.” Tracy was overjoyed to have learned, via mail, that he had been granted his first choice of residence, as well as roommate—Jake Thompson. “You let your parents drive, eh?” Payton joked.

“They only let me drive their tractor,” Tracy grinned.

“Nice to see you again, Payton,” Emily said, hugging her son’s new house-dad. Glencoe faculty all answered to their given names, from the headmaster on down. Respect was earned by one’s contributions, not artificially bestowed by a surname or job title.

Jane wiped her hands on a rag and gave each Barcomb a warm embrace as well. “We’re thrilled to have Tracy with us this year,” she said. “Don’t tell anyone,” she whispered to Tracy conspiratorially, “but we’ve got the best group of kids in Phelps. I can’t wait to get started.”

Their four-year-old son, Nicky, sat in the dirt engrossed with earthworms. He looked up, seemed to recognize Tracy, waved weakly, and returned to the serious business of excavating a home for the wiggly things.

“How was your summer? Get some climbing in?” Payton asked, his arm lingering on Tracy’s shoulders.

“Some. Mostly helping Dad on the farm,” Tracy said. “We did a good part of the Long Trail in Vermont,” he continued, giving his parents an appreciative look. “Next year, they promised me we could get up into the Mahoosics,” he said, referring to one of the wilder stretches of the Appalachian Trail that straddles the New Hampshire and Maine border.

“That’s one place I’ve always wanted to see,” Payton said.

﻿Wendell unstrapped a sleek road bike from the roof rack and lowered it to the ground.

“Wow. You got new wheels!” Payton exclaimed.

“Bought it myself with summer work money,” Tracy said, proudly. “Maybe we can go touring together sometime? I’m hoping the school will let me do some racing this year.”

“If there’s interest, maybe we can start a team,” Payton offered. “Did you watch the Tour this summer?” he asked, knowing Tracy would understand his shorthand reference.

“Didn’t miss a day,” Tracy said. “Though I had to catch it in the evenings. And I want to take French this year, so when I am interviewed by the press after winning a stage in the Tour, I can speak their language.”

“First I’ve heard of that!” Wendell laughed. “But I support anything that stretches your brain and expands your cultural sensitivity. Who teaches French at his level?”

“Ron Handy,” Payton said. “Same guy that turned Tracy into such a thespian last year. Ron will be tickled to hear he has such a motivated student. I guess you were pleased Lance Armstrong made it four in a row.”

“The guy destroyed the field,” Tracy said. “I think he won by over seven minutes.”

“I don’t believe the guy raced clean,” Payton said. “But we’ll see.”

“Do you think we might take a cycling trip up the Whiteface toll road this year?” Tracy asked, referring to the five-mile twisting route that rises more than 2,300 feet to just below the summit, which one can then reach via elevator. It is a tourist mecca and the only peak where uber-fit hikers and couch potatoes who drove up the mountain can mingle, each eyeing the other like visitors and resident animals at the zoo. Tracy considered his mother an exception to the couch potato, confident she would not wear pink pants or high heels if she had to take that route to the summit for his finishing trip party.

“You think you’re ready to tackle the toll road? That’s a pretty ambitious goal,” Payton said. “If you’re a fan of the Tour you may know, and I have no idea why I am aware of this fact, the grade up Whiteface is about the same as the toughest mountain stage at the Tour you watched this summer. You think you can handle that?”

“Really? Whiteface is as steep as the Col de Tourmalet? That’s crazy,” Tracy said, eyes widening. If he could ascend the Whiteface road, maybe he was nearly ready to tackle the actual Tour de France.

“I said the grade is equivalent,” Payton chuckled, appreciating how he had set Tracy up. “But only half as far. You’d have to do Whiteface twice with no descent to match that climb in the Pyrenees.”

“Oh,” Tracy said, deflated.

“Why don’t you park that puppy in our garage? I bet you’d rather not keep it with the beat-up rock bikes we have at this place.”

“Thank you. I was hoping to keep it inside someplace safe.”

“We’ve got all year to debate Tracy’s cycling future, Payton,” Jane said. “Why don’t you guys get Tracy’s luggage up to his room?”

“Merci beaucoup,” Wendell laughed, clapping his son on the back. Tracy and the two men lugged his suitcases and a huge backpack crammed full of climbing gear up to the second floor. From his window, Tracy could see the summit of Algonquin, the second-highest peak in the Adirondacks, soaring above adjacent ridgelines, creating a dramatic skyline in the distance. He was in his element now, content to let his parents finish their pleasantries and depart.

Though unique in many ways, Glencoe was not a new-age, modern educational experiment. It had sprung from a chance romantic alliance formed decades earlier. In 1928, two idealistic master’s students, Glenn Stallings and Susan Coe, met while pursuing their degrees at Teachers College, part of Columbia University, in New York. Each registered for a class taught by John Dewey, a titan in the world of progressive education, then in his last years as a professor. You could draw a straight line between the imprint that class had on the young couple and their later decision to purchase land in the Adirondacks. They chose to label their institution in a manner that merged their names, Glenn and Coe, and honored a shared hiking destination in Scotland. Glencoe became the embodiment of the learn-through-doing theme Professor Dewey hammered home to them. The school became a model for children to blossom through free, unstructured play, and experiential education. Academics were rigorous, with the great outdoors of the Adirondacks deployed as an extraordinary laboratory for adolescents coming of age.

