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Debut author Elisabeth Thomas grew up in Brooklyn, where she still lives and now writes. She graduated from Yale University and currently works as an archivist at a modern art museum.




Praise for Elisabeth Thomas:

‘Catherine House is a deliciously sinister novel that bristles with an unsettling glamour. It’s almost impossible not to be seduced by Elisabeth Thomas’s beautiful writing and the intoxicating world she has created’ Louise O’Neill

‘A brilliantly observed tale brimming with subtle malevolence. An atmospheric, hypnotic delight’ Irenosen Okojie

‘Thomas’s debut novel is a dark, delicious gothic read that hits all the right spots in the best way. If you want a book you can’t put down for even a second, this is it’ Forbes, 10 most anticipated books of 2020

‘Spellbinding . . . Surreal imagery, spare characterization, and artful, hypnotic prose lend Thomas’s tale a delirious air, but at the book’s core lies a profound portrait of depression and adolescent turmoil. Fans of Donna Tartt’s The Secret History will devour this philosophical fever dream’ Publishers Weekly

‘A gothic-infused debut set in a secluded, elite university’ Cosmopolitan, Best Books for 2020 by POC authors




About the Book

What would you sacrifice to be inside?

During your three years at Catherine House, you will have no contact with those in the outside world.

You will not leave the grounds during your time at the college.

If we believe you have wandered from the path of learning, you may be sent to the tower.

Each of our students has been selected as someone who belongs here at Catherine. You will give to Catherine, and Catherine will give to you. We will not let each other down.

Catherine House is a university like no other. Into its celebrated world steps Ines, a young woman who welcomes the school’s isolation rather than its illustrious past. As the gates close and Ines finds herself start to be inevitably seduced by its magnetic power, she also begins to realise the question isn’t why she chose to come to Catherine House; but why Catherine House chose her.




For my friends




Year One




BILLIE JEAN

Iran a hand over my stomach. I was going be sick. The back of my throat tasted like sour wine and my ears rang with the echoes of a party: a smutty, fucked-up bass line reverberating through the floor; girls, a lot of them, slurring and yelping; a boy smashing a bottle and screaming to the crowd, ‘We’re here! We are the kings of the castle!’

The castle. Catherine.

I opened my eyes.

I was lying naked in an empty bathtub. My arms, hanging over either side of the porcelain, had gone numb. Everything in the bathroom was a vague off-white, from the claw-foot tub to the high-tank toilet, the swan-patterned wallpaper, the greasy tiled floor. The only thing I could focus on, by my elbow, was a bar of soap. Its surface was incised with a brutal, flawless C.

Was I dying? Was I dead?

The bathroom door clicked open and a small brown face peeked in. It boggled as it saw me.

‘You can come in,’ I said.

The girl hesitated. ‘Really?’

‘Yes.’

She stepped in and stared down at my naked body with pursed lips. Her mouth was white and moist at the corners, like an old woman’s, and she wore thick plastic-framed glasses that were much too big for her face. Her hair was brushed into four strict black puffs.

‘You’re my roommate,’ I said.

She nodded. ‘We met on the stairs, remember? You were going to a party.’

Her voice was so low, flat, and abrupt that it almost didn’t sound like English. She held her right hand cupped awkwardly against her chest.

‘I don’t remember your name,’ I said.

‘Barbara. Barbara Pearce. Everyone calls me Baby.’

‘Like.’ I burped, covering my mouth with the back of my hand. ‘Dirty Dancing.’

She sighed.

‘I’m Ines,’ I said.

‘I remember.’

‘Do you want – a towel?’ she said.

‘Sure.’

She pulled a towel off the rack and handed it to me. I draped it over my lap.

She sat down and leaned against the wall, still cupping her hand. Her pajamas were thin hospital-blue cotton, identical to the ones I had found in my own dresser, and like her glasses, they were much too big for her. They bunched around her dark, skinny ankles and wrists.

‘Do you think you’re going to be much longer?’ she said. ‘I – wanted to take a bath.’

‘Did you go to the party?’ I said. ‘The one in the Harrington cellar?’

‘Only for a minute.’

‘Why?’

She picked at the sweater sleeve. ‘Was it fun?’

I put a hand to my head.

The party had packed the basement gallery, a narrow space crowded with heavy oaken tables, humid with the smell of sweat, stale mouths, and vinegary alcohol. Boys and girls pressed against each other as they shook hands and clasped shoulders. Some glanced around the room with wide, nervous eyes as they took it all in: the high coffered ceiling and faded tapestries on the walls, the unlabeled wine and brass bowls of oranges and kumquats. Others tugged at their new uniforms, white T-shirts and jeans, as they shuffled to an old Tears for Fears cassette blasting out of the boom box. A boy folded his arms, chewed his lips, and spoke too loudly as he tried to casually work his SAT scores into a conversation. A girl, her T-shirt tucked in tense and tight, seemed to be trying to shake the hand of everyone in the room. She was so excited to meet us. She was so excited to be here.

