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Dogstar Press publishes fiction rooted in human emotion, observation, imagination, experience, and memory—from the author’s soul to the page.

THIS IS A HUMAN-WRITTEN BOOK.

Its voice, style, prose, characters, story, structure, ideas, and themes were conceived and crafted by the author without the use of generative artificial intelligence.

This is not content or training data.

This is a transmission of the human spirit.




FROM THE AUTHOR

I was late for work the morning of September 11, 2001, and my excuse was a broken heart. As a new graduate in the second week of my first adult job, the heinous buzz of the alarm clock—the model most of us had back then, with the angry red square numbers—shook me into another day cast out of Eden.

I was painfully homesick for college. Homesick for the life I thought I’d be graduating into. All of that had been pulled out from under me—a yanked tablecloth in a badly fumbled magic trick. My First Love was gone and had swiftly fallen in love with someone new, who I knew with torturous certainty he would go on to marry. I walked to work that morning, chin raised at the cerulean sky, my heart swelling with awareness of the vast beauty in the world, none of which seemed destined for me.

Without smartphones or text messaging, I did not know the Twin Towers were on fire when I walked onto my office floor. I had been thinking about love on my way to work, and it was all I could think about when I entered a conference room where colleagues were huddled, horror-struck, and not long after, we watched both towers rumble to the ground. As a child of the late 1900s, that frame—the power of love—had been seared into me by popular culture like a spiritual branding iron. Our cherished romantic comedies hadn’t promised us this. The end of the world was upon us. How could it possibly survive? And if it did, now that the bubble had burst, how could we?

What unfolded that morning and in the coming months were two staggering losses I haven’t been able to stop thinking about my entire adult life: the tragedy of 9/11 and the vanishing of the offline world. Over time I began to view these two losses as inextricably linked, merging to form the bright red line that concluded The Time Before.

Those of us who came of age when the American sky fell and technology began its ruthless takeover are called “The Last of the Innocents” by social scientists: a subgeneration of Generation X, born between 1976 and 1980. We are the last human beings in history to experience all of childhood fully offline. I have often wondered how those dual losses impacted us in the first chapter of our adult lives. How they altered our worldview, our decisions, our life trajectories. Did they dent our romantic imagination in the particular way losing your First Love does? As we blaze farther into digital domination, I fear what will happen when, one day, The Last of the Innocents—the last, pure link to analog human life—leave this earth.

Truman Capote said if a notion “truly belongs to you, then you can’t forget it—it will haunt you till it’s written.” This story has haunted me for more than twenty years. It draws from my experiences relocating to New York City to serve for two years with the 9/11 United Services Group, a nonprofit assisting people affected by the tragedy. I wrote this novel as a tribute to those brave people, and to The Last of the Innocents, as we mark the twenty-fifth anniversary of September 11th this year. The world was never the same after that unfathomable Tuesday. In this age of algorithms and amnesia, remembering it—and everything that vanished with it, into the startling blue—has never been more vital.

KIMBERLEY D. TAIT

April 2026

New Hampshire, USA




TO MY DAD, BARRY TAIT—MY NORTH STAR, WHO ALWAYS BELIEVED.




“Did you say the stars were worlds, Tess?”

“Yes.”

“All like ours?”

“I don’t know, but I think so. They sometimes seem to be like the apples on our stubbard-tree. Most of them splendid and sound—a few blighted.”

“Which do we live on—a splendid one or a blighted one?”

“A blighted one.”

—Thomas Hardy, Tess of the d’Urbervilles

Though Earth and moon were gone

And suns and universes ceased to be

And thou wert left alone

Every Existence would exist in thee

There is not room for Death

Nor atom that his might could render void

Since thou art Being and Breath And what thou art may never be destroyed

—Emily Brontë, “No Coward Soul Is Mine”
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The Last of the Innocents

But it is the same with any life.

Imagine one selected day struck out of it, and think how different its course would have been. Pause you who read this, and think for a moment of the long chain of iron or gold, of thorns or flowers, that would never have bound you, but for the formation of the first link on one memorable day.

CHARLES DICKENS, GREAT EXPECTATIONS




I

Cate Halliday will always remember the last day she was truly young.

The college library clock tower strikes nine through the navy blue. Cate’s New England campus lies stretched out at its feet, blanketed in darkness and pulsing to its dreamlike beat. In the distance, deep in the silvery woods, a coyote howls one long, ascending note as an assembly call or a warning. On the college green, there are few signs of life on this last Friday evening before final exams. Most of the students are out of sight, slumped over textbooks in indented leather chairs a flight or two up in the library, or swaying and shouting underground in beer-fueled buffoonery.

The bell’s last toll fades into the night, as if it will never ring again.