Glenn and Susan prevailed upon her brother, a budding architect, to implement some of his ideas on the three-hundred-acre Glencoe campus. From its classrooms, one could gaze upon mountain views in one direction, a small duck pond in another, deep forest that cloaked the campus in a third. Smooth wooden slides snaked next to stairways, a tempting alternative for students to descend from floor to floor. Every consideration was given to maximizing natural light and energy efficiency, unique priorities for buildings constructed in the mid-twentieth century.

Glenn and Susan created a school where students were partners in its operation, not simply the focus of all attention. Farm animals were fed, by students, before humans got their meals; staff weren’t solely responsible for sweeping classrooms each morning, or splitting wood for the maple sugar operation, or starting the vegetable garden in the greenhouses, or transferring those pots to the fields when weather permitted, or harvesting the potatoes and other root vegetables in the fall, or setting tables for each meal, or waiting on those tables once the food was served. Students participated in all of those chores, rotating each week to new ones. Some came from families with untold wealth who had never been asked to handle a chore, or had even been inside a kitchen. Many came with some level of financial aid. All arrived with a unique story, for it is rare that a family chooses to send their child away to a junior-level boarding school, one that is not specifically designed for students with learning disabilities. Glenn and Susan’s bottom line was this: education at Glencoe happened with children, not for children.

Extending from the main axis of Dewey Hall, a gymnasium had been constructed using semicircular sheets of corrugated steel and internally paneled with honey-colored maple. The horizontal half cylinder replicated a design by a World War I British major named Nissen. At Glencoe, the unique gym thus carried his name. By the double doors that opened into the gym stood a twenty-foot climbing wall sporting a spray of multihued nylon ropes affixed to the ceiling. This was where students received their initiation to rock climbing, before graduating to cliffs beyond a small ski hill, a short walk through the woods behind Dewey.

“You can go now,” Tracy said to his parents, once his clothes were safely tucked away and his bed made by his doting mother. “Do you know where Jake might be?” Tracy asked Payton, noting that his roommate’s things were already unpacked.

“I bet he’s shooting hoops in Nissen,” Payton said. “Do yourself a favor, Tracy. Change out of those flip-flops so you don’t bust an ankle your first day back.”

“Good call,” Tracy smiled. “That’s something I would do, isn’t it?”

Wendell and Emily exchanged a knowing look and each offered him a final embrace. “Give us a call after you’ve settled in,” his dad said. “Love you, son. We’ll see you later.” Emily said nothing, biting her lip to hold back her tears.

Once he heard them on the stairs Tracy walked down the hall to see if Libby Goldman or her roommate, Tina Sherman, had arrived. Although he felt much more comfortable with the free-spirited Tina, with whom he’d gotten close in eighth grade, the real object of his desire was her mysterious roommate. If this was Day One, how was he going to get through a whole year living with two goddesses under one roof? This will be sweet, if I don’t screw it up, Tracy vowed.
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Troubling News from Home

Less than fifteen miles from Glencoe School, but a world apart, stood the Adirondack Correctional Facility, a state-run medium-security prison for men. Until 1920, the institution was a sanatorium for tuberculosis patients who had been sent to the small community of Ray Brook, largely because of the cool, clear mountain air that was thought to be beneficial for sufferers of that lung disease. It was later reimagined as a treatment center plus prison for drug addicts, and then dormitory space for state police and border patrol personnel during the 1980 Winter Olympics. Now the facility, commonly referred to as the ACF, held nearly six hundred male inmates.

In the sixteen months since he had been incarcerated, Ramon Ortiz tried to maintain a low profile behind bars, but it had proven nearly impossible. Confrontations had a way of finding him whether or not he sought them out, and generally it was due to pigmentation. Being born Hispanic was something he wore on his face, and there was no way to change that fact.

The ACF at Ray Brook was a cakewalk compared to the other prisons where he had served time and, with only two months remaining before his first parole board hearing, Ramon desperately hoped his nightmare was coming to an end. A favorable decision by the board would permit him finally to get back to the city, to turn his life around, and make up for all that lost time when he should have been helping his mother, Eva, raise the family. Yet Ramon worried that the difficulties he had encountered at the Comstock maximum-security prison where he had begun his sentence stood like a giant fence between him and a thumbs-up from the parole board. Those troubles, though not of his own making, meant that chances were good he’d be ordered to complete the remaining eighteen months of his sentence. Parole boards weren’t in the habit of cutting inmates much slack.

On the evening of September 20th Ramon had just returned to his cell from the library where he had been reviewing material on the Building Maintenance program he was attending when he noticed an envelope on the floor. The handwriting was unfamiliar, and a bit childlike. Normally, his mom addressed all letters from home, regardless of who authored the missive. He tore it open and as he read the single line his face fell. Hey bro, call home as soon as you get this. Pablo. Ramon checked his watch; there was still time before the phones got shut off.

After a brief wait for a free phone, Ramon began the humiliating process of dialing his family’s number, the only one he was authorized to contact. Anxiously he waited for someone to pick up. Hopefully not his little sister, who would be clueless about agreeing to take responsibility for a collect call from a prison. It was yet another reminder that his life was not his own. After a few anxious moments the familiar voice of his younger brother came on.

