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Prologue

My father built the house on Langely Lake for my mother, in 

the town she grew up in. It was a hundred miles from the 

glassy skyscrapers my father built in the city, and a world 

away from the Calloway family name and money and 

penthouse on the Upper East Side.

The house on Langely Lake looked unlike any of the other 

houses in town, with their graying vinyl siding and slouching 

carports. No, the house on Langely Lake wasn’t a house at 

all. It was a fortress three stories tall, built of stone, with a 

thick fence and impenetrable hedges all the way around.

When I was a little girl, we spent our summers in that 

fortress. I remember slumber parties in a tent on the back 

lawn and afternoons spent sunning on the raft just off

shore. I remember tall glasses of lemonade sweating on the 

patio and the sundresses my mother wore and her   wide 

 brimmed hats.

Once I thought my father had built that house to keep 

everyone else out, but then my uncle Hank found the 

photographs. They were in a shoe box, hidden under a loose 

floorboard in my parents’ bedroom. They were taken that 

summer, 2007, a few weeks before my mother disappeared. I 
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saw the photographs and I realized I had been wrong about 

everything.

Because my father hadn’t built the house on Langely Lake 

to keep everyone else out. He’d built it to keep us in.
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CHAPTER ONE

Charlie Calloway

2017

It all started that morning with a note, printed on thick card 

stock, no bigger than a business card.

Good morning, good day, some say, “Salut.”

Herein lies a formal invitation, just for you.

Forgive the anonymity of the sender, but you know who we are.

And we’re big admirers of yours, from afar.

We’re the opposite of the Omega, the furthest from the end,

Follow this clue to find us; we’re eager to begin.

The note was balanced on top of Knollwood Augustus Prep’s 

“Welcome Back!” flyer, printed in the school’s royal blue and 

gold colors, which announced that Club Day would be held in 

Healy Quad on Friday afternoon and encouraged every student 

to attend. This was followed by a list of all of Knollwood Prep’s 

student clubs and organizations. At the bottom, in delicate gold 

lettering, was the school’s mission statement to “foster students 

whose exacting inquiry and independence of thought drive 

them to excellence both inside and outside of the classroom.”
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I might have missed the card stock note altogether if it 

hadn’t fluttered to the ground as I removed the flyer from my 

mailbox in the entrance to Rosewood Hall, the girls’ 

dormitory for upperclassmen. My heart stopped when I saw 

the note, for the first part—the sender—wasn’t difficult to 

figure out. You know who we are . . . We’re the opposite of 

the Omega, the furthest from the end. It was the A’s—the 

only club not listed on Knollwood Prep’s flyer and, in my 

mind, the only club worth joining.

It was the second part of the note I puzzled over as I sat 

in Mr.  Andrews’s Introduction to Photography class. Nor

mally, I couldn’t have gotten away with zoning out in class 

like that. Every class at Knollwood Prep was supposed to 

follow the Harkness method, meaning we all sat around a 

table facing each other, and we were expected to participate 

in the discussion with minimal intervention from our 

instructor. Some instructors even kept a notebook with every 

student’s name, and they would put a little tally mark next to 

our names as we talked. If, at the end of class, your name 

didn’t have a satisfactory number of tally marks next to it, 

they would send you a little note saying something like, We 

missed your voice in class today. Or, When not everyone 

speaks up, we all lose. Or, my personal favorite, You miss 

one hundred percent of the discussions that you don’t 

initiate.

But Mr. Andrews was new, just out of college, and he was 

much more lax than the other teachers. His Introduction to 

Photography class had been the most   sought  after arts 

elective this semester, not because of the subject matter, but 

because Mr.  Andrews was, well, hot. He had that dark, 
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rugged hipster thing going for him—flannel   button  downs 

that he didn’t tuck in; beanies to hide dark, unwashed hair; 

liquid brown eyes rimmed with   baby  doll lashes longer than 

my own. Also, he had a distinct edge over most Knollwood 

Prep boys—he could grow facial hair. He always had a 

perfect five o’clock shadow cloaking his   well  defined cheek

bones.

Today, Mr. Andrews hadn’t come in with thick packets of 

photography theory for us to parse; instead, he came in with 

a   nice  looking camera with a very long lens, which he passed 

around to all of us.

“This is called a telephoto lens,” Mr.  Andrews said. 

“It produces a unique optical effect, which can create the 

illusion that two subjects separated by a great distance 

are actually very close. It’s a powerful tool for capturing 

candid moments when you can’t get physically close to your 

subject.”

He clicked a button on his laptop and a photo of a lion 

lounging in an African jungle displayed on the projector 

screen in front of the class.

“One of the most obvious examples of this is in wildlife 

photography or sports photography,” Mr. Andrews went on. 

“The photographer would physically be in danger if he or 

she were close to, say, a lion, or a professional baseball player 

up to bat. However, another, less obvious use is street 

photography, where an artist needs distance not for safety 

but to preserve the candidness of the shot.”

He clicked another button on his laptop and this time a 

photograph of a young woman and her child on a busy New 

York street filled the screen.
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As he spoke, I stared down at the camera in my lap and 

fiddled with the zoom. I puzzled over the second half of the 

A’s riddle.

I have a head but never weep.

I have a bed but never sleep.

I can run but never walk.

Come meet me after dark.

The “when” was obvious enough —  tonight after curfew. 

But the “where” was a giant question mark. What place had 

a head? Could it be a play on the headmaster’s office? Was 

the next line —  I have a bed but never sleep —  some riff on 

Headmaster Collins’s vigilance? Maybe, but I couldn’t make 

the next line fit with that. Okay, so what place had a bed? 

Like, bedrock? Could it be talking about the quarries?

Something hard nudged my shin underneath the table and 

I looked up to see Royce Dalton, the most popular boy in the 

senior class, giving me a look from across the table. I was 

slow to catch on, but then he cleared his throat and glanced 

at Mr. Andrews, and I realized the whole class was quietly 

and expectantly looking at me. I sat up in my seat and set 

down the camera.

“That’s an excellent question,” I said slowly and deliberately 

as I racked my brain for what Mr. Andrews could have possibly 

asked me, or a tangent I could lead him on to distract him from 

the fact that I hadn’t been paying attention.

My eye caught on the screen in front of the class, on the 

picture of the woman and her child. The child was upset, and 

the woman had stopped; she was bending down so that she 
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was eyelevel with the little boy. She was reaching out, about 

to tuck a strand of the child’s hair behind his ear, to comfort 

him. I hadn’t noticed at first, but the woman appeared 

distraught as well. It made me wonder what had happened 

just before the picture had been snapped, and what had 

happened after. It was jarring to me that the photographer 

had captured this private, painful moment and put it on 

display for everyone to see. There was an illusion of being 

close, when the photographer was actually far away —  not 

just physically, but emotionally as well. The photographer 

remained safe and protected, while displaying this vulnerable 

moment to the world for observation, for art.

“This may be a little off topic,” I said, “but your discussion 

of street photography got me thinking. I guess I understand 

the necessity of distance to capture the truth of a moment. 

But it seems ironic that in order to capture truth, you have to 

be duplicitous. Distance allows the subject to act naturally 

precisely because the subject doesn’t know they’re being 

watched. I guess, in the end, that raises an ethical question 

for me. Is that art —  or an invasion of privacy? I’m curious to 

hear your take on that. I apologize if I’m jumping ahead.”

This was a defense mechanism I had learned a long time 

ago: 1) String enough buzzwords together to make it seem 

like you were paying attention. 2) Admit that your comment 

might be tangential to cover your bases. 3) Deflect with 

another question. With some teachers, the more tangential, 

the better, actually, because it made it seem like you were 

really considering the topic at hand. 4) End with a backhanded 

apology that hinted that your intellectual curiosity was leaps 

and bounds ahead of the pace of instruction. Suddenly, you 
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weren’t the slacker zoning out in class; you were the deep 

thinker ahead of the game.

Mr. Andrews looked a little surprised by my deflection.

“Hmm . . . interesting question, Miss . . . ?” he said.

It was almost endearing that he hadn’t bothered to 

memorize our names from the course roster over the summer.

“Calloway,” I said. “Charlie Calloway.”

A flicker of recognition lit up his eyes at my name and 

there was a slight pause, just a hair longer than was 

appropriate. That was a common response when I met people. 

I could see the gears clicking in their brains. Not one of those 

Calloways, surely? She’s not the girl whose mother  . . . 

well . . . Poor thing. I could tell they always wanted to ask, 

but they rarely did.

“Miss Calloway,” Mr.  Andrews said, his hand stroking 

his bearded chin as he considered my question. “Ethics and 

art. That’s always an interesting discussion.”

As Mr.  Andrews started off again, I looked across the 

table at Dalton, who subtly lifted his finger to his lips like a 

cocked gun and blew at the imaginary smoky tip of the barrel. 

Killed it.

Thanks, I mouthed silently to him, and he gave me a 

conspiratorial wink.

The sky outside the dining hall was beginning to darken. There 

were only three hours left until curfew and I still hadn’t figured 

out the A’s riddle for the meeting place. The closest I had come 

were the old quarries about half an hour from campus. They 

were abandoned and had flooded with rainwater years ago, 

and sometimes in the late spring or early fall, Knollwood Prep 
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students would go up there on weekends. The brave ones 

would jump off the rocks and the lazy ones would drape 

themselves along the sides and sunbathe. I could easily imagine 

the quarry as a meeting place for the A’s, could even see some 

kind of initiation ritual that involved catapulting oneself off 

the highest rock in a   pitch  black night when the lake was all 

but invisible below, but I couldn’t make all of the lines of the 

riddle fit.

