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Sadie Lou, this one is for you, not about you. Mostly.






Glossary of Terms:


	Tiptonian:

	Student at the George M. Tipton Academy

	Bunker:

	Boarding student

	
Aly (pron. alley):

	Day student

	Prefect:

	Student dorm monitor

	Upriver:

	Fall trimester

	High Bluff:

	Winter trimester

	Long Trek:

	Spring trimester
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We are the Bolan sisters. Calliope, Lorelei, and Serafina.

If our names sound like they were plucked from a fairy tale, it’s because they were. Momma wanted, above all things, to live in a fairy tale.

We have pale, freckly skin and dark auburn hair, which we refuse to cut. It falls in long jumbles down our backs—thick and wavy for Lorelei and me; wispy curls for Serafina. We are tall for our ages, respectively. We are clumsy. We have mammoth feet and delicate wrists. We see the world with perfect vision. Lorelei and I have green eyes. Serafina’s eyes are brown. When we are together, we collect stares we’d rather return. See? It’s the Bolan girls. The ones who survived.

We don’t live in a fairy tale, but people regard us, sometimes, as if we are more story than girl. More myth than flesh that hurts and bleeds and grieves.

Serafina is seven, the baby. Lorelei and I are so close in age, so close in appearance, so close that we are often mistaken for twins. I am the oldest, sixteen. My sister is fifteen, a year and change behind me.

Our mother loved all magical stories and consulted a variety of sources when naming her daughters. My name, Calliope, was drawn from ancient Greek myth. Lorelei owes hers to German folklore. Serafina is from seraphim, angels of the highest order in Abrahamic religious lore. Put us together, and we are part survival story, part fable, part cautionary tale.

We live with our father in a small village in the Adirondack Mountains. Our house is large and drafty and far from other houses. There is a nearby lake, from which our village takes its name. There is a grocery store and a general store and a movie theater with one screen. In the summer, the vacationers and second-homers move in, and the village hums with life. In the winter, we hunker down, shrinking to a quarter of our size. About eight hundred families live in Plover Lake year round; at school, we average 11.7 students per grade. In harshest winter, you could pack us all into a snow globe and shake.

The Bolans have always lived here, before the accident and after.

When I was little, I loved our house, our school, our postcard town. In my fantasies, I would always live here with my mother, my father, my sisters, and our dog. I could not fathom growing up and moving away. What could possibly tear me from the place that held all my memories, my family, my firsts?

Now, the village is crushing me. It is so small. It has eyes and claws and teeth.

There is a fairy tale like that.

Tomorrow, I am leaving. I might never come back.


Thruway Tragedy: New York Woman Drives Minivan Into Lake

BY SAMIRA FARZAN

September 26, 2016

An investigation has been opened by local NY authorities.



GREENE COUNTY—On Friday, an upstate New York woman, who was with her three daughters, drove a Honda Odyssey off the road and into a lake bordering the New York State Thruway. The woman, who has been identified as Kathleen Marie Bolan, 38, was found dead. Ms. Bolan’s oldest daughter, 10, led the rescue, getting herself and her two sisters, 9 and 14 months, to safety. From the side of the road, the girls were able to flag down a driver who called 911. Police, assisted by a dive team, found the vehicle submerged in the lake. The body of Ms. Bolan was inside.

Local authorities are investigating possible causes to what the police chief calls “a tragic event.”

Peter Bolan, the girls’ father and husband to Ms. Bolan, says his wife pulled his two oldest daughters out of school early that day without notifying him. “I have no idea where she was headed or why. There was no history of mental illness. Kathy would never drink and drive. You hear stories like this. I never thought it would be my wife, my daughters. Me asking the question—why?”

Why this happened is the question on everyone’s minds. The medics responding to the scene said it is “a miracle” all three daughters survived with only minor injuries. The girls, who are all in stable condition, did not describe any strange behavior from their mother leading up to the crash, and police report no immediate evidence of alcohol or substance use.

“Possibilities include a mechanical failure or distracted driving,” says Chief Mason Sumner of the Greene County Regional Department of Public Safety, who is investigating the crash. “A suicide and triple homicide attempt has not been ruled out as a possible cause. We haven’t ruled anything out at this point. The autopsy may turn up more. I hope we’ll be able to get answers for the family.”

Chief Sumner says he does not believe any other vehicles were involved. Police are trying to determine what happened just before the crash and are seeking the public’s help. If you have any information about the collision, which took place Friday around 4:00 p.m. on 1-87, near the Athens exit, please call the Greene County Regional Department of Public Safety at 518–958–2461.
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If Momma had gotten the air-conditioning in the minivan fixed, we wouldn’t have been driving with all the windows down that day six years ago. A curse when the water rushed in fast, so fast. Then a blessing, an escape. But our mother hated to spend money on practical matters, as if the air-conditioning might fix itself, or the leaky bathroom faucet, or the clogged gutters. Or as if those things didn’t matter.

It wasn’t because we didn’t have the money. Dad had a steady job and Momma was always “saving her pennies for a rainy day,” which was a bit of an exaggeration because those pennies came from a generous trust set up by the wealthy grandparents we rarely saw, and rainy days could be any day, filled with fun things like ice cream and adventures with her girls.

Dad was the voice of reason. Dad did the shopping, the upkeep, made sure we were clothed and fed and had the right number of subject notebooks and a full pack of pencils on the first day of school. Momma made sure we had treats stashed in our bags and scavenger hunts on our birthdays.

