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Prologue
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As she was crossing the lobby toward the stairway leading up to their rooms, Corliss Simon spotted Donna Ramanez coming out of the session on oceanography and public health. She glanced about but didn’t see Mayfair Cummings. From what Lars Stensen, the boy from Denmark who had been flirting with her ever since he arrived, had told her, Corliss was expecting Mayfair to come see her in the Ping-Pong contest, but she had never appeared. She could see that she hadn’t remained in the media center, either. The viewing of the movie Battleship Potemkin had ended a while ago, and everyone who had gone to see it was out and in the lobby, too. She waved to Donna, who walked over to her. The three of them had been practically inseparable since the day they all had met at Spindrift.

“Did you see Mayfair?”

“Not since we went off to go to separate things,” Donna said. She looked around, too.

The twelve other gifted students of Spindrift seemed to burst apart like an exploding star, each of them heading for his or her room, their conversations dying away behind them like dissipated smoke. No one seemed particularly interested in spending time with anyone in particular, and there were some who had already completed the better part of a year here and had known each other for months without developing any sort of real friendship.

Donna, like Corliss, doubted that these other officially recognized geniuses—or, as they were clinically known, gifted students—would have developed deeper friendships anywhere. From how they talked about their past, they certainly hadn’t done so at their previous schools. Despite their exceptionally high IQs, their lack of social skills was something that concerned Dr. Marlowe, the head of Spindrift. She was always searching for ways to improve on that while these students, each considered one in three million because of their super IQs, attended Spindrift. Most who had left after some form of Spindrift graduation and gone on to positions at NASA or the CIA or some other research facilities had done outstanding work. She often heard about that but rarely heard about their personal lives. It was as if they had none.

Dr. Marlowe often wondered if the founder of Spindrift, the world-renowned biochemist Dr. Norman Lazarus, had envisioned this sort of problem. Or did he believe you simply take a brilliant mind, nurture it, give it unique chances to grow, and then simply cast it out to achieve great things? Social relations were secondary in his mind, perhaps, but certainly not in hers. She tenaciously held on to the idea that the whole person had to be developed.

At the moment, Dr. Marlowe stood talking to Professor Morton, who taught psychology and philosophy. Corliss could see that although Dr. Marlowe was in some sort of heavy conversation with him, Dr. Marlowe was watching her and Donna closely. Her eyes occasionally panned the lobby as well. She knew that the three of them, nicknamed the Supremes by some other students here who really meant it to be ironic and derogatory, were almost always together. If anything, she liked that. At least these three seemed capable of forming relationships.

“Maybe she went to the bathroom,” Donna suggested. Corliss nodded, but she didn’t lose her worried expression. “Or she just went up to bed. She looked tired.”

“Not tired. Disappointed,” Corliss said.

“In what?”

“Us,” Corliss said. She knew Donna was aware of that. “And you know how she can get when she’s frustrated,” Corliss added.

Donna knew. Of the three, Mayfair was the most independent and the most stubborn. She and Corliss occasionally discussed her when she wasn’t nearby. They had agreed that Mayfair was different because she came from a home environment in which she had been challenged almost daily since her mother’s unexpected heart attack and her father’s eventual remarriage. It wasn’t uncommon for a stepmother to resent her stepdaughter and even be jealous of her relationship with her father, but with Mayfair so superior to her stepmother in intellect, things were ten times worse in the Cummings household. She had described multiple episodes of conflict that only further damaged her relationship with her father. They read between the lines and heard her say that he was eager to get her to Spindrift, eager to get her out of the house.

However, Donna and Corliss knew that the worst thing they could do would be to show that they felt sorry for her. Analysis was okay. They all did plenty of that, but pity was despised. And that was resented not only by Mayfair but by everyone else here. Egos soared to the point where even constructive criticism was only begrudgingly accepted. If there were any chinks in the armor of these exceptional young people, one of them surely was that arrogance. If they received less than a hundred on a test, there was something wrong with the test.

“Even so,” Donna said, “I can’t believe she would go down to the Piñon Pine Mall without us, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

Their special school, Spindrift, was located about a mile and a half outside the small city of Piñon Pine Grove, so named for the piñon pine trees that populated its borders. Two days ago, when they were on a morning run on the path through the surrounding forest, Corliss had noticed a ditch dug under the ten-foot-high fence that circled the property. It was strictly forbidden, under the threat of expulsion, for anyone to leave the grounds without permission. It was almost impossible to do so with the high wire fence encasing them and the security guard at the main gate 24/7.

But the following evening, they all snuck out through the ditch and walked down the half mile or so of the incline that brought them to the mall, where they had bought new clothes and then gone to a brewpub named Olaf’s to have soft drinks and observe the social atmosphere, almost like inhabitants of another planet. A young man who obviously was attracted to Mayfair had approached them. All three of them partook in the banter that was more like chess with words, but Mayfair clearly was intrigued with him. Before they left the place, they had agreed that each would listen to and follow the conclusions a majority of the three had reached on anything they saw or did, especially when it came to young men. Corliss and Donna had decided that none of them should return and that the young man wasn’t worth any more of Mayfair’s time. Although Mayfair seemed to go along with the decision, the other two quietly suspected she might not—feared was more like it.

“It’s exactly what I’m thinking. She went down to that mall despite us,” Corliss said. “C’mon. Let’s check on her.”

They started for the stairway of the converted Victorian mansion. Everything in it, every room, was kept quite immaculate, almost to the point of being OR-ready. Mayfair would joke about that and tell them the lobby was always prepared for any medical experimentation.

“Be careful, or Dr. Porter will do brain surgery on you on one of the settees,” she would tell some of the others. Most would smirk or widen their eyes without as much as a smile. Corliss recalled Mayfair snapping her fingers and saying, “That’s what’s missing here.”

“What?” Donna had asked her.

“A sense of humor. No one laughs except to check some physiological side effect of laughter or to analyze the mental paths that result in believing something is funny. It’s as if humor is a sign of weakness or a symptom of something boiling away inside you.”

They were almost to the stairway when Dr. Marlowe reached them. Neither was aware of how quickly she had crossed the lobby.

“Where’s the third Musketeer?” she asked.

Donna looked to Corliss.

“Went up early,” Corliss said. “Did you want her for something, Dr. Marlowe? We’ll let her know.”

“No, no. So who won the Ping-Pong contest?”

“There wasn’t much of a contest, Dr. Marlowe,” Corliss replied.

“Then you won?” she asked as they started up the stairs.

“Of course,” Corliss said. “The only thing athletic about this student population is probably athlete’s foot.”

Donna laughed.

Dr. Marlowe smiled unexpectedly. “I’m afraid you’re right,” she said. “See you at breakfast.”

They continued up silently. Neither wanted to show how nervous she was, even to the other. When they reached Mayfair’s room, they paused outside the door to listen. Donna was holding her breath. There was dead silence coming from inside, but they couldn’t tell anything from that. None of the rooms had televisions, and if anyone played music on his or her computer, they used earphones. Corliss knocked. They waited, and Corliss knocked harder.

“Maybe she’s in the bathroom and can’t hear us knock,” Donna said, sounding more like she was praying.

Corliss opened Mayfair’s door. The door to the bathroom was open, too.

“Oh, no,” Donna moaned, her worst fear realized.

It was obvious; Mayfair wasn’t there.
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“Should we go back and check the bathrooms?” Donna asked.

“She wouldn’t use one down there if she could come up and use her own. Besides, look how much time has passed. No. She’s gone, Donna. Don’t look for ways to avoid reality,” Corliss warned. Being literal and unemotional when it came to something factual was part of their DNA.

“What if she’s hurt in the woods, or maybe she fell down that hill? It was pretty steep,” Donna suggested. They were still in Mayfair’s room. What Donna was suggesting was a realistic possibility. If such a thing had occurred, Mayfair wouldn’t have had the wherewithal to call for help. It was a particular characteristic of just about everyone at Spindrift not to care about having a smartphone. First, they hadn’t left a close enough friend behind with whom to continue communicating, and the supercomputers at their disposal at Spindrift made anything a smartphone could do practically antique. There were landlines at their disposal, but even those were rarely used, even to speak to their own parents or siblings.

Nothing looked disturbed in Mayfair’s room. She hadn’t left it in any sort of rush, but it wasn’t that easy to tell if she had. Mayfair was a little less concerned about her things than they were about theirs. They had already grown used to her ways, her disregard of her possessions, especially her clothes. The only thing that was never out of place was the teddy bear her father had left with her when he and her stepmother had brought her here. It was still on her bed against a pillow, staring at them accusingly, Donna thought. They both turned and walked out silently, closing the door behind them.

They retreated to Donna’s room, which was closer to Mayfair’s. Donna sat on her bed, while Corliss stood by the window, staring out. Minutes went by, and neither had said a word. Shadows in the woods below were dark and deep under a starlit but moonless sky. Corliss couldn’t see much, and the rear of the mansion was too far back on the left.

“We’ll wait until everyone is in his room and the lights are out in the lobby,” Corliss suddenly said.

“And then?” Donna asked, anticipating the answer.

“We’ll have to go into the woods, follow the trail to the ditch, and if she’s not anywhere on the way, we’ll go under the fence and check the hill,” Corliss said.

“This is so irresponsible of her. She’s putting us in danger, too.”

When they had first contemplated going under the fence and into the village mall below, Donna was the one to underscore the risks involved with violating the rule about leaving Spindrift’s grounds without permission. Expulsion was a high probability.

Corliss said nothing in response to her comment now. Like most of the exceptional intellects here, she avoided stating the obvious. It was as if everything you said had to be brilliant, or those listening would act as though you hadn’t spoken. Although she hadn’t said it aloud, even to Donna or Mayfair, she thought of the others at Spindrift the way ordinary students had thought of her, Donna, and Mayfair: walking brain matter.

“How far do we go after if we go under the fence and check the hill?” Donna asked, hoping to hear the opposite of what she knew would follow, especially since Corliss remained silent for so long. She was obviously assessing the risks. Finally, Corliss turned to look at her.

“All the way, Donna, to the mall. What else can we do if we don’t find her between here and there?”

“We can pretend we don’t know anything,” Donna said. “She wouldn’t give us away if she were caught off grounds by herself,” she quickly added.

Corliss grimaced as if she had a pain in her stomach.

“Well, she disrespected us when she went against the majority consensus,” Donna whined. “She knew what the consequences would be, and she still did it.”

“Can you do that? Hold that against her and pretend you don’t know anything? Really?”

“I can if you can.”

“Well, I can’t, and I have just as much to risk as you do,” Corliss said.

Donna nodded and looked down. “I knew we should have never gone in the first place, but neither of you would listen,” she muttered. “If you had, we wouldn’t be facing this crisis.”

“Well, I’m listening now, and I’m hearing the blame game loudly and clearly,” Corliss said in that sharp, inner-city tone of hers. Her words could swish through the air like sharp knives. Most of the others here were actually afraid of her, and although Donna would never say it aloud, she envied her for that power of intimidation. Corliss had grown up in that part of Los Angeles where street gangs were more common than policemen.

“That’s not fair. You’re misinterpreting.”

“Okay. Just stay here, Donna. I’ll go myself. You won’t have to worry about anything. If either I or Mayfair gets caught, we’ll keep you out of it. Curl up in bed, and think of algorithms,” Corliss said.

“Stop it,” Donna said. “I’m not trying to blame anyone, and I’m not trying to get out of anything. I’m just thinking of options out loud. It’s the sensible thing to do. You should be doing the same thing.”

Corliss glared with those sharp, ebony eyes of hers, forcing Donna to look down again, and then she turned back to the window, folding her arms over her stomach.