As I turned the riddle over and over in my mind, I picked at 

the smoked salmon Alfredo on my plate and pretended that 

my mouth was full every time Stevie Sorantos asked me what 

her campaign slogan should be. She was running for treasurer 

of the student council —  again —  and she was harassing all of 

us into contributing a pithy line that would catapult her to the 

top of the polls.

“How about ‘Vote for me, or whatever,’ ” Drew offered, 

tossing her thick mane of   dirty  blond corkscrew curls over 

her shoulder. “DGAF is today’s YOLO.”

“I like it,” Yael said. “Commanding yet disaffected. 

Playing hard to get.”

“It certainly works with the menfolk,” Drew said, wiggling 

her thick eyebrows at all of us.

“But I don’t want people to think I don’t care,” Stevie said, 

a hint of exasperation in her voice.

I rolled my eyes at Drew, who took a giant bite of her 

dinner roll to keep from laughing. As if anyone would ever 

think that Stevie Sorantos didn’t care.

Sometimes —  okay, often —  Stevie grated on my nerves 

because she just tried too damn hard. Treasurer of the student 

council. President of the Student Ethics Board. Always the 
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first to shoot her hand into the air when an instructor asked 

a question. Once I caught her in the bathroom, eyes raw 

and puffy and wailing like her dog had just died because she 

had gotten a B+ on a lab report. More than once I had 

considered grinding Ambien into her water bottle just so she 

would be forced to chill the fuck out.

I knew why she was like that, of course. We all did. Stevie 

was a scholarship student, not that she ever told us this, 

and not that we ever talked about it. Knollwood Prep tried 

hard to eliminate socioeconomic distinctions with uniforms, 

and free tuition, MacBooks, and iPads for students who 

needed aid. But try as they might, Knollwood Prep couldn’t 

erase where we came from. Stevie didn’t wear the Cartier 

bracelets that we did; she didn’t have a YSL backpack or, 

well,   brand  name anything. Her family never went on 

vacation. She didn’t have a car. But none of these things gave 

Stevie away quite so much as her blatant eagerness to prove 

that she belonged. It was exhausting, and it missed the mark 

altogether. Because the only thing that mattered to the people 

who mattered was acting like nothing really mattered. As 

paradoxical as that was.

“Come on, Charlie,” Stevie said as I took another bite that 

I pretended was too big to talk over. “You always have the 

best ideas.”

“Hey now,” Drew said, pointing the   asparagus  loaded 

prongs of her fork at Stevie. “What about my idea? That shit 

is gold.”

Freshman year I had talked Stevie into doing a   Sopranos 

 themed campaign. Yael took these great blackandwhite photos 

of Stevie, one of her dressed up in a suit and sunglasses, 
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another with Stevie in an upholstered armchair, a cigar 

hanging out of the side of her mouth and a cloud of smoke 

ballooning in the air. Drew and I blew the pictures up to  

 poster  board size and put Tony Soprano quotes across the 

front:

“A wrong decision is better than indecision.”

“Well seeing as you called me up here, I might as well tell 

you . . . I’m in charge now.”

“All due respect, you got no f****** idea what it’s like to 

be number one.”

In the bottom   right  hand corner, in bold red letters that 

mimicked the title card of the show, we wrote: Vote Sorantos.

All of the other candidates had gone the serious route with 

posters spewing platitudes, or worse—making some pun off 

their name. Stevie won by a landslide.

“Fine,” I said because I saw I had no other choice. “How 

about, ‘I’ve been doing this job for two years now. If you 

don’t think I’m qualified, go fuck yourself.’ ”

Yael pretended to consider it. “So much subtlety and 

finesse,” she said. “But is it too sophisticated?”

Stevie set her milk down on her tray so hard that it sloshed 

over the sides of the glass. I looked down and saw white 

pearls of milk dotting my sleeve.

“I see even pretending to take this seriously is too much to 

ask,” Stevie said, slinging her cheap Target bag over her 

shoulder and standing up.

“Stevie—” Yael started.

“I’m going to the library,” Stevie said, and headed off 

toward the far end of the dining hall, her bag bouncing 

against her back with every purposeful stride she took.
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Yael sighed and gathered her things, giving Drew and me 

an exasperated smile.

“DEFCON Three,” she said. “I’ll run damage control.”

“Now I feel bad,” Drew said when Yael was gone. “But I 

was serious about my DGAF idea.”

I shrugged and grabbed a napkin to dry my sleeve.

Stevie and Yael were my friends by default only—mainly 

because they were always around Drew, and Drew and I were 

always together. We ate our meals together, we sat next to 

one another in class, we spent long hours hanging out in the 

common room before curfew, and we shared a room. So, I 

made an effort with them—I went sailing with Yael’s family 

over the summer when our families were in Martha’s 

Vineyard at the same time. I invited Stevie to spend 

Thanksgiving with my family in Greenwich, since I knew the 

plane ticket to spend the holiday with her own family in Ohio 

was too expensive and she would have been stuck on an 

empty campus alone. I got along with them all right (most of 

the time, anyway), and I liked them okay, but we didn’t click 

the way Drew and I clicked. She and I just got each other.

Drew and I had been serendipitously placed together in the 

same dorm room freshman year with another girl we loathed 

named River, who never shaved and didn’t believe in 

deodorant, table salt, or listening to her folk music at a 

courteous volume. Apparently, she didn’t believe in studying 

either, because she was gone by the next semester. Living 

with River was like being hazed, and Drew and I had gone 

through it together. It had created an unbreakable bond.

Now I eyed Drew as she chewed animatedly and talked 

about the upcoming volleyball meet against our rival, Xavier. 
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I tried to ask her without asking her: Did you get one too? 

Did the A’s pick you? Because I couldn’t, well, just ask.

“What?” she said, and I realized too late that my attempts 

at telepathy had resulted in creepy   hard  core staring. “Do I 

have something on my face?”

“Yeah, some sauce, just here,” I lied, pointing to a spot on 

my own chin for reference.

“Thanks,” Drew said, dabbing the corresponding spot on 

her chin with her napkin.

It was hopeless. Drew had an impenetrable poker face. So, I 

scanned the dining hall for my cousin Leo instead. Leo was 

two months my junior, but you’d never have guessed it by the 

way he loomed over me at six foot two. You also wouldn’t 

know we were cousins based solely off appearance. Leo had 

the traditional Calloway good looks; he was all bright turquoise 

eyes,   golden  blond hair, and distinguished cheekbones. I, on 

the other hand, looked like my mother. I got her dark brown 

hair and wide gray eyes and pale, translucent skin, her short 

stature. This was a ring of hell that Dante had not imagined: 

looking in the mirror every day and seeing the one person you 

wanted most desperately to forget.

I spotted Leo two tables away, sitting next to Dalton and 

a mix of other popular junior and senior boys. His hair was 

still wet from his   post  football  practice shower and it hung 

down into his eyes slightly as he leaned forward to say 

something to his friends. I knew just by looking at him that 

he had been tapped by the A’s—I didn’t even have to ask. I 

saw it in the way he smiled that cocky, lopsided smile of his, 

the one that made the dimples peek out of his left cheek. Leo 

and I had always had an uncanny ability to read one another, 
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a result of his seeing me through the hellfire that was my 

childhood. Leo had been the one to save me in the end, or at 

least, he had been the one to show me how to save myself.

“Shit,” Drew said. She had knocked over her water glass. 

The water spilled everywhere, running off the side of the 

table. I picked up my napkin and started to dab at the mess as 

Drew righted her glass.

“Your bag,” Drew said, and I pulled it off the table just 

before the spill reached it.

And then, it clicked. That was it. I knew where the A’s 

were meeting that night.

“I’m sorry,” Drew said. “I’m such a klutz.”

“No, thank you,” I said, without really thinking.

“What?”

“Uh, nothing,” I said. “I meant, it’s no big deal.”

Curfew at Knollwood Prep was nine o’clock on weeknights. 

Normally Drew and I hung out in the common room until as 

late as possible, and then we’d sit up for hours at our desks 

finishing our readings or assignments and talking. But 

tonight, we both turned in early. I lay in bed and stared at the 

ceiling in the dark, trying to tell from Drew’s breathing if she 

had fallen asleep across the room and wondering how I would 

sneak out of our window without waking her.

I couldn’t stop thinking about the A’s.

Knollwood Prep had four types of club: the athletic, the 

academic, the special interest, and the, well, ridiculous (see 

the Cheese Club, where they sat around and, you guessed it, 

ate cheese). Being in these clubs meant silly rituals, or sweaty 

practices in the gymnasium doing suicides across the court in 
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some primitive drive to prove your physical prowess, or 

meetings where you sat around a buzzer and answered 

questions while an elected secretary kept inanely detailed 

minutes. These clubs had meets with other schools and held 

events like bake sales or car washes to raise money for the 

local women’s shelter. At Knollwood Prep, you were expected 

to collect these clubs like trinkets on a charm bracelet so that 

on your college application you could say that not only did 

you get a rigorous academic education at one of the top 

preparatory schools in the country, but you were also a 

contributing member of your community, and were—that 

buzzword college admissions officers salivated over—“  well 

 rounded.”

But being in the A’s wasn’t something you could put on 

your college application. It wasn’t even something you could, 

well, tell anyone about. The A’s didn’t do bake sales or car 

washes; they didn’t involve cleats or sweating; and they most 

certainly didn’t have a secretary keeping minutes.