“Pablo. Hey. It’s Ramon! I got your letter. What’s up? Everything okay?” It was unusual for anyone other than his mother to pick up at this time of night. Red flags.

“Hey. Thanks, bro. You got my letter? I tried to call you a few days ago.”

“You can’t call me, Pablo. Don’t you know that after all this time? It’s not allowed. I’ve got to call you!” Ramon had a routine that he’d maintained for as long as he had been incarcerated. He would make a call home at the same time every Tuesday evening. There seemed to be less competition for the phones then, and he could count on being able to talk briefly with his mom and his three siblings. Inmates were not permitted to receive incoming calls, which made it challenging for a family to proactively contact their incarcerated loved one.

“I needed to talk to you, man,” Pablo said. “I didn’t want to wait for your Tuesday call.”

“Okay, you got me now. Everything okay? Where’s mama?”

“No, man, Everything’s not so great,” his younger brother said. Ramon could hear a sniffle.

“Shit, man. Speak to me. I ain’t got all night.”

“It’s Miguel . . . and mama. They’re both in Bellevue.”

It was like pulling teeth to get the details out of his brother while keeping his emotions in check and willing his brain to remember and process what he was hearing. It was obvious to anyone watching the slight, wiry inmate trembling by the phone, and there was someone watching, that bad news was being received. Pablo reported that Miguel, fifteen, the youngest of the three Ortiz boys, had gotten into a fight with a group of Eastern European kids in Tompkins Square Park, a few blocks from a clutch of high-rise public housing apartments on Avenue D in Manhattan. There had been a dispute during a pickup basketball game in the park. The argument had escalated; one of the European teens had pulled a knife, and Miguel had taken it in his gut.

“Mama was screaming when the police came to the door and told her about Miggy, man. Then she collapsed and they had to get an ambulance for her, too. She’s in the ER. I just got back,” Pablo choked. “Mama had a cardiac something,” Pablo sniffled. “They gotta check that none of Miguel’s organs got messed up. When you coming home, Ramon? I can’t do this by myself, bro.”

“I ain’t on vacation,” Ramon muttered. “If I’m lucky they’ll let me go in two months. Otherwise, it’s another fourteen.”

“That’s too long. They might be gone. Get out of there, Ramon. We need you, man.”

“Sure. I’ll be home tomorrow,” Ramon muttered. “I’m doing my best, Pablo. This is not where I want to be any longer than I have to. Where’s Consuela?” Ramon asked, referring to their aunt, Eva Ortiz’s sister.

“She came over to look after Marianna,” the seven-year-old baby of the family. “Aunt Consuela is swearing and shouting. She’s crying. We don’t know what to do, man.”

“And you expect me to fix this?” Ramon muttered. “Lemme talk to Consuela.”

After a few seconds his aunt picked up the phone. He heard her sniffling. “Ramon, honey. It’s so good to hear your voice.”

“I haven’t said anything yet,” Ramon snapped. “Are they going to die, Aunt Consuela? What did the docs say? I can’t understand what Pablo’s telling me.”

His aunt began a rapid-fire stream of details Ramon had difficulty following. This is going nowhere, he thought. One’s worse than the other.

As Ramon struggled to comfort his distraught family, he felt the presence of another inmate eavesdropping on his call. Garth LeGrange, a mountain of a man, leaned against the wall no more than ten feet from the phone booth, listening intently. He absently traced a finger over a raised scar that dominated his left cheek, just above a jet-black beard. The towering lumberjack was the last man in the prison that Ramon wanted to attract, and he struggled to concentrate on the words his aunt was saying. He cupped his hand over the receiver to increase his privacy. “Stop crying,” Ramon urged. “Take a breath and put Pablo back on.” He could hear the phone on the other end banging against a wall.

“Hey, bro. It’s crazy here.”

“Consuela wasn’t too clear, Pablo. Slowly, tell me what’s wrong with them?”

Pablo went through the events again while his brother could see a line forming to use the phones before they were turned off for the night. “Pablo . . . Pablo,” he interrupted. “I’m outta time. Gotta go. I’ll call you again soon.” How am I supposed to do anything from up here? Ramon said to himself as he hung up the phone, feeling scared, impotent, and not much better informed as to the condition of his mom and brother than when he had first called. They are shitty communicators.

Growing up on the corner of Avenue D and 6th Street in Manhattan’s vibrant, diverse East Village, Ramon cherished the oasis of his relatively spacious four-room apartment on the twelfth floor of their building, one of several identical-looking brick edifices. The tenuous balance of ethnicities competing for space and attention made for a neighborhood on edge, a dangerous place for a growing boy facing, too soon, the obligations of being the man in the family.

Many of his childhood friends were either dead or behind bars, victims of drugs, gang wars, and the cycle of poverty. Adolescence had taught Ramon how to be nimble, how to avoid trouble before it found him. He had learned to survive. Born in San Juan, he had come to New York with Eva, baby sister, and two younger brothers when he was thirteen. His father made the choice to remain in Puerto Rico to care for his ailing parents. He promised to join his family as soon as possible and sent them all the money he could spare from his work on a tobacco plantation.