Had I been excited, too? My heart was beating fast, like I’d been running. Too fast; I couldn’t stay there and pretend to be normal.

I’d grabbed a bottle of wine and slipped into the hallway. There was a window of colored glass that looked out onto the gallery. I sat on the windowsill, drank the wine, and watched the party distort. Faces blurred in and out of each other. Laughter pitched higher as a girl shrieked. A tapestry of a naked woman riding a bull was pulled from its rod and crumpled to the floor. The image contorted psychedelically as it fell.

No, I wasn’t excited to be here, at the house. But I was relieved. Just this afternoon I’d twisted around in my bus seat to watch the Catherine gate lock behind me. I couldn’t see anything, though; the gate had already disappeared into a copse of heavy black pines. The trees scraped against the dense, leaden sky.

At the party, only hours later, I could barely remember how I’d gotten to the house. I’d taken another easy swig of wine. I didn’t care. It didn’t matter. All that mattered was that in here, no one knew who I was or what I’d done. I could stop running. I was safe.

I’d drunk until the night blurred and my heartbeat slowed. Soon I couldn’t feel my heart at all.

And now I was here.

Baby was still clutching the sweater in her lap. She stared at me without blinking.

‘What are you doing?’ I said.

‘What?’

‘Why are you here, in the bathroom?’

‘I told you. I want to take a bath.’

‘You do not.’

She glanced down at her cupped hand, then back at me. ‘Promise not to tell?’ she said.

‘I’m not going to tell anyone anything.’

She opened her hand.

She was holding a snail with a handsome marigold-yellow shell, which he was just peeking out of now. He waved a shy tentacle.

Baby placed the snail on the floor. Shocked, he retreated back into his shell, and then hesitantly poked the tentacle out again.

‘I found him on my lawn,’ she said. ‘As my mom was packing up the car. Under the azalea bush in the driveway. I took him. I carried him the whole way here.’ She poked one of his tentacles. ‘Do you think he’ll be okay?’

I twisted over the tub for a better look. He was sliming across the floor now, toward the sink.

‘He’ll be great,’ I said.

A mucus trail glimmered on the tiles.

‘Promise not to tell?’ Baby said. ‘I shouldn’t have – I don’t even know how I got him past the gate. Pets are not allowed. Of course.’

‘It’s a snail.’

She blinked, apparently not understanding what I meant.

I said, ‘I won’t tell.’

She breathed a sigh of relief.

I climbed out of the tub. Baby’s eyes dashed away from me, and I remembered I was naked. I covered myself with the towel she’d given me as I lay down on the floor.

‘Anyway,’ she said, ‘I came here because I thought – I might run the hot bathwater for him. Maybe he would like the steam. I don’t know.’

The cool tile felt good against the side of my head. The room throbbed.

The snail had made it to the sink. Now he was climbing the pedestal, tentacles still timidly wavering. He was the sweetest creature I could imagine.

‘I love him,’ I said.

‘I do, too.’

‘Does he have a name?’

She shrugged.

‘We should name him.’

She touched his shell. ‘Billie Jean,’ she whispered.

‘Billie Jean is a girl’s name.’

She lowered her hand.

‘Is he your boyfriend?’ she said.

‘Who? Billie Jean?’

She pursed her lips again. ‘No – the guy you were with. I heard you, in the hallway – going back to his room.’

‘Oh,’ I said. ‘Right. No.’

‘He’s not your boyfriend?’

‘I don’t know him at all.’

She pushed her glasses farther up her nose.

‘I’m going to be a really bad roommate,’ I said. ‘Sorry.’

Billie Jean was retreating into his shell.

‘Are we friends?’ Baby said suddenly.

‘Of course,’ I said. ‘Best friends.’

‘I’ve never had a best friend before.’

I put a hand to my mouth.

‘Do you need to throw up?’ she said.

‘I’m not sure yet,’ I mumbled.

‘What?’

‘I –’

I crawled to the toilet. I heaved.

Catherine House. No, it wasn’t a college, exactly, though it was accredited as such, my second interviewer had explained as she waved steam off a mug of hot lemon water. We were sitting in her sterile white marble kitchen. As she spoke, she tapped her mug with a sapphire-ringed finger.

‘You went there, right?’ I said. ‘To Catherine?’

She inclined her head in a gentle assent.

‘So you know,’ I said. ‘If it isn’t a college, what is it?’

She kept tapping her mug. I couldn’t read her expression.

What was Catherine, exactly? Let’s say, a community of minds. A crucible of experimental, reformist liberal arts study. Research-and-development institute for the most radical new materials sciences. A postsecondary school more selective than any Ivy League, and so terrifically endowed that tuition was free to any student lucky enough to be accepted. A tiny, pioneering, fanatically private place that by some miracle of chemistry produced some of the world’s best minds: prizewinning authors, artists and inventors, diplomats, senators, Supreme Court justices, two presidents of the United States. A school, and an estate: a complex confection of architecture and design, a house – a magnificent house – miles off the highway, in black woods, behind a long iron gate.