“There are only two possibilities,” she said, more to herself than to Donna, her voice softer. “She either did get hurt going down that hill and is lying there hoping and expecting us to come find her, or she met that boy and they hit it off. She simply lost track of time at this point. We have to go fetch her.”

“But when she looked at her watch or a clock, she would have to know that by staying out this late, she is risking being discovered. She should be hurrying back here. Maybe she is. Maybe we should just wait to see.”

Corliss turned back to Donna, looking more thoughtful than angry this time. “Lately, I’ve been thinking she couldn’t care less whether she was expelled from Spindrift or not.”

“What do you mean?”

“She said a few things,” Corliss added.

“Like what?”

“Like maybe we’ll never leave here, like we’ve been brought here to swim through facts and theories forever, that no one really looks to us for anything new and brilliant. We’re being humored. They simply want us out of the way. This is a most civilized way to contain us, because we’ll only harm ourselves out there in the real world. She was so convincing that it gave me nightmares.”

“That’s stupid, Corliss. Dr. Marlowe is always talking about the contributions previous Spindrift graduates are making in science and technology, as well as a multitude of brain trusts.”

“We have only her word for that. She never mentions actual names. Have you noticed how the parents of the others have visited only a few times, if that, and how some never have a visitor?”

“They come from faraway places, like Lars, who comes from Denmark. It’s not that easy, especially if they have other children or . . .”

“You’re looking for excuses again. Rationalization is inner weakness and leads to mistakes,” she recited.

Donna stared at her. “My parents are coming to see me,” she said. “They just haven’t had the time yet.”

Corliss shrugged. “I didn’t say I believed her, but it did give me some interesting nightmares. In one of them, we were all hypnotized by a special device that caused us to think we had just arrived. They do that to us every four or five months.”

“Stop it.”

Corliss laughed. “That’s exactly what I said to Mayfair. She’s so damn convincing.”

Donna lay back on her bed and glared at the ceiling.

Corliss looked out the window again. “They’ll be putting out the lights downstairs in a few minutes,” she said. “If we don’t hear her come back, we wait fifteen, and then we go.”

“What if we miss her coming back and needlessly go down to the mall? We get in trouble and she’s safe. How ironic would that be?”

“She has to follow the same path returning that she followed going and enter the building the same way. She can’t come back through the property’s gate entrance. The guard would question where she’s been and inform Dr. Marlowe. Stop worrying. We won’t miss her.”

Donna turned her back on her. She didn’t want Corliss to see how terrified she was becoming. If Mayfair stayed away this long, she either had to be injured or had simply done what Corliss was suggesting: run away from Spindrift. If they found her injured, they’d have to get help, and that would expose what they all previously had done. It would be impossible not to be in trouble. All she could envision at the moment was her mother’s look of terrible disappointment.

Her mother had so wanted her to be an ordinary teenage girl full of romantic dreams, dazzled by new clothes and jewelry, playing her music and talking or texting endlessly on her smartphone. She often wondered how her mother behaved when her friends talked about their daughters, pretending they were so annoyed with things they were doing but secretly happy that they were “normal.”

She was probably silent, envious and utterly depressed in their company. Even now, Donna felt sorrier for her mother than she did for herself. At least her attending Spindrift gave her mother something about which to brag. She wanted her parents to be proud of her, but, as she suspected her two friends craved as well, she wanted them to love her, too.

Corliss walked over to Donna’s desk and sat. Donna turned to her, and they stared at each other for a few moments, listening for footsteps in the hallway. They heard none.

“Lights are out,” Corliss said. “Ten more minutes.”

“I’ve got to pee,” Donna said, and got up to go to her bathroom. She was trembling, and she didn’t want Corliss to see. When she came out of the bathroom, she looked hopefully at Corliss.

“Nothing but silence,” Corliss said. “Let’s go.”

She went to the door, opened it, and listened. Then she looked back at Donna, and the two slipped out. They checked Mayfair’s room once more in case they had missed her return, saw it was empty, and then continued moving as quietly and as quickly as they could down the hallway to the stairway. The dim lights below threw long, twisted shadows over the walls. If Donna ever would permit herself to believe in anything supernatural, it would be that spirits from beyond entered their world through shadows. The more twisted and ugly the shadows, the more evil the spirits.

Corliss started to descend and then stopped, holding up her hand. They heard footsteps.

Oh, please, Donna thought. Let that be Mayfair.

Instead, they saw the head housekeeper, Mrs. Pauling, walk through the lobby and to the front entrance. Neither of them breathed when she paused at the front door. She had probably forgotten something, Corliss thought. Whatever it was, it wasn’t important enough for her to retrieve. After another moment, Mrs. Pauling inserted her card, the door unlocked, and she left.

Corliss hesitated a little longer and then continued down the stairway. Donna followed reluctantly. They hurried through the lobby to the kitchen. There was only a small light on above the stove. On the way through, Donna brushed against the handle of a pot, and it clanged. They both froze. Even in the subdued light, Donna could see Corliss’s anger.

“Be careful,” she whispered.

They waited, heard nothing, and went to the door. This was the only door in Spindrift that did not require the card to be inserted to open. Its hinges groaned as if it had fallen asleep and hated to be awakened.

They stepped out and closed the door softly behind them, making sure it did not lock. Once they reached the woods, they both paused, as if they had a simultaneous calling from above, and looked up. The sky looked like the stars had been tossed randomly into the universe. There were so many more visible. As they gazed at it a little longer, they rattled off the constellations they could identify. The moment’s distraction eased the tension. Corliss looked back at the mansion and then slipped into the woods gracefully, barely making a sound. To Donna, it looked like she had been swallowed by the darkness.

“Hurry,” Corliss whispered. Like a bat, she navigated the path without disturbing a bush or a branch. Donna kept up with her so she wouldn’t make a wrong turn. Neither said anything more until they reached the fence. Corliss stood with her hands on her hips, looking back. “At least she wasn’t injured in the woods.”

“The worst and most dangerous part is yet to come,” Donna said.

Corliss nodded and slipped under the fence.

As if being held back by a huge magnet, Donna struggled to do the same. They both stood on the other side and looked at the hill. A thought shot through Donna’s mind.

“What if she just hid herself somewhere in the mansion? Maybe she’s curled up in the computer lab. We should probably have searched the place before coming out here.”

“Hid herself? So what do you think? She’s doing that to tease us, punish us or something?”

“No, but if she’s depressed about it . . .”

“She’d simply go to her room, Donna. Someone could find her curled up in a lab. Everything is carefully inspected at day’s end here. And no matter what you think of her, Mayfair doesn’t do childish things. She wouldn’t permit anyone to see her depressed, either.”

Donna nodded. She had only a slight hope that Corliss would turn back anyway.

Punctuating her point, Corliss charged up the incline and waited for Donna at the top.

“When I see her, I’m going to punch her right in the nose, even if she’s injured,” Donna said, breathing hard.

“Brilliant,” Corliss said, and started down the steep incline.

Ahead of them, the lights of the mall were still quite bright, and they could see cars coming and going in the parking lot. Corliss moved slowly, looking from side to side as they descended. At one point, Donna slipped on some gravel and nearly fell.

“Careful,” Corliss chided. “I can’t have two of you on my hands to explain to Dr. Marlowe.”

“Thanks for the sympathy,” Donna replied.

They continued down and then paused at the bottom.

“We could have missed her,” Donna said, looking back up the hill.

“No. It wasn’t that dark.” Corliss nodded toward the mall. “That brewpub probably stays open past midnight. I saw the hours posted on the door last time.”

“How lucky for us.”

“The faster we check, the faster we get back,” Corliss said, and headed for the mall entrance.

Donna followed, her head down. She recalled her father telling her that mistakes in life had repercussions you never anticipated no matter how smart you were. They were like ripples in a pond after you tossed in a stone. She was sure that was going to be true here. One thing was going to lead to another and another, until they were seriously damaged. Like some chant, she recited to herself that they never should have done this in the first place. She chided herself for giving in to the dares and challenges.

Corliss waited impatiently for her to catch up. When she did, they headed into the mall. Many of the stores had already closed, but there were still quite a few teenagers wandering around the mall and some adults who were either customers or employees. No one paid them any particular attention this time. They were walking quickly, Donna just a few steps behind Corliss. When they reached Olaf’s brewpub, they saw there was quite a crowd, even more people than they had seen there previously. They entered slowly and began to look for Mayfair.

“I don’t see her,” Donna said.

“Well, she isn’t heading back to Spindrift. We would have seen her. And there is no other way for her to reenter the property without it being discovered that she had left. So if she’s not back tonight, she’s gone. I’d hate to see that happen.”

“What should we do?”

Corliss started to shake her head and then spotted the waitress who had served them. Without explaining, she headed into the bar and directly for the waitress. Donna followed timidly, trying to avoid looking back at the men who were obviously checking her out. Someone called to her with a “Hey, beautiful,” but she ignored it. She reached Corliss just as the waitress was responding.

“Yeah, she was here. She was with this cool guy. I saw them leave together,” she said. “I wondered where you two were.”

“Do you know anything about him?”

“Just that he’s cool,” she said, smiling. “He was here a few nights before, but I never saw him talk much to anyone but you guys. I can ask one of the bartenders,” she offered.

“Thank you,” Corliss said.

“He’ll probably think I’m interested in him myself. I am,” she added, widening her smile and her eyes.

Give me a break, Donna thought. Do you have to be so obvious about it?

She trailed behind Corliss, who followed the waitress to the bar. There were two bartenders, both of whom looked no older than their mid-thirties, and both were very busy, but the waitress captured the attention of one, who listened to her, looked toward Corliss and Donna, and shook his head.

“Sorry,” she said. “He doesn’t remember the guy. He says he only remembers girls, anyway.” She laughed. “I got to do this table, and then I’ll ask Mike,” she said, indicating the second bartender.

“Thanks,” Corliss said. She and Donna stood off to the side and watched her.

“This is bad,” Donna muttered, really to herself, but Corliss heard her.

She shook her head. “Nothing is good or bad but thinking makes it so,” she told her.

“Great time to be quoting Hamlet,” Donna said. She looked at her watch.

The waitress made her way to the other side of the bar and spoke to the bartender. She nodded and returned to them.

“Mike remembers him,” she said, “and her. She is very pretty, so he noticed. He’s the biggest flirt.”

“And? What did he say about him?” Corliss pursued, visibly impatient.

“Not much. He didn’t particularly like him. Never left him a tip. He said he was here three straight nights, but he’s definitely not from around here. No one in the place knew him. But he knew he rode a motorcycle. He said he thought he was strange.”

“Why?” Donna asked. “I mean, what exactly gave him that idea?”

“Just the way he kept to himself and looked at people. I didn’t think he was that strange.” She leaned closer. “Mike never complains about any of the girls who come here and keep to themselves. Most bartenders are sexists,” she added. “Never go out with one.”

“Thanks, and thanks for the warning,” Corliss said dryly.

The waitress left them. Corliss stood there pondering whether it was worth it to speak to anyone who might be pointed out as a regular.

“I thought there was something different about him,” Donna said. “We told her.”

“Different doesn’t have to be bad, Donna. I doubt anyone would call any of us anything but different.”

“Well, what do we do now?”

Corliss sighed, defeated. “What can we do? We go back and hope she comes in sometime later tonight. Come on,” she said.

They started out.

“Hey, hey, hey,” a tall, well-built African-American man who looked to be in his twenties said as he stepped in front of Corliss. “It’s early. Where ya goin’, girls?”

A shorter man with long reddish-blond hair tied behind his head stepped beside him. He had a heavily freckled face and nearly orange lips. “Yeah, where ya goin’?” he asked. “Night’s young.”

Corliss paused and tilted her head slightly, as if she was seriously considering what they were saying. Their smiles of anticipation spread on their faces like broken egg yolks.