Cate steps out of the dark, into the foyer of the little green fraternity house, a decrepit clapboard building painted the aged-forest shade of American dollar bills. The intense smell of stale beer laced with chlorine disinfectant does not assault her senses as she crosses the threshold—she is used to it, spending most of her spare time and all of her nights in her boyfriend’s attic bedroom at the top of the house. The obsessive nature of her studying—her enchantment with books, which has defined her young life—is lost on Dawson Jones completely: when she labors over her English papers in his room, dissecting a nineteenth-century ghost lost in anguish on a West Yorkshire moor, Dawson assumes the Heathcliff she talks about is the cat from Saturday morning cartoons. He lights up when he watches her stomach down on his buffalo plaid blanket—a sharpened pencil spinning in her right hand, a battered paperback open beside her, his chunky chocolate Labrador, Buddy, curled next to her, panting gently in devotion. It’s as though he has captured a strange and lovely fairy in a glass jar. As with all First Loves, what they don’t recognize and understand only increases their awe of each other. Dawson may not know who Heathcliff is, but in his proximity, Cate feels safe. She felt it the instant they met, two and a half years ago, at his beer pong table with AC/DC’s “Thunderstruck” pealing through the fraternity basement like a testosterone-steeped electrical storm. As sorority pledges, she and other new sisters were tasked with infiltrating and causing mayhem at the little green fraternity house, where she found herself beating Dawson on his own turf with her surgically precise lobs. As they rallied, she sensed a glow of contentment radiating from his lanky body. His surrounding brothers looked unimpressed each time she sank the ball to seal her win, but Dawson was delighted. He tipped his cowboy hat at her with a smile and stare so direct she had to look away. Her eyes flickered down to the breast pocket of his shirt—a perfect plaid flannel square covering his heart. She felt an overwhelming desire to jump inside that pocket and travel around with him, pressed against the warm beat of his chest, wherever he went for the rest of time. Around him, she feels—if enough time passes—the gray sadness of her past will be absorbed into the golden halo around him. The bright yellow of his world will pave their future together—the one they talk about, bright-eyed and delusional, on starlit drives down country roads in Dawson’s apple-red pickup truck, making pit stops to kiss with the breathless intensity that only exists at twenty-one.

But she cannot think of Dawson now.

If she does, it will be impossible to get through this night. Currently, he’s one story below her in the crush of the fraternity basement where they first met, youthful pheromones filling the air and drugging the boys with notions of immortality. Wood-paneled walls seal them together in their subterranean cavern, decorated with hundreds of pledge names and initiation years carved into the pine—future senators and captains of industry marking their grimy launch pad to glory. Floppy, Soggy, Porker, Sticky, Rump, Trucker, Bomber, Gurgle, Woody, Plop, Splat, and perhaps most ominously, Tuna.

It is louder than usual down there. As a last hoorah before final exams, the basement is jam-packed for the boys’ big quarterly beer pong tournament that will drain the contents of their Keystone Light keg inventory at an alarming speed until dawn. Cate will not go down to the basement tonight. She will not watch Dawson play as she typically does and won’t see him until he staggers up to his room in the early hours of morning, spinning his cowboy hat on one finger, sweet and sentimental and humming James Taylor—his default drunken state.

Cate entered the house tonight on a mission that he and his brothers cannot know she has anything to do with. She feels how much is at stake. One wrong step and she’ll be struck out of the American story she’s been writing that has come to mean everything to her. She must be swift and stealthy. Like a cat burglar, she advances into the foyer, her heart in her throat as she passes the basement entrance where hoots and roars and Aerosmith’s “Dream On” echo from the depths as dares to be wild and reckless.

The music carries Cate up two flights to the common room at the base of the stairs running to Dawson’s bedroom. She ignores the chill passing through her as she crosses the room. On her mission, she’s masquerading as a tunnel-visioned robot programmed for action and incapable of emotion. This serves a practical purpose: distracting her from the grim new realities that were dropped on her this afternoon with no warning. She is pretending she did not meet with her father a few hours ago at the old diner in town, that her world didn’t cave in when he shared his jarring confessions with her. That she doesn’t need to meet him again tomorrow morning for an emergency session in the financial aid office to reconfigure her international student loan package to fund her final year of college this September.

She climbs the attic stairs and moves to Dawson’s bed to remove a cotton pillowcase from one of his pillows, taking a deep inhale of his fabric softener that makes it seem he has always just stepped out of the shower. With a stab of irritation, she realizes she should have snatched someone’s pillowcase in her sorority house to conceal her connection to the crime she’s about to commit. She should have taken one belonging to Holly, her sorority’s VP of Membership, who hatched this plan and pressured her to be the star player in the heist.

“We had a vote at last night’s meeting and the result was unanimous—you’re the one who needs to do it,” Holly had announced the day before after dragging her out of her library armchair and away from all the chapters of Thackeray’s Vanity Fair she desperately needed to finish. “If you’d been at the meeting, you could have voted. But you weren’t. So you didn’t.”

Cate stood speechless in the center of a group of her sorority sisters, all nodding along to Holly’s words as they huddled tightly near a bright blue, bulbous iMac computer students used to check email between classes. Five pairs of eyes were trained on her. When Cate finally managed to ask the inevitable “But why me?”—there are fifty other girls in the house to pick from who are far more enthusiastic than she—Holly shot back: “Because we all know no one will suspect you, Cate. You practically live in that house with Dawson. Don’t you even do his laundry?” She shuddered. “Besides, you’re so nice. Everyone trusts you. You’re . . .” Cate knew what was coming next. “Canadian. Plus, it will start to make up for all the house meetings you’ve been missing.”

Cate’s job as a writing tutor has her marking papers late into the night most Wednesdays, earning her a reputation as a sorority truant. Sensing her reluctance, Holly resorted to a threat: “Cate, you told us about everything those boys have stolen. We could easily call the town police on them. File a report about the contents of their secret room down in that filthy frat basement.”

Cate winced at the memory of what she had divulged at a sorority meeting involving candles and hymns and white cloaks that she had found deeply unsettling. As a ritual to seal their sisterly bond, each girl was required to share a meaningful secret with the others. Cate had been calculating how she could sneak out when the house president had startled her by calling her name first. Cate would have fallen on an actual sword before revealing the contents of her heart and her history to an array of hooded figures. Panicked, she offered a secret that was not hers—one Dawson did not even know she knew about.