Orientation was held on Friday in the house’s grand auditorium. I sat in the back of the balcony, my legs slung over an armrest. The chairs were upholstered in faded navy velvet, the same velvet as the stage curtains and peeling carpet. Water damage darkened the walls and rococo giltwood ceiling. Loose electric wires snaked in front of the curtains into the shadows.

Down below, about a third of the seats were filled with our class of first-years, all in white T-shirts and jeans. We’d only been here two days and already it seemed everyone else had clustered into cliques.

A woman stood in the shadow of the balcony, her arms folded and legs crossed at the ankle. She wore a slim oyster-gray dress that seemed almost to glow.

Viktória Varga. She wasn’t just Catherine’s director; she was the school’s public face. Years before I came to the house, I’d seen her on the PBS NewsHour, debating the integrity of Catherine’s plasm research or something like that. Mostly I remembered the way she sat so absolutely, impeccably still. She’d had a benevolent smile on her lips, but her eyes were cold and severe.

I mouthed her name to myself. Viktória. She had appeared almost mythic there on TV, yet here she was: a real woman, in a silvery dress, in the same auditorium as me.

I wished I were close enough to get a good look at her face.

Beside me, a girl with a strict haircut sat on the edge of her seat with a notebook in her lap. Catherine House Orientation – Policies and Procedures, she had written across the top of the page. She had also written a number: 09041996. I stared at it awhile before realizing it was the date.

The lights dimmed. Everyone quieted. The curtains parted to reveal a black screen, which then flickered to life.

A woman in a pale pink skirt suit was walking down a dimly lit hall.

‘Hello,’ she said. ‘Welcome to Catherine House. My name is M. Day, and I’m the dean of student life here at Catherine. It is my immense pleasure to welcome you to your home for the next three years.’

I sneezed. The girl next to me shot me a glare.

Catherine House, M. Day was saying, hand resting on a wooden telephone booth, is not just a school, but a cloister – an environment of total concentration and retreat. We encourage students to treasure these three years as a very special private time in their lives. But we understand that some may wish to stay in touch with their families and friends back home. Such students may do so by spending what we call ‘points,’ which are earned by excelling at program assignments, contributing meaningfully to the Catherine community, or through trades, which are assigned in your second year. Students are then welcome to spend points on phone credits and postage stamps. Your Blue Book explains the points system in further detail.

The film skipped to a spacious room lined with shelves full of toiletries. M. Day gestured toward them with a hostess’s delight.

At Catherine, it is our pleasure to provide our students with everything they need: a healthy breakfast, lunch, tea, and dinner; formal and everyday dress; pencils, notebooks, and other school supplies; toiletries to nourish your hair and skin; and medications as prescribed. Other accessories and vanity items, such as fashion clothing or cosmetics, may be purchased with points at the commissary.

A flash of light and a pause, as if someone had fiddled with the camera. Then M. Day was in a dorm room, running a hand over a tidy bed.

Whether you live in Molina, Ashley, or Harrington, your hall is your home for the next three years. And while we do have a staff of aides to help keep the house in tip-top shape, we expect our students to clean up after themselves and manage their living areas with respect, just as they do their minds. Begin your day by making your bed and taking a bath. Floss and brush your teeth. Treat your bodies and your spaces with pride.

M. Day was walking across the yard, into a cluster of trees, approaching a squat white building.

If we believe you have wandered from the path of learning, we may send you here, to the Catherine House Restoration Center. The Restoration Center is not a place of punishment. It is a place to readjust your relationship to Catherine and your environment. Each of our students has been selected by Viktória and the admissions committee as someone who belongs here at Catherine. You will give to Catherine, and Catherine will give to you. We will not let each other down.

I glanced at Viktória when M. Day said her name. I would have thought she’d raise her hand or smile to the crowd to acknowledge the mention. She didn’t move.

M. Day continued on, wandering through various rooms at Catherine. Here was how we registered for fitness activities; this was what to do in case of a medical emergency; these were the holidays, festivals, and feasts that would mark the passage of our time. Ballrooms, parlors, and dining rooms flashed pink, white, and gold.

Should we have any questions, we may refer to the Blue Book for more details.

‘It’s a lot, I know,’ our usher said as we gathered in the Molina parlor after the presentation. The usher, Kimmy Tannenbaum –

‘Three n’s, one b, yes, write that down, there will be a quiz . . . Oh, don’t, don’t, I’m kidding, I’m kidding!’ – was a frizzy, chirpy upperclassman tasked with adjusting us to life at Catherine, and to Molina in particular. She had already given us a quick, high-spirited tour of the Molina courtyard, bedroom halls, laundry pickup and drop-off, and handed out a flurry of registration forms and schedules. ‘Once classes begin next week,’ she was saying now, rocking back and forth on her heels, ‘you’ll get the hang of things before you know it, lickety-split, like that.’ She snapped her fingers. ‘I promise.’

A girl coughed. We all glanced at her, then away.

‘Anyway,’ Kimmy said. ‘Any questions?’