If Dad had known about the broken air-conditioning, he would have seen that it got taken care of, but only Momma ever drove the minivan. And so that Friday in September, as we sped away from the elementary school—Lorelei and I in the middle row, Serafina, the baby, in her car seat in the back—and toward one of our mother’s secret adventures, destination unknown, we had the windows open, and a warm breeze was rushing through.

Momma was in a good mood that day—the best mood. Her gold chandelier earrings danced back and forth across the tops of her shoulder blades as she drove and belted out Fleetwood Mac and Tori Amos and Florence + the Machine and all the music she only put on when she was feeling a little nostalgic and a lot giddy about some surprise she had in store. Her voice was throaty and lilting. She smelled like the lilac perfume she wore for special occasions. She threw us kisses in the rearview.

At some point, we stopped for gas and car snacks. When we got back on the road, the afternoon sun was warm on our faces. My sisters and I dozed off.

When the van swerved off the highway, smashed through the guardrail, and sailed into the narrow strip of water along the side of I-87, my sisters and I were still sleeping. Dad was at work. Sebastian, our blue-eyed Aussie puppy, was at home. Momma was driving.

Lorelei always says I sleep like the dead. When we hit the water, I didn’t wake up right away. I was dreaming about Six Flags. We were on The Comet, and everyone was screaming. The roller coaster trembled just slightly on its rails; the wooden beams were white slashes below us, beside us. The clouds were so close I could touch them with my fingertips. I left trails in the sky. The leaves were orange and yellow flames streaking through blue. As we whipped through the park, the spray from the water rides splashed against our faces. We screamed and screamed.

I woke to cold water—rushing in, filling the van, dragging us under. Screams and screams. Only our mother was silent in the front, slumped over the steering wheel. Momma! Dark streaks, dancing in front of my eyes. Lorelei’s bare foot, tangled in something. The seat belt. I clawed at mine, got it off, and the water kept rushing in, greedy, greedy. I got Serafina out of her car seat. I’d helped our mother fasten and unfasten her plenty of times; plenty of times she was wailing, screeching, inconsolable, but this was harder, scarier than anything I’d ever done. Get Momma, I screamed to Lorelei, but my sister was frozen, staring.

Then we couldn’t scream anymore because the water was everywhere, snatching our voices, sucking up all the air. I clutched Serafina to my chest and groped for Lorelei’s hand, pulled hard. I half climbed, half swam, dragging Lorelei at first, until something finally clicked, and she started moving behind me, toward the front of the van, the open passenger’s side window.

The dashboard, lit up like Christmas. Lorelei’s pink jelly shoe, rising on the water, rushing past me into the back. Momma, still slumped over the steering wheel, hair floating in a dark cloud around her, the gold sparkle of her earrings tangled in the strands. No air. Water, everywhere. Momma! I needed to stop, to get her out, but my lungs burned and my baby sister squirmed against me. There was no time.

I pulled myself out through the passenger’s side window, into the lake, and Lorelei followed. The stretch of water was deep but narrow. We swam to shore.

My sisters and I survived, but our mother never woke up. Kathleen Marie Bolan, forever thirty-eight, forever preserved in sticky amber—Momma. Never aging for us, never graduating to Mom or Ma. Something terrible happened while your three princesses were sleeping. Maybe something scared you, caused the wheel to jerk. A witch, a wolf, an evil queen.

People say a lot of things. That you were irresponsible, distracted. That you wanted to die. That you tried to take us with you. I stuff cotton in my ears, push those voices out. Some fairy tales are dark, hideous, pulsing with blood and sorrow. But I know you. That wasn’t your kind of fairy story. You wanted the dazzling ending, fireworks in the sky, the happily ever after.

Dad says that sometimes, bad things happen to good people. Six years later, the cause of the accident is officially “inconclusive.” Dad says that it was a terrible tragedy, and maybe that’s all we’ll ever get to know. This is enough for him, or at least he says it is. But I don’t think it will ever be enough for me.
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Orientation day one, Tipton Academy. Lunch was a picnic on “Quadrant West,” which normal people might call “the west quad,” but we would never adopt such a pedestrian moniker here at Tipton. Dinner is the first unorganized activity for first-years and transfers (eight sophomores, the three other juniors, and me), which is not to say it is disorganized, but rather that we have not been broken into groups or sorted by dorm or assigned a buddy. At six, I find myself standing at the front of Rhine dining hall, clutching my tray, and feeling very much alone.

“Calliope, over here!” My head swivels, I hope not too desperately, in search of the voice currently butchering my name. Callie-ope, like Callie-nope.

An arm, a wave. It’s Nico Hale. Year: junior. Dorm: Chandler. Learning styles: auditory and kinesthetic. Superpower: graphic design. (Our afternoon “Getting to Know the Secret You” breakout sessions were led by the orientation leaders and our prefects, a schmancy boarding school name for the senior dorm monitors. Nico, our group’s orientation leader, encouraged each of us to “disclose” a superpower to our breakout group, a not-so-cleverly-masked way of asking, “What’s your favorite hobby?” I panicked and went with knitting, which isn’t really true. This summer, I knit three scarves: one for Dad and one for each of my sisters. I wanted to say I’m sorry I’m leaving, and I love you, and this isn’t about you. I’m not sure my scarves said any of that.)

I make my way to Nico’s table in the center of Rhine. Many tables are unoccupied, and I’m grateful to not be haunting one of those empty seats. Two more days of orientation stretch ahead of us, then the weekend will bring the rest of the returning students before classes start on Monday.

“Thanks,” I say, scooting into an open seat at Nico’s table. I recognize two other orientation leaders and another junior transfer, Marjorie. The others must be prefects or fall athletes. “But I have to tell you, it’s Ca-lie-uh-pea. Not Callie-ope.”