Last year, when the new dean of arts tried to make a 

Saturdaymorning culturalenrichment class mandatory, the 

A’s unleashed a smear campaign so vicious that the dean was 

gone by the end of fall semester. In the end, no one “knew” 

how the dean’s scandalous emails with a   fifteen  year  old girl 

with daddy issues from Maine had leaked to every student, 

administrator, and faculty member on Knollwood Prep’s 

LISTSERV, but everyone “knew” that the A’s were somehow 

behind it. While the headmaster had launched an investigation 

into this breach of school security, in the end he could do 

little but applaud that this indecent man was exposed and 

send him packing, effectively putting an end to those dreaded 
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classes and preserving our precious Saturday mornings for 

the sacred act of sleeping in.

The A’s were the reason we had   No  Uniform Fridays,  

 single  room dorms for seniors, and a prom so decadent it was 

sometimes mentioned on Page Six. No one knew what dark 

form of blackmail, bribery, or manipulation went into 

acquiring these beloved rights and traditions, but everyone 

knew the A’s were behind them. The A’s could also get you 

out of some sticky situations. My freshman year, Celeste Lee, 

a supposed A, got in a fight with Stephanie Matthews in the 

girls’ restroom on the second floor of the science building and 

gave her a bloody nose. Celeste would have gotten suspended 

if Stephanie reported her to the administration. No one 

knows for sure what sort of arm twisting the A’s did behind 

closed doors, but when the headmaster called Stephanie into 

his office later that afternoon, she kept her mouth shut.

The A’s reach went beyond Knollwood Prep. It was 

rumored they had key players on the admissions boards of all 

the Ivy Leagues and Seven Sisters, and that their influence 

could get you in the door at the Fortune 500 company of your 

choosing after college graduation.

The A’s were something everyone knew about without 

really knowing anything about them. There was no way of 

even knowing who the A’s were, really, unless you were one 

of them. Because unlike all of the other clubs at Knollwood 

Prep, you didn’t choose to be in the A’s. The A’s chose you.

Drew called out my name softly in the dark, just loud 

enough for me to hear if I was awake but not loud enough to 

wake me if I was asleep.

I debated answering but eventually said, “Yeah?”
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She sat up and flicked on the light. “Just say it already,” 

she said.

“Say what?”

“Do you have somewhere to be tonight?”

“Maybe,” I said.

“Thank god,” Drew said. She climbed out of bed and 

crossed the room to her closet. “I’ve been watching you all 

day to see if you had gotten one too, because I couldn’t just 

ask,” she said as she pulled on a pair of thick black leggings 

and boots.

“Who else do you think got in?” I asked as I dragged 

myself out of bed and started to rummage through my own 

closet. What did one wear to a   late  night rendezvous with the 

most notorious secret society on campus? I decided on a pair 

of dark skinny jeans, my Keds, a black tank with oversized 

armholes, and a hoodie.

“I’ll throw myself off the Ledge if Marissa Wentworth got 

in,” Drew said.

So she had figured out the riddle. What has a head but 

never weeps? What has a bed but never sleeps? What runs 

but never walks? A river, of course. The A’s were meeting at 

the Ledge above Spalding River. People called it the Ledge 

because that’s what it was—a clearing in the woods off the 

county road that looked over a steep ravine and the river 

below.

“Marissa Wentworth is not A material,” I said. “They 

want someone with an edge. Someone who isn’t afraid to get 

their hands dirty.”

“Do you think Leo got in?” Drew asked.

“Of course Leo got in.”
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“He told you?”

“Not in so many words,” I said. “But come on, what world 

do we live in that Leo wouldn’t get in?”

“True,” Drew said, rolling her eyes.

Drew and Leo had dated for two seconds during our 

freshman year, which was about twice as long as Leo had 

been with anyone. It had ended how all of Leo’s trysts ended: 

badly. Still, even though Drew wasn’t Leo’s biggest fan, she 

had to admit that Leo was an obvious choice for the A’s.

Leo put an unconscionable amount of thought into 

everything he did, so it wouldn’t be right to say he was 

“effortlessly” cool—though something about the way he 

carried himself did evoke that word. Leo wore his hair slicked 

back from his forehead. He always dressed nicely—tailored 

jeans and   V  neck tees that were fashionably distressed and 

sleek leather jackets. Leo exuded a confidence that made 

whatever he did seem cool. It would have been pointless to 

tease him about anything, because Leo thought more of himself 

than anyone I’d ever met, besides perhaps my grandfather.

One after the other, Drew and I slipped out of our   second 

 floor dormitory window into the thick arms of the elm that 

towered over Rosewood Hall dormitory. We lowered 

ourselves into the deep V of its trunk. Neither of us were 

strangers to forbidden   late  night excursions.

In the Rosewood Hall parking lot, Drew turned her 

headlights off and shifted her BMW into neutral. Together 

we pushed the car to the road, only jumping in when we were 

sure we weren’t in danger of waking Ms.  Stanfeld, our 

housemother, who lived in an apartment on the ground floor 

of the dormitories.
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When we were far enough down the road, Drew opened 

her sunroof and howled at the moon. I laughed and put my 

arm out the window, fanning my fingers to catch the damp 

night air as it slid past.

We didn’t talk about what was happening or what was to 

come. We didn’t speculate about what the A’s would make us 

do to become one of them, even though we both knew that 

whatever it was, it would not be easy. Instead, we exuded an 

attitude of cool nonchalance and pretended we were neither 

excited nor terrified, when we were both.
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CHAPTER TWO

Charlie Calloway

2017

There was a story on campus about a student who had died 

many years ago—so long ago that no one remembered 

anymore what his name was or how he had died exactly, but 

there were reports every now and again of a sighting of his 

ghost.  Some said he’d hung himself in the showers of the 

senior boys’ dormitory over a broken heart; others said he’d 

overdosed on pills and fallen into an eternal slumber in his 

dorm bed over a failing exam grade. It was bad luck if you 

saw him, a harbinger of terrible things to come. Bryce 

Langston had reported seeing the ghost on his way home 

from the library one night. The next morning, he got a 

rejection letter from Harvard. Everyone had thought he 

would be a   shoo  in, and he hadn’t even gotten on the waiting 

list. The next year, Amanda King supposedly saw the ghost 

right before she got in a fatal car accident. I always thought 

about the ghost when I was walking around campus at 

night by myself. I imagined seeing a white smear in the corner 

of my vision, but every time I turned my head, there was 

nothing there.
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I couldn’t help but think about the ghost now as I stood in 

the clearing above the Ledge. The A’s had lit a small bonfire, 

and we all stood close enough to be visible in its glow, but 

Dalton held a flashlight anyway. The way it hit the underside 

of his jaw as he talked, throwing his features into shadows, 

unsettled me. I crossed my ankles and leaned back against 

the cool metal hood of Drew’s BMW.

There was no need for introductions; everyone who was 

anyone at Knollwood Prep already knew one another. But we 

were all glancing around regardless, looking one another up 

and down like we’d never met. And, in a way, we hadn’t. 

Before, we were just kids who went to Knollwood. Some of 

us belonged to things—the soccer team, the student council. 

Some of us had reputations. Some of us were preceded by our 

family name. But here, now, there was one thing that united 

us: we were all A’s.

As I looked at the seniors spread around the campfire, 

some of the A’s seemed fairly predictable. There were Royce 

Dalton, an   All  American, captain of the soccer and lacrosse 

teams; Crosby Pierce, the son of an   A  list movie star and lead 

singer in a band called the Lady Killers, who performed at 

the coffee shop downtown sometimes and were actually kind 

of good; Wes Aldrich, whose mother was a senator and 

whose grandfather had been a majority whip for the House 

of Representatives; Ren Montgomery, a professional model 

who had worked for Calvin Klein and walked in New York 

Fashion Week; and Harper Cartwright, the features editor of 

the Knollwood Chronicle.

Darcy Flemming, however, was a bit of a surprise. She 

was president of the senior class, the daughter of a French 
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diplomat, and an accomplished equestrian who spoke French 

and Portuguese fluently. She seemed like too much of a Goody  

 Two  shoes to be an A. It was hard to imagine she had had a 

hand in the dean of arts’ smear campaign.

I glanced around the circle at the new junior recruits and 

found a similar mixture of naturals and oddballs. I had been 

right about Leo, of course. He stood across the circle from 

me, next to Dalton, who was one of his best friends. Then 

there was Meryl York. She was the daughter of one of my 

father’s friends, and our families had vacationed together 

when we were younger, but she had always struck me as kind 

of a wet blanket. Regardless, her family was practically an 

institution at Knollwood Prep. The observatory had been 

donated by her father and was named after her grandfather. 

Brighton Maverick seemed like another obvious choice with 

his floppy blond hair and eternal tan even in the harsh New 

Hampshire winters. He played on the soccer team and had 

grown up in Santa Barbara, where he surfed on soft   white

sand beaches.

But the others I wouldn’t have immediately pegged as A’s: 

Imogen Reeves, who was a theater geek and had had a small 

part last summer in an   off  Broadway play; Jude Bane, who 

was practically glued to his laptop and always had humongous 

headphones clamped over his ears; and Auden Stein, who, 

yes, was some kind of math prodigy, but was too pompous to 

really tolerate. I couldn’t help but wonder what the A’s would 

want with them.

Of course, I knew why I was there. Leo may have made it 

into the A’s just as he was, but I was there for no other reason 

than that I was Charlie Calloway, the oldest child of Alistair 
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Calloway and the heir to the Calloway Group, one of the 

largest real estate dynasties in New York City. I’d grown up 

in a penthouse on the Upper East Side, and I summered on an 

estate on Martha’s Vineyard (the summer home my father 

bought when he could no longer bear to return to the house 

on Langely Lake). My family owned half the Upper East Side, 

and one day, it would all be mine. All of the laws of nepotism 

said so.

“You’re all here because we saw something in you,” Dalton 

was saying. “But if you want to stay, to be one of us, you’ll 

have to play the Game.