The parlor was tense with quiet energy. There were about thirty of us first-years in Molina, which, Kimmy had explained, was the newest hall and had the smallest number of students. We all stood crammed together among the parlor’s fussy divans, card tables, and spindly pink satin sofas, eyeing each other in tight-lipped silence. The air was heavy with the smell of dead roses.

‘How do we get more wine?’ the girl next to me blurted out.

The room tittered, and the girl blushed. I could smell her sweat. It smelled plasticky, like the cheap shampoo we’d found in our welcome kits. Kimmy’s smile hardened.

‘Guys,’ Kimmy said, ‘listen. I get it. Obviously, Catherine is not your average school. You’re not going to get carded here. Your parents are a billion miles away. And’ – she lifted her chin – ‘Catherine has always been a house in which discipline and disorder are both valued as part of the learning experience. We want you to work hard, but we also want you to have the best years of your life. So go ahead, drink yourself stupid. But remember – this is not an easy school. If you don’t want to fail out, eventually you’re going to have to do your homework. And you really don’t want to fail out.’

She stared around the room, chin still lifted, as if daring us to say something more. No one did. The room watched her in anticipation.

Kimmy sighed.

‘You can pick up bottles during tea service,’ she said. ‘New shipments come in on the truck every week.’

Kimmy rubbed at her neck. She wasn’t looking at us anymore; she was staring up at the parlor chandelier. It hung heavy with glittering crystals and beads.

‘You are so lucky,’ she said.

Her voice had become distant.

‘So lucky,’ she said, ‘to be here – at the beginning.’

Back in our room, Baby flipped through the Blue Book and paced from one wall to the other. I lay on my bed and stared at the ceiling.

‘Here,’ Baby said finally, stopping on a page. ‘No cassettes, CDs, or books from home . . . no personal letters . . . and no pets. Pets of any kind are strictly prohibited.’

She gave Billie Jean’s tank a significant look. We’d found the tank on our first trip to the commissary, among a wreckage of grimy latex gloves and broken safety goggles, the ruins of some canceled chemistry lab. We filled the tank with moist dirt and sticks scavenged from the yard and fed Billie Jean bits of lettuce sneaked into our napkins after lunch. Neither of us was sure how to take care of a snail, but he seemed pleased enough. He was curled up in his shell now, perched on the side of the tank.

‘If you’re so scared, get rid of him,’ I said. ‘Put him out on the lawn. No one cares.’

Baby was breathing hard.

‘Or don’t.’ I twisted on the bed, pulling the blanket up and over my head. ‘We could run away, you know. Us and Billie Jean. Climb over the gate, jack a car, head down to Miami Beach. Sun and sand. Nightclubs. Casinos. How about it?’

‘I’d rather die,’ Baby said. ‘Anyway, we could never make it past the gate. We’d just end up in the tower.’

‘The what?’

‘The Restoration Center. From the video. “The tower” – that’s what everyone calls it.’

‘How do you know?’

Baby was still staring at Billie Jean.

‘It was mentioned in that article last year,’ she said. ‘The one in New York magazine, about Catherine graduates in government?’

‘I don’t know what article you’re talking about.’

‘Seriously?’

‘Yes. Seriously.’

Baby sat down on her bed.

‘I read everything I could about Catherine,’ Baby whispered. ‘I always did, ever since I was a little girl. Every little newspaper article, every stupid exposé. Even the mean ones – the ones after Shiner. Those writers didn’t know anything, I could tell. I didn’t know anything, either. But I wanted to.’ She lifted her chin. ‘No one thought I would get in, but here I am. The only girl from Lubbock admitted in years.’

‘I thought we’re not supposed to say where we’re from,’ I said.

Baby shot me a peevish look I barely noticed. A strange calm had settled over me.

We could never make it past the gate, Baby had said. Of course we couldn’t. That was the Catherine experiment: give the house three years – three profound, total years – then become anything or anyone you want to be. Watch all your dreams come true.

So what had M. Day called the house? A cloister – an environment of total concentration and retreat. Meaning nothing and no one was getting past that gate. No one in, and no one out.

Three years trapped in this house.

‘Do you know what you’re going to concentrate in?’ Baby said.

I rubbed at the dry skin on my lips.

‘Ines?’

‘What?’

‘Do you know what you’re going to concentrate in?’

‘Oh. No.’

I didn’t have any dreams. Not anymore. Maybe I did before I applied to Catherine, but that was during junior year of high school. I’d been a completely different person back then. Someone much better behaved.

Baby was still watching me with shrewdly narrowed eyes. She seemed to be waiting for something.

‘I,’ Baby finally said, ‘am going to concentrate in new materials. You know – plasm studies?’

I put a hand to my throat. My heartbeat was dull and low. I couldn’t tell if I was relaxed or panicking.

‘You’re probably wondering how I know I’ll get in, if it’s so selective,’ Baby continued, her voice higher now. ‘It – has a pretty hard application process, obviously. They’ve had enough trouble with people who don’t respect the work. But my second interviewer said I’d be perfect for it. She even said she’d recommend me to the department. So.’