Nico laughs, and his grin splits his face wide. His hair is a light shade of brown, and it spills into his eyes. “I know. I was just trying to get your attention. Didn’t want you to wind up with the lacrosse team.”

“Clever.” I pierce a piece of summer squash from my quinoa and pulled chicken bowl. Nico is cute and artsy, which is maybe my type? I try to decide. I’ve never dated anyone before, and I’m fairly certain I know each of the 10.7 other juniors at my school back home too well to consider any of them as a potential romantic partner. Who even says romantic partner? This is how little I know about dating.

“So what brings you to Tipton?” The question comes from Prisha, another junior. She’s been leading one of the first-year orientation groups. I know from the morning’s welcome session that Prisha grew up in New Jersey, she visits her grandparents in Odisha every other summer, and she is a setter on the Tipton volleyball team. I do not know her superpower.

How to answer Prisha’s question. The same way I’ve been answering it all day, or the truth?

I settle for the easy route. “My high school back home is very small. I wanted the opportunities afforded to all the… Do people actually say Tiptonians?”

“We do,” Nico solemnly affirms. His eyes twinkle.

“Right, then. But also, my mom and her sister both went to Tipton in the nineties, and my aunt still lives here, in Alyson-on-Hudson. My father would never have considered allowing me to leave home before the age of eighteen without family nearby. Hence Tipton.”

There are several things I don’t say to these people I barely know:


	My father and Aunt Mave are not close. They have never gotten along, and I have never really understood why. Aunt Mave and her wife, Teya, used to come to visit a lot while Momma was still alive. Dad would spend all his time talking to Teya and ignoring Aunt Mave.

	Even so, Dad must fundamentally trust her because in the end, Aunt Mave was a deciding factor in his ruling about Tipton. I am sworn to have dinner with her every Sunday night, come hell or high water, without fail.

	
I have been here for less than a day, and already I miss my sisters so badly that the space behind my eyes burns, and I have been clenching my teeth so hard they threaten to spill out of my mouth and scatter across the dining hall floor.

	After Momma’s accident, a village of eyes has followed me for six years, pitying, hawk-like, marveling, probing. I don’t tell them about that.



Prisha has now turned the question to Marjorie, the other junior transfer at our table. Marjorie was in my afternoon breakout group with Nico. Her superpower is baking.

Marjorie says something about wanting to go to Yale, and I spear another piece of summer squash, then a piece of chicken. Momma went to Yale, and Grandmommy and Granddaddy hated that she “never did anything” with her fancy degrees. I wonder what my mother would think if she could see me now, at Tipton. I hope it would make her happy, but I don’t really know.

The whole truth is this: I am here because Tipton is my escape route from Plover Lake. But there is another reason too. I am here to get to know my mother in some fundamental way. Walk the paths she walked when she was my age. Sit in the classrooms where she sat. Take Creative Writing, her favorite class. Tipton is a gateway to my mother’s past, the princess and her kingdom. Maybe if I can get to know the person she used to be, I can start to figure out who I want to become.

Nico, Marjorie, and Prisha keep talking, but my thoughts stay with my family. At home, Lorelei and Serafina are sitting down to dinner with Dad around the big oak table in our dining room. My seat is empty. This morning, we left home super early to drive here. They got me settled in at Anders, my dorm, then I waved goodbye so they could get back on the road. It’s been just over nine hours, but it feels longer. I am happy to be here, away from Plover Lake. But I am not used to being apart from my family.

We have a video call scheduled for later tonight. I set an alarm on my phone.
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What I have learned today about being a student at Tipton:


	Call the school Tipton, not Tipton Academy, and never its full name, the George M. Tipton Academy. Anything aside from Tipton is pretentious.

	The M stands for Mansfield, also pretentious.

	The website and brochures project we are elite, but also, we care. An oft-lauded financial aid initiative provides full funding to all admitted students with family incomes below some salary marker. (See? We are not that pretentious.)


	80 percent of Tipton students are boarders. We are called Bunkers, which is meant to conjure images of summer camp or sound somehow less steeped in privilege.

	Day students are called Alys, which is pronounced “alleys,” as in “never walk alone down dark alleys” and is derived from Alyson-on-Hudson, the quaint valley town nestled at the bottom of the hill where Tipton towers, all redbrick and white trim.

	Collectively, we are Tiptonians.

	We number 933.

	Our school colors are white and teal.

	Our school mascot is a winged stallion named Manny.

	The year is divided into three trimesters, each bearing perplexing names: Upriver (fall), High Bluff (winter), and Long Trek (spring).

	Tipton has been co-ed for all seventy-five years of its history. We approach academics with rigor, with a collaborative spirit, with intellectual curiosity.

	We do not wear uniforms.

	We do not tolerate prejudice, alcohol, bullying, or hazing.

	We welcome everyone’s voice, even if we do not agree.

	We welcome new students with warmth and good cheer.



Or so I am told.
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We “Bunkers” do not sleep in bunk beds. I sit on the foot of my extra-long twin in Anders 2C, which is now outfitted with brand new, yellow polka dot, extra-long twin sheets, and my roommate Clarice sits on the bed opposite me. Her bed is made up in oranges and reds, and I think it looks like a sunburst in here. Or a fire.

“I’m not here on scholarship,” she tells me. She says it like it’s a challenge. “Just to clear that up.”