“In the coming months, you’ll find three tickets in your 

school mailbox. Each ticket will have an item. You must 

procure that item by any means necessary and bring it to the 

A’s meeting by the specified time and date. If you fail to 

procure the item in time, don’t bother showing up. You’re out.

“You may beg, borrow, lie, steal, or cheat to procure your 

item. In fact, we only have one rule to the Game: don’t get 

caught.”

Ren Montgomery stepped forward and took the flashlight 

from Dalton. She held it in her hands like a microphone. Ren 

was tall and rail thin, with a deceptively deep and husky 

voice that I’m sure guys found thrilling.

“To that end,” Ren said, “if you get caught, you’ve never 

heard of us. We don’t exist. Loyalty is the most prized trait of 

an A. Without it, we’re nothing. We chose you because we 

think you have this quality. But we’ve been wrong before and 

we need . . . assurances in case that happens.”

Ren stopped and picked a camera out of the purse that 

hung at her hip. She flashed a smile at us.
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“Rest assured we’re not asking you to do anything we 

haven’t already done ourselves,” Ren said.

I understood what she was saying: they wanted us to 

provide the bullets and load the gun they could place to our 

own heads if we screwed up.

“Auden, you’re up first,” Ren said. She turned and headed 

off into the woods, the darkness quickly swallowing her up 

as she stepped out of the warm glow of the bonfire. And 

Auden followed her, his hands buried deep in his pockets.

When they were gone, Dalton fished a cooler out of his 

trunk, and Crosby turned on the stereo system in his car and 

propped open his doors so that I could feel the hum of the 

bass in the ground, coming up through the soles of my 

sneakers. Drew grabbed two IPAs and I uncapped them with 

the bottle opener on my key chain.

“Don’t worry about Ren,” Dalton said, and he gave me 

a smile as if to soften everything. “Her bark is worse than 

her bite.”

“I don’t know about that, man,” Crosby said, rubbing his 

chin. “As someone who’s been there—I can safely say her bite 

is nothing to sneeze at.”

Crosby and Ren were the most notorious   on  again  off 

 again couple on campus.

“Tsk, tsk.” Drew clucked her tongue in mock disapproval. 

“A gentleman never kisses and tells.”

“Well, I never claimed to be a gentleman,” Crosby said.

“So, any hints about the types of thing we’ll be asked 

to retrieve?” Drew asked, twirling her hair. The way the 

corner of her lips twitched up at the end, I could tell she was 

into him.
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“Yes, actually,” Crosby said. “First on the list is Dalton’s 

virginity.”

“And will you be providing the time machine?” I asked.

Crosby laughed and clinked his beer bottle against mine. 

“Nice. Cheers.”

Next to me, Dalton groaned. “Harsh, man,” he said. “Isn’t 

anyone going to defend my honor?”

Dalton was sort of the “It” boy at Knollwood Prep. 

He was as old money as they come—his grandfather 

came from a family of British banking royalty. His father 

worked on Wall Street and his mother was an American, 

some   big  time surgeon whom people flew from all over the 

world to see. So, he had a good pedigree. He was also very  

 good  looking: tall, dark hair, dreamy eyes, that sort of thing. 

It wasn’t that surprising then that Dalton was always dating 

someone.

“Sorry, Dalton. You’re kind of what we girls refer to as a 

man whore,” I said.

“Speaking of which,” Crosby said, and he nodded across 

the clearing toward Harper Cartwright, who was talking 

with Darcy Flemming. “Dalton’s latest victim keeps giving us 

the stink eye. Has anyone noticed?”

I glanced over at Harper and saw her glaring at us.

“That’s just the way her face looks,” Dalton said. “What 

is it they call it? Resting Bitch Face? I assure you we had an 

amicable breakup.”

“Sure, because what highschool breakup isn’t amicable?” 

Crosby asked.

“Yeah, Harper looks like she wants to amicably murder 

you right now,” I said. “Or me.”
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We drank our beers and laughed and talked about things 

that didn’t matter. No one talked about what was happening 

as Ren returned with one junior recruit and wandered off 

with another into the darkness. No one spoke about what 

they had done when they returned.

When Ren came back with a   sullen  looking Meryl, she 

called my name. Only, she didn’t call just my name.

“Leo,” she said. “You too.”

Leo handed his beer to Brighton Maverick and laughed at 

whatever Brighton had just said, as if this whole thing were 

no big deal, as if this were just another Monday night. Leo 

had always been like that. Arrogantly fearless.

We followed Ren close at her heels as we made our way 

through the   pitch  black woods until we reached a clearing 

that led out to the empty county road. There was a car parked 

along the side of the road—an Audi A8. Ren pressed a button 

on her remote and then held the back door open for us.

“Step into my office,” she said, gesturing toward the 

backseat.

I slid in first and Leo followed, closing the door behind 

him. Ren climbed in the front seat and turned on the ceiling 

light. I blinked and threw up a hand to shield my eyes. After 

the dark woods, it was blindingly bright.

Ren took out her camera and looked through the lens at 

Leo and then me.

“You two are close, aren’t you?” Ren asked, putting down 

the camera.

“Thick as thieves,” I said, glancing sideways at Leo.

“I thought so,” Ren said. “How nice to actually like 

somebody in your family. Everybody in my family is an 
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asshole. I mean, I’m kind of an asshole too, but I’m a likeable 

asshole. At least, I like to think so.”

She brought the camera to her face again and adjusted the 

lens.

“Charlie, scoot to your right a little, you’re not in the 

frame.”

I did as she said, until my bare arm was flush against Leo’s.

“Great. Leo, put your arm around her.   Uh  huh. Perfect. 

Now, Charlie, tilt your head a little. Good. Now lean in, 

closer, closer . . .”

“Uh,” I said, “lean in to what exactly?”

“Why, those lush Calloway lips,” Ren said with a smirk.

I could feel my heart hammering in my chest.  I glanced 

at Leo, who narrowed his eyes at Ren and gave her a wry 

smile.

“I always knew you had a dark side, Montgomery,” he 

said.

Ren smiled back at him. “Oh, you don’t know the half 

of it, Calloway.” She raised the camera to her eye again. 

“Now, you just told me you liked each other. Show me how 

much.”

Something sour slid into the pit of my stomach.

I was many things. I was a Calloway. I was the girl whose 

mother . . . well . . . Poor thing. Those things meant something 

to most people, but none of those were things I’d earned. I’d 

inherited them or they had been thrust upon me. But this—

being part of the A’s—this was something I was determined 

to do on my own. I may have gotten a bid based on my name, 

but I would earn being there. I would become someone who 

wasn’t afraid of anything, someone powerful, who could 
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bend others to her will. I would become someone who made 

the dean of arts flee the state when he so much as made me 

wake up early on a Saturday morning. Maybe no one else 

outside the A’s would ever know about the things I did, but I 

would know, and that was all that mattered.

I turned to Leo and, for one cold, emotionless minute, 

pressed my lips to his. Then I pulled back and leveled a stare 

at Ren.

“Satisfied?” I asked.

“Cute,” Ren said. “But cute isn’t exactly what we’re going 

for here.”

Leo and I both looked at her and she put the camera down 

and gave an exasperated sigh. “Listen, maybe this isn’t the 

best fit,” Ren said, her hand already on the door handle. 

“Not everyone is cut out for this.”

“Wait,” Leo and I both said at the same time.

Leo looked at me, and he didn’t say it but I could tell he 

was asking me all the same, whether it was okay, whether I 

was okay, and I gave him the slightest, almost imperceptible 

nod. He slid his hand gently along the side of my face, until 

he was cupping my chin, and he leaned in and kissed me so 

softly, his lips were just barely grazing mine.

When we were five, he had kissed me once behind our 

grandmother’s rosebushes. It had been Easter and my mother 

had made me wear this bright floral dress with ridiculously 

puffy sleeves that I hated and kept pulling at. We were at my 

grandparents’ house in Greenwich, and Leo had chased me 

through my grandmother’s garden and pinned me down 

beneath the roses when he caught me. His kiss had been light 

and quick on my lips, like a feather.

9780241329498_AllTheseBeautifulStrangers_TXT.indd 30 3/26/18 8:42:03 PM



31

This kiss started like that one but shifted quickly. There 

was something underneath it that was different, darker, 

more dangerous. Leo’s tongue parted my lips; his arm slid 

around my waist, pulling me closer. I could feel his warm 

fingertips against the bare skin at the small of my back, under 

my shirt.

Leo had a reputation with the girls at Knollwood Prep for 

being somewhat of a player. More than a few times I had 

witnessed groups of girls, chatting animatedly to one another, 

fall silent when he passed in the hall, followed by blushes, 

hands cupped to shield whispers. That reputation was well 

earned, and not half as bad as what he deserved. Leo had 

even invented a secret game around his promiscuity that he 

played with the guys in his inner circle. He called it the Board 

of Conquests.

He had shown me the gridlike game board once with the 

bases along the top and a bunch of girls’ names in the boxes 

below. It looked sort of like a bingo board, but for oversexed 

teenage boys instead of senior citizens. Every semester, the 

guys made a new board with new names, and every semester, 

they raced each other to be the first to round the bases and 

get “four in a row.” Leo was always creative in the names he 

put on the board and in the way he arranged them. He 

included not just the pretty or easy girls, but the prudes, the 

freshmen, the awkward drama geeks. You couldn’t get four 

in a row without hooking up with someone you wouldn’t 

have been caught dead with, or coaxing some prudish 

sophomore across a line she’d never crossed before. Getting 

four in a row was a rare accomplishment. Leo himself had 

only done it once, in the spring semester of his sophomore 
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year. The game was a huge hit among Leo’s friends. Crosby 

had even broken up with Ren one semester just so he could 

play. Basically, teenage boys were all pigs, which is why I had 

never had a boyfriend.