‘Flowers,’ I said.

Baby blinked. ‘What?’

‘Flowers,’ I said. ‘Botany. I’m going to concentrate in botany.’

‘Botany?’ Baby said. ‘Are you serious? Why?’

I didn’t know why. I’d suddenly thought of an illustration from a book I’d read as a child. In the illustration, a fairy princess bride with glimmering white wings stood barefoot in a garden. She wore a white lace dress and a white lace veil and carried a big bouquet of gardenias, roses, and freesias. A wisteria bower arched overhead.

I hadn’t thought of that illustration in such a long time. I couldn’t believe I even remembered it.

‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘It seems like a nice thing.’

‘Well,’ Baby said with disinterest, ‘too bad, because there’s no botany concentration.’

She was staring at Billie Jean again.

I stood up. ‘Let’s go to dinner.’

She continued to stare. I touched her shoulder.

‘We’re going to be okay,’ I said. ‘We’re going to dinner.’

She nodded at me. I took her hand and walked her out of the room.

The next Monday, I woke up stale-mouthed and hungover in a silent bedroom. The tea tray that was delivered every morning had already been placed on our table, and one of the cups had been used. Baby’s bed was made, its thin, sun-bleached coverlet tucked in tight and the pillow fluffed. She was gone.

I hated waking up alone.

I got up and looked out the window. The house was too quiet today. I tapped the glass.

Our windows faced the Molina courtyard, which was vaguely Mediterranean in design. Overgrown fig trees with broad, sallow leaves shaded potted shrubs and herbs, and tangles of weeds choked the paths. Glazed mosaicked tiles flashed eerie tones of ruby, amber, and peacock-green. In the center of the courtyard stood a long-dry fountain with a stone sculpture of a little boy cradling a turtle. His eyes were empty. Nothing moved in the windows of the surrounding buildings. No one stood on any of the green-shuttered balconies. No one was here.

Far above Molina’s walls, the Ashley tower loomed, battlemented and black as a rook. Six black birds flew past it toward the sun.

I tapped on the glass again, then turned from the window.

The tea tray had already become familiar to me. It was hand-painted oily green and laden with a dull silver kettle, two mismatched porcelain cups, a canister of gray-brown coffee powder, and two tea bags in a glass jar. Some days the tray held a small blue dish of crumbly yellow cookies that tasted like margarine. There were no cookies today, but there was something else. An envelope tucked underneath the clean teacup. It was addressed to me.

I opened it with my thumb.

I must have registered for classes one day over the summer. I could picture that afternoon: a rumpled motel bed and muddy sneakers by the door, footsteps in the hall, my dirty hands folding open a brochure. But now I didn’t recognize any of the class names on the sheet in the envelope: Introduction to Philosophy, Introduction to World Religions, Calculus I, First-Order Logic. They were listed with room numbers like AT46 and HW15 that also meant nothing to me.

I glanced out at the rising sun. It looked to be about midmorning. Introduction to World Religions had probably started a while ago.

I got dressed in blue jeans, a white T-shirt, and white Keds. Though we had been allowed to bring a small amount of outerwear from home, casual clothes were the same for everyone at Catherine. Our dressers had already been stocked with the T-shirts and jeans when we’d arrived, along with three identical pairs of Keds lined up in the closet, beneath a yellow slicker, a wool coat, and one black satin dress.

I eventually worked out that AT meant the Ashley tower, and found Room 46 up four flights of dim, dank stone stairs, at the end of a skinny hallway, and through a crooked door that ached and creaked as I pushed it open. I slid into one of the empty seats in the back of the small lecture room.

The professor glanced my way, then turned back without a reaction. She was writing on the blackboard.

‘The atman,’ she was saying as she wrote, ‘is the individual self. The essential. That which travels through cycles of birth and rebirth. The brahman, that is, the Godhead, the ground of all being, the Universal absolute – Yes?’

She was looking a girl in the front row who had raised her hand.

‘I thought Hinduism had, like, hundreds of gods,’ the girl said. ‘I used to know this guy –’

The professor raised a halting hand. The girl stopped.

‘I’d like to take this time to remind you that here at Catherine, speaking of our past lives is discouraged,’ the professor said in a low voice. ‘This experience is about moving forward. Becoming new. We are informed by our pasts, of course. But we must also learn to let these things go.’

The boy in front of me was eating a sandwich. A ham sandwich with mayonnaise, lettuce, and cucumbers, crusts cut off. He took a crisp, crunching bite.

I tapped him on the shoulder. He twisted around to look at me, wiping mayonnaise from the corner of his mouth.

‘Can I have a bite?’ I whispered.

He gave me a long look up and down. He handed me the sandwich.

I took a bite. The ham was salty and deliciously cool.

The professor was writing on the board again.

‘Hey,’ the boy hissed, ‘give it back.’

I took one more bite, a big one, and handed it back to him.