I assume she is telling me this because I am white. Because she assumes that I, a white girl, will assume her Black roommate is here on one of Tipton’s generous financial aid packages. I don’t blame her for this assumption. I haven’t given funding much thought today, but if I had, I might have assumed she was here on aid because I assume that I am here on aid. The truth is we never discussed the money when I was accepted here, but Dad’s bartending salary definitely wouldn’t cover the tuition.

I do this sometimes—project. I need to be more aware of making projections, applying myself to the outside world. Who do I think I am?

“I think I’m getting funding,” I say. “But I don’t really know.”

“If you don’t know, you’re probably not here on scholarship,” she says.

I think about that.

Clarice has dark brown skin and skinny dreads that reach past her shoulders but not as far down her back as my wavy jumble of hair. She wears plastic cat-eye glasses, but the frames are clear, which I’ve never seen before. I think she looks cool but also studious. I’m not sure how I look to her. Probably nervous but also eager but also sheltered. A deer caught in the headlights that are Tipton.

“Where are you from?” I ask. When I arrived this morning, Clarice was not in our room, but all of her stuff was unpacked. I didn’t think you could move in before eight, but maybe she got here last night.

“Manhattan, born and raised. Do you know the city?”

“A little.” I shrug. “My mom grew up in Westchester, so she went to the city all the time when she was a kid. She used to take us when I was younger. She liked Central Park and the Metropolitan Museum of Art.”

“Everyone calls it the Met.” Her voice is not unkind.

I blush. I didn’t know that.

“I live in Tribeca,” she says. “That’s downtown, south of the Met and Central Park.”

“We went to Chinatown a couple times,” I say. “I love all the markets.”

“Tribeca is near Chinatown. But it’s also a different world. You’re from Vermont?”

I shake my head, no. “Upstate. Well, further upstate. Adirondacks.”

Clarice stands abruptly. Have I offended her in some way? Would she want to hang out with me if I was from Vermont?

“I have to go. Cross-country hang. My teammates are waiting.” She sounds apologetic. It’s not about me. (Not everything is about you, Calliope.)

“Right, okay.” Then she’s gone, and I am alone on my bed with yellow polka dot sheets. I think about hanging a poster on the big blank wall above my bed, or maybe the watercolor Lorelei painted of our house. I can’t decide if it will make me too homesick.

What would Momma have hung on her walls? I stare at the white paint and wait for it to tell me something. It doesn’t.

Eventually, I settle for tacking my dog calendar to the corkboard above my desk. Then I place a framed photo of my sisters and me beside my computer, and for now, I am done.
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They are huddled together on the living room couch: Dad, Lorelei, Serafina. Dad has the tripod set up so no one has to hold the phone out awkwardly. I just saw them this morning, but that was a thousand years ago. The long Renaissance.

“I’m thinking about going by Cal here,” I tell them. “What do you think?”

“No. Full stop.” Lorelei twists her face, which is so like my face yet so distinctly Lorelei, into an ugly scowl.

“Definitely not.” Serafina shakes her head back and forth, back and forth. Her fine curls whip against Dad’s neck.

“Dad?” I implore. I don’t need their blessing. But I need their blessing.

“Why do you want to change your name?” he asks.

“It wouldn’t be changing my name. It’s a nickname.”

“I see.” Dad’s voice is thoughtful. He adjusts his glasses against the bridge of his nose, which he does when he is considering something. “I think it’s not up to us, pumpkin.”

“You wouldn’t fit anymore,” Serafina whines.

“She’s right,” Lorelei agrees. “Serafina, Lorelei, and Cal?”

I think about that. If the nickname would sever me from my sisters, I’m not sure I want it anymore.

“Do I have to tell everyone here about the accident?” I ask.

“Of course not,” Lorelei says. “I’ve told you this. Is that why you want to change your name?”

“No. Maybe. I just don’t want to have to tell it over and over.”

“You don’t have to, pumpkin. You can share whatever you’re comfortable with, whenever you’re ready.”

At Tipton, Momma was Kathy Callihan, her maiden name. Current Tiptonians probably don’t have any reason to know about an alum dying six years ago, before they were even at Tipton. Besides, my sisters and I weren’t named in the news articles about the crash. It feels strange after six years in the spotlight, but Dad is right. Here, I get to choose.

“Thanks. I think I’m going to stick with Calliope. People are already calling me that anyway.”

“Good,” Lorelei says.

“Good,” Serafina agrees.

“What did you do today?” I ask.

School won’t start for my sisters for another week and a half. Lorelei will be a sophomore and Serafina will be in second grade with Ms. Florence. I liked second grade with Ms. Florence. She smells like lavender and plays guitar.

“Same same,” Lorelei says. She twists a strand of long auburn hair between her fingers. “Dad took a nap when we got home, and I took Serafina out in the kayak. Then Dad went to work and we went to the library.”

“It was story hour,” Serafina adds. “Lorelei read about bees.”

Lorelei does this. Of the two of us, she is the more social Bolan by far, but she can retreat into a book for hours and hours. She will drop Serafina off at some children’s activity at the library, then scour nonfiction until she finds a book about salt or freegans or Szechuan food and she won’t stop until she’s read everything on the topic—and shared her newfound knowledge with the three of us and all her friends. She will now be an insufferable font of bee facts for weeks.

She clears her throat. “Did you know there are no bees on Antarctica? Here in North America—”

“Don’t start,” I implore. “Have mercy.”

“Fine.” Lorelei frowns. “What did you do today? Let us live vicariously through you.”

“I thought you didn’t want to leave,” I say. Dad didn’t want to see any of us go, but when I’d made my boarding school intentions clear, he’d been diplomatic. The offer had been extended to Lorelei as well. She wasn’t interested.