She shook her head. “We’d like ta stay, but we gotta go,” Corliss said. “Gotta make our report ta the Census Bureau.”

“What?” the tall African-American man said. “What report?”

“Number of idiots per square foot here,” Corliss replied. “It’s way more than the estimate.” She looked at Donna, who smiled. “You boys keep on keepin’ on,” she told them, and started out.

Donna glanced back at them. They were shaking their heads and talking to the other guys at the bar. She smiled at Corliss.

“What?”

“You think Mayfair knows how to take care of herself as well as you do?”

“No,” Corliss said. She kept walking.

“Well, that doesn’t make me feel better.”

“We’re not here to make you feel better. Let’s get back to Spindrift,” Corliss said.

They moved quickly and silently up the hill. Donna complained a little more about the walk when they had stepped back onto Spindrift land. “I’ll turn into a mountain goat.”

“You’ll sleep better,” Corliss said. She walked quicker.

Donna suspected that despite how pessimistic she had sounded, Corliss was hoping hard that Mayfair had returned while they were looking for her in the mall. When they reached the rear door, Corliss stopped, a look of panic clearly written across her face.

“What?”

“Someone closed the door so it locked,” she said. “Did you bring your card?”

“No. Didn’t think about it,” Donna said.

“It could have been Mayfair. She would have come back to the door, seeing first if it was unlocked. Safest way to get back without being discovered. She just assumed we were in our rooms, of course. In any case, she probably took her card with her so she could get in through another entrance. Unlike us two. I’ll have to add two more idiots to the census report.”

“How can you be joking now, Corliss?”

“I’m not joking.”

“So now what do we do?”

“Punt.”

“What?”

“Let’s go talk to the security guard and tell him we went out for a walk and forgot our cards. We got out because we used this door. Just leave it to me,” she added when Donna looked too shocked to speak.

They approached the gate, and the guard stepped out of his booth. It was the same tall, slim man who had seen them go for their morning run two days ago.

“What’s up?” he asked, his hands on his hips.

“You certainly work a lot,” Corliss began.

“Yeah, well, not much choice. Gotta eat. So what’s up?”

“Oh, we’re hoping you can help us. We went out the rear door. You don’t need a key for that door,” Corliss said, “so neither of us thought to bring ours.”

“What ya come out fer?”

“Short walk, night air,” Corliss said. “It gets stuffy in there sometimes.”

He looked at the mansion with a slight nod, as if he had always had a similar thought. “So?”

“Someone went and locked the rear door behind us.”

“Why don’t you just go ring the bell?”

“Everyone’s gone to bed. Dr. Marlowe will be upset with us,” Corliss practically moaned. “We thought you’d understand.”

He looked at her, his eyes narrowing as he worked out whether to believe her or perhaps whether he should care.

“She’ll only ask us why we didn’t go to you,” Donna added. “I mean, we’ll tell her we did but you said to ring the bell.”

He straightened up as her implication struck him. “I thought all you guys were the top brains in the country.”

“Too many people think that,” Corliss said. “It puts a lot of pressure on us.”

He nodded, went back into his booth to get his card, and started for the front entrance.

“We really appreciate this,” Donna said.

Corliss gave her a sharp look that clearly said, Don’t talk too much.

He inserted the key, and the door unlocked. “You watch yourselves from now on,” he said.

“Thank you, sir,” Corliss said.

They slipped in quickly and closed the door behind them. For a few moments, they stood there holding their breath. No alarms had sounded, and there was no one in the lobby. Moving as if they walked on air, they hurried to the stairs and up to their rooms, stopping at Mayfair’s door and praying that she was there, that she had been the one to close the kitchen door behind her, not knowing they were out looking for her.

The room was dark and empty.

“Maybe I’ll go back down and leave the rear door unlocked,” Corliss said. “If she comes back tonight and goes to that guard for help . . .”

“Yes,” Donna said. “I’ll go with you.”

“No. Go to bed. Two of us double the chance of being discovered. You’ll bump into another pan or something. I’ll be fine.” She started away.

Donna watched her descend the stairway. Go to bed, she thought, and like she was talking to someone beside her, she thought, Like I’ll be able to get any sleep.

Nevertheless, she turned and went into her room. She got herself ready for bed.

Corliss looked in on her and told her the door was unlocked.

“Now what?” Donna asked.

Corliss shrugged. “She’s either here in the morning or she isn’t. There’s nothing to do until we know.”

“What’s there to do if she’s not?”

“Confess, or wait to be asked and then confess,” Corliss said. She tried to sound indifferent, as indifferent as she would be to the solution of an analytic geometry problem. But she couldn’t fool Donna.

Donna heard the underlying tone of fear running like a stream of molten lava beneath Corliss’s words.

Corliss stepped back and closed Donna’s door.

Silence fell like a steel curtain around her.

Donna surprised herself. She concentrated so hard on listening for footsteps that she fell into a deep sleep and woke with a shudder at the first touch of sunshine on her face. It was clearly one of those mornings when you wished you hadn’t woken, wished you could sleep through the day and wake up when all the trouble had passed.

But that was almost like believing in Santa Claus.
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Before Donna could rise and see for herself, Corliss opened her door to look in on her and report.

“She’s not there,” she said. Her words fell like steel balls.

“You sure? Maybe she went down without us.”

Corliss closed and opened her eyes. “I’m sure, Donna. Face it. I’ll be back in ten to talk before we go to breakfast.”

She closed the door. Donna thought her heart had stopped and started. Now it raced. She moved as if she had gained a hundred pounds overnight. Her hands trembled a bit as she washed up and brushed her hair before putting on different clothes.

There was no question that she had come to Spindrift with half a heart. She had looked forward to the challenge, to getting away from the sense of being different, by surrounding herself with people her age who were like her, but she often missed her little brother, Mickey, and of course, she felt terribly guilty about leaving her boyfriend, Greg, who had been so damaged in a fight that she couldn’t help thinking that what had happened was partly because of her. In her heart of hearts, she had thought it was probably best to leave him behind, even though she had promised not to forget him, not to find a new boyfriend. Seeing him again would be the only good thing to come of this.

Nevertheless, what a tremendous blow her expulsion from Spindrift would be to her parents. What sort of homecoming would that be, and how could she ever return to her school or any school like it now? If she had ever felt lost before, she would certainly be more lost now.

There was so much about this place that she didn’t like, but she wouldn’t deny that there was so much about it that was good for her. She had begun to believe that she would do something significant with her intelligence, and maybe, just maybe, that would help her find something of a normal life out there.

Now what would she find?

She was very certain that Corliss was going through the same sort of turmoil inside herself, despite the brave face she put on. She knew enough about her background now to know it would even be more difficult for her to return to the world she had escaped. Yes, escaped was a good word for them both, for all three of them, actually. At least, that was the way she thought of it now.

Corliss was waiting for her in the hallway.

“I feel like I’m going to an execution,” Donna said.

Corliss smiled. “Maybe it is. Let’s just be honest about it all, Donna. It’s too late to manufacture any sensible cover-up. When Dr. Marlowe discovers that Mayfair is gone and comes to us, we tell her everything.”

Donna nodded, and they started for the stairway. They had taken only three steps down when they both stopped as if they had stepped into an invisible wall. Dr. Marlowe was waiting at the foot of the stairs and looking up at them with stern eyes, the eyes of someone who would tolerate no half-answers.

Donna instinctively took Corliss’s hand.

“Whatever will be will be,” Corliss whispered. They continued down.

“Let’s go to my office,” Dr. Marlowe said when they reached the last step. She turned and started away. They followed close behind, heads down, avoiding looking at anyone who was watching them curiously.

Dr. Marlowe opened her office door and waited for them to enter.

“Sit,” she commanded, and they went to the leather sofa set at a right angle to her desk. She went behind her desk. “Can I correctly conclude that the three of you went out of the building last night,” she began, “even though only the two of you appear on the CCTV and were seen by the guard at the gate?”

“Yes, but not at the same time,” Corliss said.

“Oh?”

“It was only Donna and I who went out of the building at that time. We went to look for Mayfair, who had gone out much earlier.”

“I don’t understand. You went to look for Mayfair? Why wasn’t she on CCTV?”

“The three of us went out the night before, Dr. Marlowe,” Donna said. “And came back the same way we had gone,” she added quickly. “You saw us all day yesterday until the evening, when you asked where Mayfair was. We were hoping she was in her room, just as we told you.”

“But she wasn’t?”

“No.”

“Why did you tell me that if you weren’t sure?” she asked.

“We didn’t envision any other conclusion,” Corliss said.

At Spindrift, the students didn’t lie, Corliss thought. They might make incorrect assumptions, but it wasn’t to excuse errors. Such was their nature. Obviously, Dr. Marlowe thought something similar. Corliss’s response didn’t surprise her.

“I see. Why didn’t you come down to tell me immediately?”

“We thought she would return before the morning for sure,” Donna said.

“You did. And where exactly did you three go the night before?”

“The Piñon Pine Mall,” Corliss said.

“You went out the gate and walked to the Piñon Pine Mall?” Dr. Marlowe asked, quite surprised. “You weren’t seen on the security cameras, and the guard didn’t report anyone trying to leave.”

“No. We left, but we did not go out the main gate,” Corliss said. “You have a large blind spot at the rear of the building when it comes to security camera coverage. And the rear door to the kitchen does not require a key card.”

She wrote it down. “Go on.”

“While I was running that morning—we all had gone on the Darwin Trail—I noticed a ditch had been dug under the fence surrounding Spindrift. We went under the fence and saw that the hill beyond descended to the parking lot of the mall. So that night—”

“You went down to the mall without permission to leave the property,” Dr. Marlowe concluded.

“Yes,” Donna said.

Jessie Marlowe looked away for only a moment, but it seemed like minutes to both Corliss and Donna.

“Aside from the fact that we have taken on complete responsibility for your well-being while you attend Spindrift, there is the fact that a great deal of money is being spent on each of you. There was nothing unclear about the rules you are to follow while you are here, was there?”

“Nothing,” Corliss said. For a moment, it seemed like she was going to be defiant, even belligerent. “We have no justifiable excuse for what we did if we are measured only against the rules as they are set.”

“Meaning?”

“For us, it was something like a research project. At least in the beginning.”

Dr. Marlowe smirked and folded her arms under her breasts as she sat back. “Really,” she said. “I’d like to hear you describe that.”

“All three of us have had negative social experiences. Each of us naturally wonders if that was a result of something we did or because of the way we are. We thought we’d expose ourselves to outsiders again and evaluate how we reacted, what we did, and how people, especially men, reacted to us. We didn’t do anything illegal out there. We didn’t drink or do drugs. We just dipped into it.”

“Dipped into it? Dipped into what?”

“Flirting, trying to socialize, whatever you think we should call it.”

“We did a little shopping first,” Donna said.

Corliss looked at her.

Donna shrugged. “I thought she should know everything we did.”

“So you all returned the previous evening the same way you slipped off the property?”

“Yes,” Corliss said. “Donna and I concluded that the young man whom we met and who paid more attention to Mayfair was not a good bet. Donna and I thought there was something not quite right with him. We were supposed to abide by majority decision, but Mayfair was clearly upset with our conclusion about him.”

“And so she returned last night to meet him?”

“Yes,” Donna said. “When we realized she wasn’t here, we went looking for her.”

“You returned to the mall last night?”

“Yes,” Corliss said. “What we learned was she did meet the same young man again, and she did leave the brewpub with him, but no one there knew anything about him except that he wasn’t a local man.”

“Olaf’s?”

“Yes,” Donna said, surprised she knew the name.

“And she has not communicated with either of you since?”

“No,” Corliss said.