One night, only a year after the family had emigrated to New York, Ramon came home late to find Eva and her sister, Consuela sitting together at the kitchen table. Their eyes were red from crying. Ramon reflexively thought it was something he must have done to disappoint them. They had such high standards for the children, and it was rare that he didn’t feel shame for failing to live up to their expectations. But that wasn’t it. With Consuela clinging to her, Eva called the children together and informed them that a tractor had tipped and crushed their father that morning in a freak accident. Ramon felt numb but could not summon tears. He knew it was on his shoulders now to keep the family together.

Money was scarce, certainly insufficient to attend the funeral in Puerto Rico, but its lack was rarely discussed. Pride would not permit Eva Ortiz to share her sorrows with her four youngsters. She augmented her earnings as a housekeeper for wealthy folks uptown with food stamps and, between the two sources, there was almost always something hot and healthy on the table each night. Ramon was keenly aware how hard his mom labored and it frustrated him that he could not contribute. It was time to stop wasting hours staring at the classroom ceiling. He couldn’t understand how taking up space in a chaotic, overcrowded schoolroom would ever help him feed his family. Mrs. Robertson was a nice enough, well-meaning teacher but she might as well have been a member of the policemen’s union rather than the teacher’s union for all the educating she was able to do. One day, in the spring of his fifteenth year, without a word to the mother he revered above all else, who would have screamed at him had she known his intentions, he stopped going to school.

Each morning he gathered his books, kissed his mom goodbye, and walked to the nearest stop for the 8th Street crosstown bus that would transport him to the West Village, a new world where shopkeepers would not recognize him. To his disappointment, Ramon discovered that finding an honest job was more difficult than he imagined. “Why aren’t you in school?” “You old enough to work, kid?” “Where’s your permit?” The quest lasted only two weeks. Dismayed, Ramon cast about for other ways to earn a living.

Drugs of every kind flooded the neighborhood. Dealing was like turning on a faucet and watching the money pour out, or so it seemed to an impressionable young man who envied the clothes and the cars that seemed so tied to drugs. Ramon was an ideal foot soldier for pushers looking for help, inexpensive to hire and, as a minor, someone who wouldn’t face severe punishment if caught.

His mother may have suspected where the money was coming from, but she never asked. From the look on her face, however, Ramon knew she was worried about him. The first time he handed over his earnings, announcing he had found an afterschool job at a butcher shop, his mom chose to accept the help without asking for details.

It was so easy making money as a drug courier that Ramon couldn’t imagine quitting. The older guys in the gang would package the coke for him, tell him where to make the sales, and give him a cut of the action. It wasn’t much, not like the bundle they reserved for themselves, but it helped the Ortiz family pay the rent. One thing Ramon promised himself—he would try very hard never to consume the drugs himself because he saw the effect it had on his customers.

Street smarts usually kept Ramon out of trouble. One day, however, when he was negotiating a deal with three men from New Jersey, he allowed himself to be transported by them in the back seat of their Escalade to a lonely pier near the Hudson River where he was stripped of his cocaine, cash, and clothes to prevent him from any thoughts of pursuit. It was a lesson nowhere to be found in any of Mrs. Robertson’s homework assignments.

Ramon never thought of himself as a delinquent, nor headed for a life of crime. He saw the devastation drugs caused. The awful sight of junkies sprawled in doorways throughout the neighborhood was grim evidence of that fact. But, he rationalized, if others wanted to abuse themselves, that was their cross to bear. And if making drugs available to those who could afford it put food on his mother’s table, so be it. Ramon drew the line at selling to children, a prohibition he did not discuss with his “employers” but one he scrupulously followed.

He was fourteen the first time he was arrested, standing stoically as a juvenile court judge wagged a finger at him and told him sternly that he would come to no good if he didn’t associate with a better class of people. He was nearly sixteen when Mrs. Ortiz, weeping quietly in the back of the courtroom, heard the judge sentence her eldest child to one year at an upstate reform school.

Ramon returned to the city starved for family togetherness, chastened by twelve months of harsh discipline. He felt the absence of his father more keenly than ever. Though memories of life in Puerto Rico were dimming, Ramon carried with him a vision of life in a warm, caring environment, with two devoted parents, ever present. No one asked or expected him to assume the role of father and provider, but as he grew, he felt the need to step up to that responsibility, especially as he saw how his year away had afflicted his mother. The fatigue lines in her face, the loss of merriment in her eyes, were indisputable signs of how life now weighed her down.

For several weeks Ramon tried going straight. He bagged groceries at the local supermarket, washed dishes at a corner bistro, and even hooked up with a production company shooting a commercial in Tompkins Square Park. It was all honest work, but temporary, and paid next to nothing. His brothers needed new sneakers; his sister suffered constantly from ear infections. There was just not enough money to keep the family going. It destroyed him to see his mother so exhausted from her housecleaning jobs, so desperately unhappy.

As a child, Ramon would fall asleep to his mother’s favorite big-band sound. She must have had every record the Mambo Kings ever released. Often, she and Consuela would dance the merengue or the rumba with each other, heads thrown back, laughing, as they tried to persuade the children to join them. It was the most joy he ever saw on those two adult faces. As he grew and developed his own taste for music, the fresh sound of Cubop, a cross between the brass of bebop and a style of percussion with Afro-Cuban origins, drew him in. Late one Friday night, six months after his release from reform school, he decided to take in a set of Cubop at a nightclub near Harlem.