“I don’t,” she says. “Why go through all that upheaval when I can stay put and you’ll tell me everything anyway?”

“Mmm.” She’s right. I will always tell my sister everything. “I was oriented. We had a welcome meeting and ice breakers and a picnic lunch and breakout sessions. There was a tour. I unpacked. I met a boy.”

Serafina makes a face. Dad pretends to stuff earplugs in his ears.

“Nothing happened. Nothing will probably ever happen. But I think he likes me. He mispronounced my name.”

“So that’s why you want to change it,” Lorelei says at the same time that Serafina asks, “How does that mean that he likes you?”

I ignore Lorelei. I don’t know what made me want the nickname. That impulse has passed. “He was trying to get me to talk to him,” I say to my baby sister. “Boys do silly things like that sometimes, if they like someone. At least I think they do. I’ll feel it out and report back.”

Dad pantomimes removing the earplugs. “Is it safe now?” he asks.

“God, Dad. You’re so embarrassing.”

“I know.” He grins, a flash of white teeth against the gray-and-brown scruff that covers his cheeks and chin. “This is my job.”

“I thought being the best bartender in Plover Lake was your job.” And solo parenting three daughters, a job I know he’d never imagined. All in all, he does a pretty good job. After the accident, he ushered us through four years of family therapy. He keeps all our schedules straight and makes sure homework gets done. He’ll never be bursting with imagination and creativity like Momma, but that’s not his fault. One thing we talked about again and again in therapy is how it’s not fair to expect any of us to fill Momma’s shoes now that she’s gone. We all have to be who we are and do our very best.

“That too,” Dad says, pulling me out of my thoughts. “But I’m not on at the bar again until dinner tomorrow, so I can hang around and be embarrassing all night.”

“No need,” I assure him. “I’m embarrassing myself plenty here all on my own.”

I don’t want to get off the call with them. But I don’t want to be the girl who spends her whole first night at Tipton on the phone with her family either. I should go out to the Anders common area, find someone to talk to. Maybe try my hand at Ping-Pong, which requires less talking but more hand-eye coordination than I can probably muster. But I should try. I’m here. I need to try.
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We are on an excursion, orientation day two. Today we are grouped by dorm, so I am walking through town with all the Anders first-years and Marjorie (superpower: baking). Two of the first-years are Alys and could give this tour themselves, but they are here to bond. I learn that each day student is assigned to a dorm, and Alys participate in dorm-sponsored social activities with us Bunkers. I wish Nico was with us, or Prisha, but they are with the groups from Chandler and Lynd, respectively. Three full-time Tipton staff members, our chaperones, trail behind.

The Anders student leaders are Brit Bowen, our prefect, a tall senior with very good posture and a long blond ponytail, and Lee Fenton, a small girl with pale skin like mine but even more freckles. Her electric blue tank top is overshadowed by an explosion of red curls. It is difficult to focus on anything else about her; Lee’s narrow shoulders and skinny arms are swallowed in a blaze of red. I wonder what she would look like without her hair, and I can’t picture it. She tells us that she is a senior, and the primary reason she volunteered to be an orientation leader was to get back to campus early. I wonder if she is escaping something at home or running toward something at Tipton. I wonder if someday I will know her well enough to ask.

It is strange to not know anyone here. For no one to know me.

I pull out my phone and check the group chat I have going with Erica and Beatrix. Aside from my sisters, they are my two best friends in Plover Lake, the only two friends I stayed close with after the accident turned me into a local celebrity. There’s nothing new from them today, probably because they are hanging out with each other. Their lives continuing, of course, without me. I miss you, I type. Then I am afraid of sounding desperate, so I snap a selfie, my face haloed in sunshine, caption it: Boarding school babe lol.

Later, I will tell them the real story, how I am excited and relieved to be here but lonely and homesick too. How I wish I could have taken them and my family with me and left the rest of Plover Lake behind.

Phone back in my bag, I return my focus to Brit and Lee. We are becoming acquainted with the highlights of Alyson-on-Hudson. Some places are familiar from visiting Aunt Mave and Teya, but a lot has changed, or I don’t remember, or I never knew where the post office was located or how to get a public library card. Momma used to take us to visit her sister several times a year, but after she died, we’ve come less often. I try to remember the last time I was here. I think it was two years ago; Dad dropped us off for a long weekend the summer before I started ninth grade. Aunt Mave and Teya have come to visit us in the mountains twice since then, on days when Dad was working double shifts, and we went kayaking or hiking or swimming. They never stay over. They always bring us home, then drive back to Alyson-on-Hudson.

I will see them on Sunday, the first of many scheduled dinners. For now, Lee and Brit are leading the Anders group down Chicory Lane, which is like a main street but not called Main Street. The sun is hot on our backs, and I weave my hair into a loose braid as we walk. Lee keeps hers down and I think she must be hot, but also if I had hair like that, I would never tie it back, ever. We are appraised of the Thai restaurant favored by Tiptonians, the bookstore that will carry our course texts, the yoga studio that offers a student discount, and the smoothie place where three sophomores got food poisoning last spring.

Toward the end of the Chicory Lane commercial strip is a small coffee shop called Frances Bean. Brit says the owners moved here from Seattle and that they’re stuck in the nineties. Everyone laughs. I smile and pretend to know what she means. I shouldn’t do that so much—pretend I understand something when I don’t. Admitting you don’t know something is uncomfortable. It’s so much easier to smile and nod and look it up later. But it’s not very honest.