“There’s a room of horrors in the little green fraternity house,” Cate rushed out as all the cloaked heads swung in her direction. “They don’t want anyone to see what’s in there. But I’ve been there. I’ve seen it.”

Truth be told, she does not know exactly what is in there.

Early one morning, she had snuck down from Dawson’s attic at daybreak to attempt a new personal record: a dawn-to-dusk day of reading and writing in the library stacks. As she walked through the foyer, an odd noise floated toward her from the basement stairwell, where she saw the door was ajar and a light was still on. Low and mournful, it was the sound of despair. She froze in her tracks. Sometimes the brothers stayed up all night playing beer pong, but she could not hear the hollow pops of any ping-pong balls or a bare-chested boy spraying away the morning-after detritus with an industrial-strength washdown hose. The noise crescendoed. Some kind of wail. Was someone crying down there? Could they be hurt? A feeling of dread rippled through her—as freshmen they all learned about the wraiths and revenants that were said to haunt the college grounds: The nine students in the class of 1935 (along with their collie, Biscuit, and several unregistered female guests) who died in their sleep from carbon monoxide poisoning. The devastated young man in the class of 1885 who drowned himself in the river after his fiancée died of tuberculosis. The countless ghosts and angels wisping in and out of the colonial graveyard that was over-grown with bright green moss and tangled vines in the depths of Pine Park. (The thousand-acre evergreen oasis hugged the north end of campus, sloping down to a wide, blue river that snaked south and eventually discharged into the Long Island Sound, specked with green lights and sailboats.) Still, Cate felt compelled to make sure no one needed help. A bare light bulb hung from the stairwell ceiling, flickering twice as she descended underground. Guided by the sound, she took slow steps through the dankness and across the sticky concrete floor with her arms cautiously half stretched in front of her. The empty basement was even more sordid without the presence of bodies to absorb the stench. The sea of pledge names engraved in the wood-paneled walls felt like they were magnifying toward her. She followed the hypnotic noise to a steel door she’d never noticed before in the back corner, cracked open about six inches. Holding her breath, she tilted her head and peeked inside.

A tall and willowy fraternity brother stood, playing an oboe. The heartrending theme from Swan Lake. His eyes were shut and his upper body was pitched forward at an angle. A wave of blond hair covered half of his pale forehead. He looked like he had not seen sunlight in days. The room was dim but she could see he was surrounded by hundreds of cryptic items that must have been pilfered from campus and town—blind-folded stuffed animals, weather vanes and street signs and college property reported missing in the campus newspaper, an antique coffin with an ill-fitting lid, a stone sarcophagus splattered with blood-colored wax, and dirt-caked skeletons that might have been extracted from six feet under the Pine Park graveyard. She had no idea who this oboe player was and why he would choose to play something so beautiful in such a spine-chilling place. Or maybe he was a phantasm, strange and beautiful and no longer of this earth. All she could do was flee, running upstairs into the safety of daylight, the bare light bulb left swinging behind her, her mind reeling to understand what she had just uncovered.

“You don’t want us to call the police on them, do you?” Holly pressed Cate, rattling her out of her reverie. “Because I think we’ll need to if we don’t get Rosie out of that house tonight. They can’t keep doing what they do to her. We need to take a stand.”

Cate did not disagree. She passes Rosie when she goes to and from Dawson’s attic room and the hair on the back of her neck stands tall every time. Other girls have equal or stronger reactions. A plot to rescue Rosie has been developing for months.

“No, no. Don’t call the police,” Cate said, visibly annoyed by her appointment as fall girl. “I’ll do it. On one condition.”

As a cornerstone of the plan, Holly has been insisting they need to light Rosie on fire after rescuing her. When another sister suggested they remove and burn Rosie’s lingerie instead—a symbolic gesture and nod to second-wave feminists—Holly karate chopped two hands in the air as a definitive no. “Don’t you get it? Those guys run this campus. If we don’t light her on fire, they’ll figure out a way to take her back.”

“I’ll rescue Rosie only if you promise not to light her,” Cate continued, firmly. “We can find a peaceful spot for her in Pine Park, where she belongs.”

Holly grumbled her consent.

“Fine. Get to their house tomorrow night at nine o’clock sharp. The tournament will be in full swing. We’ll send a few girls down there to stop anyone from going upstairs and seeing you. The rest of us will be waiting outside with the getaway car.” She paused, angling another inch toward Cate. Her breath had stale traces of cinnamon Altoids dissolved more than an hour ago. “If you let us down, Halliday, I promise you I’m making that phone call.”

There was no way out of it.

Now here Cate is, tiptoeing out of her darling Dawson’s attic, on the brink of stealing his fraternity’s prized possession. As she leaves his room, the bulletin board above his desk catches her eye—a direct whack to her Achilles’ heel. She can’t resist looking at what’s pinned to it: a photo of them from the winter before, their cheeks slashed with the blood-pink flush of cold and youth, their lips pursed sweetly in a kiss. It overlaps with a picture of the extended Jones family. Ten vibrant bodies, tanned and grinning and stacked on top of one another—a radiant human pyramid on a rough sand beach at his Grandfather Tanglewood’s Saranac Lake camp, purchased in 1950 after he made his fortune in commercial fertilizers that went gangbusters after World War II. (One night Cate heard a few brothers drunkenly teasing Dawson—their highest form of affection—about the property’s recent feature in Architectural Digest, highlighting its extensive twig furniture collection designed by the artist Barney Bellinger, dubbed “King of the Twigs.”) Dawson tells Cate he needs to “get her up there this summer” so she can “pass the ADK test.” Grandfather T. has been asking for her specifically. The patriarch’s summons—and the way the two photos are physically linked on Dawson’s bulletin board—fill her with unreasonable levels of joy.