The peak of my experience was making out with Cedric 

Roth the previous summer at my father’s house in Martha’s 

Vineyard. Cedric was an older boy, a college boy, and he had 

taught me to drive his father’s Ferrari down quiet, abandoned 

streets at night. We had a habit of kissing—just kissing—in 

the library in my father’s summerhouse on a dusty couch 

surrounded by old and forgotten books. I knew I would 

rarely see him again when the summer was over. I knew I 

didn’t, could never, have real feelings for him. He had this 

gap between his front teeth that emitted a little whistling 

sound when he breathed with his mouth open, and he had a 

habit of saying “literally” all the time, which literally drove 

me crazy. But I relished these minor flaws, collected these 

annoyances like armor, and played them over and over in my 

mind until my skin crawled.

I wouldn’t have kissed Cedric if I had real feelings for him. 

It seemed dangerous—reckless even—to let someone get so 

close to you. To care that much. I had seen my own father’s 

heart broken by my mother. His love had blinded him, made 

him weak and vulnerable, when Alistair Calloway was a man 

who was anything but weak and vulnerable. I knew what my 

mother had done to him, to all of us, because we had been 

weak enough, stupid enough, to love her. It was a mistake I 

wouldn’t make again.

When Leo kissed me now, there was an urgency to it, a 

feeling that almost made me forget for a moment where we 
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were. A feeling that almost—almost—silenced the quiet 

clicking of Ren’s camera.

Normally, I was not one to get drunk, mostly because I didn’t 

like letting my guard down, the feeling of not being fully in 

control of my actions. But when I got back to the clearing, I 

let Dalton uncap beer after beer for me, until I felt dizzy and 

gloriously numb. I felt empty and hollow and nauseous, and 

I wanted desperately to feel nothing at all.

“I have to pee,” Drew said after a while, pulling on 

my arm.

“All right, all right,” I said, trying not to slur my words. 

“I’ll go with you.”

“Here, take my flashlight,” Dalton said, handing it to me.

I took it and let Drew pull me behind her into the woods. 

I held Dalton’s flashlight and tried to illuminate a path for us 

as we went, but I was far from steady on my feet and kept 

slipping, pulling Drew down on top of me.

“Easy there, Calloway,” Drew said.

When we were far enough away from the clearing, Drew 

squatted and I turned my back to her. I aimed the flashlight 

blindly into the woods, turning it this way and that, and then 

I saw it—a white and translucent figure, in between the thick 

trees. I dropped the flashlight and the light went out.

“Shit,” I said.

“I can’t see anything,” Drew complained. “I don’t want to 

piss on myself.”

“All right, all right, hold on,” I said as I stumbled along 

the ground, searching for the flashlight. My hand caught 

along the cold, circular metal handle and I picked it up and 
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trees where I had last seen the figure.

There was nothing there.

“I think I saw someone,” I said. “Someone moved over 

there. Did you see it?”

“We’re not the only ones out here,” Drew said.

“What?” I took a step away from her, toward the spot 

where I had seen the figure in the distance, scanning with my 

flashlight.

“Um, yeah,” Drew said. “It’s, like, nature . . . It was prob

ably a squirrel or something.”

“Right,” I said.

I was just being paranoid, I told myself. I hadn’t seen the 

ghost—I hadn’t seen anything. I was just unsettled from 

everything that had happened earlier with Leo and Ren in the 

back of Ren’s car. The way Ren had winked at us when it was 

all over. “Secrets bind us to each other,” she had said. And 

even though I had felt sick to my stomach, I told myself that 

there was also something strangely comforting about the 

whole thing. Because, in a way, Ren was right: we all belonged 

to each other now. We held each other’s secrets. It was a bond 

that could make us, just as surely as it was a bond that could 

destroy us all.
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CHAPTER THREE

Charlie Calloway

2017

In second grade Miss Wilkes asked us to write about a 

superpower we wished we had. In my story there was a girl 

my age and she met a genie near the Bethesda Fountain in 

Central Park who offered to grant her one wish. The girl 

wished to be invisible and that wish came true.

The girl went wherever she pleased and did whatever she 

wanted. She walked right into the Central Park Zoo without 

paying. She rode the carousel and climbed the turrets of 

Belvedere Castle and for a while everything was wonderful. But 

then the girl grew tired of this and she returned home and tried 

to get back into her old routine, but nothing was the same. Her 

parents didn’t come to tuck her in at night because they didn’t 

know she was there. Her teacher never called on her in class. 

She sat with her friends at lunch but their conversation and 

games never included her. The girl grew lonely and sad.

She returned to the genie at the fountain, who was the 

only one who could still see her. She asked if she could make 

another wish. The genie solemnly shook his head and told her 

that that was impossible. Most kids never even got to make 
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one wish; it was unthinkable for one girl to get to make two. 

The girl started to cry because she realized too late that being 

invisible wasn’t all that powerful, but being seen was.

If I had been any other   seven  year  old in the class, I’m sure 

Miss Wilkes would have thought I was precocious and given 

me a   check  plus for creativity, but this was after the summer 

that my mother disappeared. My father had hired a private 

investigator to find her, and the private investigator had told 

us what had happened to my mother, or, at least, all that he 

could know. So, the long and short of it was that Miss Wilkes 

was not amused or pleased by my story, but concerned. She 

told my father, and my father made me see a therapist.

Her name was Dr. Malby, and she specialized in adolescents 

with especially traumatic pasts. One of the boys she treated 

was about my age, and he had seen his father, a stockbroker, 

kill himself with a handgun to the mouth over an investment 

that went south. He told me this in the waiting room while he 

played with a G.I. Joe action figure and I fiddled reluctantly 

with a puzzle at the kids’ table. Another, older girl who was 

sometimes there before me had bandages up and down her 

forearms. She never talked to me or played at the kids’ table. 

She always slouched in her chair and thumbed through 

magazines.

The walls of the inside of Dr. Malby’s office were   cotton 

 candy pink. We sat on the floor around a large coffee table on 

a fluffy rug and played Jenga as she probed my inner psyche.

“You can say anything you want in here,” Dr. Malby said.

“Are you going to tell my father?” I asked.

She gingerly removed a wooden log from the bottom of the 

block structure and set it on top.
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“We’re all here so you can start to feel better,” Dr. Malby 

said, which didn’t answer my question. “Is there something 

you want to say?” she asked. “Something that maybe you feel 

you can’t say out there?” She motioned to the   cotton  candy 

 colored walls.

“Fuck,” I said. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.”

It was what my uncle Teddy had said on the boat that 

summer when he had dropped his beer overboard while 

adjusting the jib, and I knew it wasn’t something I should 

repeat because Aunt Grier immediately said his name in that 

way that meant a lot more than just his name. It always 

amazed me how much Aunt Grier could say with just one 

word, or even just a look if she was feeling particularly 

economical. A stern glance could get Leo to wear his gray 

scratchy blazer to dinner; a raised eyebrow could silence my 

cousin Piper’s whine that I—and not she—had gotten to steer 

the boat. This time, Aunt Grier said, “Teddy,” but she meant, 

“  Teddy  not  in  front  of  the  children.”

I didn’t know what the word “fuck” meant, exactly. At 

least, I didn’t know the literal meaning. I just knew how it 

made me feel when I said it. Like it encapsulated this anger 

and shame and loneliness that there was no other way to give 

voice to. Those things never sounded the way they felt inside. 

But “fuck” somehow captured it. It was teeth against lip, 

bone against flesh to start. It was round and whole in the 

middle. And it was harsh and clawing at the end.

“Does that make you feel better?” Dr. Malby asked.

I nodded because yes, actually, it did. And so Dr. Malby 

sat there patiently and let me say it again and again to the  

 cotton  candy  colored walls of her office. Fuck, fuck, fuck, 
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fuck, fuck. I savored the word each time, the way my mouth 

felt when I formed it, how the hollows of my chest felt when I 

released it. It was like taking a breath of air when you’ve been 

holding your breath so long that your lungs are about to burst.

In my mailbox the morning after the night in the woods with 

the A’s was a note, hastily written on a scrap of paper:

Charlotte,
MUST see you. Meet me at 9 p.m. at  

Rosie’s Diner. Very important.
Hank

My heart sank a little when I realized it was not my first 

ticket from the A’s.

Hank? Who the hell was Hank? And why did he want to 

meet me in the local greasy spoon in Falls Church, the closest 

town to campus? My first thought was that it was some 

lovesick underclassman who had gotten up the nerve to 

arrange a   face  to  face meeting and maybe was too embarrassed 

to do it on campus. There was something in the sloppiness of 

the handwriting that I couldn’t help but read as desperation.

Then, all at once, my confusion morphed into   white  hot 

anger and panic. Shit. I knew who Hank was—and it wasn’t 

some dopey freshman. It was Uncle Hank, my mother’s oldest 

brother.

Which meant that he had been there, on campus, sometime 

in the last several hours. Was he still there —  lingering, watching? 

I turned and glanced quickly over my shoulder at the rest of the 

mailroom, half expecting to see him standing there.
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I hadn’t seen Uncle Hank in years —  since I was ten, and 

my father issued the restraining order.

It had happened like this: Uncle Hank had picked me up 

from my elementary school one afternoon. I had been a bit 

surprised to see his rusted truck idling there in front of the 

sidewalk at the parent pickup spot in front of the school, but 

he had explained everything —  how the nanny had gone home 

sick, and my sister was at a friend’s house, and my father 

would be late at work (my father was always late at work —  he 

was president of the Calloway Group, which kept him very 

busy). Uncle Hank said he had come by to look after me and 

take me out for a bite to eat. So I said okay, and he held the  

 passenger  side door of his truck open, and I slid in.