Brit opens the door and ushers us inside. As I pass by her, it strikes me that she is very pretty in a carefully composed way. The skirt and top she’s wearing look expensive; they’re definitely not from Old Navy. Her makeup is understated and flawless, and her blond hair is pulled into a high ponytail not with a hair tie, but with a slender gold clasp lined with tiny pearls. I return her placid smile with my toothy one and try not to feel too scrubby in my cutoffs and favorite black-and-white striped tank.

Inside, Lee hands us each a neon-green slip of paper and tells us the orientation committee has prepaid for one large drink for everyone. All we have to do is present our drink ticket to the barista at the counter when we order. If we want any snacks, that’s on us, and some Tiptonians may be spoiled rich kids who don’t tip, but we are better than that. I check the small leather satchel with brown leather fringe that Lorelei calls my hippie bag and am relieved to find my wallet inside.

When it’s my turn, I order a large passion fruit iced tea with lots of sugar. The barista points me toward a small counter near the window with sugar, honey, and three kinds of milk. I thank her. I don’t forget to tip.

“No caffeine?” Lee is also at the counter, fitting a lid on her coffee cup. I tear open three sugar packets.

“Coffee makes me jumpy,” I admit. “I like herbal tea, but it’s bitter.”

“Hence triple sugar.” Lee smiles. Her teeth are small and straight. Everything about her is small except for her hair. She is one of the most interesting-looking people I have ever met.

“Exactly.”

I stir sugar into my iced tea and look out the window. On the sidewalk across the street, a man my father’s age is walking with his hands shoved into his pockets. His hair is a dark shade of blond, and he walks with his shoulders thrown back. He pauses to examine the flyers posted on an old-fashioned bulletin board hanging on the side of a squat brick building.

Then he turns, and for a moment, he is staring straight at me through the coffee shop window. His cheeks are sunburned, and his eyebrows are very thick. His eyes lock with mine through the glass.

I drop the straw I’ve been using as a stirrer. Then he breaks my gaze, turns, and keeps walking.

“Calliope? Hello?” Lee is still talking to me. She’s not at the counter anymore. I didn’t notice her sit down at one of the little café tables.

I turn to face her. “What?”

“Is everything okay?” she asks. “Other people might want sugar.”

I spin around. A small line has formed behind me. I am hogging the counter.

“I’m sorry,” I mumble, stepping aside. I leave my iced tea sitting on the countertop. “I have to go.”

I push through the door, onto the sidewalk. The sun is in my eyes. The man is nowhere. I cross the street and start jogging in the direction he disappeared.

“Calliope!” Lee’s voice. I haven’t made it far. I freeze three storefronts down from the building with the bulletin board, let her catch up to me. He could have turned down any side street or stepped into a store. He was just here, his eyes locked with mine, and now I’ve lost him.

“You can’t run off like that. Jesus.”

“I’m sorry. I thought I saw…”

She narrows her thin red eyebrows. “What?”

The sun is hot. It needles into my scalp. My throat is scratchy and dry. “Someone I recognized. The blond man reading those flyers.” I point at the now vacant patch of sidewalk in front of the bulletin board. “Did you see him?”

Lee frowns. “Come back in. Your ice is melting.”

I let her touch my elbow, guide me back inside.






8


A Wolf at the Door

A brand new memory—

There was a man that day, six years ago.

Dark blond hair, thick eyebrows, sunburned skin.

Inside the van, riding in the passenger’s seat.

A handsome prince or a hideous beast?

I am drowning in questions—

Did he steer us into the lake?

How did he escape before I woke?

How did I forget him?

The Pied Piper, piping his beguiling tune.

He was with us that day because

he knew our mother, or—

he was a hitchhiker, or—

he forced Momma to

let

him

in.

A wolf at the door. A wolf inside.

Six years later, he lives here, or—

he followed me. Did he come to finish

what he started? Does he remember me?

Am I in danger?
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Later, when Clarice goes to dinner and I’m alone in our room, I call Lorelei.

“A man?” she asks, cutting me off. I am speaking too fast. I am rambling.

“In town,” I say. “Today. But also on the day of the accident. He was in the van.”

My sister frowns into her phone screen. She is in her room, back pressed against the giant blue pillow on her bed, chin propped on her hand, the way she likes to sit.

“No,” she says, emphatic. “There was no man in the minivan, Calliope. I think I’d remember.”

“We went through a trauma,” I say. “And we were just kids. Momma died. We almost died.”

“I was there,” Lorelei says. “I know.”

“I’m just saying, I think it’s perfectly possible that we got things mixed up, after it happened. If you’d’ve seen him today, you would remember him too. He was this perfect stranger outside the coffee shop, but I knew him. The moment I saw his face, I could see him clearly that day, sitting in the passenger’s seat.”

Lorelei presses her lips together. “You know I love you. But you’re out of your mind.”

“I need you to think, that’s all. I need you to try to remember.”

Lorelei lets out a frustrated huff. Pfff. “How am I supposed to remember someone I’ve never seen?”

She has me there. Point Lorelei.

“Maybe if you just think about that day,” I implore. “Maybe if you try—”

“What is this really about? Is it about Momma?”

It is about the man with dark blond hair. I saw him. I remember.

When I don’t respond, Lorelei says, “I know you don’t want it to have been her fault. None of us want that. I believe you saw someone today, probably someone you’ve seen in Alyson-on-Hudson before. Maybe someone Aunt Mave knows. But I think this is just your brain trying to connect dots that aren’t there. Searching for a reason to let Momma off the hook.”