‘We’ll continue with Hinduism over the next couple of weeks,’ the professor was saying, ‘before moving on to Buddhism. Please pick up your packets from the library by noon tomorrow and do remember, the first essay –’

The girl in the front row had raised her hand again.

‘Yes?’ the professor said.

‘Which of these articles are we supposed to read?’ she said, gesturing to the list.

The professor blinked. Then she said, louder, to everyone: ‘I realize that for some of you this is your first class at Catherine. Until today, your time in this house has been one of unending revelry.’

She twisted the chalk between her long fingers.

‘Revelry does have a place in your education. This house may have been founded as an experiment in discipline, but that was a long time ago. We know now that if we want our students to learn and grow, and come to understand themselves in any real, happy way . . . we have to give you some degree of freedom. But artists and poets and presidents and justices are not born out of three years of partying. This school will teach you how to think. How to make well-considered, rigorous associations between peoples, objects, and cultures, across centuries and across the cosmos. Associations that occur not just because the drunken mind sees associations everywhere, but because our world is one of patterns. We are here to find ourselves, but ourselves as one with everything. This is what we believe in this house. This is what you will learn and trust and love for its sublime truth. But in order to understand this truth . . . you are going to have to work.’

She turned to the girl who had raised her hand.

‘I expect you to have read all of those articles by our next meeting,’ she said. ‘And I look forward to hearing your thoughts on them. After that, I will assign a new list.’

She straightened.

‘Welcome to Catherine,’ she said.

I tapped the boy on the shoulder.

‘Can I have some more?’ I whispered.

‘Oh my God,’ he said.

In those first weeks at Catherine, as fresh September days turned into bitter black October nights, I would lie in bed for hours memorizing our room. The maple beds with their sagging mattresses and chipped, stained headboards; the mismatched dressers; the desks, Baby’s covered with insane piles of notes in strict rectilinear piles, mine strewn with hair ties and socks. The windows with their ripped screens, the yellow tea table. My clothes, tossed on the floor, and the closet full of Baby’s neat T-shirts and coats, all hung like ghosts.

‘Why do you have a Brandeis sweatshirt?’ I asked once, staring into her closet as I munched on a pear. Billie Jean was eating his snack, too. He slimed up the cabbage leaf in his tank with merry little chews.

Baby didn’t look up at me. She was folding her laundry and stacking it in the dresser. She hesitated before saying, ‘It’s my sister’s.’

‘Do you like your sister?’ I mumbled through the bite.

‘She’s dead.’

I swallowed. ‘Sorry.’

Baby kept folding her T-shirts. Our laundry was already folded when we picked it up, but she always redid hers.

After a long moment, Baby said, ‘Do you want to know how she died?’

‘Sure.’

She straightened her stack of shirts.

‘It was a car accident,’ she said. ‘A really awful one. She was driving back to her dorm at Brandeis and got hit by a drunk driver. When the rescuers came, she was already dying. The last thing she said was that she’d been missing me.’

Baby’s face was expressionless as she slipped the shirts into her drawer.

I took another bite of pear.

One day, over a lunch of anchovy salad, I overheard a third-year trying to impress a pretty girl with his knowledge of Catherine’s history. According to his whispers, the original mansion had been built as a home for the eccentric magnate who founded the school. The grim, baroque fantasy rooms of that man’s home now made up Harrington, which housed most of Catherine’s common spaces: the great hall, auditorium, main library, and classrooms, and in the basement, the aides’ warren of operations.

Since its founding, the house had grown like a disease, and now there were three residential halls – Harrington, Molina, and Ashley – all interconnected but distinct in architectural style. I always knew when I had crossed the threshold back into my hall, Molina. I recognized its aspects: its lacy wrought-iron balconies, Spanish red-clay roofs, shutters painted slick, theatrical green. The cavalcades of marble urns lining the corridors. I found myself wandering its distorted landscape even in my dreams. I would follow our bedroom hallway to the left, down a creaking spiral stairway, which wound down to the dank, cobwebbed laundry and cellar; to the right, the hallway led me to the parlor and morning room, and onward to a broad, liver-red travertine staircase. That staircase guided me up to a series of dusty atriums and upperclassmen bedrooms and farther, to the pavilion of windows that led to Ashley.

Ashley was by far Catherine’s biggest hall; every time I found myself wandering its labyrinthine corridors, I felt like I might never escape. Its crooked rooms echoed with the noise of creaking panels and radiators and insane buzzing lights. But I liked making my way to the top of the seven-story Ashley tower, where I could look out over Catherine’s yard. In the northeast, browning grass rolled down to the aides’ and faculty’s towers. To the southwest were the Catherine gardens, concealed by a crumbling brick wall. Supposedly, there were storage silos and a loading dock hiding farther southeast, but that was too far for me to see.

In every direction, everywhere, we were surrounded by woods of dense black maples and pines. The woods obscured the gate.

I had an idea of the house. But I still didn’t see it clearly. The rooms left only hazy impressions as they sequenced one into another, parlor to dining room to stairwell to yard. I got lost. I lost things, too, like my umbrella and my class schedule. I tried to make my way to First-Order Logic and instead found myself on a bench in some blue hallway, staring out the window, feeling the house’s architecture dividing and subdividing all around me. I was haunted by the monster spread of spaces, hallways, and doors.

