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      Without music or an intriguing idea, color becomes pallor, man becomes carcass, home becomes catacomb, and the dead are but for a moment motionless.

      

      One.

      Two.

      Three.

      That is how many of my students were murdered.

      Thomas.

      Amandine.

      And…No. I still cannot say the name.

      At the time, all I knew for certain was that it wasn’t me, though some came to suspect otherwise. Somewhere in my horror, I knew that if I were going to survive with my freedom and my sanity, it would be up to me to discover who murdered my students and why. Perhaps I should have seen how the pieces of the puzzle fit sooner. Perhaps I should have seen it all along.

      I have dedicated my life to words. Words are what I do. When I cannot articulate my thoughts, I am bereft, a man grasping at ideas falling like air through my fingers, my thoughts refusing to be strung together in any coherent way. I am not entirely certain I can tell the tale in a way that helps you understand, but I will try. The story I have to share is one of memory, madness, and revenge. You will judge for yourself how well I tell it. 

      Langston Hughes said, “My soul has grown deep like the rivers.” I am not certain I have a soul, but my memories are deep like the rivers. They have width, depth, velocity. Often, they run amok, twirling into the distance like toy tops spinning over cliffs, drowning under the abyss, never to be seen again. In time, almost everything becomes insignificant. Tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow.

      My routines are largely the same. Until they aren’t. I wish I could predict the times when, without warning, something happens, perhaps for no reason at all, and my predictable world is fractured beyond recognition. The questions still haunt me. Should I have seen it coming? Could I have prevented it? Perhaps. But by the time I realized what cruel terrors awaited us, the damage was done. It is not until after events happen that we realize we should have taken our first impressions more seriously. Only by then it is too late.
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      With me poetry has not been a purpose, but a passion.

      

      I arrived in the coastal town of Southshore, Maine, in August 2010. On my first night, I set down my belongings in my newly rented cottage, then headed to the bay where I stood on the midnight shore under the light of a vanilla moon. The fog rolled in dense from the sea, smothering Casco Bay in a steely silence that swallowed sound itself. The dark outlines of the islands, jagged and unmoving, hovered in the distance as if waiting. The lighthouse on Great Diamond Island flashed once, vanished into the mist, then flashed again, the lonely eye blinking in the gloom. I felt, as I stood at the edge, a sorrow colder than the stones beneath my feet. At the time, I could not name the cause of my melancholy. Perhaps the anger of the oncoming storm should have been a sign, but in that moment, it was simply another nor’easter blowing in high winds and heavy rain. The gusts whipped the water against the rocky coast, the white-tipped waves creating whirlpools. The shroud-like clouds grew more menacing, so I turned away. I could not settle my mind, or my legs, so instead of going back to the cottage, I went to Eventide College, my new academic home.

      Standing at the edge of campus, I admired the eclectic combination of colonial and neoclassical architecture. The roaring of the wind and the crashing of the waves dropped to a whisper, and in the near silence I felt separated from my surroundings, as though I were the only one left in the world. Past the witching hour, there was not a soul to be seen. Edgar Poe’s words ran through my mind.

      Merely this and nothing more.

      I recited The Raven aloud as I followed the winding stone-paved walkway through the plentiful trees, still green in late summer. Dim campus lights flickered and dimmed, leaving puzzle-like shadows on the ground. Footsteps slapped the ground behind me, quick, light, but unmistakable, and I sensed a preternatural watchfulness nearby. Something stirred my senses. I stopped, listened, heard nothing more, and moved on until, again, I heard the rhythmic slapping and I turned around. No one.

      Darkness there and nothing more.

      Poe understood the gloom.

      I shook my head in an attempt to push away the creeping sensation that someone was watching me, intruding into my private night. Then I saw the intruders—two ravens, soaring side by side, their wings dark like midnight, their eyes like molten bronze. Seeing the ravens where I was about to begin my new job made perfect sense to me. I appreciated their watchful presence as I walked home, desperate to leave the forlorn feeling behind.

      If you asked me, I would say that I’ve grown used to the late hours. I enjoy my solitary walks in the gloaming. I’m most at peace when not a single soul in the world knows where to find me. Most people are frightened of the night because so much remains unseen. Unknowing is more fearful than knowing. Who knows what lies between shades and shadows? Nightmares spring from behind the blackness, monsters with talons for fingers who crush your very bones. Crime lurks in the darkness, anxiety in the darkness, terror in the darkness. With little light to see by, phobias are exposed, to be picked at like scabs that hurt more than help, so we peel them away until we bleed.

      Yet I am alive under the somber sky. I live in the half-light. Instead of dwelling on the possibility of phantom torments, I have learned to find darkness comforting. I find solace in the unseen. Few people are awake at that hour to mind whether I come or go. Of those I encounter, they are not so very curious at night. Until they are.

      

      Eventide College was supposed to be just another job on just another campus. No red flags waved, informing me that this particular job on this particular campus would soon turn into a circus of horrors. Perhaps it’s more accurate to say that I didn’t see the red flags. I have thought about it often since. Did I miss the warnings? Was there some invisible finger jabbing me in the ribs, some sign that I should beware? How often have we looked back on events and realized that the signs were there all along, yet at the time they were easily explained away? It’s only in hindsight that we understand.

      I had been aware of Eventide College for so long that when the phone call came, I was immediately intrigued. The message on my voicemail was clear. Her name was Deborah Bronwyn, but you could call her Debbie. She was the Department Chair of the English department at Eventide College. They had a sudden vacancy, and she wanted to speak to me. I was familiar with the process. At most colleges and universities, departments have to advertise the position, even if the person they want to hire comes by recommendation or personal acquaintance. Professor Bronwyn said that the vacancy was for someone who specialized in nineteenth-century American literature, my area of expertise. I heard the voicemail in the evening, so I gave myself the night to decide whether I wanted to pursue the position. In truth, I had been happy at Yale, but I glanced at my calendar and realized, with some sadness, that it was nearly time to move on. Besides, it might be nice to work on a smaller campus with fewer students. I wanted to focus on teaching for a change.