At the 66th Street subway station, he noticed a young couple get on the train. From his vantage point near the rear of the car he stared at them as if observing the mating habits of another species at the zoo. Ramon didn’t need to hear what they were saying; their body language told him everything. The young man looked like a model out of a Brooks Brothers catalog—loafers (no socks), beige slacks, a white, V-necked burgundy sweater layered over a blue, button-down, Oxford shirt, a pair of expensive-looking leather gloves stuffed carelessly in the pockets of his dark wool Burberry overcoat. His date nodded and smiled in all the appropriate places, adding a few words here and there to hold up her end of the conversation.

Their subway car was at least half-full as it rocketed through the grimy tunnel beneath Broadway. Mugging them initially crossed his mind as an innocent abstraction. It would be so easy to shake them down. Nothing to split with the boys on the corner. Pure gravy. He knew how to do it. Neighborhood kids bragged about it all the time. Make sure they’re white, they counseled, and off their own turf. They’ll scare easy.

He watched the couple, playing out the steps in his head, ashamed to even be fantasizing about such an act. In his eyes, selling dope didn’t carry the same stigma as did mugging. In fact, he considered selling drugs even less of a crime than jamming vending machines or breaking into pay phones. Where were the victims in a drug deal? Nowhere, if you only sold to those who wanted to buy. Nobody got hurt, nobody got mad. Of course, that was not what his mother and Aunt Consuela preached to the Ortiz children, night and day, it seemed, yammering all the time about the horrible effects addiction wreaked on millions of people unable to resist temptation and the shameful people who made the drugs so available. What if Eva could see what he was contemplating now? It might kill her on the spot, Ramon suspected.

At 79th Street he dismissed the idea of robbing the couple, worried others in the car would block his escape, though he continued to envision what it would feel like. By the 96th Street station he had himself convinced that if he timed it right, doing the deed just as the train pulled into the next station, he could jump out before anyone stirred up enough courage to stop him. Probably Columbia students, Ramon thought. He started to feel angry and bitter. Why do these two deserve a college education when I can’t even finish high school and keep food on the table? Maybe they ought to make me a personal donation.

The young couple seemed oblivious to his presence and that only heightened his resentment. Ramon stood by the door next to the young man’s seat, listening to their meaningless conversation. Reggie, she called him, fawning over him as if he were some rock star. Ramon played out in his head how the next few minutes would go, for he had to execute the plan before the train rolled into the next station. As he thought through the steps, Ramon felt adrenaline pulsing through his body, generating instant energy and courage. Empty your pockets into this hat real quick and nothin’ happens to your girlfriend, he would demand. Reggie would flinch, edge closer to his petrified date. The aggression in his own head shocked him but that’s what was necessary to make the bluff work. If the guy chose to fight, Ramon was ready to run. Reggie, give him what he wants, the woman would plead, pulling on his coat so hard that the neck would ride up to his ear on the other side. Ramon chuckled at how ridiculous the man would look. Okay, okay, Reggie would stutter, stalling for time as he glanced down the train looking for help. Seeing none, he would start negotiating while trying to realign his clothing and his respectability. I’m sure we can work something out, he would say, stalling for time. In his head, the whole event played out like a movie.

Ramon knew there were precious few seconds remaining before they pulled into the next station. He had to act now or all was lost. In his pocket Ramon felt the pocketknife that had never been used for anything but cleaning his nails and opening packages. Did he have the nerve to use it to commit this crime? Would the threat of a brandished weapon be enough to cause Reggie to cave in without a fight? The two continued to chatter innocently as the train screeched to a halt. The doors opened, and a flood of people surged in. With a mix of relief and frustration Ramon dashed out onto the platform, took the stairs to the street three at a time, and didn’t stop running until he had reached the shadows of Riverside Park. He was angry with himself and disgusted at the same time. Catching his breath, Ramon realized the sober truth. He didn’t have the nerve to go through with it. Did that make him a coward? In the eyes of some of his buddies on the street, perhaps; but they didn’t count. Not really. His mom and Consuela, they were the ones whose judgment he valued. At the end of the day, he had to admit to himself, mugging people was not who he was, who he was brought up to be. As long as he sold drugs, society would look at him as a criminal, but in his own heart there was a difference. Though the line he tiptoed might be thin, it was a line he apparently was not prepared to cross.

It was now close to midnight. The lure of Cubop no longer held much appeal. He headed back to the subway to retrace his route downtown. During the long ride he contemplated how it felt to have come so close to compromising the moral code his mother had strived to imprint upon each of her children. He knew she would be disappointed in him if she learned he was selling drugs, even if it was only to help out the family, but it would break her heart if she thought he assaulted and stole from people. Ramon resolved never to give in to that temptation.