Just get this over with, Cate tells herself, shaking out her limbs and taking one deep breath to reenter robot mode, and it will be like it never happened.

She pads gently back down the stairs—every agonizing creak of the rickety stair treads threatening to give her away—and looks around the common room when she reaches the bottom. The space is more explosively dirty than she remembered. She feels a wave of compassion when she turns to face Rosie: an upside-down tree stump that forks into two limbs resembling the torso and legs of a voluptuous woman, sitting on a table in a corner of the room. Rosie has been imprisoned there for decades. The brothers dress her up in racy lingerie embroidered with their Greek letters and fling elastic bands, dingy socks, and raunchy slurs at her whenever they bomb exams and dates and corporate recruiting interviews. She is a magnet for their ire. Miraculously, the predicted apocalypse did not happen when the clock struck midnight to ring in the year 2000. But this spring, the burst of the dot-com bubble had caused an earthquake in New York that rattled the fragile membrane of their campus, three hundred miles away. Many seniors had had their job offers retracted, including a handful of little green fraternity brothers. The mood in the house has been grim and Rosie is an easy target. Earlier today, someone had slung a crudely written sign around her:

BEWARE: THE BITCH WILL STEAL YOUR JOB!

Cate’s heart sank at the sight of it. Once or twice, she had overheard random brothers grumbling about the special efforts investment banks and consulting firms had started making to target female students in on-campus recruiting. Cate said nothing at the time—until today, none of it was relevant to her. A glossy postcard from one of the firms that landed in her campus mailbox last month featured attractive women in well-tailored suits smiling around a boardroom table, inviting her to a meet-and-greet and promising “The future is in your hands—and it’s never been brighter!” It sparked nothing inside her, like she was staring at a pamphlet for a crash course in a foreign language she had zero desire to learn. Her plan has been to continue straight on to her master’s in English literature studying Thomas Hardy, scraping together monthly rent for the tiny apartment she’ll share with Dawson in Boston. (Any neighborhood will do, so long as they’re together. She’ll happily live with him in a cardboard cabana, sleeping beneath newsprint sheets.) They’ll eat macaroni and cheese dinners by candlelight and build silly, button-eyed snowmen on Boston Common. Act like they’re still skylarking undergrads. But today’s news confirmed the future may look markedly different. The pressure will now be on her to get a job offer good enough for her to service her even more enormous debt. If she doesn’t, she’ll be a pinball flicked into the outlane—back north across the border to live in her childhood bedroom in Oakville, Ontario, working shifts at her hometown bookstore, The Curious Quill, and her mother’s travel agency, Blue Sky, until she lands a plum enough position to support rent and loans.

She fantasizes about Dawson’s reaction to that worst-case scenario:

Doggone it, come hell or high water I’m going up there with you, Cay-Cay. We’ll find a way.

But the truth is it is impossible to imagine Dawson Tanglewood Jones strolling around the glassy sterility of downtown Toronto in his cowboy boots, proposing a trip to the Hockey Hall of Fame followed by a dim sum lunch in Chinatown.

Hey, look up there, honey pie! Who knew Canada had a Space Needle?

If she is there and he is here, a transparent partition will lower between them at the border. She’ll peer through it, longingly, on the wrong side of the looking glass, watching their respective futures fork away from each other like tributaries from a great river.

Come what may with Rosie’s rescue tonight, she has so much to talk about with Dawson tomorrow. She feels the mounting weight of Holly and the other sisters who are waiting for her outside the house with the getaway car—a 1980 Buick Electra that looks more like a boat, engine running and ready to accelerate into nocturnal waters—wondering what is taking her so long. Cate looks down the hallway and confirms the second floor is entirely void of people. There is no sound of anyone in the stairwell or foyer below. She needs to act now. Steven Tyler’s bloodcurdling scream—the pinnacle of the song—peals up the stairs, confirming it is time to strike.

Her heart is thumping fast, but a small, sharp voice in her skull hisses wait! To give her a vital last shot of adrenaline, to guarantee the success of the mission, she needs to splash ice-cold water on her face in the communal bathroom, just around the corner. She does not question the voice and rushes there, clutching Dawson’s pillowcase and freezing in her tracks as she steps onto the tiles.

The oboe player from the secret room is standing in solitary contemplation before the bathroom mirror, flossing. His long neck snaps right. His gray-blue eyes stare straight into her brown eyes that are enlarging by the second, like the frames of a cartoon. She holds her breath.

The morning she discovered him playing the theme from Swan Lake in the basement, Cate needed to confirm whether she had in fact seen a ghost. Later that night she rested her head on Dawson’s chest—a soft bed of pine needles beneath her cheek—as Buddy turned into a half moon at their feet and they began to fall asleep.

“Random question, Dawdy. Does one of your brothers play the oboe?”

“Yes, ma’am—Hamish does,” he said, tenderly stroking her head. The brothers loved nothing more than boasting about one another, so he did not question why she was asking. She felt relief and regret at his answer—her favorite novels taught her there is nothing more symbolic and thrilling than a (literal or metaphorical) ghost.