He took me to a cheap pizza parlor across the city that 

smelled like burned cheese, and he ordered me a giant plastic 

cup of soda. As I sat across the booth from him, sucking 

dumbly on my straw, he started to ask me about my mother.

No one besides Dr.  Malby ever talked to me about my 

mother. But he wanted to know. What had that last month 

been like with her? Had she seemed different in any way? 

Who came and went at the house? How had things been 

between her and my father? And that night she disappeared — 

 what had I heard? What had I seen?

That was it. We talked. It felt good, actually, to talk about it, 

to talk about my mother with someone who had known her, 

too. To not keep it all inside like it was some dark, forbidden 

thing. For someone in my own family to want to know, to listen.

It was dark out when he drove me home and the truth was, 

I wasn’t scared or even aware that anything was wrong until 

we pulled up to the curb in front of my building, and I saw 
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the police car parked there, its lights flashing red and blue 

moons that were orbiting the sidewalk. And that’s when I 

started to cry, panic welling up in my chest.

As soon as my uncle Hank stopped the truck, I unbuckled 

my seat belt and started pulling at the door handle, trying to 

open it, but it wouldn’t open because it was old and finicky 

and got stuck if you didn’t do it just right, and so I started to 

scream. And that’s what the police officers and my father saw 

when they came running out to the curb—me, in the front 

passenger seat of Uncle Hank’s truck, screaming and 

pounding the glass with my palms like some caged animal. 

Uncle Hank hurriedly got out and went around to try to open 

the door from the outside.

He didn’t get to open the door though, because my father 

caught him just as he was rounding the hood of his truck, 

and my father took Uncle Hank by the lapels of his jacket and 

pushed him up against the hood. I couldn’t hear what he was 

saying through the glass and my screams.

Later, when Uncle Hank and the police officers were gone, 

my father asked me where Uncle Hank had taken me, what 

we had done, was there anything we’d talked about? And I 

recounted the trip in the rusted truck, and the soda at the 

pizza parlor, and the questions Uncle Hank had asked about 

my mother. About him.

Later that week, during math lessons, when our teacher 

left us to quietly work out equations at our desks while she 

took the attendance forms down to the office, I heard it 

mounting in the room behind me, like it was a real, physical 

thing filling the room, pressing up against me, stealing the 

breath from my lungs—the whispers, the snickering. I got 
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that old familiar feeling in my chest—the one that had 

suffocated me the year after my mother disappeared—the 

feeling of being looked at, talked about, held up for 

speculation. It hollowed me out inside, made me want to hold 

my breath and close my eyes and disappear.

“Ask her,” someone whispered loud enough for me to 

hear, and finally Tommy Hartman leaned forward in his desk 

and poked me hard in between my shoulder blades with his 

pencil.

“Hey, Charlotte,” he said, his voice loud and unkind.

I debated whether I should answer him, but finally I   half 

 turned in my desk to face him. Whatever was coming, it was 

best to just rip it off quick, like a   Band  Aid.

“What?” I asked. I could feel heat rushing into my cheeks, 

the hot panic in my chest. And I hated that they could see it 

on my face, hear it in my voice—that I was afraid.

“How’d he do it?” he asked.

“How’d who do what?” I asked.

“You know,” he said, irritated, as if I were playing games 

with him, as if I knew exactly what he was talking about.

Everyone had abandoned the homework in front of them; 

I could feel all my classmates’ eyes on me.

“I don’t know,” I said. My palms were sweaty and I wiped 

them on the thighs of my pants, hoping nobody could see.

And then he said it.

“How’d your dad kill your mom?” Tommy Hartman asked.

The hairs on the back of my neck stood up, and I couldn’t 

breathe. I opened my mouth to say something, but nothing 

came out. My mouth hung open stupidly and I just gaped at 

him like a fish caught on dry land, gasping for air.
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“I bet he strangled her,” Monica Petrosky, the prettiest 

and cruelest girl in the class, said.

They all started in then, as if this were some sanctioned 

event.

“Where’d he put her body?”

“Aren’t you scared your dad is gonna murder you?”

“Shut up,” I said. “Shut up!”

It came out louder than I expected, that silent rage inside 

me. They were quiet, shocked, but only for a second.

“Ooooohhhh,” somebody in the back of the class crowed. 

“Watch out, or Charlotte Calloway is gonna murder you.”

Tommy Hartman howled with laughter; Monica Petrosky 

laughed so hard she snorted.

I bit my lip and tried with everything that was in me to 

stop it, but I couldn’t. I could feel them coming, the hot tears 

filling my eyes. I looked up and saw our teacher, Mrs. Holiday, 

standing in the doorway.

She put her hands on her hips and glared at all of us. “And 

just what is going on here?” she asked.

Everyone got really quiet really quickly and once again, 

everyone’s eyes fell on me. I wanted desperately for everyone 

to Just.  Stop. Looking. At. Me. I couldn’t cry in front of 

them —  I wouldn’t.

“Charlotte?” Mrs. Holiday asked. And her voice was not 

kind or comforting, but demanding, as if I were responsible 

for stirring up the class in her absence. And a part of me was 

thankful for her cruelty, because I knew one gesture of 

kindness would have undone me.

“My stomach hurts,” I said. “Can I go to the nurse?”
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I hid in the nurse’s office until recess, and it was Heather 

Frank, a quiet girl who wore   thick  lensed glasses, who finally 

showed me what had started the whole thing. Sitting on the 

empty bleachers, she pulled the thin tabloid from her bag.

real estate billionaire murders wife, wife’s 

brother tells all, the title said in large,   blood  red 

letters. Below it was a picture of my father, dressed sharply in 

a suit, ducking into a limo, his arm around the back of some 

faceless blonde in a halter dress. He looked handsome and 

haughty in that picture, but he had a wrathful sneer on his 

face. It made him look dangerous. Predatory.

Next to the picture of my father was a picture of my 

mother with a halolike glow around the edges. I recognized 

it. I had seen it hundreds of times at my grandma Fairchild’s 

house hanging in the stairwell with the pictures of Uncle 

Hank and Uncle Lonnie and Uncle Will, my mother’s 

brothers. My mother couldn’t have been more than eighteen. 

She was wearing a soft,   cream  colored dress, her hair loose 

around her shoulders, smiling at the camera. She looked so 

young and sweet and innocent in the picture next to my 

father.   Doe  eyed and fragile. Something in my heart seized, 

and I started to read.

No one could have predicted that what started as a fairy tale 

would end so tragically. Grace Fairchild, daughter of mill 

worker Frank Fairchild and preschool teacher Alice Fairchild, 

had a humble upbringing in Hillsborough, Connecticut. When 

she caught the eye of billionaire Alistair Calloway, heir to the 

Calloway Group, she was introduced to a whole new world: a 
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penthouse apartment on the Upper East Side, luxurious 

weekend trips on private jets, lavish gifts. Grace thought she 

had found her Prince Charming. Little did she know that 

beneath the surface lurked a killer.

“She was blinded by his charm, his money,” Grace’s 

older brother Hank says. “She didn’t see him clearly. And 

then when she saw what he really was, it was too late. That 

month before she went missing, Alistair and Grace fought 

constantly. She was going to ask him for a divorce. The night 

she disappeared, she told him to leave. They got into an 

argument. She screamed at him not to touch her anymore. 

She said, ‘Get your hands off me.’ ”

I stopped reading. I had told Uncle Hank about that. Sitting 

across from him in that cheap pizza parlor, sucking on that 

soda he had bought me as he plied me with questions, I had told 

him my mother’s last words to my father. Like a traitor. Like a 

worthless, pathetic traitor. But I hadn’t known he would do 

this —  sell it to the highest bidder, for the whole world to see.

I had told him other things, too. Happy things. Why hadn’t 

he told them any of that?

I handed the tabloid back to Heather. The glossy pages felt 

slick and slimy under my fingers.

“It wasn’t like that,” I said. “How they make it sound. 

How he makes it sound. They weren’t getting a divorce.”

I couldn’t believe this was happening. Again.

When my mother had first gone missing, it had been big 

news —  splashed across the cover of every gossip magazine, a 

topic on every news outlet. The police took my father away 

for questioning; there were search parties formed to comb the 
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woods near the house and divers who searched the dark 

depths of Langely Lake. Everyone was looking for a body. 

Nobody ever found one.

It didn’t matter that my father had an alibi. It didn’t matter 

that he hadn’t even been at the house that night when she 

went missing; he was at our apartment in the city, a hundred 

miles away. It didn’t matter that my father had loved her, that 

he would never have hurt her. It was a dark and juicy story, 

and so people ate it up. Murderer, they whispered.   Wife- 

 killer, they said.

After my mother went missing, my father hired a private 

investigator to find her, and that’s when the investigator found 

the bank tapes. There was security footage at the local branch 

of Connecticut Mutual. Days before she disappeared, my 

mother withdrew hundreds of thousands of dollars from the  

 safety  deposit boxes she shared with my father. She’d taken 

that money and walked out of our lives forever. I was seven; my 

sister, Seraphina, was barely five. The national news channels 

played those bank tapes for weeks —  the humiliating evidence 

that proved my mother had robbed and abandoned us.

My father searched for her for a year and could never find 

so much as a trace of her. On the anniversary of her leaving, he 

let the private investigator go. He said if my mother was that 

determined not to be found, then he didn’t want to find her.

I had endured the stares, the pitying glances, the whispers, 

for a year after my mother left us —  we had all endured it. 

And now, just when things were starting to return to normal, 

this happened.

I hate him, I thought. I would never forgive Uncle Hank 

for doing this to my father, for making me do this to my 
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father. For this dark cloud that he had dragged over us 

when the storm had finally seemed as if it were starting 

to clear.