      I asked some colleagues what they knew about the college in Southshore, Maine, and they had only good things to say. Gabriel Sweeney’s twins were students at Eventide, both studying Mathematics, and he said they were quite happy. Max Stewart, a former professor at Dartmouth, said EC, as Eventide College is known, has a solid reputation for its rigorous academic programs.

      “There are many brilliant minds in the English department at Eventide, Jonathan. Many of the scholars who shape our current views of literary theory are there.” He laughed as he added, “Some people say EC is haunted.” When I asked how it was haunted, he said he didn’t know, and it was likely just a silly rumor anyway.

      When I asked Gabriel Sweeney what his twins knew about the supposed hauntings, he said they knew nothing, adding, “They say it’s just the English department that’s haunted.” As an English professor, I did not find that particularly reassuring.

      I discovered that the English department at Eventide College—beyond the possibility of ghouls, imps, and I could only guess what else—was known for its exemplary American literature department. English students from EC go on to become respected scholars, authors, poets, editors, and publishers. I decided that I could handle an ogre or two for the opportunity to work there. I’ve dealt with worse than that in my time. The next night, I returned Debbie Bronwyn’s call.

      “Excuse me,” she said in her vibrant voice, “but I left a message for Dr. Jonathan Ferrars, the professor of English at Yale whose scholarship on Poe I’ve so greatly admired. Are you calling on his behalf?”

      “I’m Jonathan Ferrars.”

      Silence. Then, “Forgive me, Dr. Ferrars. I wasn’t expecting someone who sounded so young. You are old enough to teach at a college, aren’t you?”

      “I am indeed Jonathan Ferrars, I assure you.”

      I established my identity by speaking in depth about my Poe scholarship, and she accepted that I was who I claimed to be. She spoke enough for both of us, and I was left with little to add except for an occasional “Yes” or “That’s right.” She praised some of my more recent scholarship on Poe and the Imp of the Perverse, and we discussed Poe’s personal imp of the perverse, which wreaked havoc in his life despite his plethora of literary talent.

      “We all have some inner imp whispering into our ears, prompting us to do whatever wrong thing is in front of us, don’t you think, Jonathan? May I call you Jonathan?”

      “Of course. And if you’re asking me if I believe that we each have our own personal devil on our shoulders, then indeed I do.”

      “To be honest, I wasn’t sure at first because you do sound so young, but you’ve convinced me that you’re at least old enough to drink.” She laughed enough for both of us. “How soon do you think you could find your way to Maine so I can show you around EC and introduce you to everyone? I’d like you to have the opportunity to get settled here before the autumn term starts.”

      “Is this an offer?”

      “As a matter of fact, not only is it an offer, but I’d like you to fill the Eleanor C. Geddes Chair of American Literature.”

      I knew enough about the English department at EC to know that the Eleanor C. Geddes Chair of American Literature was fully endowed and, if I recalled correctly, funded by Eventide College’s leading patron. The Geddes chair was highly respected and one of the premier positions for literary scholarship in the country. Could she be offering it to me that easily? No preliminary interview? No job talk? For a flash, I was elated. Then reality set in. It sounded too good to be true, and I said so.

      “We do things differently in the English department at EC,” Debbie explained. “I assure you, Jonathan, this is an offer. You’ve come highly recommended, and your scholarship is top-notch. I have the necessary approval to hire you on the spot if I decide that you’re right for the Geddes chair, and you are.”

      I still thought it was too easy, but I was caught up in the thrill of receiving a well-respected position at a fine institution, and I accepted.

      The next night, as Debbie and I worked through salary negotiations and arranged my move from Connecticut to Maine, she told me about Eventide College.

      “Do you know about the founding of EC? The story is lore in Southshore.” She took my silence for a no. Her voice took on a friendly tone, as though reciting an oft-told fairy tale.

      “You see, Cornelius Everett Eventide was the youngest son of an English viscount. Like younger sons of the nobility, his eldest brother received the title, the house, and the money, leaving Cornelius to make his own way in the world. Instead of testing his luck in the army or his patience as a parson, Cornelius left for the United States in 1836.

      “His brother, Anthony, was now the viscount, and his lordship took pity on his youngest brother, who had to leave England, the center of the world, for the sticks of the colonies, which hadn’t been colonies for some time by then. Cornelius invested whatever money he had and ended up making a fortune.” She sounded like an actress in a play whose character laughs at the same lines every night. “Instead of New York or Rhode Island, Cornelius settled here in Maine. He married a local woman, Eleanor, which made him a local as far as his neighbors were concerned. As a matter of fact, the Eleanor C. Geddes Chair was founded in her honor. He was a great scholar, Cornelius. Nothing in the world was more important to him than learning. Upon discovering that there was no Harvard or Yale in his immediate vicinity, he created a haven of higher learning in his own backyard, literally his backyard, using the land surrounding his house for the campus. He founded Eventide College in 1850 with the intention that everyone deserved the opportunities that a good education would bring. Remember, this was a time when, according to the elites, only the privileged deserved to know things. When you arrive, you’ll see the house he built, Eventide Manor. The house had been passed down for several generations until it fell into disrepair and was abandoned. About ten years ago, it was bought by our benefactor, Mr. Rhys Grimshaw. He’s a nice man, even if he has his eccentricities.”

      “Don’t we all.”

      “That’s what I say. And no matter what, he’s a generous benefactor to Eventide College. He has a soft spot for the English department, which is lucky for us. He’s an amateur literature scholar, actually, and he’s had several papers published. Did I tell you that he endows the Geddes chair?”

      “I didn’t know that.”

      “I think you and Rhys will get along famously. I can’t wait for you to meet him.”

      “It all sounds rather impressive.”

      “I thought you should know a little about the college where you’re going to make your home. Now, did you have any questions for me?”

      “Is it true that Eventide is haunted?”

      Again, the canned laughter. “Haunted? Whatever gave you that idea?”

      “A professor at Yale mentioned it.”