Dr. Marlowe shook her head slowly. “I always forget that you all have the minds of Einstein but the common sense of a typical teenager,” she said, not disguising her rage.

Donna turned crimson, and Corliss’s eyes brightened with indignation, but neither responded.

“Go have your breakfast and then return to this office. Our head of security, Michael Brewster, will be waiting here to speak with you. He’ll want to know everything, down to the last detail. I will have to inform your parents about all this and discuss it with the board and faculty. But for now, our primary concern is Mayfair’s welfare.”

Corliss and Donna rose.

“When you meet with Mr. Brewster, you will show him this escape hatch,” Dr. Marlowe said.

Donna nodded.

They walked out of the office, neither saying a word. Kelly Boson and David Kantor came over to them the moment they entered the cafeteria.

“What’s going on?” David asked. “Where’s Mayfair Cummings?”

“We’re not permitted to discuss the case,” Corliss said.

“The case? What case?” Kelly asked.

“The one we can’t discuss,” Donna told her.

They went for their food and sat apart from everyone else, as usual.

“She was pretty damn angry,” Donna said.

“If it will help you any, I’ll tell them you were against all this from the start,” Corliss said.

“Like hell you will,” Donna told her. “She called us the Three Musketeers. Remember? All for one and one for all.”

“I feel more like a Mouseketeer.”

“Me, too,” Donna said. In a funny way, she felt as if the worst had already happened. They had nothing more to hide. Whatever would happen to them now was beyond their control.

Corliss looked like she had the same sense of relief. “Do you think you’ll return to the same school?” she asked.

“No. I think I’ll do that early graduation, early college admission thing and drift into an ordinary life. You?”

“I think I’ll take a year off from school, get some sort of job. We’re all just about eighteen now. I think I’d like to be on my own and take more time to decide what I want to be, to do with the rest of my life.”

“Maybe that’s what Mayfair was thinking.”

“Maybe.”

They looked at each other a moment, and then, clearly unexpected by themselves and certainly by the other Spindrift students watching them, they both laughed.

After they finished their breakfast, they returned to Dr. Marlowe’s office and sat with Michael Brewster, who, as it turned out, was a former member of the Secret Service. He was tall, well over six feet, well built but slim, not like a bodybuilder. He had thick light brown hair very neatly cut, and he was surprisingly soft-spoken, with a gentle, almost fatherly smile.

They held back nothing. He concentrated hard on what they remembered about Leonardo.

“He told us he went by Leo,” Corliss said. “Although there was no way of knowing if he was telling the truth.”

They estimated he was not much older than twenty-one.

“He had to be at least that old, since he was served at the brewpub. He was bright. We just felt he was dangerous,” Donna said.

“Why?” Mr. Brewster asked.

Donna and Corliss looked at each other.

“There was a strange sort of indifference about him,” Corliss began. “I had the sense that he couldn’t care less about what we thought of him. I call it a fatal arrogance.”

Michael Brewster shook his head but smiled. They weren’t kidding, he thought, when they told me these kids were miles above the rest of us in significant ways.

“Can you elaborate?” he asked.

“It’s the sort of feeling you might get if you met someone who was told that if he continued on the road he was following, he would come to a cliff, but he just smiles and keeps going. It’s a carefreeness that is oddly attractive, because he has no hang-ups, neuroses, or pressures. He hasn’t much ambition, either, but that doesn’t bother him, and if it bothers you, he’s amused,” Corliss said.

Mr. Brewster was silent for a few moments. “You got all that from the few minutes you were with him?” he asked.

Corliss shrugged. “To me, it was pretty obvious.”

“Me, too,” Donna said, “although Corliss is better at putting it into words. She’ll probably become a world-renowned psychiatrist or police profiler.”

Mr. Brewster nodded. “No doubt. But if Mayfair is as bright as you two, why didn’t she see the same things in him?” he asked.

“Oh, she did,” Corliss said.

“She did? Then—”

“That’s why she’s gone off with him,” Corliss said.
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After breakfast, Mayfair and Leo returned to his motel room to gather his things. She could see from how often he looked at her that he was anticipating her changing her mind at any moment and telling him she was returning to her school, but she didn’t, and they checked out of the motel and continued heading west. Fortunately, it was a partly cloudy day and not too cool. Along the way, she spotted an ATM and told him to pull up to it. He stood there smiling as she withdrew a thousand dollars and held up the bills for him to see.

“That was easy,” he said.

“Yes, but my father will probably get them to put a hold on this account as soon as he learns I’ve run off,” she said. “We’ll try it again in twenty-four hours. I can do it only once a day.”

“They’ll trace it to that machine if they start looking for you,” Leo said, nodding toward it. “Then the police will make a circle around the area based on what time you withdrew the money.”

“What? Do you watch police shows or something?”

“Something. Afraid now?”

“Yes, so let’s keep moving” was her response. He laughed, and she mounted the motorcycle. “You must have an idea about where you’re going,” she said as they pulled up to the highway and paused to wait for traffic to pass.

He nodded. “I do, but let it be a surprise for a while and keep you interested,” he said.

She laughed and laid her head against his back as he shot off and they sped down the highway and onto the 10 Freeway heading west.

She closed her eyes and held on to him tightly. She knew that by now Dr. Marlowe surely had realized she was gone and that Donna and Corliss would be interrogated. She hoped they would pretend to know nothing and that way her disappearing act wouldn’t get them into trouble. They were smart enough to realize that it would otherwise, of course; the question was, were they selfish enough to protect themselves? Would she be if the roles were reversed? They all got along well, and they liked one another well enough, but they all knew that when they left Spindrift, they’d probably go on paths so different that they wouldn’t see much of one another. So why care? Was she rationalizing about being self-centered? Corliss would surely reprimand her for that, she thought, and smiled. Donna would come up with one of her Buddha-like sayings.

Perhaps she would stand aside and quote, “While we are mourning the loss of our friend, others are rejoicing to meet her in the beyond.” Wherever that was. She could just see Corliss shaking her head. Mayfair didn’t want to admit it to herself, but she did actually miss those two already. She couldn’t recall anyone at her previous school whom she would miss or even try to recall.

She didn’t fall asleep behind Leo as they continued on, the engine droning monotonously, but she did fall into a calm sense of drifting. Time seemed to fly by as swiftly as the wind that whipped around them. Occasionally, she opened her eyes and looked at people driving in the lane to her right. Some glanced at them; some smiled; some looked angry that the motorcycle was able to go faster or move between cars when the traffic slowed. Many seemed mesmerized by the highway. They looked like they were part of their vehicles. She quickly reviewed the different makes and models and distracted herself by counting them, something she had done on long car rides when she was a little girl and her mother was still alive. That thought caused her to think about her father and how upset he would be. It was the only thing that gave her any hesitation.

Leo slowed and bore right to take an exit. She saw from the signs that they had reached Santa Monica, California. When they stopped at the first traffic light, she sat up and looked around.

“I know where we are, so where are we going?”

He turned. “To my grandfather’s house,” he said. “He’s got an older house, but because of its location, it’s worth a lot, probably millions.”

Leo made a few turns, and they were soon heading directly toward the ocean. Moments later, he made a left onto a side street and pulled into the driveway of small house with gray stucco siding, a portico with three steps, and a patch of land in front on which the grass had been replaced with small brown stones and a few bushes. The driveway was poured cement that had long ago lost most of its pink tint. There was no garage, just an attached overhang with no automobile parked under it. He pulled the motorcycle into it and stopped.

“Is your grandfather home?” Mayfair asked, seeing a basket of mail that had been left at the front door. There was a mailbox out front by the sidewalk, but she imagined it had to be full.

“No. He went to visit my uncle and aunt. Lucky us.”

“What about your grandmother?” she asked as he took the saddlebags off the motorcycle.

“She died more than ten years ago.”

“How old is your grandfather?”

“Mid-eighties, but he looks and acts like he’s sixty-five at most.”

“Mother’s father or father’s?”

“Father’s,” he said. “We’ll hang here a while. Ever been to Santa Monica?”

“Yes, but only with my father and stepmother, so I didn’t enjoy it. She complained about everything from the air to the sidewalks.”

Leo laughed and pulled out a ring of keys. Mayfair followed him up the short steps to the front door. He glanced down at the basket of mail.

“How long has he been gone?”

“I don’t know, but it doesn’t surprise me that he forgot to tell the post office to hold his mail.” He unlocked the door, opened it a bit, picked up the basket of mail, and turned to her before pushing the door completely open.

She was looking across the road. It was only between two two-story apartment houses that the ocean was visible. Not much of a view to justify so high a house value, she thought.

“It needs a bit of a woman’s touch in here, I’m afraid. He doesn’t take that good care of things anymore.”

“I knew there was an ulterior motive to your bringing me here.”

He laughed, and they entered. The door opened to a room with a dark brown table and four dark brown chairs with two high-back chairs at the ends that appeared to have potato sacks over the backs. To the immediate right in this small room was a well-beaten couch with one pillow missing. Straight ahead was a light-wood rocking chair and a footstool. The chair had a black and white pillow on the seat with some of the stuffing leaking out of one corner. On the immediate left was the kitchen with an open wall and counter. There were two bamboo chairs against the counter. The kitchen was tiny, with faded yellow linoleum. It was too small for a kitchen table. The appliances looked old and worn, with rust spots at the corners of the sink, which had dishes left in it. They looked caked with food.

“What, did he leave in a rush or something?” she asked.

He laughed. “He probably thought it was spick-and-span.”

Against the far wall of the front room was a redbrick fireplace that looked like it hadn’t been used for years, but she could see that the ashes had never been cleaned out. There was a poker against it and a pair of what looked like riding boots just to the side. The fireplace had a mantel, but there was nothing on it.

“There are two bedrooms,” Leo said. “One’s been mine whenever I visit, and the other is my grandfather’s.”

He put the basket of mail on the counter and led Mayfair to his bedroom on the right. The double bed was unmade, with a multicolored comforter that had no coordination with anything else in the room, all of which looked put together from odds and ends, pieces bought at thrift shops or secondhand furniture shops. In front of the bed was a long metal trunk. The two bedrooms shared one bathroom, which had one sink, a tub with a showerhead, and a dull white shower curtain. The linoleum on its floor was broken in places, showing the dull gray wood floor beneath it. Some towels that looked like they would have to be beaten into softness hung on a rack.

Mayfair saw a mug with a shaving brush and a razor in it and a toothbrush holder with two well-worn toothbrushes. The mirror on the door above the small sink looked like it was fading away. An uncovered bulb in the ceiling fixture would provide the only light. Right now, there was enough light streaming through a small window above the tub and shower. It had no curtain.

“Cozy, huh?” Leo asked.

She looked at him without comment or expression and left to check the other bedroom. It was a bigger room but had a bed that didn’t look much bigger than a single. There was no headboard, just four poles that maybe once supported a canopy or even a net to keep out mosquitoes. The bed was made with a military-looking brown blanket and pillow. A pair of worn fur-lined black slippers was beside it. There was a dark brown area rug worn so badly in spots that the bottom threads were visible.

To the right was a dark oak dresser with three large drawers and two small ones. On it were a clock; a picture of a young man and a young woman, the man in an Army uniform; and some cigar boxes. The closet, without a door, was to her immediate left. Pants and shirts, jackets, and a few sweaters were hanging. At the bottom were pairs of shoes, all looking like they had been worn to the last possible layer of sole.

She turned when Leo came up behind her.

“Not much, huh?”

“I don’t think it’s worth millions, Leo, despite how close it is to the ocean.”

“Real estate is crazy here. You’d be surprised. We’ll hang out a day or so, enjoy the town and the beach, and then head off, okay?”

“It will take me longer than that to get this place cleaned, Leo.”

He laughed.

“Where is everything kept? Mops, brooms, soap, pails, sponges.”