“It sure sounds like he did it,” Heather said, as if she 

hadn’t heard me. And I knocked those stupid glasses off her 

face, the metal stand under our feet leaving a permanent 

scratch on the left lens.

Later, my father sat me and my sister down in his study 

and told us we were not to speak to our uncle Hank again, 

that he wasn’t to come near us, unless my father was present. 

He couldn’t bring himself to look at me as he spoke, and I 

tried not to hold that against him.

“Your uncle Hank is not well,” my father said. And then 

he told us how we were going to live with our uncle Teddy 

and Aunt Grier for a little bit, until things blew over. And I 

tried not to hold that against him, either.

Now I crumpled up the note Uncle Hank had left in my 

mailbox and threw it in the trash. I willed myself not to think 

about it.

I looked up and saw through the window to the mailroom 

Leo walking across the quad with Dalton and Crosby. Good, 

a distraction. I adjusted the strap of my bag over my shoulder 

and ran after them.

“It’s a   fifty  dollar   buy  in,” Crosby was saying when I 

caught up to them.

“Big plans for tonight?” I asked, slightly out of breath.

“Just a couple of guys playing a friendly game of   five  card 

draw,” Leo said.

“Is this a ‘boys only’ thing because you’re scared to lose to 

a girl?” I asked.
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Crosby put his arm around my shoulder. “Charlie, my boy 

Dalton here is the biggest feminist I know.”

“Yeah, male, female, I like to beat them all equally,” 

Dalton said. “I’m not afraid to take your money, Calloway.”

“All right, then,” I said. “What time are we talking?”

For the second night in a row, I snuck out of my window after 

curfew. Only this time, instead of heading to the Rosewood 

Hall parking lot, I headed north toward the edge of campus. 

The quickest way to the upperclassman boys’ dormitory was 

through a   well  lit campus patrolled by Old Man Riley, 

Knollwood Prep’s security guard. Instead, I skirted the edge 

of campus, cutting through an undeveloped field, with grass 

that came up to my knees in places. There was just a sliver of 

moon in the sky to light my way.

Dalton’s room was on the ground floor of Acacia Hall, the 

upperclassman boys’ dorm. Because he was a senior, he had 

the entire room to himself. The boys had left a candle in the 

window in front of a closed curtain so I would know which 

room to go to. I knocked on the windowpane three times 

before Dalton swept back the curtain, blew out the candle, 

and let me in.

“We were beginning to wonder if you’d show,” Crosby 

said as Dalton shut his window behind me and drew the 

curtain tight so there was no chance of Old Man Riley’s 

catching a glimpse of our   late  night game on his rounds. 

“You know, pregame jitters.”

Dalton had an old card table set up next to his single bed. 

On the other side was his swivel desk chair and on the third 

side of the table was a trunk. I was the last to arrive and so 
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there was only one seat left: a spot on Dalton’s bed next to 

Crosby.

“I did have some reservations about coming,” I said as I sat 

on Dalton’s bed and folded my legs underneath me to get 

comfortable. “Number one: will they still like me when I beat 

them to kingdom come and take all their money? Number 

two: what if they cry? I’ve never seen a whole room of boys 

cry before.”

“She certainly talks a big game,” Crosby said, shuffling 

the cards.

“Pride cometh before a fall, Calloway,” Dalton said, 

taking a seat on his trunk.

Auden pulled out a large pencil case and started divvying 

up the “chips.” We couldn’t play with real poker chips, for 

the same reason none of us had brought any money to the 

game. Gambling was an automatic suspension at Knollwood. 

Instead, we played with   Post  it notes ($10), pencils ($5), 

erasers ($2), and Skittles ($1), so that we had plausible 

deniability in the event we were caught around a card table. 

The money was real enough, and the losers would square 

away with the winners by the end of the week.

Dalton dealt first and I picked up my hand with an almost 

giddy glee. It was a strong hand: a pair of queens and an ace. 

But I was less focused on my cards than on watching the other 

players, noting when they limped or raised, how many cards 

they exchanged, whether they folded early or called the hand.

I’d always loved poker because it was a game of reading 

people. Everyone had a tell—a quickening of the breath, a 

facial tic, a knot of muscles tensing in the neck. It almost 

wasn’t fair to Leo that I was playing, because I knew him so 
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well. His tell for a good hand was the same as when he was 

talking to a pretty girl: a practically imperceptible twitch of 

the right corner of his mouth that gave him an almost 

arrogant smirk. You had to really know him to catch it.

Sometimes a person’s tell wasn’t so much a physiological 

response as a behavior. I quickly learned that Auden was a 

cautious player; he almost always limped from round to 

round and folded early, so you knew if he raised the bet or 

stayed in after the second round he had a winning hand. 

Crosby played like he lived: with a practiced nonchalance, 

raising when he should fold, rarely bowing out until the last 

draw. Dalton was the most difficult to read; the whole game, 

I couldn’t get a handle on him.

It was nearly two in the morning, and we were down to our 

last hand. It was the final round of betting. We had all gone big 

this round; there was nearly $65 in the pot. Leo was out and 

Auden had just folded. Dalton was up. He could put another 

$20 in to limp, or raise, or fold. We all knew why he was 

hesitating: At this point, he was up $100, the most of all of us. 

But if he put in another $20 to stay in and lost and I took the 

pot, I would best him at $95 to $80. If he folded right now, he’d 

still be in first, regardless of whether I won the pot or not.

I put my cards facedown and pushed them forward, like I 

thought it was my turn and I had decided to fold.

“It’s not your turn,” Auden whispered.

“Oh, sorry,” I said. I made a show of scooping my cards up 

and acting all embarrassed. If I could have blushed on 

command I would have.

“I’m in for twenty dollars,” Dalton said, putting two   Post 

 its from his large stack into the middle of the table.
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As soon as he laid his   Post  its down, I scooped my cards 

back up and moved two   Post  it notes of my own into the 

middle of the card table.

“I’ll see your twenty dollars,” I said, “and raise you 

another ten dollars.”

I pushed two pencils into the middle of the card table.

“You angler,” Dalton said. He had a smile on his face but 

there was a hardness to his eyes. He was trying to play it cool 

but I could tell I had upset him.

“That’s cheating,” Auden said.

“Morally ambiguous,” I corrected him. “If I did it on 

purpose. Maybe I didn’t mean to go out of turn.”

“Did you?” Auden asked.

“Would you believe me if I said no?” I asked.

“I like her,” Crosby said to the room. “I like you,” he said 

to me, clapping his hand on my back. “I hope you did do it on 

purpose.”

Auden looked to Leo for support, but that was useless. Leo 

laughed and leaned back in his swivel chair. He shook his 

head. “I told you guys not to let her play,” he said.

“I’ll see your ten dollars,” Crosby said, moving two of the 

pencils from his stack into the middle of the table. Dalton 

reluctantly did the same.

Then, all together, we turned over our hands. Dalton had 

three jacks. Crosby had two pairs. I had a flush.

Crosby did a doleful slow clap. Dalton let out a heavy sigh. 

Auden cursed under his breath.

“Well done, cousin,” Leo said.

“Lovely playing you all,” I said as I leaned forward and 

scooped all of the pencils,   Post  its, erasers, and Skittles to my 
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end of the table. “And I wasn’t kidding earlier. I really will 

freak out if you start to cry.”

The campus felt eerily quiet that late in the evening as I made 

my way back from the boys’ dormitory to Rosewood Hall. I 

shrugged deeper into my jacket and quickened my pace. Out 

there alone at night in the dark, I couldn’t help but think of 

the ghost—that dead boy wandering around campus, looking 

for someone to curse.

When I reached the abandoned field, which was all that 

separated me now from the dormitories, I got the distinct 

feeling in the pit of my stomach that I was being watched.

Don’t be stupid, Charlie, I told myself. There’s no 

ghost. No one is watching you.

Still, I started to walk faster. I heard the faint sound of 

something moving behind me. Ghosts don’t have bodies. 

Ghosts don’t have footsteps, I told myself.

I stopped abruptly and I both heard and felt something 

very real and solid stop in the distance behind me. Someone, 

a very real someone, was following me. I started to run.

The field was mostly barren besides two old oak trees on 

the far end, and through them, in the distance, I could see 

Rosewood Hall, with the lights in the kitchen on the ground 

floor still on. Sometimes Mrs. Wilson, the cook, stayed up 

late whipping up the batter for the next morning’s biscuits. If 

I could make it there—to the light that spilled onto the front 

lawn—then I was sure I would be safe.

But the thing was, I didn’t know if I would make it. I could 

feel the blood hammering in my ears, the stitch piercing my 

side as I ran. And whoever was behind me—I could hear their 
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breath, their footsteps, drawing closer. I ripped my keys from 

the pocket of my hoodie and laced them between my fingers 

like claws. I stopped and turned around to face the person 

behind me, my fist ready at my side. I was winded, but I 

choked out the words nonetheless.

“  St  stay where you are,” I said. “Or I’ll scream.”

It was too dark to make out the figure completely, even 

though he was barely five feet away from me. I could tell that 

he was male, with a thick beard and big burly shoulders.

He held up his arms in mock surrender. “Don’t scream,” 

he said, and the gruff voice sounded vaguely familiar. “I 

didn’t mean to scare you. I just—I waited for an hour, and 

you never showed up.”

My first thought was that this was all some big mis

understanding. This big burly man stalking me in the darkness 

had mistaken me for someone else. But then I remembered the 

note I had found in my mailbox that morning.

“Uncle Hank?” I asked.

He took a step toward me and I took a step backward, my 

heart still in my throat. I raised my fist of keys. He stopped 

when he saw that he had startled me. His shoulders sank as if 

I had offended him.