Baby and I had very different schedules. Her classes, in advance of the new materials concentration, kept her in labs all day, whereas I had lost track of when and where my classes met. I spent most days in bed deliciously bored, reading Betty and Veronica comics from the Molina library, waiting for Baby to come home. When she opened the door those afternoons to find me still nestled underneath my coverlet, she would look me up and down, lips firmly pursed, but say nothing. She set to studying or brushing her hair or rearranging her collection of pencils without a word.

The two of us, we liked not talking together.

During the day, Baby worked hard, really hard. I had never seen anyone study so much. And at night, she cried, a lot. I wondered if she was thinking about her sister.

Once, when Baby was crying, I crawled into bed with her. I held her as she sniffled and wept. Her body felt very human in my arms, warm and damp, but she didn’t react to my touch. It was like she didn’t feel me at all.

I could see myself in the mirror hanging on the wall in the doctor’s examination room. I was slouched and skinny, yellow-skinned and bruise-eyed, my lips swollen and bitten-up raw. My hair slunk over my shoulders in slutty waves that were dark with grease; I hated washing my hair in the tub, so I didn’t. I looked beautiful. Like a rotting fruit.

The doctor opened the door and closed it behind herself with a click. She wasn’t wearing a doctor’s coat but a black dress and black pumps, her hair wrenched into a strict chignon.

‘So,’ she said as she flipped a sheet on her chart. ‘Ines Murillo de los . . . are all these names yours?’

‘You can just call me Ines.’

She snapped the folder shut. ‘All right, your first annual. Any particular questions or complaints? How are you feeling?’

‘Really great,’ I said. ‘Fantastic.’

‘How are your classes going?’ She looked at me with cold, dispassionate eyes. ‘Are you studying?’

Our midterm grades had come in. I didn’t even remember taking the tests. ‘Yes. I’m acing everything. I’m a star.’

The doctor unwound the stethoscope from her neck and breathed on its head.

I examined her face as she moved the stethoscope over my back. Her nose was sprinkled with pale freckles.

She wrapped a blood pressure cuff around my arm. Its squeeze felt warm and dear, and I had the sudden embarrassing urge to cry.

‘Feeling okay?’ she said.

‘Yes,’ I said.

She unwrapped the cuff and jotted down some notes. ‘One-oh-five over eighty. Did you smoke before coming here?’

‘Just now?’

‘No, before you came to Catherine.’

‘Sometimes.’

‘Have you had trouble, with the quitting?’

‘No.’

‘How are the meals treating you? Have your bowel movements been good?’

‘Yes. Really great.’

‘Sex, protected?’

‘Yes.’

‘Lean back.’

I did.

She palpated my lower stomach. The pain there felt like dread.

‘So, aren’t you happy to be here?’ she said.

‘At the doctor?’

‘At Catherine.’

I stared at the ceiling.

Was I supposed to be happy?

‘I know it can be hard for you kids,’ she said as she touched me, ‘to be so isolated from your friends and family and everything you’ve ever known. But don’t worry. You’re going to have so much fun here, soon you’ll forget to even think about the past.’ She patted my knee. ‘All right, let’s get you in the stirrups.’

I put my feet up.

‘Scoot up.’

I scooted.

One of the supply cabinets had been left ajar. The bottom and middle shelves were lined with canisters of cotton balls, tongue depressors, Band-Aids, and gauze. But the top shelf was empty except for a tray fitted with a series of slender metal rods standing on end. The rods were of various sizes, each topped with a plastic digital reader, like thermometers.

‘What are those?’ I said.

‘What’s what?’

‘On the top shelf of the cabinet.’

She deposited the sample in a bottle, then followed my gaze. ‘The plasm pins? We use them for plasm repair. You’ve never seen plasm pins before?’

I’d heard of plasm pins, of course, but I’d never seen one in person. I craned my neck to get a better look. The shelf was too high up.

‘Do you use them here?’ I said.

The doctor’s lips were set in a firm line. ‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean, I thought that the pins and everything – I thought it was all a hoax. And Catherine was supposed to stop experimenting.’

She snapped off her gloves. ‘You can sit up.’

I kept staring at the plasm pins as I sat up.

The doctor jotted down notes in her pad. ‘Anything else? How are your cramps?’

‘I need thicker pads,’ I said. ‘The supply ones are too thin.’

‘Change them more often.’

‘I have a very heavy flow.’

‘The pads are fine. You’ll get used to them. Get dressed.’

I shimmied back into my underwear and skirt. I grabbed cough drops and condoms from the jars on the counter as I left.

I stepped off the path to walk across the yard. The sky was weak gray today and fat clouds hung low on the horizon. My whole body felt heavy. I walked for a long time over wide stretches of wild grass before I reached the trees. Blackberry brambles clustered around trunks that were dark and sticky with sap. As I moved on, I crouched to pick up a maple leaf. It smelled like sweet decay. Pine needles crunched beneath my feet and masses of gray weeds snagged at my legs.