      “Leave it to Yalies to spread rumors. Honestly, the things people say. They’re jealous of us here at Eventide, of course. Our English students go on to some of the premier literary positions in the world.”

      Be careful what you wish for, they say, because you might get it. I have learned the hard way how true that is.

      

      After I arrived in Maine, I spent the nights walking the roads, getting to know my new surroundings. Always the bay called to me. Casco Bay is a grandeur both beautiful and unsettling in equal measure. The sea’s surface rolls under currents that gleam like broken slivers of moonlight while islands lie like ancient fortresses, their rocky silhouettes softened by a misty veil. The salt-heavy winds stir the creaking boats, the waves knocking against the hulls with an echo like organ tones. The lighthouse sits in the distance, a solemn, steady presence. Near the bay, I felt the fragility of existence, and terror and wonder washed over me the way the tide washed over the shore.

      I came to like the quaint seaside village of Southshore. For those first nights, I felt the closest to peaceful I had in some time. The night before classes began, I stared into the deep horizon, seeking something, perhaps an answer to a long-held question. And then I realized what I wanted. It was a memory buried deep in the muddy river of my mind. The wind blew my hair from my eyes, and I wondered if it took my memories with it, casting them into the dark water. Sometimes my memories are close to the surface, ripe for the plucking. Other times they are so far down in the depths that I think I will never find them again. As I grappled with my memories, the good and the bad, I watched the tide lick the jagged stones while the old boathouses lurched drunkenly, their windows empty like a skeleton’s eye sockets. The wooden pier jutted like the bones of an ancient ship, the ferries and fishing boats long since docked for the night.

      Again, that sense of being followed tingled along my spine. This time, there were no ravens. I heard a faint, rhythmic tapping, too deliberate to be natural yet too slow to be nothing. My pulse quickened. Though I could not see the source, I knew that, whatever it was, it was out there, watching and waiting. The bay had a way of holding its secrets close, and whatever it knew, it would not share. I was certain that my imagination was getting the best of me. Crackling, a sound like someone stepping on rocks, came from behind. I turned around. No one. Then someone tugged on my jacket.

      “Hello?” I called.

      No one answered.

      Was Max right about Eventide College being haunted? Perhaps it was Southshore, or Maine, that was visited by phantoms. Did ghosts pass in the night? I would have company then. The soft slurring of waves and the gentle press of the wind kissing the shore twisted my imagination into strange shapes. I felt exposed standing alone, and a sense of dread unnerved me. Whatever it was—real or imagined—it was gone. I sprinted away, and the movement of putting one foot in front of the other at a quick pace kept my body active while my mind searched for peace, which it doesn’t often find. There are times when I might find a few moments of respite, but they are only moments. They say that no matter where you go, there you are, and no matter how fast or far I walk, I am no better than I was before. There is always something I’m trying to outrun, someone at the forefront of my thoughts. She is the one memory always close and true. I see her always—her beautiful face, her sweet smile. I am only half myself without her.

      Down Frantick Road, I passed the old Victorian mansion that Debbie Bronwyn had told me about—Eventide Manor, all the windows but one dark at that late hour. The architecture was Gothic in temperament and Victorian in detail, with sharp gables that cut into the fog, narrow lancet windows glimmering with warped glass while stone gargoyles crouched at the roofline, their faces worn smooth by years and weather. Ivy, dark as old blood, clung to the façade like heavy drapes, crawling around an arched doorway and into the cornices. A wrought-iron gate fenced the property, the spikes flecked with late-night haze, and a single tower loomed above it all, its clock long dead, its hands forever fixed at some old hour, showing the correct time twice a day. Nestled into the open space of the clock was a conspiracy of ravens, their croaks rising above the whipping wind. The mansion seemed to breathe in the shifting mist. Perhaps it looked friendlier in daylight. But no, sunshine wasn’t likely to help. The old mansion was too gloomy. As if the manor had projected its thoughts onto me, I suddenly felt as melancholy as the house looked.

      Overtaken by an odd lethargy, perhaps a residual effect from standing in the shadows, I was unable to resist any longer, and I let the memories have their way. I remembered everything about her. Sometimes my memories are deep like the rivers. Other times they are a squall, like Hokusai’s Great Wave, pressing me under until I’m certain I’ve drowned. I heard her voice, like a whispering wave.

      “You should have seen it coming.”

      “Seen what coming?” I asked.

      I turned into the dark cul-de-sac where my rented cottage waited. As I unlocked my door, the rain pelted me with dart-like drops, washing her away.
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      Ah, not in knowledge is happiness, but in the acquisition of knowledge!

      

      Eventide College burst into life with the new autumn term. Students, their youthful vivacity flashing from them like beams of sunlight, walked or rode their bikes across the pathways, crowded the coffee shop in the bookstore, and lingered on the stone steps of the amphitheater, chatting happily with friends not seen during the summer months. Freshmen walked the campus carefully, their maps tight in their hands as their eyes scanned the buildings. I took my time crossing the campus, enjoying the sights. A bubbling excitement always sparks the air at the beginning of a new school year. It never grows old for me.

      Walking the campus, I passed Richfield Chapel, the four spires of the bell tower pointing forever upward, toward God, if you believe. The chapel blended into the surrounding trees, its brown bricks providing effective camouflage in the darkness. I followed the winding walkway, passing the grassy lawn of the Chisholm Library and the Beckham School of the Arts. Eventide College was an eclectic fusion of two distinct architectural styles, with half the buildings boasting a neoclassical appearance while the other half wore their colonial aspects proudly. Four Greek columns, two large and two small, lined the pathway toward the Main Quad with its Italianate gazebo and mosque-like dome. Somehow, with the abundance of summer green grass and low-hanging trees, everything worked in harmony. That night, the waning moon burnished the old-world charm of the campus. Half-faced moons symbolize letting go to prepare for new beginnings, so it seemed an auspicious start. I hoped that perhaps this college in this quiet New England town near the shore, a land of tidal marshes and coastal wetlands, would be some Gilead for me, my own private refuge.