“You’re serious?”

“I said we lived in spartan rooms at the school, but they were spotless to the point of being clinically approved. This feels like something is living in it but not of our species. Is there a washing machine?”

“In the back,” he said. “There’s a bit of a fenced-in yard, but he never made much use of it. I mean, he never grew anything. The washing machine and dryer are on the little rear porch, but I can’t swear that they’ll work.”

“Let’s start by doing your bedding,” she said. “We’ll strip off the pillowcases and sheets and the blanket cover. When I say we, I mean we. I do expect you to help.”

He snapped his heels together and saluted. “Yes, ma’am. Private Leonardo at your service.”

“I take it your grandfather was in the Army?”

“Until he was forty. He was military police, and when he came out, he worked security at various places, including banks, until he retired.”

She walked over to look at a framed picture. “These are your grandparents?”

He nodded.

“Your grandmother was very pretty. He’s quite handsome, too, in his uniform. I see where you have inherited some of his good looks.”

“And here I thought I was an original,” Leo said, smiling.

“You are that, too.”

She marched past him and went to the kitchen, where she located a closet. She took out the pail and found some liquid soap and an old mop that looked like it needed to be beaten against a wall to be softened.

Leo stood in the doorway watching her.

“I’ll do what I can until we get some new things. You get the bedding together and put the sheets and pillowcases into the washing machine. There’s soap for it, I hope.”

He shrugged.

“Well, go see, Leo. We need to make a list and do some shopping if we’re staying here a while. When is he coming home?”

“Not sure.”

“You’re not sure when he left, and you’re not sure when he’s coming back?”

“All I know is he’s there. We’re one of those families in which no one keeps too much in touch with anyone else.”

“I gathered that.” Mayfair looked around. “Well, it would still be nice if we left him a clean home to come back to, wouldn’t it?”

He stared at her as if he had to process the idea through some complicated brain tunnels. Then he smiled, nodded, and went off to do what she’d told him to do. She found enough soap and rags to get started on the kitchen floor, which had old, deep stains from spilled coffee and other things, but to do it, she had to get down on her knees. When she did, she saw all the dust and crumbs that were surely feeding mice.

“Where’s the vacuum cleaner?” she shouted.

“Let me check if he has one,” Leo said. A minute later, he returned with one that looked like an antique Hoover. “Not sure it works,” he said. “It was behind the washing machine. My grandfather’s not one to update his appliances.”

She paused. There was something suspicious in his eyes. She looked around, saw the cobwebs in the high corners, and went quickly to the refrigerator. When she opened it, she had to step back. It was nearly empty, but it was dark and clearly hadn’t been on for some time. The cheese and butter were rancid, and leftover meat had insects hatching in the plate. There was a bottle of sour milk but nothing else. She looked at Leo. He shrugged. She went to a light switch and flipped it on, but nothing happened.

“There’s no electricity, Leo, and from the looks of things, that’s been for some time. What’s going on?”

“Lately, he’s been letting things go a bit,” he said.

“A bit? How long is lately? When were you here last? At least you know that.”

“Five or six months ago.”

“You don’t remember exactly?”

“Hey, I’m a wanderer. Stop getting so . . . conventional on me all of a sudden,” he said.

“Well, why isn’t there any electricity, Leo? It’s sort of unconventional these days to live in a city without it.”

“I’ll check the breakers,” he said.

While he was gone, Mayfair turned on the water. It ran brown for almost the whole time he was gone, and the hot water never turned hot, of course.

Leo stepped back into the doorway. “No problem with the breakers. All are on,” he said, “and look good to me.”

“Well, then?”

He shrugged. “My guess is he forgot to pay his electric bill. He’s been getting like that. We should probably leave and find a motel nearby.”

“How can you just leave after finding this? What will he be coming home to, Leo? Call the electric company, and find out how we can pay the bill and get it turned on.”

“His phone is dead. I guess he forgot that bill, too. He didn’t care because he didn’t have anyone he cared to speak to, and I don’t have a cell phone. Do you?”

She stared at him. He widened his eyes and shrugged again. Then she just began to laugh.

He smiled, amazed. “What?”

“You’re completely without any sense of responsibility, like a candle in the wind.”

“Elton John,” he said, pointing at her.

“Great. That and fifty cents will get us a bagel.” She stood there thinking. “Let’s ask the neighbor.”

“I think we should just go, Mayfair. He’ll deal with it when he comes home.”

“That’s cold, Leo. You said he was in his mid-eighties and he’s all by himself.”

“He’s a stubborn guy. He probably just decided they were charging too much per kilowatt or something.”

She just stared.

“Okay, okay. We’ll ask the neighbor anyway,” he said.

He started out, and she followed. At the entrance of the driveway, he paused and looked to his right and then to his left.

“You don’t know any of them?”

“No.”

“Then just go right. It doesn’t matter,” she said.

He nodded, and she followed him to the neighbor’s front door. He pushed the buzzer, and they waited. A woman, who looked like she was seventy but was dressed like a teenager in torn jeans and a sixties tie-dyed shirt without a collar, greeted them. She had a heavy bosom and wore no bra. Her stark gray hair was down to her shoulders, and she wore eyeglasses with slightly pink lenses, ruby lipstick, and some eyeliner. Both wrists were loaded down with bracelets, mixtures of silver, beads, amber stones, and leather.

“Excuse me, ma’am. My grandfather lives next door.”

“Sergeant Pepper?” she said, smiling. “Where’s he been? I haven’t seen him in a dog’s age.”

“He’s visiting my uncle and aunt,” Leo said, “but he apparently forgot to pay his electric bill, and they’ve turned off his electricity.”

“Bastards,” she said.

“I wonder if you can tell us where the closest electric company office is so we could pay it and get the power back on.”

“We should picket the place. Just a minute,” she said. She left the door slightly open.

“Colorful senior citizen neighborhood,” Leo told Mayfair.

The woman returned with a bill.

“Oh, we could have done that,” Mayfair realized aloud. “There must be dozens in that basket.”

“Here’s the address of the nearest office. Don’t let them charge you interest,” she warned.

“Thank you,” Leo said.

“Grandson, huh? I don’t remember you,” she said.

He shrugged. “I’ve grown, and I usually came and went in the evenings whenever I was here.”

“If you need anything else, just knock,” she told them. “My name is Angel.”

“That you are,” Leo said, and she smiled, revealing a number of missing teeth on both sides of her mouth.

She closed the door, and they walked back to the house. He looked at the address Angel had given them.

“It’s not too far,” he said. “You sure you want to bother?”

“My schedule is a bit light right now, but I think I can manage,” Mayfair replied.

Leo laughed, and they got onto his motorcycle and headed off.

The back bills were more than six hundred dollars. Leo didn’t have enough, so she gave him four hundred. They were told the electricity would be on in less than twenty minutes.

“Let’s get something to eat in the meantime,” he suggested, “and take a walk on the beach. I think we need the fresh sea air after being in my grandfather’s place.”

“Sounds like a good idea,” she said.

They went to a health-food restaurant on Main Street called Heaven and Earth. Neither was a vegetarian or anything, but they thought they’d enjoy the experience. The small city was busy with tourists from everywhere, especially the U.K., Russia, and China.

“I’ve never been out of the country,” Leo said, listening to some of the languages spoken. “Have you?”

“No.”

“Well, maybe it’s time we took a trip. We can backpack our way across Europe.”

She smiled at him.

“What?” he asked.

“You are definitely a free soul, Leo. I haven’t met anyone quite like you.”

“There are lots of guys and girls like me, Mayfair. You’ve just been too cloistered. There’s plenty of time to get serious—or nailed down, as I like to call it.”

Mayfair wondered how true that was. Cloistered wasn’t too dramatic an exaggeration when it came to describing her. She had lived most of her life in a bubble. Perhaps all she was doing right now was enjoying a typical young person’s rebellion. She hated it when psychologists told her father and, from what she overheard at her previous school, other parents that their child was going through a phase. “We’ve all been through it” was a typical platitude. Well, what if you hadn’t? What if there was nothing in your experience to familiarize and comfort you about your child’s behavior? Did that mean you would feel she was strange, she was different?

Naturally, Mayfair often wondered what kind of a parent she would be. She hoped her child would not be “gifted.” Would she then be intolerant, impatient, and give him or her an even worse complex? Sons and daughters too often measured themselves against their parents, especially if those parents were accomplished people.

“What were your parents like, Leo?” she asked. He lost his smile. “It’s okay if you can’t talk about them.”

“No, no, it’s fine. My father was a very successful business attorney, and my mother was a buyer for a major department-store chain. She did lots of traveling, even when I was only five. My aunt wasn’t married then, so she often took care of me on weekends. My father had his friends, fellow golfers. My mother called herself a golf widow. I guess I was a golf orphan. He used to justify all the time he spent on golf by telling us it wasn’t all recreation, that business was done between the fifth and seventh holes. Something like that. I used to wonder why they bothered having me.”

“If you went by us and the people our age we know, you’d think the whole country was dysfunctional,” Mayfair said.

“Isn’t it? Forget about it. Pretend we just popped into the world or something. Some atoms joined, and voilà, here we are. You can come up with the formula better than I could. You probably have.”

“I’m not that creative,” Mayfair said, “unless you want to call solving problems creative.”

“Whatever you are, it’s fine with me.” He signaled for the check. “Let’s go for a walk on the beach. We’ll start at the pier.”

He paid the bill, and they walked all the way to the pier. There was a Ferris wheel and kiosks of games of chance and fast food. It was already quite crowded.

“Let’s just get away from all this,” he said.

They took off their shoes to walk on the sand, and Mayfair was thrown back to her memory of that day with Mr. Taylor, walking with him on the beach and then agreeing to go to his place for pizza. Just like then, walking by the sea and feeling the warm sand between her toes, she felt free and ready to abandon any restraints. The water was mesmerizing, especially when she looked to the horizon. It was easy to lose all sense of time and place. Why couldn’t it always be like this? Why did there have to be consequences when you did something spontaneous? She lived in and studied the world of rules. Fleeing from it seemed not only natural right now but also deeply moral.

Leo took her hand and then drew her closer to kiss her, as if he wanted to kiss away deep thinking.

“You know what?” he said, suddenly filled with new energy and excitement when she smiled. “We could live here.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, let’s not just clean up my grandfather’s house for him. Let’s do it for us, too. I’ll land a job at one of the auto fix-it places, and you can do what you want when you want. We’ll make the place extra-comfortable, get new appliances and stuff. The only rules will be the rules we set for ourselves.”

“What about your grandfather, Leo? Maybe he wouldn’t like that.”

“He’ll love the company. Tomorrow I’ll call my uncle and see how my grandfather’s doing and when he intends to return. Maybe he’s never going to return. Maybe they’ll put him in an adult residence or something. I know he is leaving the house to me. He told me he is. Who knows what tomorrow will bring? In the meantime—”

“In the meantime, let’s take it a step at a time,” Mayfair said. “We’ll get it fixed up for now and then decide.”

“Live day to day?”

“A to B,” she said.

He nodded. “Yeah, you’re right. So . . .”

“So let’s go to a supermarket on the way back and get what we need.”

“Right. You know,” he said, looking out at the sea, “a day like this can be a lifetime.”

She said nothing but thought how true and yet how odd to think it. They turned and walked off the beach, strangely silent, both so lost in thoughts and inner voices that they heard nothing else until the wail of a car horn reminded them there were other people in the world.

It wasn’t an awareness they appreciated.
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Dr. Marlowe wanted it done quickly, so she brought four of the school’s male employees out with shovels to fill in the ditch. Corliss and Donna had taken Michael Brewster under the fence to show him the exact path they had followed to get to the mall below. They then told him all they had discovered on their second trip.