When he got home the apartment was quiet, save for the even breathing of his mother asleep on the couch in the living room, and her sister on the cot reserved for occasional visitors. He undressed quickly and slid beneath the blanket on the bed he shared with Miguel, gently nudging his sleeping brother to make room for himself at the edge of the mattress.
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 A New Student Makes an Impression

Malcolm Dandridge hunched over a lump of wet clay that spun precariously upon the potter’s wheel before him, his face obscured by a thick shank of blond hair that fell unevenly over his eyes. He sat uncomfortably atop the tractor-style metal seat that faced the wheel, oblivious to the brilliant sunshine bathing the Glencoe School art room in warmth that belied the crisp Adirondack air outside. His right foot pumped steadily on the circular cement base to maintain the wheel’s velocity, then withdrew his uncertain hands from the slick gray mass. Beads of sweat dampened the faint peach fuzz on his upper lip and darkened the Led Zeppelin T-shirt he wore. He eyed the clay warily, an adversary to be cajoled and coerced into shape. He tensed his arms tightly to his sides in an attempt to steady them. There was no joy, rather an ominous anticipation of failure. His mutterings attracted the attention of his ninth-grade classmate Libby Goldman and the ceramics teacher, Christine Mason, who was critiquing a watercolor the willowy girl was painting. Christine stepped over to the wheel and leaned in by Malcolm’s shoulder to help him center it. Almost instantly, the wobbly column obeyed the pressure of her relaxed, experienced hands, dutifully finding its place in the center of the wheel. Libby felt mild resentment that she had lost the attention of her favorite teacher, but she marveled at how easily Christine could move from one art medium to the next, providing gentle encouragement to a new student who was already proving to be a handful. Anticipation there might be drama, Libby set down her paintbrush to watch.

The heavyset boy grudgingly nodded in admiration, inhaling the perfume from Christine’s hair. Libby could not help noticing how Malcolm seemed to relish the art teacher’s closeness. He leaned imperceptibly toward her, and Libby saw Christine stiffen.

Two younger students were collaborating on a woolen tapestry across the spacious, well-appointed art room. Marnie Marks and Sarah Welliver were nearly done with the weaving they hoped would grace a prominent wall in the school’s dining room, and proudly touted their effort to all within earshot. As they wove the final rows on one of three large wooden floor looms, they giggled at Malcolm’s amateurish attempts to master the clay.

“Okay, Mal. Your turn,” Christine urged, stepping away from the now perfectly symmetrical cylinder. Malcolm glanced at the girls, distracted by their whispers.

“Will you two shut up? I’m trying to work here,” he growled.

“Ignore them, Malcolm,” Christine soothed. “You need to concentrate. Transform it into something beautiful.”

“Yeah, a horse’s dick.”

Marnie and Sarah howled with laughter. Christine blanched. Libby had already seen Malcolm had a short fuse in the two weeks since school had begun and she worried about what might happen next. All eyes in the room were now on Christine to see how she would deal with him. This was the one aspect of teaching—the discipline part—that she detested.

“How’m I supposed to do this with those assholes over there?” Malcolm implored.

“Don’t use that language in here, please,” Christine ordered.

“Anger management, Malcolmmm,” Sarah chorused.

Libby wished she could defuse the growing tempest. About to turn fifteen, but looking several years older, the stunningly attractive girl from Manhattan’s Upper West Side was in her second year at Glencoe. Libby admired the magic Christine Mason was able to generate from students who had never considered themselves “artistic.” She gravitated to Christine’s art room, spending as many afternoons as her schedule would allow, learning from her favorite adult on campus, and mentoring the younger students. Libby glanced up at Christine, sensing she was losing the battle, and decided to help change the mood in the room before it exploded.

“Forget it, Malcolm,” Libby encouraged. “Don’t listen to those idiots.” Christine threw her a grateful glance. If any of the school’s male teachers were in this room, Libby thought, Malcolm would never speak that way. It irritated her that the newbie from Ohio took such liberties.

“Stay focused, Mal, or you’ll lose it,” Christine cautioned. “Now that we’ve gotten it centered, press your thumbs together down into the middle like this.” She stepped toward him again, accepting the brush of his T-shirt against her. As her thumbs dove into the middle of the spinning slickness the clay parted obediently, creating a well surrounded by thick walls. Malcolm stared, momentarily mesmerized. She withdrew her hands carefully, dipped a sponge into a bowl of muddy water, and gently squeezed drops into the well and along the lip.

“No, keep going,” Malcolm said softly. “What’s next?”

Libby was struck by his sudden gentleness. Christine seemed to be, too. Malcolm appeared absorbed by the creative process. Perhaps, Libby hoped, that was all it took to forget the taunting from the girls across the room. She recalled what Hamish MacLean had told her one time about how Glencoe’s uniqueness could help students whose adolescent insecurity masqueraded as indifference. More often than not, a student struggling in one area experienced a complete turnaround thanks to some positive event in a completely different aspect of Glencoe life. Give them a way to find success. That’s what we aim to do, he said. Light a fire under them and it’ll spread like kudzu. Libby was not familiar with kudzu, the fast-growing plant that resisted human control, but she thought she grasped the message. Libby had arrived at Glencoe the previous year with a real chip on her shoulder. She did not want to go away to school, and she resisted all efforts from the staff to encourage her to embrace the opportunities Glencoe offered. It was not until she had taken to horseback riding and found she had an innate ability to communicate with the animal beneath her that her attitude toward school began to evolve. By the time afternoon rides were suspended for the winter Libby could canter with ease and coax her favorite steed, Prince, over three-foot jumps with confidence. Her schoolwork soared simultaneously.