“Hamish?”

“H. Ames McQuillan,” he said with mock formality. “The H. stands for Harold, which he won’t answer to. So we mash the H. up with the Ames and call him Hamish. He’s in our year. Actually, he’s your fellow countryman. From Ontario, too. Didn’t you used to see each other snowshoeing to school?”

She nudged him lightly in the ribs.

“He’s a bit dashing to be from Ontario.”

“Dashing, huh?” He cocked an eyebrow at her.

“Why is he never around the house?” Cate deflected.

“He’s very serious about his music,” Dawson said. “A world-class musician. All his orchestra practice and concerts mean he doesn’t make it down to the basement much. When he does, he’s all dolled up in his tuxedo. But most of the time, he goes from orchestra straight to Sloane’s. Hamish says she has a policy of never setting foot in frat houses.” He chuckles. “Can’t imagine why.”

“Wait—he and Sloane Westwick are together?”

“Yes’m. They’re pretty much married. She’s in your house, isn’t she?”

“Yes, technically.”

For reasons Cate couldn’t explain, butterflies flitted through her stomach as Dawson imparted this information, as though she was learning something essential to the workings of the universe: The most intimidating and influential sister in her sorority, the one who devoted the least time and effort to it (even less than she did), was romantically involved with the enigmatic oboe player. Why did this instantly fascinate her? Why did this feel like it mattered immensely?

From that point on, Cate began to see the elusive couple everywhere.

She recognizes Ames, a fellow English major, with his dandelion stem neck sticking out from the dark swoop of students in some of her literature classes. Once, she was mortified to make eye contact with him when her Romantic Poetry professor called her to the front of the room to recite verses by Byron:


I had a dream, which was not all a dream.

The bright sun was extinguish’d, and the stars

Did wander darkling in the eternal space, Rayless, and pathless, and the icy earth

Swung blind and blackening in the moonless air.



On rare occasions he materializes with no warning in the little green fraternity basement after an orchestra concert like a figure from a long-vanished era. A musical F. Scott Fitzgerald, propelled forward eighty years on a silvery cloud of treble notes that overturn and send him tumbling down the stairwell to nonchalantly grace the beer pong table. His brothers—whose frayed red trousers and tatty polo shirts look like they were caught in a hurricane ripping across Nantucket—love it. His lack of apology, his panache.

Between classes she spots Ames and Sloane together, both rail thin and porcelain skinned, sitting on “their” bench alongside the campus common, angled toward each other, absorbed in conversation and smoking slim Gitanes cigarettes Sloane brings back from Parisian shopping trips with her mother. Dressed in neutral cashmere and weatherproofed calf suede, they look miraculous on a campus overrun with colorful corduroy and rumpled flannel. Cate hears persistently humming gossip about them, the kind that’s unavoidable with beautiful and untouchable people. That Ames was raised in Manhattan—not Ontario—only a few blocks from the Westwicks on the Upper East Side and turned down a spot at Juilliard. That Sloane is an icy antiromantic who hates their rural college, blowing off her studies to telephone in orders from Bergdorf’s, delivered via helicopter (her father’s pitch-black Sikorsky S-76) for injections of glamor in their country wilds. Truth and speculation mingle. Like everyone, Cate is intrigued by the pair, but her emotions feel rooted at a deeper level. The storyteller in her imagines the nonmaterial aspects of their romance as though they are captivating characters in a novel—the verses he’ll recite when he proposes to her, the music he composes for her when he stays behind after orchestra practice disbands, the secrets they whisper to each other through lavender air when fading into sleep in Sloane’s off-campus apartment, the silken fan of her dark hair spread across his pale chest.

Even before encountering Ames with his oboe, Cate felt an inexplicable pull toward Sloane since their first (and so far only) encounter the night of the candles and cloaks—the night Cate blabbed to her sisters about the brothers’ secret room. After she spilled the beans, she left the meeting room and escaped outside, leaning back against a pillar on the sorority front porch. She took deep inhales of indigo air, assuming she was alone. But she wasn’t. Sloane was there. Neither of them could have known that their exchange that night was the start of a connection that would reorganize the particles of the universe, altering the course of love and life and destiny.

Cate is certain Sloane knows nothing about the Rosie rescue mission. That she would not lower herself to participate in the liberation of a tree trunk she has never laid eyes on. But now—like it or not—Sloane is linked to it. The beer pong tournament rages in the basement but her better half, Ames McQuillan, is here, three stories up, in a stare down with Cate in the middle of her burglary.

“Can I help you with something?” he finally asks her.

Turquoise dental floss dangles elegantly from his left hand. A quiet turbulence hangs in the air between them. If she had a cup of beer in her hand, she would step forward and throw it in his face. Instead, her eyes dart back and forth from his gray-blue eyes to the pink bunny slippers he is wearing to the glass of water resting on the bathroom counter beside him. A feeling of lunacy surges inside her. She pounces toward him and rips the floss from his fingers, dropping it into the pillowcase before tossing the contents of the water glass at his forehead. The insanity of her behavior is addictive—she wants to cause more chaos. She runs back into the common room, tears the sign off Rosie, covers her scarred body with one confident swoop of the pillowcase, and hauls her out of the squalor.

As the girls predicted, Rosie is heavy. Cate barely notices. She has entered a dream state. The alternate reality all heroes lock into when the wheel of triumph is turning. She sees nothing around her, including Ames, who keeps staring at her from the bathroom doorway, his face glistening wet and the pink right corner of his mouth snaking upward in a wry half smile as he watches her smuggle Rosie down the stairs.