Dr. Marlowe called in the security company that had installed their cameras and had them add what was necessary to cover the area at the rear of the building. She also had the old lock on the rear kitchen door replaced with the security card lock. Everything was done in a matter of hours. In the meantime, Donna and Corliss were told to return to their rooms to await further instructions. Their parents were informed and were on their way to Spindrift. They were to be taken home until hearings would be conducted regarding their futures at the school.

They hadn’t been in their rooms a half hour, however, before they were called back to Dr. Marlowe’s office. Awaiting them in the office was Mayfair’s father. Corliss thought he was thinner than she had imagined him to be from Mayfair’s descriptions, and although he was good-looking, he didn’t have that inner strength she could easily see in her own father. There was something fragile about him.

Donna thought he looked a bit pale and fragile as well. She and Corliss looked at each other, both thinking it was no wonder Mayfair’s stepmother got her way so often. They recalled how Mayfair had described what went on at her home and how she could count on the fingers of one hand how many times her father had sided with her and not with her stepmother.

“Girls, this is Mr. Cummings, Mayfair’s father. He has asked to speak with you.”

Donna and Corliss sat and looked at him with identical expressions of disapproval as he turned in his chair to face them. He fidgeted with his shirt cuffs.

“I understand you two were Mayfair’s best friends here,” he began.

“Are,” Donna said.

“Pardon?”

“We still are her best friends,” Corliss said. Neither she nor Donna smiled. They looked like they would eat him alive.

He glanced at Dr. Marlowe, who nodded for him to proceed.

“Have you any idea where she might be? We’re very worried. I’m not going to punish her or anything. I just want to know she’s safe, and so do her mother and sister,” he added.

“We thought she said her mother had passed away, Mr. Cummings,” Donna said.

Anyone observing this scene who didn’t know the facts would easily think Mayfair’s father was the one who had broken the rules of Spindrift.

“Her stepmother,” he said, visibly annoyed at having to make the connection. “She’s just as worried as her real mother would be. Do you know where she is?” he demanded.

“No, Mr. Cummings. The young man she met and went off with somewhere is apparently a stranger not only to us but also to people who live in Piñon Pines,” Corliss said. “We have no idea where he lives or where he came from.”

“You must know something you might have forgotten to mention to the police,” he said, his voice straining between the boundary of anger and hysteria.

“All we know is he said he had been heading west. We told Mr. Brewster all we knew about him, but we did direct him and the police to Olaf’s brewpub in the mall to question a bartender there,” Donna said.

“We were told his name was Mike. According to the waitress who first served us, he had a conversation with Leo.”

“Leo? He didn’t give you a last name?” Mr. Cummings asked.

“No, and we can’t confirm that Leo or Leonardo, as he called himself, is his actual name, either,” Corliss said. “We didn’t see any identification, and both Donna and I thought there was little truth to most of what he had said. Maybe he told more to Mike. We gave Mr. Brewster and the police the best physical description of him that we could.”

“Mayfair might just come back on her own,” Donna said. “Maybe even today.”

Mayfair’s father was quiet for a few moments. He looked at Dr. Marlowe—angrily, Donna thought. She also thought he shouldn’t be blaming Dr. Marlowe.

“Why do you think she’s done this?” he asked them. “I doubt any of you had trouble understanding what you could and couldn’t do while you were here. What would cause her to risk throwing all this opportunity away? Why did you two do it?”

Corliss and Donna glanced at each other. He sounded like he really cared what their opinions were, maybe even more than he cared about the opinions of Dr. Marlowe and the teachers here.

Corliss leaned forward. “None of us would deny that this is a wonderful place for students like us to be, Mr. Cummings. We know that none of us would find the same facilities and teachers with the same qualities, brilliance, to challenge us in any other school like they do here.” She glanced at Dr. Marlowe. “But for all of us, despite the expense and the thought that have gone into creating Spindrift, there is something missing.”

“What?” Dr. Marlowe asked before Mayfair’s father could. “Sporting events? Parties? You have opportunities to socialize if you so desire.”

“It’s not simply a social life, activities for pleasure and not for educational value, Dr. Marlowe. No, it’s something that would help us feel—”

“Normal?” Dr. Marlowe quickly offered, her mouth curling in at the corners.

“No, not normal. I think we’re tired of hearing that term and being compared to someone described that way, even though what is normal or abnormal today is probably quite debatable. No, it’s more like feeling that we belong,” Corliss said.

Donna nodded and smiled. “Exactly.”

“Belong to what?” Mayfair’s father asked. He grimaced as if he was anticipating something horrible.

“To humanity, I guess. You could say the world, the country, whatever. We’re evaluated and analyzed continually, Mr. Cummings, but it goes deeper than whatever neurosis any of us might exhibit,” Corliss explained.

Dr. Marlowe nodded and sat back. She turned to Mayfair’s father, who looked even more confused. “Corliss leans heavily toward the study of social behavior, psychology,” Dr. Marlowe said. “I have little doubt that she could do something quite significant in that field if she had that ambition. She could easily achieve a doctorate.”

“I don’t have to achieve a degree to understand what’s happening here, Dr. Marlowe. Mayfair was fleeing from that same emptiness, I imagine,” Corliss said. “All three of us were, are, but Mayfair has much less. Ironically, then, she is fleeing from so much more.”

Mr. Cummings sat back. “And that would be what?” he asked. “That so much more?”

“Well, Donna and I are apparently going home, maybe for good, but at least we’re going somewhere we can think of as home. Mayfair doesn’t feel that such a place exists for her, despite what you just told us about how concerned you all are about her welfare.”

No one spoke. The silence was thick.

Dr. Marlowe moved some papers about on her desk.

Mayfair’s father nodded slowly. “She told you this?”

“Yes. In short, Mr. Cummings, Mayfair doesn’t feel like she’s running away from anything important, but like Donna and me and I suspect others here, she’s not sure why or where she should go. Often, we feel like we’re in a myriad of information, processes, and theories. We know we’re brilliant; we’ve been told it all our lives. Tests and evaluations trail after our names that probably stretch from here to the other end of the earth, but they don’t describe us. Not really. We’re without names.”

She sat back.

“This boy Leo came off like that, too, lost. Maybe he’s lost in a different way, but he’s lost. He’s no ‘gifted’ student, either, but he’s just clever enough to give Mayfair some laughs.”

“Laughs?”

“Relief,” Donna said. “I didn’t particularly like him. I don’t expect Mayfair will stay with him long. She’ll eventually get bored with him or something.”

“I would like to reach her, tell her that she has a home no matter what,” Mayfair’s father said. He said it in the tone of someone pleading with them for a chance and like someone who believed he knew way more than he was revealing.

“I know it’s customary to think that we teenagers form alliances against you adults, that we don’t trust you and we would never betray each other. We wouldn’t, but we honestly don’t know where she is right now, Mr. Cummings,” Corliss said. “She hasn’t contacted either Donna or me. The fact is that she might still be upset with us for deciding to stay away from Leo. Maybe if we had gone back with her, none of this would have happened.”

“That’s my fault,” Donna said. “I was more adamant about not returning and definitely not seeing him.”

“It’s both our faults,” Corliss said. “I made my own decision about not returning.” She turned to Dr. Marlowe. “We’ll say it now and say it later, Dr. Marlowe. None of us did what we did unwillingly. We are not going to provide lame excuses. Each of us acted independently. We don’t succumb to peer pressure.”

“Maybe that’s not always a good thing,” Dr. Marlowe said.

“It is for us,” Donna said. She wouldn’t challenge what Corliss had said, but what she would admit to herself right now was that Corliss’s bravery and strength in the light of this condemnation of their actions did influence her to be braver and stronger.

“Yeah, well, thank you,” Mayfair’s father said, obviously not interested in any theoretical back-and-forth concerning the behavior of the gifted. “I hope you’ll do the right thing if she does contact either of you.”

“Don’t worry about Mayfair. She’ll be back, I’m sure,” Donna said. “Maybe not here, though. Besides what we told you about how she feels about it all, she knows she’s in trouble here.”

“The three of you are in trouble here,” Dr. Marlowe said sharply. “You can return to your rooms until your parents arrive, girls. Unless you have something more to add.”

“We’re sorry to have caused trouble for the people who have managed to love us,” Donna said.

“Ditto,” Corliss said.

They rose and walked out.

“If I ever saw a face full of guilt, that was it,” Corliss said as they walked to the stairway.

Donna paused. “Mr. Cummings’s face or Dr. Marlowe’s?” she asked.

Corliss laughed. “In each one’s own way, both. I’m going to miss you, Donna Buddha.”

“We’ll all miss each other,” Donna said, and they started up the stairway, both knowing it could very well be for the last time.

They paused at Donna’s door.

“Mayfair hated our rooms. She ever tell you that?” Donna asked.

“Yeah, well, maybe she was right about them. They’re starting to look like prison cells. Good luck with your parents.”

“You, too, with yours,” Donna said.

They hesitated, wondering who would make the first move. Donna did. She hugged Corliss, who held on to her longer than Donna held on to her. Then they went to their rooms.

Corliss’s parents arrived first. From the way her father clenched and unclenched his hands while her mother fought back her tears, she knew he was burning up with rage the way someone very sick might burn up with a fever. She put her things together quickly.

“All I know,” her father finally said when she was ready to leave, “is you’re the brilliant one in the family and you’re the one who’s caused us the most trouble.”

Her mother freed her tears and openly cried as they turned to go down the stairs.

“Just a minute,” Corliss said. “I have to speak to someone first.”

She didn’t wait for permission; she went to Donna’s room and opened the door without knocking. Donna was lying on her bed, staring up at the ceiling, a look of terror on her face, anticipating her parents.

“You call me,” Corliss said, “or I’ll call you. This doesn’t end here.”

Donna nodded. “I’m sorry if I made you think I was blaming you and Mayfair for all this. I wouldn’t have gone if I didn’t want to. I wasn’t just bullshitting in Marlowe’s office. Really.”

“I know. Thanks. Come up with something Buddha would say to help yourself,” Corliss added, smiling. She left and closed the door.

Donna stared after her. “Buddha didn’t say it in the same way,” she whispered, “but this, too, will pass.”

An hour later, her parents arrived. Her father wore a look of deep disappointment and sadness rather than anger and rage. She knew he had believed she would accomplish something great here. She certainly felt sorrier for him at the moment than she did for herself. As usual when he confronted trouble, he was silent, but his eyes were speaking volumes. She gathered her things as her parents watched silently.

“Why did you do this?” her mother asked. “You never got into trouble at school. Is this some way of getting back at us for something or what?”

“Wait,” her father said. “There’s plenty of time for that.”

Donna avoided looking at either of them and left her room without looking back.

Both Corliss’s parents and hers had met with Dr. Marlowe before coming to their rooms, so Dr. Marlowe was not waiting to say any sort of good-bye. They were told to turn over their security cards to the guard at the gate on their way out, and with that action, Spindrift fell behind them.

Very likely forever.
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As soon as they entered his grandfather’s house, Leo checked the electricity by flipping a light switch. The bulb in the fixture above them lit. They could hear the motor in the refrigerator grinding away. Something needed oil badly, but it was working. Mayfair began to unpack their groceries and the cleaning materials she had bought. They also had a new mop.

“I’ll work on the bedroom while you do the kitchen,” Leo said.

“Check the washing machine. Do you know how to do a load?”

“I think I can figure it out,” he said. “It’s not a very complicated machine.”

“Where have I heard that before?”

He paused in the doorway and smiled. “You make it sound like we’ve been together for years.” He shrugged. “Not that I mind it.” He looked around. “This is setting up house, whether we call it that or not.”

“Call it whatever you like, but if we’re going to stay here even for a night, we should make it halfway decent,” she said.