      I stopped at the center of campus near the statue of the college’s founder, Cornelius Everett Eventide, his hand stretching heavenward as though posing for an immortality he was desperate for. Except for his top hat and full beard, Cornelius reminded me of Augustus of Primaporta, which shows Caesar Augustus in his breastplate alongside Cupid and a dolphin. Cornelius Everett Eventide was rather too lanky to be considered a well-muscled man. He had not been a great military leader or an instigator of the Pax Romana. He had been a brilliant scholar. Perhaps too great in the end. Posed for his statue, he appeared to be what he was: an ordinary man with an extraordinary intellect who, with his extraordinary wealth, created a college that he hoped would do some good in the world. Perhaps he adopted the pose because he believed he was leading his students toward greatness. More likely, it was, as it was for Augustus, a piece of personal propaganda. The longer I stood there admiring the marble, the more I decided that Cornelius resembled Napoleon more than Augustus. All the college’s founder needed were gold epaulettes to complete the look.

      From the statue, I found my way to the Eliot School of Humanities, a six-story red-brick colonial with white trim and a modern glass walkway connecting the second floor to the Kaufmann School of World Languages, part of the larger Humanities department. Everything taught under the banner of Humanities—Classics, Philosophy, History, Languages, and English—was based there. I had been to the Eliot School once since arriving, to meet Debbie Bronwyn in person. She did as she had promised, showing me my new office and introducing me to the colleagues who were there. They weren’t effusively friendly, but they weren’t overtly unkind, like faculty everywhere. The gossiping and backstabbing don’t begin until they see the new hire’s list of publications and determine where the newbie fits into the department’s pecking order. My goal, as always, was to stay away from the drama. Sometimes I succeed, and sometimes I don’t.

      Inside the Eliot School, I took the stairs to the fourth floor, where the English department was located. The fourth floor was H-shaped, with two long hallways separated by a shorter hallway between them. Bulletin boards lined the off-white walls, proclaiming important dates such as the start of the Autumn and Spring terms and add and drop dates for courses. Some boards listed groups for students to sign up for, and one board featured recent publications by faculty. Near the elevator was a directory with the English professors’ names, office numbers, and office hours. My name and office number were there, with the addendum of my holding the Geddes chair. By the time I arrived, most of the professors had left, their doors locked for the night. A few remained, shuffling around, gathering their belongings, or chatting with colleagues. Two professors welcomed each other back, asking what conferences they had attended and what papers they had submitted over the summer.

      My office, number 412, was located at the far end of the hallway near the fire escape. The room was square, off-white, and just large enough to hold a metal desk with a faux-wood top in front of a small, bare window. Completing the industrial look was an old office chair, an out-of-date computer with a printer on a rolling shelf, and two empty metal bookcases. It was a standard university-issued office. If I thought that the professor holding the Geddes chair would receive special treatment, or at least a bigger office, I was mistaken.

      I dropped the two boxes I had brought onto the floor while deciding how to arrange my few belongings. Other professors turned their offices into personal playgrounds, with family photographs, colorful paintings and prints, coffee makers or tea kettles, small refrigerators, and books, along with other knick-knacks such as trinkets collected on their travels or Shakespeare action figures. Nothing of my personality showed in my office, which is how I like it. The fewer personal possessions I have, the easier it is to walk away when the time comes. I grab my two boxes, and I’m gone as if I were never there.

      I checked the time and saw that I had 30 minutes before my first class. I found a pair of scissors in the desk drawer and sliced open the first box. Then I removed my bomber jacket, set it across the top of my office chair, then slid the books onto the shelves: Poe’s works—his fiction, poetry, and literary criticism—as well as biographies about Poe and literary criticism discussing his work from every angle from Feminism to Marxism. Then I organized the works of other nineteenth-century American authors: Emily Dickinson, Henry David Thoreau, Ralph Waldo Emerson, and Walt Whitman. Next to these, I included my own books about the same nineteenth-century American authors. It never hurts to display them.

      With my belongings put away, I hung my PhD diploma from Cambridge on the wall behind my desk. I like that to be the first thing people see when they walk into my office. It doesn’t hurt for them to know that I’m qualified for this job, especially since everyone likes to comment on how young I look. On the wall beside my desk, I hung reproductions of the standard portraits of Emily Dickinson, Ralph Waldo Emerson, and Henry David Thoreau. To the right, I hung up my series of daguerreotypes of Edgar A. Poe. Poe would be my object of scrutiny that term, after all.

      I logged onto my computer and answered emails from students, most of whom had questions that could have been answered by reading the syllabus, which I had already sent them. Debbie Bronwyn peeked around my open door.

      “I know I’ve already welcomed you, Jonathan, but tonight is your first class and I wanted to see how you are.”

      “I’m doing well, thank you. Starting a new term isn’t new for me.”

      “Oh, I know, I know. You’re old enough to drink, though you barely look like it. See, I remember what people tell me.” She laughed. “You’ve never started a new term at Eventide before, and our students are special.”

      Debbie Bronwyn was a short, slender woman of indeterminate age with a youthful face and striking silver hair cut into a pixie. That night she wore a gray pantsuit and a cream blouse, her diminutive height helped by a pair of high heels that clicked loudly on the linoleum floor. She looked more professional than most of the professors I’d seen, certainly more than me in my chino pants and button-down shirt.

      “I think you’ll be happy here, Jonathan. We’re one happy family in the English department at EC.”