Cate runs through the foyer back into the night, across the fraternity front lawn divots—fresh scars from the boys’ afternoon attempts to chip a golf ball through a nearby Admissions Office window. She reenters reality when she hears Holly, roaring and waving her toward the Buick Electra like a third-base coach sending a runner on to home plate to clinch the pennant.

“Go, go, go, go!”

The car trunk is open, a gaping mouth ready to enclose Rosie in its protective jaws.

Cate brings herself to a careful stop, handing the pillowcased body to Holly so delicately she could have been transferring a newborn wrapped in swaddling clothes. Holly stows Rosie safely in the vast expanse of the trunk, which is filled with a dozen blankets, and slams the lid shut with all her strength.

Several brothers wander out the fraternity’s front door, beers in hand, the buzz of their questions building as they notice the shouts and movements around the idling Buick. One brother breaks from the pack and staggers onto the lawn toward the girls, jabbing a suspicious finger in their direction.

“Is there some kind of problem here, ladies?” he asks, capping his question with an extended belch.

“In the car, now!” Holly bellows, flinging herself into the Buick’s passenger seat and rubbernecking in a futile attempt to locate Cate.

Cate has not heard Holly’s command. She is already one block away, sprinting across the campus common, adrenaline coursing through her veins. She looks over her shoulder and confirms no rogue brothers are pursuing her across the darkened grass. She is alone. For once, she feels completely free. Tilting her head back—arms and legs pumping at full speed—she issues a long howl at the moon, a belated answer to the coyote cry she heard earlier that night as she approached the frat house. Her body instinctively takes her north to Pine Park, buildings streaking past her until there are none and she is scrambling up the winding path leading into the shimmering thick of the forest, alive with light-shunning life.

She stops at the small stone cottage that sits at the edge of the woods. This is the unlikely off-campus house where Teddy Lively lives. Teddy, her very first friend in college who she selfishly drifted away from once Dawson entered her life. If the lights had been on, if she had seen the elegant silhouette of his faithful silver greyhound, Lady Liberty, watching her from the window, patiently waiting for their next forest walk that never seemed to happen, she would have knocked and taken shelter there. Apologized sincerely for her delinquency as a friend and told him how much she genuinely missed him. Her shame would have been too raw and too great to tell Teddy the gory details of what had happened to her family. But Teddy has an aura that’s infinitely reassuring—the moment you see him, you’re absorbed into his orbit and feel instantly hopeful about life and its prospects. His company would have diverted and uplifted her, like a multicolor mirage waving before a parched desert traveler. They would have spent the evening like they did during the first half of freshman year: playing charades, picking out constellations with Teddy’s old brass telescope, and making epic mixtapes on his double cassette stereo of the songs they’d pick if their lives were set to a soundtrack (Cate’s great wish that Teddy in turn adopted). After a few hard lemonades, Cate might summon the courage to ask him the question that has congealed in her brain over the last six hours—one she suspects will become the defining question of her life:

Teddy, how much do you think love can bear? If someone loves you, really and truly loves you, how much can they ignore? How much can they overlook about you?

But the cottage is dark with all curtains drawn. Teddy and the Lady are asleep or not home. She will not find a safe harbor here.

Cate’s heart droops a degree.

She starts running again, breaching the perimeter of the woods and moving deeper into the night kingdom of fisher cats and coyotes. The moon is leading her. A mile behind her, she hears the sound of burning rubber as the Buick fishtails around a corner and accelerates away from the little green fraternity house, transporting Rosie to freedom.




II

Ames McQuillan exits the little green fraternity house, pushing past his stupefied brothers arguing about what the hell happened with those girls and that Buick, into the starry wash of the country night.

He springs across the pockmarked grass and starts running north, letting the giant moon guide him. It is otherworldly, so looming and large the library tower is a miniature replica cowering beneath it. When he reaches the path leading up to Pine Park, he sees a cardigan splayed on the ground, its arms extended at the odd angles of a murder victim. He snatches it off the pine needles and continues running, winding his way to the old colonial graveyard. Eighteenth-century spirits twist out of granite markers and hover as luminous particles in the air.

He finds her leaning against one of the crypts, looking up at the impossible sky.

“Cate,” he calls to her through the blue.

“Oh my God!” she cries, all her muscles tensing as she recognizes Ames across the graveyard. He is out of breath, blond hair windblown from running. Tall and translucent. Wildly handsome in the cobalt light. “Where did you come from?”

“Well, first—I think you’ll recall you stole my dental floss and threw a glass of water in my face. Then, you weren’t hard to follow under that spotlight of a moon.” He points an index finger skyward.

She presses her head and back and both palms against the crypt’s stonework and is surprised by how its coolness calms her. She cannot shake the feeling that she knows him. She recognizes something in the languid droop of his eyelids, the leanness of his frame, the evenness of his gaze. She grew up in Oakville. He is from London, Ontario, just an hour-and-a-half drive southwest. Had they randomly passed each other years ago on the streets of Toronto? Or was his beauty, like Sloane’s, simply the kind that seemed instantly familiar?

“I watched you steal Rosie,” he says, plainly.

“Accuse me of whatever you want, Ames. I will deny it.”

She is surprised by her own audacity.