“Charlotte,” he said, and the way he said my name, with 

so much tenderness and familiarity, almost disarmed me. 

“Charlotte, it’s me. It’s okay. I’m not—I would never—hurt 

you. You have to know that.”

I lowered my fist, unsure.

“What are you doing here?” I asked.

“I had to see you,” he said, a little breathless. “It’s about 

your mom.”
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“I don’t want to hear,” I said.

“You have to,” Uncle Hank said. “You have to listen. I 

have something you need to see.”

“I’m not interested,” I said, and turned to go. I didn’t want 

to hear any more of his theories, didn’t want to answer any 

more of his questions, didn’t want to be sucked back into that 

tangled web he had woven all those years ago. I couldn’t go 

back there; I wouldn’t.

“Charlotte,” Uncle Hank said, grabbing my arm to stop 

me, to hold me there. He was close enough that I could smell 

the whiskey thick on his breath.

I tried not to panic, not to show him how angry I was.

“She’s not dead,” I said firmly. “She left us. She’s gone, and 

she’s not coming back. You have to accept that and move on. 

The rest of us have.”

I tried to shrug off his grasp, but his fingers only gripped 

my forearm more tightly. I winced.

“Listen,” Uncle Hank started up again. “I know what you 

must think of your mom, considering the story you’ve been 

told—”

“Story?” I said. “I’ve seen the bank tapes, Uncle Hank. 

The whole damn world has seen the bank tapes.”

I couldn’t help but think that every moment of that last month 

with her had been a lie. Every time she tucked me in at night or 

drew my bath or sliced up the strawberries to put on my morning 

oatmeal, she must have known she was going to leave me.

“That’s not—that’s not what you think,” Uncle Hank 

said. “Grace would never do that—leave you and Seraphina 

like that. She loved you more than anything in the world. It’s 

not what it looks like. It’s not what you’ve been told.”
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“Let go of me,” I said. “You’re hurting me.”

Uncle Hank looked down at his hand on my arm and 

seemed almost shocked to find it there. He let go of me.

“You need to see this,” Uncle Hank said. As he grabbed 

for the bag that he had slung over his shoulder, I contemplated 

making a run for it. Now that I had caught my breath, maybe 

I could make it to the safety of the dormitory. But what 

if  I didn’t make it, and my running away provoked him 

further? He’d said he wouldn’t hurt me, and maybe he 

wouldn’t mean to, but he was so much bigger than me, and 

so desperate, and, frankly, kind of crazy. Who knew what he 

was capable of?

While I was still debating what to do, Uncle Hank handed 

me a manila envelope.

“What is that?” I asked.

“See for yourself,” he said.

I took the envelope. It was old and yellowing. There was a 

postage stamp in the top right corner, and my mother’s 

name  and the address to the lake house were written in a 

hasty scrawl on the front. The seal was broken. Inside was 

a stack of photographs and a piece of paper. I took out the 

piece of paper first.  Someone had written in all capital 

letters, I KNOW.

I took out the photographs next and thumbed through 

them slowly, using the flashlight from my phone to illuminate 

them in the darkness. There must have been over a hundred 

pictures. The first dozen were snapshots taken in quick 

succession from a distance. They were of my mother. She was 

sitting at a booth next to the window in some diner. Her face 

was clearly visible in the shot. She looked upset. Across from 
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her in the booth was a man. In this shot, I couldn’t see his 

face, just his hand reaching across the table to console my 

mother. In the next shot, his hand was on top of hers.

I glanced up at my uncle Hank. He was watching me 

intently.

“Do you recognize him?” he asked. “The man in the 

pictures with her—have you seen him before?”

I looked back down at the pictures. I turned to the next 

one. This one was taken at a different angle. I could see the 

man’s face in this one. He had a dark beard and a wide nose. 

The skin under his eyes looked sunken and gray. He was 

slightly balding and looked to be in his thirties. He was 

wearing a suit.

“No,” I said. “I’ve never seen him before.”

I flipped through the rest of the shots, but the man didn’t 

appear in any of the ones taken outside of the diner. They 

were all pictures of my mother with me and Seraphina. There 

we were in the front driveway of the lake house. My mother 

had Seraphina in her arms in one and she was unloading us 

from her SUV. There were pictures of us coming out of the 

supermarket in Hillsborough with Grandma Fairchild; the 

three of us in my uncle Hank’s truck; me and Seraphina 

swimming in the lake while my mother watched from the 

shoreline. I thought of the   long  lensed camera Mr. Andrews 

had shown us in class the other day—the telephoto lens he 

had told us about.

I came to the last photo, which stopped my heart. Because 

there was no illusion of closeness in this shot. The photographer 

was right there, one hand outstretched so that you could see it in 

the frame of the shot, and there I was by myself in the backyard 

9780241329498_AllTheseBeautifulStrangers_TXT.indd 55 3/26/18 8:42:03 PM



56

of my grandparents’ house in Hillsborough, Connecticut, 

looking up into the lens of the camera, within reach. When I 

flipped it over, I saw something had been written on the back. 

Just one word: STOP.

Stop what?

“What are these?” I asked.

“I found them in the lake house. Under a loose floorboard 

in your parents’ old room.”

“What were you doing in the lake house?”

My father would flip once he found out Uncle Hank had 

broken into our house, gone through our things.

“I had questions,” Uncle Hank said. “I went looking for 

answers myself. And I think I found something. I don’t know 

what these are yet or what they mean, but I’m sure they mean 

something.”

As much as I wanted to argue with him, I couldn’t. Because 

these photos had left me cold and hollow and breathless. Had 

someone been following us? Had these photos been some 

kind of threat? And if so, why? What had my mother done to 

make someone want to threaten us?

“Do you remember who took this photo?” Uncle Hank 

asked.

I stared at the photo in my hand and shook my head. It 

unnerved me to the core, but I had no memory of its being 

taken.

“Maybe you remember something,” Uncle Hank said, 

more desperate this time. He ran a hand through his disheveled 

hair. “Anybody hanging around that summer that gave you a 

strange feeling? It could even be somebody who seemed like 

they belonged there. Lord knows you had an army coming 
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and going. Maybe a gardener or a maid? Maybe your mom 

was acting nervous or scared? Something small, something 

off. Any small thing might be something. It could help.”

“I already told you everything I remembered,” I said, 

resentment leaking into my words. Well, I’d told him almost 

everything. And he’d betrayed me.

He was so sure that my mother was dead, so sure that I 

had the answer to what had really happened to her—so sure 

that I held the key.

“There has to be something else,” Uncle Hank snapped at 

me. He raised his hand and for a moment I thought he might 

hit me or grab me, and I tried not to flinch. “There has to be 

something you haven’t told me yet.”

I didn’t answer him. “Does my father know about these?” 

I asked instead.

“I don’t know what Alistair knows or doesn’t know,” 

Uncle Hank said. “And he stopped listening to me a long 

time ago.”

“Maybe if he saw these—” I started, but Uncle Hank cut 

me off.

“This isn’t a Calloway matter anymore,” Uncle Hank spat. 

“I won’t go to those people again. They long ago made up 

their hearts and minds about my sister; they’ve made that 

very clear. I know they’re your family, Charlotte, but I’ll tell 

you the same thing I told your mother. They’re—they’re cold 

people. Grace never really understood until it was too late, 

and maybe you won’t either, but there it is. And that’s all I’ll 

say on the matter.”

I handed him back the envelope. “I can’t help you,” I said. 

“I’m sorry.”
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Uncle Hank reluctantly took the photographs and rubbed 

his chin. He shook his head at me, as if I had disappointed 

him. “I know you’re a Calloway, Charlotte,” he said. “But 

you’re a Fairchild, too. You’re one of us. Don’t forget that.”

His words stung. I bit my lip and looked away, unsure of 

what to say.

“There’s this thing we do every year at your grandma’s 

house—a party for Grace, on her birthday,” Uncle Hank 

said, putting the envelope back into his bag, a bit resigned 

now that he wouldn’t get anything else from me. “She would 

be turning   forty  three this year. It would mean a lot to Ma if 

you and Seraphina came.”

I knew about the party. My mother’s family had held one 

every year since she left. When I was younger, I hadn’t been 

allowed to go. My father didn’t think it was a good idea. And 

now . . . now it was easy to ignore it since I was at school. 

Hillsborough seemed a world away from Knollwood, and 

that was part of its appeal.

“I’ll think about it,” I lied.

“Okay, then,” Uncle Hank said, rubbing the back of his 

neck with one hand, as if he weren’t sure what the proper 

goodbye was, and I just stared back at him.

For a moment, I tried to see him the way my mother saw 

him. I knew he was her favorite brother. Growing up, she had 

told me stories—how he had taught her to drive in their dad’s 

station wagon when she was only twelve. When she mistook 

the gas for the brake pedal and leveled their mailbox, Uncle 

Hank took the fall for her, claiming he was the one behind 

the wheel. He bore the brunt of three lashes from their dad’s 

belt, while my mom watched from upstairs, peeking her head 
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tumbled over the handlebars of her bike, Uncle Hank had 

been the one to hold her hand and distract her while the 

doctor sewed up the stitches on her chin, and he asked for a 

matching ugly brown   Band  Aid to wear on his chin so that 

she didn’t feel so ridiculous wearing one by herself.

Uncle Hank and I used to share an eternity of summers, of 

sunburned toes, and rocky road   ice  cream cones that melted 

in the searing July afternoon faster than you could eat them, 

and the slightly sour smell of lake water and sweat. There 

used to be so much that reminded me of Uncle Hank. But 

now, all that connected us was the ghost of my mother.

Strangely, that was what separated us, too.
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