      I smiled politely. I knew all too well that when someone says they are a happy work family, the opposite is almost always true. Everywhere I’ve worked, there has been nonsense, whether it was illicit affairs, academic rivalry, accusations of plagiarism, stolen research, or competition for the same grants. Professors, supposedly some of the most bookish, benign people in the world, will fight to the death to maintain their fragile authority in their fields. Rarely, but still possible, were motives of financial gain with the embezzling of university funds or other fraud. What appeared to outsiders to be a happy family soon revealed itself as a hotbed of factions and betrayals. It’s always the same. My way of dealing with the nonsense is to keep my head down and stay away. I smile at everyone and make polite small talk. I don’t gossip myself, though I may listen when it suits me. It’s important to keep your ear to the ground and be aware of what’s going on. Unfortunately, the fact that I’m silent about myself makes me an object of speculation. Since I volunteer nothing, they make up stories, fitting me into one of their handy boxes so that I make sense to them. When someone doesn’t make sense, they become the object of scrutiny, which is when trouble begins. By staying silent about myself, I appear less trustworthy among the troops because no one knows where I stand on anything. That night, at the start of the new term, I hoped that Eventide College would be different and that my live-and-let-live attitude would be respected.

      “Professor Stewart at Yale said you’d make an excellent administrator, Jonathan. Are you going to challenge me for the English department chair?”

      “Not at all. I’ve had no particular aspirations to go into administration. I enjoy teaching too much.”

      A friendly voice rang out in the hall. “You’re the first person I’ve heard say that in a long time.” A middle-aged man with close-cropped salt and pepper hair, his wide tie pointing to the paunch visible under his brown jacket, appeared in the doorway. His smile was warm, the kind that invites confidence. “You must be the new Geddes Chair. I’m the post-modern guy around here.”

      “Jonathan Ferrars,” said Debbie, “this is Leonard Harris.”

      “Why Eventide?” Leonard asked. “You were at Yale. Eventide is a step down, if you ask me.”

      “What a thing to say!” Debbie waved her finger at Leonard as though he were a naughty child. “Eventide College is highly respected. Our English department is top-notch. We’re…”

      “A sort of Ivy League school, yes, Debbie, I know. But Professor Ferrars had a position at an actual Ivy League school. Asking why he left is a legitimate question.”

      “Aren’t you happy here?” Debbie crossed her arms over her chest. “Would you like the position Jonathan left behind?”

      “I wouldn’t mind it, to be honest with you, but I’m too close to retirement to leave, so I guess you’re stuck with me.”

      Debbie turned her back on Leonard. A happy family indeed. “You’ll love our students, Jonathan. They’re some of the greatest young literary minds in the country. Many of our students are proud to be the first in their families to attend higher education. We have students who work two jobs to afford their courses, believing that a degree from Eventide College will make them more competitive in their chosen fields. Our students come from all over the world and speak many languages. Some professors, who do not belong here, believe that such students only serve to bring an institution down.”

      Debbie and Leonard watched me, waiting. The committee interview I had missed was now taking place.

      “Privilege has always existed, and there have always been those who feel entitled. The terminology has changed, nothing more. My father grew up in poverty, and through his own intelligence and diligence, he created a successful business, and then he did everything in his power to give me every opportunity. When I wanted to attend university, he stopped at nothing to send me. He knew that anything that challenged your way of thinking could expand your mind. Over the years, I’ve come to believe that being exposed to thoughtful prose and verse is the best way to create a fully formed human being. Poe said, ‘I would define, in brief, the poetry of words as the rhythmical creation of beauty.’ I couldn’t have said it better myself.” I studied their faces, wondering if I had passed. Since they waited for me to continue, I did.

      “I believe everyone deserves access to the same opportunities that I received. Even during my darkest times, I had my love for learning, and it gave me a purpose beyond my mere existence. When a student walks into my classroom, whoever that student is, they are my student for that term, and I will do everything I can to help them succeed.”

      “Teaching is well enough,” Leonard said, “but it’s not the focus of the professor, and it hasn’t been for some time, if it ever was.”

      He was right, of course. If that had been an actual interview, they would have been more interested in my publications and grants than in my teaching.

      The door across the hall opened, and the professor joined Debbie and Leonard. Debbie introduced him as Stephen Trevelyan, the modern poetry professor. Stephen was lean, angular, and finely dressed in a well-fitted iron-gray suit that matched his iron-gray hair. His black leather shoes were so well-shined that I could see my face reflected in them. “I’m glad you’re here,” Stephen said. “They were going to stick me with the Poe seminar. What a ghastly prospect.”

      “Don’t care for Poe?” I asked.

      “Good heavens, no. He’s not what you’d call a prose stylist, and his rhymes are too perfect. Too obviously constructed.”

      “Poetry is constructed,” Leonard said. “Who speaks in rhyme and meter?”

      “Gentlemen.” Debbie held her hands out, a referee separating boxers. “Let’s not have this argument again. We’re going to scare Jonathan away before he gets started.” She smiled in my direction. “I know I’ve already said it, but I do hope you’ll be happy at Eventide, Jonathan. Let me know if you need anything at all.”

      Debbie and Stephen walked away, heads leaning toward each other as they whispered about me, though I pretended not to notice. I grabbed my lecture notes and stuffed them into my backpack, then locked my door and took the stairs to the third floor where the English classes were held.

      Leonard Harris followed me. “I wanted to be sure you knew the way. Your class is there at the end.” He pointed four doors down. “Trevelyan is okay, you know. He’s a little tight about poetry, but that’s what he’s paid for.”

      “And Debbie?”

      “What have you heard?”

      The suddenness of his question startled me.

      “I haven’t been here long enough to hear anything about anyone.”

      “She’s, well, she’s exactly what she seems to be.”

      “And what is that?”

      “What is that?” Leonard glanced over his shoulder as though checking that no one was close enough to overhear. “She’s a good enough chair. She’s well-published. Early Modern is her field. She’s a good face for the department. She’s good at getting us funded. She knows the right people, you know? She’s a special friend to everyone in admin, from the college president to our benefactor, Rhys Grimshaw. Have you met Grimshaw?”

      “Not yet.”

      “You will. And you should know that he and Debbie are special friends. There’s talk that she’s gunning to be the next Mrs. Grimshaw. Just be on your guard.”

      “With Debbie?”

      “With everyone. Some faculty members are annoyed that you’re coming in with the chair when they’ve been struggling to leap from associate to full professor for years. Especially with you being so young.”