“Rosie isn’t really why I ran here,” he says, slowly, perturbed by his own words. “It’s you. You keep turning up everywhere. My English classes, my fraternity house, my secret practice room, my library armchair . . .”

Ames pulls a business card out of his khaki pocket and holds it in her direction:

Catherine Halliday

Bookseller

THE CURIOUS QUILL

Cate is flabbergasted.

The elderly owner of The Curious Quill, Arnie Oxenhandler, hired her right away as a part-time bookseller during high school. He was touched by Cate’s earnestness and the way her cheeks blazed as two bright flames when any customer engaged with her during her trial shift. She quoted long Thomas Hardy and E. M. Forster and Brontë sister passages from memory and picked up any book, even a lowbrow beach read, with such delicacy and reverence, it might have been an ancient relic. On her first day, he gave her a set of business cards, telling her:

“Of course, your real title is Igniter of Dreams, but we don’t want to scare people.” Arnie picked the top card from the stack and ran a pale thumb across her new job title. “By working here and by writing, you’re connecting people across every single boundary, including time. Literature is a sacred map of human emotions across the ages. An eternal conversation about what it means to be alive. It’s the great igniter, Cate. The great unifier.”

His words sounded a gong deep in her chest.

Cate did not know that Holly yanking her from her library armchair when she was midsentence, trying to finish Vanity Fair—“Be cautious then, young ladies; be wary how you engage. Be shy of loving frankly; never tell all you feel, or (a better way still), feel very little. See the consequences of being prematurely honest and confiding”—sent The Curious Quill business card she uses as a bookmark flying, whirling down to land on the armchair cushion. Ten minutes later, Cate was gone and Ames flopped into the same chair, long and languid as though he was stretching out for an afternoon nap. As he cracked open his own copy of Vanity Fair for the same Nineteenth-Century British Novel class—“Are not there little chapters in everybody’s life, that seem to be nothing, and yet affect all the rest of the history?”—he felt a ripple in his heart and something under his thigh. He tipped to one side and retrieved the card he’d been sitting on, turning it over in his hands and examining its print before sliding it into his pocket.

“Where did you get that?” Cate snaps now.

“I told you—my armchair in the library. It was just there. I sat down on it yesterday.”

“You seem to have a very high opinion of yourself,” she says, unable to stop her voice from quivering. The entire scene is charged with a high-voltage current. “You accuse me of stalking you, when you’re the one who’s clearly following me.”

“Tonight, yes,” he admits. “I know this sounds insane. But when I sat on your card then saw you in the house taking Rosie, I had this sudden feeling you have a message that I’m supposed to be reading. Like I saw its opening sentence and only you know what the rest of it says.” His voice is laced with bewilderment. “For the record, I’ve always hated what some of the guys do to Rosie. I have no part in it.”

The stone behind Cate transitions a few degrees cooler and she starts to shiver. Ames is still holding the cardigan, which she unwittingly dropped in her race to the graveyard. He slips the business card back into his pocket and weaves his way through the gravestones toward her. Then he is in front of her, pulling the cardigan around the thin frame of her shoulders, the elegant slope of his nose inches away.

There is a sudden surge of energy inside him that he has no idea what to do with. To manage it, Ames pulls Cate into a kiss. Ice and heat and confusion and the forbidden. She is frozen in its lock and, to her surprise, does not want to break immediately free—she feels like she is tapping into something bigger than herself and this inexplicable moment. A great horned owl lets out a chain of low hoots in a tree branch above their heads, signaling to his mate as he searches for prey. Urging Cate to regain her senses. The sound disconnects her from whatever Ames’s kiss had briefly attached her to.

“Get away from me,” she blurts, using her palm to push away the long line of Ames’s body. “This is—you’re—dangerous. I can’t believe you’d do this to Dawson.”

She does not wait for him to reply. She slips past him away from the crypt, racing out of the graveyard and back down the Pine Park path toward campus. Her senses are acutely alive, the current of energy pulsing in each of her cells. She is still shivering. Afraid of what has been awakened inside her. She needs to run back to Dawson’s room, burrow herself under his plaid blanket, pull the nonjudgmental warmth of Buddy close to her, and figure out what exactly to confess to Dawson and in what order. Divorce, bankruptcy, Ames, Rosie . . . the list now feels hopelessly long.

Ames stays behind in the graveyard, stock-still and stunned by what has happened.

“God dammit!”

He bashes a fist against the crypt, one part confusion, one part anger.

In the emotion of everything, neither Ames nor Cate heard the double click of a camera or noticed two shadows—a man’s and a dog’s—retreating with a tripod behind a towering pine after Ames and Cate broke from their clandestine kiss.

“Oh, Cate,” a baritone voice warbles sadly, followed by a thin canine whimper. The horned owl corroborates with another haunting string of hoots. “Out of the frying pan, straight into the fire.”




III

On Monday morning, a misty rain begins to spray across campus—weather special ordered for mulling over the injustice of the universe. Cate Halliday is crossing the sharp-cut grass of the campus common on her way to class, oblivious to the elegant silver greyhound running a wide circle around her and tracking her movements with great interest and care. Cate steps onto a pathway framed with lime green leaves and magnolia blooms glimmering with raindrops, curving toward a redbrick building decorated with dark green ropes of ivy. If she hadn’t been so distraught, she would have looked up at the library clock tower, imagining someone had crept into its highest chamber, opened a secret cabinet, and pressed a mystical fast-forward button labeled “Arcadia.”