He left, and she began, realizing that the place really hadn’t been cleaned for quite some time. How could they leave a man that old here to take care of himself? He obviously didn’t have a cleaning lady, unless she was one of the worst in the country. Hadn’t anyone visited him? she wondered.

She went to work, vigorously scrubbing what she could clean and smiling to herself, thinking of how her stepmother, a woman who would get a cleaning lady to brush her teeth if she could, would react to this.

“I got the clothes washer working,” Leo announced proudly. He held up his hands, which were stained with grime and grease. “Mechanically inclined.”

“What about the dryer?”

“The dryer? Oh. Right,” he said, and went off again.

She laughed to herself. He’s more oblivious than I am when it comes to the obvious things, she thought. After another fifteen minutes or so, he returned to declare that the dryer worked and they were in business.

“Let’s try the range. I’m no cook, but I can make eggs and do a hamburger,” Mayfair said.

“We’re in hog heaven,” he said when he was able to get the burners lit.

She laughed, and they both set out to prepare their dinner. At the supermarket, she had chosen the ingredients for a salad. He washed dishes and silverware and set the table. When she was done making the salad, she worked on the hamburgers.

“Wow. A beautiful girl who’s brilliant and can prepare a dinner. Did I win the lottery or what?”

“I’m no homemaker, Leo. This is far from brain surgery,” she said.

“Not to me. I’ll get the bedding into the dryer,” he said, and hurried out.

By the time he was back, she had the food on the table.

“Wait!” he cried. “I know where there’s a bottle of red wine, and there’s a candleholder here and candles. We’ll make it look romantic. We need music, too. There’s an old phonograph. Records are a bit scratchy.”

He set that up. The records were scratchy, but she thought it was amusing. He found a record of music by Glenn Miller’s orchestra. There wasn’t a girl in her public school, senior or not, who would have been able to stand it for ten seconds, she thought. Somehow that made it more fun.

They began to eat. She hadn’t realized just how hungry she was. He was, too.

“Sea air always stirs my appetite,” Leo said. “That and a beautiful girl.”

“In what order?”

“What? Oh. What’s a beach without a beautiful girl?”

“When were you really here last, Leo? Was it in such bad condition then, too?”

“I don’t remember thinking about it. Grandpa had what he needed or cared to have, and I wasn’t going to upset his applecart. As I told Angel, I wasn’t here much when I was here. Most of the time, I just crashed for a night or so. But it’s cozy enough, right?”

“I guess,” she admitted. “If we fixed a few other things. We’ve really just begun.”

“Needs repainting, too, doesn’t it?”

“Yes.”

“So what’s wrong with my idea?” he asked, practically pouncing. “This is so perfect for now. Carpe diem. You don’t want to go back; I don’t want to go back. We’ll get this place looking brand new.”

“We’ll talk about it tomorrow,” she said. “Every day, we’ll talk about it tomorrow.”

He laughed. “I can live with that. Tell me more about that school. What did you study?”

She described Spindrift and how it worked.

“So you don’t get a degree or anything?”

“Degrees are extraneous. We’re all past any requirements for any degree. When students leave, they go to high-paying positions or are paid to continue research.”

“Impressive. Why would you want to give up on all that? Not that I’m complaining,” he said, smiling and pouring them both what was left of the wine. “In fact, if someone talked you into going AWOL, give me his name and number so I can thank him.”

Mayfair sat back and smiled but studied him more. She realized she really hadn’t done that, really gotten into him. They played and bantered about themselves, but most of the time, he was holding back on his feelings and thoughts almost as much as she was.

“What really got you to do this, Leo?”

“Do what?”

“Run off and live a carefree life.”

“Maybe I was just bored.”

“You really never had anyone you cared for enough to keep you where you were?”

He shrugged. “No one who grabbed me deep enough, challenged me. Most of the girls I knew lived in selfie country.”

“Selfie? You mean taking pictures of themselves?”

“Exactly. They even left me out of the picture. Once I had this reflective paper made up to fit over my head, and when I took this girl out, I put it on. She asked me what it was, and I said, ‘Just something to keep you interested. You can look at yourself when you look at me.’ Needless to say, that ended our date.”

“I bet,” Mayfair said. “But that is funny.”

“I can be funny.” He reached for her hand and stared at her a moment. “I’ll check on the sheets and pillowcases,” he said, and rose.

She started to clear the table.

“All dry,” he told her when he came back. “Let’s leave the cleanup for later. For now, we can make the bed together in more ways than one. How’s that?”

“Probably an original approach, for sure,” she said, “although I’m no expert.”

“I doubt that. Something tells me you could qualify as an expert in just about anything.”

“When you know me better, you’ll see I’d rather not be,” she said.

“I’ll take you any way you want. You can dye your hair until you’re a Hollywood dumb blonde and giggle after everything I say, and I’d still want to hold your hand.”

“Seems to me you’re the expert when it comes to seducing someone,” she said. She smiled. “It’s all right. I’ve been around too many ‘what you see is what you get’ people.”

He reached for her, and they went into the bedroom, made the bed, and looked at each other across it.

“It ain’t the Ritz,” he said, “but I’m hoping in a few moments you won’t care.”

She smiled. He was charming, but she couldn’t help sensing that there was something very important about him that she had yet to discover. She was almost afraid to do it. She wanted to stop herself from being so perceptive and analytical, at least long enough to forget who she was and where she was headed, especially at this moment.

Never taking their eyes off each other, they began to undress. When they were totally naked, they stood without moving.

“This is almost enough for me,” he said. “You are quite beautiful, Mayfair.”

“I rarely feel that,” she said. “I rarely think about it.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll feel and think it for you,” he said, and pulled back the top sheet. She got in beside him, and they kissed long and hard at first and then both settled into a more graceful foreplay. She turned onto her back and closed her eyes as he explored her body with his lips and the tips of his fingers, touching her as if he thought at any moment she could pop like a bubble and be gone.

She fought back the urge to review everything that was going on in her body, except her heartbeat. She embraced how fast it was going; she embraced the flush that moved down her body, and she relaxed and opened herself to him as if she had been waiting for him for years. No wife whose husband had just returned from a war felt any more passion than she did at this moment. What she liked most of all was how she was able to put aside every concern, every thought about reality, consequences, and tomorrow. There was nothing beyond this moment. What was out there, what was to come, was as empty as outer space itself.

She was glad he didn’t rush things. She thought if there was one thing mature about him, it was this, this awareness of how precious some moments were and how important it was to savor them and not think only of the climax. There was more to him, she thought when she let herself think, but there was something that kept him from realizing what that more was about himself.

She remembered, just before they both came and cried out their pleasure, that she’d realized something new about him. He wasn’t running from the traditional things like an organized, regimented life or the expectations of the adults who provided for him. He wasn’t running from boredom despite what he said, and he really wasn’t running from tragedy. He was running from himself. He really didn’t want to be who he was. It was truer for him than it was for her.

Afterward, when she thought more about it, she was saddened. She couldn’t do what he dreamed she could. She couldn’t give him a new identity. She was too involved in searching for her own. What he thought they might create together was so much a fantasy that it almost qualified as hallucination. This was, after all, only a side road they had taken together. If it didn’t have an end, it simply turned back into the main highway. It was certainly no escape.

Maybe not tomorrow, maybe not the day after that, but soon they would look at each other and know they had to go back. Perhaps neither of them could verbalize what it was that they would be returning to, but it was out there, waiting, waiting with the patience of the confident and arrogant.

The trick is not to let that destroy you, she thought.

She looked at him. He had closed his eyes with a smile on his face, and in moments, he had fallen asleep. She was satiated, but she still envied his look of contentment. After all, he wasn’t a gifted student; he was a drifter. He couldn’t go as deeply into everything as she could, as she knew that she would despite her effort to resist. Sadly, she thought, You can’t help being who you are. The hardest thing in life might be learning how to live with yourself.

She rose, put on her clothes, and quietly walked out. Her intention was to take a walk and think. It would be easier to do that away from him and those eyes of his that would be full of disappointment because she was analyzing and being realistic. On her way out, she paused and looked at the basket of mail. She sifted through it and saw there were a number of notices from the electric company. Checking the dates, she saw that they went back much further than Leo had indicated. There was a final notice, too.

When was Leo here last? He was vague about that. And when exactly did his grandfather leave to visit Leo’s uncle and aunt? Was no one interested in what went on at the house? The questions encouraged her to look at more of the mail. Most of it was third-class advertisements, but there were notices from the telephone company as well, with a final notice warning that phone service would end, too.

What really stirred her curiosity were his grandfather’s social security checks. She opened one envelope and saw the date on the check. None had been cashed for nearly nine months. Unless he had been gone that long, why wouldn’t the earlier ones have been cashed?

She looked around. Considering how they had found the condition of this house, how long it had been neglected, and what she could see in the mail, his grandfather had been gone quite a longer time than Leo had implied. What did all this mean?

Something was seriously not right, Mayfair thought, and she went to Leo’s grandfather’s bedroom. The closet had looked full when she viewed it the first time. Now she went to the dresser and opened the top drawer. What caught her attention immediately was a wallet. She opened it and saw that it belonged to Leo’s grandfather. It had a copy of his old driver’s license, which was long expired. That wasn’t important to have, but beneath it was his VA identification card. This made no sense at all. It was still active. How could he leave without his identification, especially a man that age? He needed his medical card wherever he was.

There was no money in the wallet and no credit cards.

She closed the drawer and stood there thinking for a few moments.

Leo was still sleeping when she returned to the bedroom. She stood gazing at him.

Suddenly, his eyes popped open. He smiled at her and then lost his smile. “Why are you dressed? How long have I been sleeping?”

“Not long.” She stepped closer to the bed.

He pushed himself up to a sitting position. “Oh, the cleanup. I bet you did it all, huh?”

“No, nothing yet, Leo. I think we need to talk. I mean, really talk now.”

He scrubbed his head with his palms as if to bring blood to it and turn on his brain. “About what? You’re not going to get genius serious on me now.”

“Not genius but sensible enough. If you want me to stay with you another day, Leo, I’d like you to tell me the truth.”

He smiled. “What truth?”

“Let’s begin with where is your grandfather?”

“I told you. He’s visiting my uncle and aunt. Don’t worry about it. He won’t care that we’re here. We’re not doing anything that would upset him.”

“That’s not my concern, Leo.” She thought a moment. “Where’s your wallet?”

“My wallet? Why?” He glanced at his pants, which he had left on the floor.

She went to them quickly.

“Hey, what are you doing?”

She found his wallet and opened it.

He watched her without moving.

“I don’t understand,” she said. “Why did you call yourself Leo? Leonardo? Your name is Mark, and your middle name is Donald.”

He smiled. “I like the name Leonardo. You don’t have to keep the name your parents gave you. They had their reasons, and I have mine.”

She put his wallet back in his pants. “You and the truth have more issues,” she said. “I’ll go clean up our dinner dishes. Get dressed and think about it all, Leo. I’ll call you Leo, but when you come out, I’ll be expecting you to tell me the truth about your parents, your grandfather, all of it.”

She turned and walked out. It was funny, but she didn’t feel deceived even though she knew she had been right from the beginning. He was holding back, pretending to be someone he wasn’t. There was something fragile about him. He was vulnerable, and despite how attractive and how charming he could be at times, he was sad. Deep down inside, there was a painful sadness. She was sure of that. She even felt a little guilty about forcing him to face the truth, whatever that was going to be. If people were comfortable in their illusions and not harming anyone, why shatter them?

She was almost finished with everything by the time he came out dressed. It wasn’t that it took him that long to put on his clothes, she thought. He was probably pondering what he was going to do. She knew with her first look at him that he had decided to tell her the truth.

She sat at the table.