      Leonard was full of information, though it was a bit much a bit soon. I would have preferred to finish unpacking my boxes before I had to make sense of department gossip. To change the subject, I said, “I’m surprised anyone is still in their office. Even at Yale, most professors had gone home by now.”

      “You’d be amazed at how late some professors stay. I’ve had emails from colleagues time-stamped at 4:30 a.m.”

      “I’m afraid I’m guilty of that as well.”

      “You’ll never get an email from me at that time. That’s how I’ve survived this job for 25 years. I know when it’s time to go home, and I know when it’s time to sleep. It’s too bad Larry Presspitch never learned that.”

      “Larry Presspitch?”

      “He held the Geddes chair before you. You’re in his office now. You knew you were taking over for a dead man, didn’t you?”

      “I knew the position had come up suddenly.”

      “Suddenly is one way to say it. Old Presspitch’s heart gave out on him. Sitting there grading papers one minute, gone to meet his maker the next. Did you know he died in his office? I guess it’s your office now.”

      “I didn’t know that.”

      “He was in his 80s, so at least he made old bones. Past retirement age, you know, but he couldn’t let go of the work. He thrived on it, and his students loved him. He used to have them over to his house at the end of every semester for a fancy dinner his wife cooked. A lot of his students thought of him as a father figure, and they’ve taken his death pretty hard. So has a lot of the faculty.”

      “When did he die?”

      “Over the summer. One of his students, Simon Hayes, had an appointment with him. Simon banged on Larry’s door, your door, but Larry never answered. Simon ran and got Leigh. Have you met our department secretary?” I nodded. “Leigh used her key to open the door, and there Larry was, calm as could be, his chin on his chest, his pen still between his fingers, smiling like the happiest man in the world. He was writing something and dropped dead as a doornail.”

      “What was he writing?”

      “Something about at the end of exploring we’ll arrive where we started.” I must have looked surprised because he said, “You know it?”

      “It’s T. S. Eliot’s poem Little Gidding.” The familiar words passed behind my eyes. “And the end of all our exploring will be to arrive where we started and know the place for the first time.”

      “Old Presspitch has certainly arrived where he started. Let’s hope the rest of us avoid the same fate any time soon.”

      “Let’s hope we do.”

      Leonard nodded at some passing students as if he knew them, and then he disappeared into the crowd. I entered the classroom at the end of the hall and nodded at the waiting students. My time at Eventide College had begun.
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      We commence, then, with this intention.

      
      My first American Literature 1776-1865 survey class was uneventful. I took attendance, reviewed the syllabus, and prepared for the groans when I explained that our Norton Anthology of American Literature was in two volumes for our purposes—Volume A (Beginnings to 1820) and Volume B (1820-1865). I reviewed the important assignments and the due dates, and I let them go. I took the long way home, across campus to Southshore Road, so that I could walk along the nighttime coast. The salt spray was heavy, the rhythm of the waves rolling and slow, the fog heavy with a peculiar gloom. I continued down Frantick Road to the scenic cove where forest meets ocean, the maritime forest of pine, fir, and spruce lining the shore in majestic style. I walked as far as the edge of the dense woods, then turned toward home, stopping near Eventide Manor, its melancholy darkness calling to me as if some force bid me to it. The black brick mansion resembled the classic picture of a haunted house, mysterious and forlorn. It seemed to grow out of the shadows like an apparition, a spectral character in a Gothic tale, its mournfulness out of place in Southshore, which was a seaside village of harbors, brightly colored cottages, quaint shops, coffeehouses, and touristy bed and breakfasts. That night, the ground-floor windows of Eventide Manor glowed from within. Someone must have been awake at that late hour. A flutter of heavy curtains from the third-floor window, then the shadow of someone peering at me flickered and disappeared. I waited a while, wondering if the shadow would return, but it never did.

      The following night, on my way to campus, I passed the two five-story Queen Anne mansions remodeled into student apartments—Clovis House, painted sea green, and Cavendish Hall, painted sky blue. Both houses boasted asymmetrical façades, wrap-around porches, and red brick chimneys. Students, with their backpacks over one shoulder, some walking and some riding their bicycles, came and went toward campus. Outside the student housing was a vast green lawn shaded by red oaks and sugar maples, where some young people sat chatting with friends. Beyond the trees, the open space of campus was dissected by gray stone pathways studded with benches under white pines. Near the Main Quad was the amphitheater, the Omnis Vir Odeon, as it was known, sitting on a semicircular hillside with granite slabs and stone steps. I passed the Johnson School of Mathematics and Engineering, a neoclassical-style building with a symmetrical façade and marble statues of Pythagoras, Euclid, and Hypatia in the recesses. I lingered near the sundial, curious about the students, who they were, what they studied, and where they expected to go after their time at Eventide was done. It will go by so quickly, I wanted to tell them. Enjoy this moment because it will never come again.

      In my office, I dropped my backpack on my desk. I answered a few emails from students, again with questions about assignments and due dates, which, again, were in the syllabus. These were students from my survey course, and if tradition held, they would not share the attention to detail my graduate students did. I was reviewing my lecture notes when Stephen Trevelyan appeared at my open door. He smiled, a flash of a moment, which was a flash more than I had seen from him the previous night.

      “Good evening, Jonathan. Are you on your way to the faculty meeting?”

      “I am, but I can only stay a while. My first graduate seminar is tonight.”

      “The only time I wish I were teaching the late classes is when we have our nighttime faculty meetings so I’d have an excuse to skip out early. And how was your survey class last night?” He shuddered at the words survey class. “I’m glad I don’t have to teach those anymore. The students are terrible.”

      “The students were fine, Stephen—perfectly normal and anxious about the new term.”

      “It’s as if they’ve never read a book in their lives.”

      “Most of them aren’t English majors, and maybe they never have read a book from beginning to end. Their interests are mathematics, music, or some other subject, but they have to take a survey course to get the humanities credits they need.”

      “A waste of time, if you ask me.”

      I was rescued by Leonard Harris, who passed Stephen’s lanky form to sit in one of the two metal chairs near my desk. “Stephen doesn’t believe in the general survey classes.”