At every annual staff orientation before the students arrived, Hamish would trot out the story of Ricky Woodward, who, some years prior, had arrived at Glencoe as a cocky seventh grader, fresh off the rough-and-tumble playgrounds in Bronx, New York. His confidence dominated on the basketball court, but only there. That first semester in the classroom he was a lost soul, though not due to a lack of ability. Woodward’s folks hoped Glencoe would open Ricky’s eyes to a broader world beyond an inflated leather ball, the only object he felt he could control.

Like every other student, Ricky was assigned a weekly chore. His assignment the last week of a snowy February was tending chickens. As with all the kids doing barn chores, Ricky had to wake up thirty minutes earlier than his peers with work jobs in the school buildings. He braved the morning chill on the quarter-mile walk to the barn, fed and watered the two dozen or so hens that crowded about his ankles, and gathered all the eggs those hens had laid. He toted the basket back to the school kitchen, noting on a clipboard how many eggs he had delivered. It was a brutal way to start each day, and Ricky could not wait for the week to end.

During remarks after lunch on Saturday, what Glencoe referred to as Council, following his usual review of that afternoon’s activities, Hamish walked to Ricky’s table and placed his hands on Ricky’s shoulders. Unused to being the focus of anyone’s attention beyond the confines of a basketball court, Ricky squirmed. The other kids around the table giggled in anticipation of some mortal embarrassment about to take place.

“I want to take a moment before we go off to our afternoon activities,” Hamish announced, tapping his hands gently upon Ricky’s shoulders. “We owe our friend, here, a hearty congratulations. As far back as we’ve kept records, no one has ever . . . ever . . . coaxed so many eggs out of our dear chickens as has Ricky Woodward this past week. They’re going to miss you.” He clapped Ricky on the back. “Well done, son! Please share your secrets.”

Ricky kept his head lowered, eyes on his plate. But there was no hiding the prideful grin, nor the extraordinary turnaround that followed in his classwork the rest of the semester. That was Hamish’s kudzu at work.

As Malcolm pumped away with his foot to maintain speed, Christine again bent close to him, shoulder to shoulder. Libby knew the teacher was struggling not to move away. Placing two fingers of one hand within the well, two fingers from the other hand on the outside wall, Christine began to raise them while imparting firm, gentle pressure to the clay spinning in between. Responding to her touch, the walls thinned and rose gracefully, transforming the gray mass into a handsome bowl.

. . .

“Awesome!” Malcolm exclaimed. Christine stood up to admire her work, carefully brushing a wayward hair out of her eyes with her forearm. From across the room the two girls regarded the elegant piece.

“Hey, Malcolm, did you do that?” Marnie Marks asked with genuine surprise.

“Better than that piece of trash you’re weaving,” Malcolm retorted.

“Malcolm is off his meds again,” she teased. Sarah snickered.

“Shut up, you guys!” Libby interjected, abandoning her fanciful painting. She stood up and positioned herself between Malcolm and the weavers so they could no longer follow his progress.

“Malcolm! Please pay attention,” Christine warned. Libby could see he was again distracted, his fuse about to blow. “It’s a little too wet,” Christine warned. “Take the sponge and hold it down in the bottom to soak up the excess.”

“Okay, okay” he muttered, throwing a withering glare in the direction of his tormentors. He pressed the sponge against the clay bottom as Christine had suggested but glanced up to see if the girls were still watching. As Malcolm’s head lifted, his hands followed. Before Christine could intervene, his fingers had jammed into the delicate walls of the bowl. Critically out of balance, it wobbled and then collapsed in on itself.

“Shit!” Malcolm hissed.

“Another masterpiece down the drain,” whispered Marnie, just loud enough to be heard by her target.

Malcolm exploded. “That’s it! I’ve had it with those bitches.”

He pushed away from the wheel, wiped his muddy hands on a sweater Libby had left draped over a nearby chair, threw it to the ground and slammed the art room door behind him. Distraught, Christine glared at Marnie and Sarah, both abashed at the results of their teasing, and hurried upstairs to quell any more destruction he might leave in his wake.

School had not even been in session a month, yet Malcolm Dandridge had already made an indelible impression upon students and teachers alike. Libby felt terrible for Christine and anticipated the guy was going to be a challenging addition to her senior class.

There was no sign of Malcolm in the long hallway that bisected Dewey Hall. It was in Nissen where Christine found Malcolm shooting baskets and talking trash with several boys, the unpleasant incident in the art room seemingly forgotten. She closed the door quietly, turning to find Libby, muddied sweater in hand.

“Drives you crazy, doesn’t he?” Libby asked.

“Sorry about your sweater, sweetie. He didn’t think.”

Libby shrugged. “Seems to be a pattern. You tried.”

“It might have worked if those two hadn’t provoked him. I just hope he lets it go,” Christine sighed.

After dinner, Malcolm sat by his cubby in the large mudroom of Dewey Hall, waiting for students and faculty to depart for their residences, a hundred yards up the gravel road. When he felt alone, he slipped downstairs to the art room. He groped along the darkened walls in the classroom in search of the supply closet, his penlight guiding his way. Encountering a padlock on the closet door he pointed his light on the counters that ringed the room and scanned the bare tables. The student cleanup crew had done a good job. Malcolm was about to admit defeat when a glint of light reflecting off metal caught his eye. Focusing the beam beneath a chair in the corner of the room he saw a forgotten pair of scissors.