What my sister is saying, it makes sense. It’s perfectly reasonable. But she’s wrong. I know what I saw—today, six years ago. A man. A wolf.
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Lee Fenton’s walls are plastered with eight-by-ten portraits: extreme close-ups; self-portraits; Tiptonians standing on a boulder somewhere near campus, made tiny against its craggy gray mass. I hover in the doorway, unsure if yesterday’s invitation to stop by had been serious or just one of those things people say but don’t really mean. She’d been kind, back in Frances Bean. She rescued my iced tea from the counter and sat with me while I drank it. She told me to come find her in Anders 3F anytime.

The door is open, but Lee doesn’t see me. She is sitting at her desk, which faces a window looking out on Quadrant West and Brisbane, the main administrative building where Dr. Naylor, our head of school, and the various deans have their offices. I rap my knuckles against her open door.

Lee turns in a blaze of red curls. Her face lights up. “Calliope. You came by.”

I take one step through the threshold. It’s Saturday morning, and we new Tiptonians are fully oriented. Returning students have already begun flooding across the quads, pouring into dorms, clogging up the waffle line at brunch. It’s a lot. I knew, of course, that everyone would be coming back today, but I wasn’t prepared for the noise of it. The bodies, everywhere. Cars squatting in front of dorms, doors flung wide, all of Tipton in motion.

“I needed a break,” I say. “It’s nice to see a familiar face.”

“Move in can be overwhelming. Come hide out in here with me.” Lee gestures to her bed, which is spread up in a pale gray duvet. Like all seniors and some juniors, Lee has a single. Aside from the photographs, which cover almost every inch of wall space, the room is unfussy. Gray duvet, gray rug, small mirror on the back of the closet door. I take a seat on the corner of her bed.

“Thanks. And I’m sorry about yesterday. Again.”

Lee waves my apology away. “You want to talk about it?”

I do want to talk about it, but I don’t want to scare Lee off. “Tell me about your photographs,” I say instead.

“These are old. I’m dying to get back in the lab and print the series I did this summer.”

My eyes land on a cluster of prints to the right of Lee’s desk. They are of a girl who looks like Lee, but turned at an angle. Longer features, fewer freckles, same wild halo of red hair. “Your sister?” I ask.

She nods. “That’s Lacy. I took those three years ago, when she was a senior here.”

“She’s beautiful.”

“She hated having her picture taken.” Lee frowns. “She put up such a fight about doing that shoot. It was one of my first projects, when I was a first-year. The photos aren’t great, but they’re still some of my favorites. Now that she’s not here anymore.”

“I know what you mean,” I tell her. “I’ve never been away from my sisters. I didn’t think it would be so hard.”

“Anyway,” Lee says abruptly, standing up and stretching. “Tell me about your passions, Calliope. What are you into?”

“Oh.” This question keeps coming up, but I still don’t have a good answer. Everyone here seems to be “into” something, to already know where they want to go to college, what they want to be when they grow up. Or they’re just better at faking it than I am. “I guess I’m still figuring it out. That’s part of why I came to Tipton.”

Lee smiles, waiting for me to say more. What are my passions? Not knitting.

“My mom liked to write when she was a teenager,” I say finally. “I’m taking a creative writing elective. Maybe that will be my thing.”

Lee’s eyebrows narrow. “Who with?”

“I’m not sure.” I pull out my phone and log into Tipton Teal so I can look up my class schedule. “Ellis?”

Lee sits up straight, and I realize she’d been hunched over, waiting for my answer. “You should switch sections,” she says, “before the trimester starts.”

Before I can ask why, there’s a figure darkening Lee’s doorway. He has light brown skin and thick black hair that skims his shoulders. Lee squeals and rushes toward him, wrapping him in a four-limbed hug. He stumbles out into the hall, laughing.

“This is Lucas Morales,” she says, extracting herself. “Lucas, meet Calliope Bolan.”

He walks back into the room and perches on Lee’s desk. “Sick name.”

I shrug. “Thanks.”

“How was your trip?” Lee asks. She flops down on her bed.

“Epic. Ninety minutes to Santiago, then two hours in the airport, then ten and a half hours to JFK. I stayed with Quinn in Brooklyn last night and we drove up together this morning.”

I stand and run my hands down the front of my shorts. I feel like I’m intruding.

“Lucas is from Chile,” Lee explains. “And Quinn is awesome. Where is Quinn?”

“They’re with Tina, I think. At Gray Space.”

I take a step toward the door. “I should let you catch up.”

Lee doesn’t argue. Lucas, who is maybe her boyfriend or maybe a friend, twists around to look out the window. “Look who’s walking into Brisbane with Ms. Correa.”

Lee casts a glance outside. “Later,” she says, thin-lipped. Then she turns to me. “Switch out of that class. You’ll thank me later.”

I say I’ll look into it, then I step out into the hall. “Nice to meet you, Lucas.”

“Come say hi at dinner,” Lee says. Which is a nice offer, but not quite as nice as suggesting we go together.
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I eat dinner with Clarice and her cross-country friends. It’s better than sitting alone, but not by much. Clarice’s friends are nice enough, and occasionally they try to include me, but mostly they forget I’m at the table. Right now, they’re talking about ghosts and when they’re going to make their first appearance of the trimester. If this campus is haunted, I’d like to know which buildings to avoid after dark, but the conversation is moving too fast for me. Before I can ask for a little context, the topic has shifted to their coach’s new haircut and whether or not the man they saw her talking to in the faculty lot this afternoon is her boyfriend.

Being new at Tipton is like picking up a book and starting to read somewhere in the middle. For everyone around me, the story already has a beginning and rising action and well-rounded characters. I’m just lost.