But all she can think about are the events that unfolded on Friday—splashes of paint hurled against the canvas of her life. At first glance, each splash seems arbitrary, the work of an unskilled artist, but as a student of literature trained to identify patterns and signposts and significance in human stories, Cate has an ominous feeling that they are, in some way, connected.

She just needs to get to class and lose herself in the lecture. Her nerves seize when she sees Sloane Westwick on a pathway to her right, gravely chic in all-black and holding an excessively sized golf umbrella. She’s speaking to another sorority sister, her narrow chin angled upward, standing in a ballerina’s open fourth position as her natural resting posture. Images of Ames McQuillan’s kiss flash through Cate’s mind like strikes of purple lightning that fade into her most vivid memory of Sloane—the only time they’ve spoken to each other.

It was the night Cate ran out of the sorority ritual after disclosing the existence of the little green fraternity’s secret room. She was catching her breath outside, leaning against the pillar on the front porch, when a voice called to her through the dark:

“It’s gorgeous out here, isn’t it?”

Cate jumped. She traced the sound to a glowing cigarette end to a thin arm to a heart-shaped face to a pair of sapphire eyes regarding her drowsily from the porch swing. Sloane.

Sloane does not apologize for skipping the weekly sorority meeting, flipping her deep chestnut hair over her shoulder and disappearing outside the house to enjoy an evening cigarette. The business at hand does not interest her. No one dares reprimand her for it, not even Holly. Sloane prefers to rock to and fro on the porch swing, craning her neck back, issuing periodic plumes of smoke at dramatic angles into the crisp air.

Suffering through meetings from the most inconspicuous corner of the room she can find, Cate has imagined the out-door scene from Sloane’s perspective:

The stars riot above her—a big bag of Harry Winston diamonds spilling across the sky. Lost 1980s synth pop plays, soft and surreal, in the recesses of her mind—what used to be the universal sound of young people falling in love. She pictures scenes from her future life, after graduation, back in the finery and flash of New York City—dressed in haute couture, drawing close to Ames in the back of a town car, their pale fingers interlaced as they inch their way down a teeming avenue to a museum fundraising ball.

She seemed pleasantly surprised by Cate’s intrusion.

“It can be a bit much in there, can’t it?” Cate answered, flustered.

“It certainly can.” Sloane chuckled, darkly. “You’re being very diplomatic. You can be much more direct with me.” Voices sounded just inside the door. “Duck around that corner now. Or the Gestapo will force you back inside to recite our sisterly oath.”

Cate took shelter out of sight as the front door snapped open with a squeal. Holly, on duty as VP of Membership, was a disapproving silhouette, filling the yellow rectangle with hands planted on her hips and noisily crunching cinnamon Altoids with her molars. Sloane stayed perfectly still in the swing until Holly retreated inside.

“All clear,” she called to Cate, restarting her seamless swinging.

“I’m sorry for putting you at risk like that,” Cate said, emerging from the shadows.

“Darling, I can see you’re my sort of girl,” Sloane answered, ashing her cigarette with steady eyes on Cate. “But for God’s sake stop apologizing for doing things on your own terms.”

Blood rushed to Cate’s cheeks. She felt totally exposed, as though Sloane had captured an x-ray image of her chest that revealed a dense mass of fear. The fear of not doing everything right. Of taking one wrong step that meant she’d lose everything she dreamed of just as she was tracing its edges with her forefinger.

That night on the sorority porch, Cate came face-to-face with Sloane’s unapologetic commitment to herself, her choices, her dreams, and was almost knocked down with admiration for it. Cate should have snuck out of the next Wednesday night meeting for another secret summit with Sloane. But she didn’t and has not done it again since. A fleeting interaction was one thing, but what could Cate say to her after that? What would be seasoned and sophisticated enough? And what proof could Cate offer that she had started living life on her own terms when Sloane would inevitably ask?

When Cate started skipping sorority meetings to do her marking as a writing tutor—slashing her red editing pencil across weak sentence structures with a sharp-pointed fervor she wishes she would use in her own life—she suspected it was her cowardice over facing Sloane that kept her away even more than her boredom over the meetings. She pictured Sloane on the porch swing, too immersed in her five-carat dreaming to realize Cate Halliday never snuck out to play hooky with her again. Or maybe she had noticed, feeling the soft pluck of disappointment on her final swing before stubbing out her cigarette with an elegant twist and returning inside the house.

Ironically, for an exhilarating fifteen minutes, Cate’s theft of Rosie unlocked something intrepid in her that she wished she could speak with Sloane about. A proof point that she was changing. But given her encounter with Ames, Cate wonders how she’ll ever face Sloane again.

Seeing Sloane now, standing fewer than twenty feet away, ramps up the turmoil inside Cate and laces it with guilt. She puts her head down and quickens her pace along the walkway as the rain sprays down on her. But Sloane sees her. One long, knowing side glance. Two clear sapphires cutting through the mist. The girls make eye contact—a punch to Cate’s midsection. Sloane looks away and resumes her conversation as Cate disappears through a door framed with ivy.

Inside the lecture hall, Cate is early for her final Nineteenth-Century British Novel class of the term. She slots herself into a front-row seat, trying to focus on her open notebook. It’s no use—Sloane’s calm, blue side glance stays with her, all-seeing and portentous. A few seconds later, she feels something else: a chill emanating from the back half of the lecture hall that makes her shiver and button her cardigan.

The professor takes his spot at the podium and starts speaking about representations of public and private life in Victorian England, his shock of white hair and dazzling eyes drawing the
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