He stood looking at her. “I don’t want to lose you so quickly,” he said.

“We don’t have each other yet, Leo. We’ve made love, had some good moments, fun moments, but it takes a lot more time and investment to have someone.”

He nodded. “Well, I don’t wanna give up investing,” he said, smiling.

“No one says you have to. Tell me about your grandfather; tell me about your family.”

He sat in the chair facing her. “My father and my grandfather never really got along with each other. My father would say they were like oil and water. Especially when he was a teenager, my father would have bad arguments with my grandfather. According to my mother, they nearly came to blows a number of times and maybe did and no one knew. It was that bad. They just didn’t have time to form a decent relationship, I guess. My grandfather was gone a lot when my father was a child.”

“You told me the same thing about your father.”

“As ye sow so shall ye reap. You’d think he’d be different, experiencing what he had, but despite how he felt about my grandfather, my father isn’t much different. We don’t argue violently. He just shrugs and walks away with a ‘Suit yourself, I’m not wasting my breath’ comment. On the other hand, my grandfather and I got along. People get older, they get softer, I guess. I was the one who visited him after my grandmother died. My father and grandfather didn’t talk to each other even then. My father never asked me about him, and for the most part, my grandfather rarely asked me about my father. He’d listen if I told him something, but he was stubborn about it. When brothers, sisters, parents, and children feud, it goes deep, I guess. Friends can make up faster.”

“Your parents didn’t die in a traffic accident, did they?”

He looked at her with his lips pressed together as though he was afraid once he opened them, all of the truth would spill out.

“You use the present tense when referring to your father, Leo.”

He shrugged. “There’s all sorts of death, I suppose. I’m a great disappointment to them. I didn’t go to college. I could have, but I didn’t want to. It seemed like a waste of time to me. I went to work as an auto mechanic, just as I told you. Moved out of the house and was on my own. Whenever I could, I’d come here and spend time with the old man. I think I’m more like him than I am like my father. I think he felt the same way.”

She nodded. “Your grandfather died, didn’t he?”

He smiled. “I knew it was dumb to keep the truth from you. Yes, he died. I came here one day about eight months ago and found him dead. He had been dead for days. He didn’t have close friends and wasn’t crazy about his neighbors, so no one bothered to check on him.”

“The neighbors didn’t figure it out anyway?”

“I guess not. The lights weren’t turned off until a little while before I came. It’s like that in cities. People don’t know their next-door neighbors, not that he was easy to get to know. I bet he growled back if they said hello, especially Angel. That’s why she calls him Sergeant Pepper.”

“Did you tell your parents, your father, about your grandfather’s passing?”

“What for? It was too late for him to find a way to care.”

She stared at him a moment and then looked at the basket of mail before turning back to him. “The house wasn’t put up for sale.”

He shrugged. What was he saying?

“What did you do when you found him, Leo? Did you call for an ambulance?”

“He was dead for days. Unless it was the Lazarus company or something, what would they do?”

She understood exactly what he did, and it sent a chill down her spine. She rose and walked to the rear door. She hadn’t been out here yet. The washer and dryer were on the back porch as he had described, and there was a fenced-in yard maybe thirty by twenty feet. The fence was made of gray wood slats that were about eight feet high. In the starlight, she could see there was nothing in the yard. There was little grass, mostly weeds, and some old boards.

She went back inside. He looked at her and then looked down at the table where he had clasped his hands.

“You have to report an unattended death, Leo. It’s illegal not to. For all you know, someone could have murdered him.”

“Naw. You could see his heart gave out.”

“You’re no medical examiner. It’s not like looking at a car engine.”

“There’s no harm done. Nobody but me would have attended his funeral anyway. He’d complain about spending money on it.”

She shook her head. “It’s wrong, Leo.”

“You gonna tell on me?”

“I’d rather you did that yourself.”

“We could just pick up and go now. Time doesn’t matter. We’ll find somewhere else. Maybe we’ll go down to Rosarito Beach in Mexico. How’s that?”

“When you’re riding, you feel like you’re escaping. There’s always the unknown ahead of you, but the past hangs on, Leo. You can’t forget. You’re always taking yourself for the ride. You can’t leave yourself behind.”

He shook his head but held his smile. “Serves me right for not picking up a Valley girl. You know, like the one who took two birth-control pills to be for sure, for sure,” he said, wagging his head.

“We’re past making jokes about it, Leo. You think about it all,” she said. She rose.

“Where are you going?”

“I think I know where, finally,” she said. She headed for the door.

“Are you coming back?” he shouted.

“Do what you have to do first,” she said. “We’ll find each other after that.”

She walked out. He didn’t follow. The cool sea air invigorated her. With her head down, her arms crossed beneath her breasts, she walked steadily toward Santa Monica’s Main Street. As she went, the realization of where she would go became clear and clearer.

When she reached Main Street, she found a phone and called. Her father answered so quickly she imagined him to be sitting on top of the phone.

“Daddy,” she said when he answered. She was actually crying, struggling to speak.

“Mayfair?”

“Come get me,” she said, and told him where she was.


Epilogue

[image: images]

The girls of Spindrift met at a coffee pub in Westwood Village only a few blocks away from the campus of UCLA. Many of the students were out and about in the streets and the restaurants. In fact, the particular part of Westwood Village where the coffee pub was located resembled an extension of the college campus. Mayfair was the first one there, waiting in a small booth. They didn’t plan it, but all three of them were wearing Spindrift shirts with the school name written in Greek letters.

Corliss was next to arrive. She was as sharp-looking as ever in her black skinny jeans with a distressed edge and ankle booties. She had her hair brushed back into a unicorn ponytail. Her signature one-string earring dangled from her left lobe. Everyone in the place turned to look at her. She quickly switched into her sassy look and deliberately took her time to cross over to Mayfair’s booth, forcing some students to part so she could go by.

Mayfair smiled as she slipped in across from her in the booth. “I see you’ve been wallowing in a pool of embarrassment and disgrace,” Mayfair quipped, “beaten to a shadow of yourself.”

Corliss laughed. “Remember, Mayfairy, a thing in motion remains in motion unless acted on in an opposite direction. I’m still in motion.”

“You’ll always be. Where’s Donna Buddha?”

As if on cue, Donna Ramanez entered the coffee pub. She had cut her light brown hair into an asymmetrical bob since they had all seen one another. She wore a pair of jeans leggings open at both knees and a pair of white lace-up sneakers. With a wide smile, she hurried to join them.

“So we three meet again,” she said.

“We’ve had our share of thunder, lightning, and rain,” Corliss replied.

“I guess there are some who still think we resemble the witches in Macbeth,” Mayfair said.

No one spoke as they all contemplated what the reactions to what they had done had been, and then all three smiled.

“We’ve lived to tell our grandchildren,” Mayfair said dryly.

“Have you seen or heard from Leo?” Corliss asked.

“No.”

“Do you think you ever will?” Donna followed.

“I don’t know, and I like it that way, not knowing. What we missed most in our lives was surprise. Our parents couldn’t fool us, and we usually saw right to the core of the girls in our classes who were jealous of us. A good surprise is a breath of fresh air.”

“Well, we do know we will be hearing from Dr. Marlowe in two days,” Donna said. “There’s no surprise there.”

“Do you think it will come in an email, in a phone call, or by carrier pigeon?” Corliss asked.

“I’m holding my breath,” Donna said.

“I’ve decided not to wait,” Mayfair said.

“Meaning?”

“I think we’ve been overestimated.”

“How so?” Donna asked. “We’re attached to all those test scores and proved ourselves in classes and research at Spindrift. I think we’ve all lived up to our expectations on that score.”

“What I’m saying is I don’t think we’re ready to mix with the masses. I’ve given it a lot of thought. I believe it’s a mistake to take people like us and leapfrog us over college. It was a mistake from the start, as far as I’m concerned. I should have remained in regular classes when I was younger. We’re all missing something important: relationships. They’ve treated us like what we’ve been justifiably called by others our age, walking brain matter.”

Mayfair continued, “You might master every social theory, Corliss. You might even create some new approach to a common problem someday, but if you don’t touch the people you are adding up in theories, you won’t succeed, not really.”

“What are you saying? You want to go to college?” Donna asked, her eyes sparkling with surprise.

“Yes. The work will be easy for me. I know that, but I want to meet people, not just professors and computers. I know that my experience with men is a result of my social immaturity. The same, I believe, is true for both of you, for all the drifters, in fact. I think Dr. Marlowe knows that and was and is struggling with how to fix it, but she can’t, not as long as we’re all part of the process, the experiment, living in a laboratory. We’re not real. I want to know who I am first. Then I’ll tell you and others who they are.”

“We’re like medical students trained only on mannequins,” Donna said, nodding. “I’ve felt that often.”

“Exactly.”

Corliss smiled. “You’re going to tell them to take Spindrift and shove it, aren’t you? You’re not going to wait for the decision of the board.”

“I’ve already written the letter,” Mayfair said.

“What would we do instead?” Donna asked.

“Just as you said. Go to college. You mentioned it a few times. There isn’t a school that won’t take you for early admission and give you a full scholarship. And you, Corliss, you were so disgusted at times, you threatened to quit and just get some job.”

She looked around. Some students were laughing together at the coffee counter.

“Apply to a school like UCLA. There’s plenty of opportunity at regular colleges and universities, research and the like. We don’t need to be in a fenced-in complex with twenty-four/seven security, living under a microscope all the time.”

“What does your father say about it?” Donna asked.

“He agrees. My stepmother doesn’t care as long as I’m not under her feet.”

“Interesting idea,” Corliss said. “Quit before they throw us out.”

“ ‘It is the obvious which is so difficult to see,’ ” Donna quoted. “Isaac Asimov. He asks how much of your nose can you see without a mirror.”

“Oh, Buddha,” Corliss said. “You never fail to amaze.”

“Good one,” Mayfair conceded. “We’re all really mirrors for one another.”

The three were silent for a few moments.

“You two won’t get money back,” Corliss said.

“Progress is expensive. We can get free college tuition, so our parents will just have to write it off. I’m sure we can all convince them that’s true and logical,” Mayfair said. She looked at her watch. “I’ve got to go.”

“Where are you going? I thought we’d spend more time together,” Donna said. “We want to hear more details about your love adventure.”

“I’m still processing it all,” Mayfair said. “But I’ll talk about it sometime. I promise. Right now, I’m meeting my father for lunch. Without my stepmother. It was his suggestion. Everyone learns something from the past.” She shrugged. “Stop looking so glum, Donna. We’ll see each other again.”

“When?”

“Soon,” she said. “Depending on what you two do, of course. Oh. Here,” she added, taking two envelopes out of her book bag. “Copies of my letter. If you should so decide, I thought it would be amusing if all three letters said the same things.”

Both Corliss and Donna looked at the envelopes without moving.

Donna turned to Corliss. “Do you trust her to say the right things?”

“No, but it will save some time,” Corliss said, taking one of the envelopes. “And I’d like to do what Mayfair’s done and beat Marlowe to the punch.”

Donna took the other envelope. She looked at the UCLA students laughing. She couldn’t deny she envied them for how carefree and self-confident they seemed.

“Maybe we aren’t so different from the rest of us after all,” she said.

“We bleed when cut,” Corliss said, shrugging. “Don’t we?”

“We cry when sad,” Mayfair added. “And laugh when we’re happy. We dream; we fear. In the end, we hate being alone.”

“But can we love when we are loved?” Corliss posed.

Mayfair stood. “Why don’t we let each other know when it happens?” she said.

Donna and Corliss watched her leave. Then Corliss stood. “Let’s go,” she said. “We have an email to send.”

They walked out together and stood watching Mayfair hurry across a street and around a corner. Then they hugged and parted.

All three were going in a different direction but together.
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