      “So I gathered.”

      Stephen was unabashed. “We should concentrate on our own fields of study and take courses only in what will further our intended endeavors.”

      “Reading and writing are skills everyone needs,” Leonard said. “Nurses, scientists, everyone needs reading comprehension and critical thinking skills. If we teach those skills more generally to students not studying literature or creative writing, I see no harm in that.”

      Leonard and Stephen looked at me as though I were the deciding vote.

      “Since I’m the one teaching the American literature survey course, I’m inclined to agree with Leonard. But not all the students are from other departments. There are undergraduate English students in there as well, and they balance the ones who grumble about reading lists and writing assignments. And if one or two of the students from other fields decide they like poetry or fiction as a result, so much the better.”

      “Well said,” said Leonard.

      Stephen grimaced at this first opinion from the Geddes chair. “You said tonight is your first grad seminar?”

      “It is.”

      “Well then. I wish you luck with your students. I’ll see you at the meeting.”

      Leonard shook his head as Stephen’s long shadow disappeared.

      “Is he always this much fun?”

      “Wait until you see him at the faculty meeting. Stephen has opinions—that I can guarantee. He likes to strut around like a peacock with his tail feathers high, but the truth is he’s published little poetry lately, and his research hasn’t been particularly well received. He’s trying too hard to compensate. If he thinks you’re standing in his way, he’ll try to pull you down.”

      “We don’t even study the same subjects. How could I be in his way?”

      “If you win more grants than he does, if you publish more papers, if you speak at more prestigious conferences, he sees all that as standing in his way. And he’ll spread rumors about how you accidentally plagiarized your latest paper, or how you got the job by being too friendly, if you know what I mean. What about that gossip about Debbie being too friendly with Rhys Grimshaw? Where do you think it came from? People have always said that Grimshaw has too much power in the department for a mere benefactor, but if you’ve got money, people will give you more power than you deserve.” Leonard leaned back in the uncomfortable chair, likely chosen to keep students from lingering during office hours. “So how’s it going so far?”

      “As Stephen pointed out, tonight is my first graduate seminar. Ask me again tomorrow.”

      “Is this the Poe seminar?”

      “It is.” Stephen’s words crossed my mind again. “What did he mean when he said he wished me luck with my students? Was he referring to the students in the survey course? He didn’t seem too thrilled by the Poe seminar either.”

      Leonard folded his hands in his lap as he looked out the window into the night. “He meant your graduate students, actually, the ones you’re going to meet tonight. What did Debbie tell you about your Poe seminar?”

      “Nothing.”

      Leonard closed my door so that no one would overhear. He nodded as he seemed to consider his words. Finally, he said, “Our graduate students are, well, let’s say they have a reputation for being tough customers. Everyone in your Poe seminar is applying to be the next Poet of Eventide, which means they’re competing against each other, and that’s never pretty.”

      “The Poet of Eventide?”

      “She didn’t tell you about the poet laureate thing either?” I shook my head. “She probably didn’t want to scare you away. Every October, Rhys Grimshaw hosts a ball at Eventide Manor to name the new poet laureate, the Poet of Eventide. Becoming the next poet laureate is a big deal here.”

      “Can all students apply to be the poet laureate?”

      “It’s only open to grad students in the English department, and they all apply, and they all want it. Badly. Our poet laureates are virtually guaranteed to leave here with their careers made. Henry Feldstein is our reigning Poet of Eventide, and by the time he graduated last spring, he had a literary agent shopping his first novel. I haven’t heard if it’s been picked up yet, but I wouldn’t be surprised if it were.” Leonard lowered his voice as though the walls had ears. “They all want it, and some of them will play nasty to get it. Simon Hayes, he’s one of your seminar students, he’s always in Debbie’s ear, talking down his cohort, telling her stories about how they cheat, how they lie, how they’re not to be trusted.”

      “Sounds like Simon and Stephen should get along.”

      “Stephen is Simon’s adviser, so you’re more right than you realize. Stephen has taught Simon everything he knows.” Leonard chuckled at the thought.

      “Go on. What else do I need to know?”

      “You need to know that your seminar students are wrapped up tight in this poet laureate thing. It’s the most important thing in the world to them right now. I think they’d kill each other if it would assure them of the position.”

      I put my notes down for a better look at Leonard. He was a friendly looking man with bright eyes, an easy smile, and a pleasant laugh. He was gregarious, always chatting with someone in the halls—colleagues or students, he didn’t seem to mind which. For a moment, I thought he was serious. When he smiled, I wasn’t sure.

      “You need to know that Simon Hayes and Thomas Lambert hate each other. They’ve been rivals since they both arrived here two years ago. The Hayes family is old money, you know, and Thomas hates everyone who has had an easier time than him. Thomas, for all his faults, is highly intelligent and more than capable. He also likes to catch professors out. Someone your age? You’ll look like fresh meat to him.”

      “I’ve been doing this long enough that I can handle myself.”

      “Long enough is relative, young man. And you should know that Thomas likes to discover little tidbits about everyone.”

      “Tidbits they don’t want known?”

      “Exactly. Now, old Larry Presspitch knew how to handle him. Larry was good with all of them, right until the end, of course.” Leonard tugged at his wide tie as he leaned further back in the chair. “Cordelia Reed, she’s in Media Studies with Eric Michaels, but I don’t know either of them well. Oliver Chatterjee is probably the hardest-working student we have. Seems like the kid studies 24 hours a day. He’s always in the library, always reading or writing something with his ridiculous quill pen, or banging away on his laptop. He’s driven, but they all are. He’s on work experience, and he doesn’t want to lose his place, you know? He helps in the department office. He’s a bit of a pet for Debbie. I wouldn’t say anything in front of him that you don’t want repeated to our illustrious DC. They’ve all got their special pets around here.”

      “And who is your pet?”