I closed my eyes. I tried to imagine I was in the fairy garden, the one from the picture book I’d had as a little girl. I tried to smell the wisteria bower; I tried to see the crystal dew beading on peonies and roses.

I opened my eyes. A spider was creeping toward my feet.

Had I ever been able to imagine it right? Had I ever really believed the world so lovely and full of magic?

I wormed my way through the brambles and around the trunks, feet unsteady, until I found the gate. I ran my fingers over the iron bars. I clasped one, as if to test its weight. I peered through.

Past the gate, the woods grew deeper and denser. For a moment I thought I saw something dart between the tree trunks. Then a beam of sunlight flashed and I couldn’t see anything at all.

I still remembered who I was and where I had come from. I was someone before Catherine, of course. I’d had a neighborhood, one with clean, bright houses and clean, bright lawns. I had friends – though I realized now they weren’t exactly the kind of kids who kept you out of trouble. I had a home, a white apartment with white leather furniture and violent art on the walls. I even had family, a mother. When I thought of her now, I usually remembered her hand dangling from the arm of her favorite chair, the ugly Prouvé fauteuil she’d brought all this way. Her fingernails dragon-red, her cigarette trailing blue smoke, her voice murmuring into the phone, Maman, we are never going back to him. We are happy here. We are so very, very happy.

But the only part of my life I had really liked back then was my chemistry teacher. Mr González had long, beautiful eyelashes, a diamond stud in his right ear, and he always laughed at my stupid jokes. And he could always tell when I didn’t want to go home from school. He let me hang out with him in the teachers’ lounge and shared his macadamia nut chocolates with me. As I ate, he would tell me stories about his adventures hiking in Peru or clubbing in London. I imagined he danced with men who were all gorgeous, exciting, and smart, just like him.

Mr González was the only person I had ever loved. So when he told me – my hand clasped in his – that I should apply to Catherine, I did it. I filled out the forms, submitted the project essays, and eventually attended the interviews. I wouldn’t have gone through all that for anyone else. But he asked, so I did it. I was pretty good, back then – good at school, good at friends, good at everything. I used to be pretty nice.

The application process took months. By the time all my materials were in, it was the winter of my senior year. I was spending very little time in school and hadn’t spoken to my mother in months. I’d swung loose from all that. I was staying out late, swallowing magic pills, and laughing so hard I threw up. I was following teachers down hallways and slipping notes into strangers’ pockets. I was still good sometimes. But mostly, I was bad. And it wasn’t long before neon highs lurched into gruesome black lows.

As I lay there under the blackberry bushes at Catherine, the smell of the earth became something else – the smell of starchy bedsheets, vomit, and strawberry ice cream – and my throat ached with a scream. I remembered everything.

Mr González was the only person I spoke to after that night in the hotel room. I found his address in the school directory and showed up at his condo a few days later. I was sure he’d read the news and figured I was involved; he knew the terrible people I was tangled up with then. But when I appeared at his door, he didn’t ask any questions. He just reheated me a bowl of lasagna, turned on an I Love Lucy rerun, and let me sleep on his couch.

And then he let me disappear.

When I heard I had been accepted to Catherine, I’d been running for weeks. I got the admissions office call in a brassy motel lobby, heart beating fast as I cradled the reception desk phone against my ear. I didn’t know how they had tracked me down; I hadn’t been in contact with anyone besides Mr González. I didn’t even know if I’d actually graduated from high school; I’d left a month before commencement. I didn’t know anything, and I didn’t care. I got the call and I went to Catherine because that’s what I was doing then: I was going. I was a going person. That’s the only thing I was.

Catherine promised its students a golden future, if we gave up a few things in return. Three years of no mothers, fathers, brothers, or sisters. No newspapers, no new music, no television. No football games or mascots, no vending machines, no weekend trips to Philadelphia to see plays or ballets. No world except Catherine.

That’s what everyone else gave up. But I didn’t give up anything. I was already a ghost.

Baby and I ate breakfast together in the morning room every day. We never talked much, usually because neither of us had slept the night before. We drank our seltzer, sucked on hard-boiled eggs, and slurped up porridge in sleepy silence. Baby had a funny way of peeling her eggs. She would pull the shell apart with ruthless precision, and then pile the shards as if they were bits of gems. I liked watching her do it.

Baby had just finished this process and was beginning the surgery of pinching off the egg’s membrane when a girl dropped a card onto our table.

I picked up the card. It was notebook paper, the kind we were all supplied with, cut into a handsome oval. It read, in loving script, ‘You are cordially invited to the birthday party of Yaya Osmond.’

‘Gifts,’ said Yaya Osmond, ‘are highly encouraged.’

I looked up. I knew her, Yaya. Her room was down the hall from Baby’s and mine. She swanned around the Molina hallways in costume jewelry and, most recently, a shabby faux-mink coat, which meant
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