Lee is nowhere. I scan the dining hall for her one more time before I excuse myself and walk out onto the path. Maybe she came to dinner as soon as Rhine opened, or maybe she and Lucas decided to go somewhere off campus. I trudge up the path, past the music building, then two buildings that I think are dorms, then Brisbane, the main administrative building. I’m meeting people every day, but those people have people already. Where do I fit?

My hand travels to my bag, to the outline of my phone against the leather. I could call Lorelei again, but Lorelei only wants to talk about bees. Instead I pause on the path and tap open my group chat. Erica and Beatrix have sent me a bunch of photos from the annual back-to-school shopping pilgrimage to the outlet mall. It’s an hour and a half from Plover Lake, and usually the three of us go together. This year, Dad took me a few weeks ago since my school year was starting earlier, and now I can’t decide if flipping through pictures of Beatrix modeling a pair of red pleather pants she’ll never buy and Erica licking a giant soft pretzel with the grossest topping—sour cream and onion, her favorite—is making me feel included or even more homesick.

“Hey, stranger.”

Nico’s voice draws my eyes away from my phone. He gives me a wave from his perch on the low stone wall in front of his dorm, Chandler. I haven’t seen him since our excursion into town yesterday, and even that barely counts. His orientation group split off in a different direction early in the day.

Nico is alone, but he doesn’t look lonely. A pair of white earbuds stick out from between messy strands of light brown hair, and he’s using some kind of stylus pen to draw on a big, fancy-looking tablet. He removes the earbuds and tucks them into his pocket.

“Hey,” I say back. I’m not sure what to do with my hands, so I flip my phone over and over. Nico is wearing a green graphic tee with a cartoon rat triumphantly lifting a slice of pizza above its head. He gives me a wide smile, and my eyes focus in on a small chip in his left front tooth.

I’m staring. I avert my gaze upward, to the dorm behind him.

“Evening stroll?” he asks.

“Something like that.” I keep my eyes trained on the front of the dorm. Like most of the buildings at Tipton, Chandler is redbrick with white trim and a slate black roof. The buildings here look timeless, like there’s knowledge and tradition mixed in with the brick and mortar. When it seems like I’ve safely not-stared for long enough, my eyes drop back down to Nico’s face. Why does everything I do feel so awkward?

“What were you listening to?” I ask out loud.

“It’s the audiobook for The Poet X. We’re reading it for Contemporary American Lit, and I’m getting a head start.” He pats the wall next to him, and I pull myself up, grateful for something to do.

“I never think to listen to audiobooks.”

“I retain information better that way. And you should definitely listen to this on audio. It’s amazing.”

“Thanks.” I’m not taking Contemporary American Lit, but I make a mental note to check it out. My gaze falls on the large tablet resting on his lap. “Is that Lee?”

“Yeah.” Nico grins. There’s that chip again. It might technically be an imperfection, but now that I’ve noticed it, I can’t stop thinking about his mouth. Oh god. I look back down at the screen.

“That’s amazing. Did you draw that using…?” I motion toward the stylus.

He nods. “Takes some getting used to, but I like drawing digitally this way. I got the tablet over the summer, and it’s opening up some really cool new possibilities. I’m excited to get back into the design lab.” He slips the stylus into a slot on the side of the tablet and rubs his hand against the back of his neck. “I probably sound like a giant dork.”

“No, that’s awesome.”

Everyone here really does have a talent or something they’re passionate about. I was on honor roll back home, and I did some clubs and activities—student government, Amnesty International, I even organized a library book club last year—but I’m not sure any of that defines me in some key way like Lee’s photography and Marjorie’s baking and Nico’s graphic design.

“Knitting’s not really my ‘superpower,’ ” I confess. “This fall, I am going to find my thing.” My voice brims with more confidence than I feel. Connect with Momma. Find my passion. Adjust to a new school two hours away from home. I’m setting myself up for a lot, but why else did I come here?

“Tipton can be a lot,” Nico says. The boy is reading my mind. “Just keep your eyes open. You’ll find your place here.”

I give him a smile. He makes it sound so easy. “Thanks.”

“Where were you headed?” he asks.

“Back to Anders, eventually. I was kind of taking the long way home.”

Nico is quiet for a moment. His eyes travel down to the drawing of Lee. “I heard you saw something yesterday, outside Frances Bean.”

I wrap my arms around my waist. “News travels fast here.”

“Don’t get mad at Lee. All the orientation leaders had to give a report at our closing meeting last night. She just said she was a little concerned, that’s all. It’s okay if you don’t want to talk about it.”

I do want to talk about it, though. With someone who is really going to listen, unlike Lorelei. At home, I never have to talk about the accident because every single person in our village already knows. But it’s there, always, hanging over me like a rain cloud or a halo, depending on who’s doing the looking. I didn’t think I’d want to talk about it here, but seeing the man with dark blond hair—this stranger who is somehow not a stranger—changed that. There’s so much I need to figure out.

I study Nico’s face. His eyes are brown and wide and there’s no judgment there. He already knows I made a fool of myself running out onto the sidewalk, and yet he’s still sitting here, talking to me. I draw in a deep breath.

“When I was ten, I was in a bad car crash. My sisters and I got out, but our mom died. We’ve never understood what happened to make the car swerve off the road, and the police investigation was inconclusive. My mom was driving, so by default, people assume she was to blame. Best case scenario, she was distracted behind the wheel, or worst case, she had some kind of mental break and drove us into a lake on purpose. None of the theories ever seemed right. I’ve always thought there must be some other explanation for what happened that day.”
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