      Leonard’s hearty laugh filled the small room. “I’m allergic to pets. And if you know what’s good for you, you will be too.” He paused as if he waited for me to add something, but I had nothing, so he continued. “They’re not all cutthroat. Maeve Lang is a nice girl, a talented poet, maybe a little mystical, a little woo-woo.”

      “Woo-woo?”

      “You know, dreamy, a bit of a hippie. I heard she’s a wood fairy, you know, a dryad, those spirits who are tied to oak trees.”

      “Indeed.”

      “They’re supposed to be beautiful women, these dryads, and Maeve is a pretty girl. Not that I’ve noticed or anything.”

      “Of course not. But why do people think she’s a wood fairy of all things?”

      “Simon told Stephen that he saw her in the woods doing some spell or ceremony or something. You know how poets are—all bohemian and far out and that sort of thing.”

      “You seem well-informed.”

      “As a matter of fact, I am. I was the department chair before I was bumped for Debbie. You know how it goes. Someone above my pay grade decides they want to make changes, shuffle things around. Rhys steps in with his money, and he wants Debbie to have the job because she’s a good face for the department. The truth is, I don’t mind the guy, but there’s something about him I don’t trust. But he’s got the money, so he’s allowed to stick his beak in, even though he’s not actually a member of the department, and when he talks, everyone listens. Skinny shrimp of a guy, too, but everyone seems to be spellbound by him.”

      “He’s taller when he’s standing on his money.”

      “That’s the truth.” Leonard laughed. “I wouldn’t have minded staying on as DC. I thought I was good at handling the details and the office politics, but it wasn’t my call. I prefer to focus on things within my control.” He checked his watch. “We ought to head to the meeting.”

      As I locked my door, I said, “I heard from some colleagues at Yale that Eventide College is haunted.”

      If I had expected Leonard to laugh, I was mistaken. He exhaled a long, slow breath. “I’ve seen some things happen here and there. Were they hauntings? I don’t know.”

      “What sort of things?”

      “Silly things if you look at each one on its own. Once I left my research files on my desk and they ended up in the faculty lounge.”

      “Could you have misplaced them?”

      “I can’t remember the last time I set foot in the lounge.”

      “What were you researching?”

      “The use of the supernatural by post-modern American authors such as Octavia E. Butler and Toni Morrison. Then there was the time I found satchels of peppercorns, salt, bay leaves, and rosemary scattered here,” he gestured down the hallway, “and a note that said, ‘With this salt and herb, I charge these wards to protect this place.’ I was like a kid on an Easter egg hunt, scavenging the whole Eliot School in search of these satchels.”

      “Sounds like a warding spell.”

      “You know it?”

      “Warding spells repel negative energy or malevolent influences.”

      “You mean like a malevolent supernatural being?” Leonard leaned closer to me as we stopped outside the conference room. “I think, and this is just between us, but I think that there may be something supernatural out there.” He nodded toward the fire escape. Whether he meant the campus, the town, or the whole of Maine, I wasn’t certain.

      “Did anyone else notice the satchels?”

      “No one else in the department seems to care. Debbie got a good laugh out of it. She said she’d take them home and use them to scent her linen drawer. The other professors wouldn’t care if something evil bit them on the ass as long as it didn’t interfere with their scholarship.”

      He opened the door, and the meeting was already in progress. Leonard and I found two empty chairs at the far end of the long table in the center of the room. Debbie was leading the conversation, or the argument, and she clapped her hands when she saw me.

      “Jonathan! I was worried you wouldn’t make it tonight. I know you have to leave for your seminar soon, but I’m so glad I can introduce you to your colleagues. Everyone, this is Jonathan Ferrars, our new Geddes chair.”

      There were some smiles, some nods, some blank faces, some grimaces—in other words, the usual. Stephen, his lips pulled thin, looked as pleasant as usual. A kindly, bird-like woman sitting next to him said, “Welcome, Jonathan.”

      “Let me introduce everyone,” said Debbie. “All right now, you know Leonard, obviously, and you know Stephen. And I think you know who I am by now.” She laughed as if she had said something funny. “This is Lavinia Cruz, and she’s in charge of our creative writing program.” Lavinia was a handsome woman with a stern smile, her hair pulled into a tight plait and left to dangle over her shoulder. She nodded in my general direction. “And next to Stephen is Elise Spencer. She studies Victorian-era British literature.” Elise was the frail, bird-like woman who had welcomed me. Her white-blond hair, also plaited, was hardly discernible against her porcelain-white complexion. Her smile was gentle and sincere, and I already appreciated her. “This is Eric Michaels.” Eric was young, in his mid-20s at most, and he held his head high with absolute confidence that he was on his way in the academic world. “Eric is also new to us this year. He just finished his doctoral program at Stanford, and he’s leading our new Media Studies program.”

      “Ha!”

      Stephen brought his fist to his mouth as though covering a cough. Debbie grimaced at him and moved on.

      There were other faces, other names that didn’t register. Leonard whispered to me that many of the professors were puffing themselves up with resentful self-righteousness because they had been called back for a late meeting. Fortunately, I was not likely to see them again. In the back, in the shadow created by the overhead fluorescent lights and the tall metal bookcases, sat a man with his legs stretched before him, his hands on his knees, watching the proceedings with interest. When Debbie saw that he had my attention, she laughed.

      “Oh! How on earth could I forget? I’d leave my head behind if it weren’t attached to my neck, I think.”

      “Sounds uncomfortable,” Lavinia said.

      Leonard laughed. “Doesn’t it just?”

      Debbie grasped the shoulder of the man in the shadows. “Rhys Grimshaw, this is Jonathan Ferrars. But of course, you know Jonathan is the new Geddes chair.”

      Rhys Grimshaw stood and pushed his glasses back up his nose. He was the sort of man you might pass a dozen times a day and never notice. He was of medium height, with a slight build, not young but not old, perhaps in his fifties. Everything about him screamed anonymity. He was balding, and what remained of his hair was an uncertain shade between brown and blond. His eyes had a weary tint, changing from dark to darker depending on where he stood in the shadows. His clothes were neither stylish nor shabby, and he
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