Tracy Barcomb had also not yet left Dewey to join his housemates in Phelps House, where they were already preparing for reading period in the cozy living room, Glencoe’s version of “study hall.” Having just finished his evening work job, which meant helping the kitchen staff process the dinner plates and utensils through the Hobart industrial dishwasher, his excuse was understandable. All bones, freckles, perpetually ruddy cheeks beneath a thatch of unruly red hair, the lanky ninth-grader from Vermont was popular and perplexing, his affability blemished only by a maddening proclivity to become distracted by whatever crossed his line of sight. His mom presumed it was undiagnosed attention deficit hyperactivity disorder. His dad chalked it up to laziness and immaturity. Tracy could lead schoolmates with ease through dense cripplebrush and blowdown hour upon hour to reach some remote Adirondack mountaintop. And he had an uncanny talent for memorization, especially useful in the school theatrical productions.

As bees to watermelon, Tracy was drawn to Malcolm. The Ohio boy’s mysterious past and defiant persona initially intrigued Tracy, whose easygoing, “life’s-a-dance, everybody’s my friend” attitude drove Malcolm nuts. The more Tracy poked innocent fun at the ungainly newcomer, the more committed Malcolm became to making the redhead’s life miserable.

When everything had been washed, dried, and shelved for the night, Tracy toted a bucket of food scraps earmarked for the pigs down to the root cellar below the kitchen. At first light, those pigs would patiently line up against the calloused boards of their pen, awaiting sleepy-headed students off to their morning chores. Tracy waved goodnight to the head cook who was already preparing the next day’s menu, threw on his coat, jammed a Pawtucket Red Sox baseball cap over his shaggy hair, collected his books from a nearby locker in the circular mudroom that adjoined the kitchen, and headed out into the evening chill.

He skirted the rear of Dewey Hall on his way up the hill to Phelps House. Paused for a moment. Even for a self-absorbed, hormone-driven adolescent it was impossible not to stand in awe of the astonishing starry display above the darkened ridgelines of the peaks that surrounded the Glencoe campus, most of which he had scaled several times. As he stared at the twinkling light of infinity, a breath of wind the only sound in that remote corner of the world, his peripheral vision caught an unexpected glimmer through the art room windows. He walked over to a door that led directly into the room for a better look. Oblivious to the audience outside, Malcolm was systematically scissoring a nearly finished weaving into worthless scraps of wool.

“Holy shit! You out of your mind?” Tracy sputtered as he burst into the room. Malcolm looked up in shock, instinctively snapping the flashlight off as though he could still avoid being recognized.

“Just getting even,” he sneered, gripping the scissors ever more tightly in the dark. “It’s not your fight so stay the hell out of it.”

Tracy stepped to the wall and clicked on the lights. “How could you ruin someone’s work like that? That’s sick.” For what seemed like minutes, the two boys faced each other in awkward, tense silence. Each could feel a fight was possible and neither welcomed it. At five-foot-ten, Tracy had a good four inches on Malcolm, but was easily outweighed by twenty pounds.

“They had it coming,” Malcolm shrugged with indifference. “And I don’t want those lights on, okay?”

Tracy glanced at the scissors. He clicked the overhead lights off again. In the faint moonlight filtering in through the picture windows he could barely see Malcolm approach him. “When Hamish hears about this your ass will be outta here,” Tracy said, backing toward the door.

“And you plan to rat me out?”

“I won’t have to. You’re going to admit to Hamish what you did and take the consequences,” Tracy warned. He reached for the door and shoved it open. “Let me tell you something,” Tracy continued. “This place has been pretty good to me. Why don’t you just go back wherever it is you came from and screw up some other school? This one’s just fine without you.”

“I ain’t got nothing to say to Hamish,” Malcolm disgustedly tossed the scissors across the floor. “And you better not neither.”

The two boys left the art room and walked uncomfortably together up the gravel road to their houses on the hill where the rest of the student body was already halfway through reading period. From a spot under trees outside Marshall House they saw Pete Hedges, English teacher and co-houseparent with Christine Mason, check his watch and walk to the window. He cupped his hands to his eyes and peered out into the darkness, looking for the missing person from his household.

“What are you going to do?” Malcolm challenged.

Tracy kicked idly at a stone. “I dunno. What you did tonight was way out of line. You’ve been here like a minute, and already everybody hates you. I don’t care how rotten your life has been. There’s no excuse for that shit.”

“Those girls deserved it. If I get kicked out that’s the way it goes. Maybe everybody will quit trying to find the perfect place for me. If someone crosses me, they’ll wish they hadn’t. Don’t believe me? I’ll give you some names to talk to,” Malcolm called as he headed up the front steps to Marshall House.	

Tracy muttered a curse under his breath and turned toward Phelps House, perhaps thirty yards farther along the gravel path on the semicircle of residences sitting at the edge of the darkened woods behind. As he opened the front door quietly, several housemates filed past him on their way upstairs, trailed by Jane Henderson, holding little Nicky’s hand. Tracy was fuming and trying to hide it.
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