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Graves Academy was a soulless prison that began with drawn iron gates which not even the blossoming beauty of a mid-June day could use to rectify Ben’s panic at the yellow school bus turning into the property.

The first thing people noticed about the fourteen-year-old was a nose that was too small and an asymmetrical face. He was shorter than most of his peers, and easily missed. Ben considered mundanity among his best physical traits. His sister Emma, two years his junior— whose hair was always combed nicely, who wore distracting, shiny earrings to go with a hemmed dress— rarely let her knees be scuffed as Ben’s pants often became; something even Mrs. Osprey had always been keen to point out to him. 

You know, Ben, if you acted more like your sister, you would both get adopted in a jiffy.

Now sitting alone in twenty-some rows of brown seats and drab metal walls, it had taken nearly three hours in all to ferry the siblings to the upstate boarding school. Ben would only remember the bouncing and rollicking of the last hour before the yellow school bus passed through those thick gates, ending all the nauseous movements over a backwoods concession road on a pristine lawn tended by pale-skinned landscapers cooking in the June sun. Brick buildings and slanted roofs beyond the bus’s window frames were so unlike their home at Osprey College that Ben wanted nothing more than to go back to their homely orphanage.

The bus stopped. Emma glanced out the window, observing children in sweaters and slacks working harder than any of the paid laborers out front, who looked at the newly arrived bus like prisoners eye fresh meat joining the ranks.

Ben’s ruffled, dark hair did little to distract Emma from the terror in his eyes, no doubt wondering why a social worker named Lorna Bonnet thought he belonged here. Of course, Emma’s caseworker had listened to her, and for a moment, Ben might have considered her to be the lucky one in having her ever-present request for the siblings to remain together granted. 

Really, Ben was only asking himself why Emma cared to stay with him when Lorna thought sending him into the depths of juvenile Hell just led her to Graves Academy as well.

***
[image: ]


BEN WAS OFTEN FOND of telling his sister that she was too pretty to be an orphan. By that logic, he was too gangly not to be. At the tender age of twelve, Emma was not a normal teenager, but one who had come to represent herself with a great deal of maturity over the years—something her estranged mother figure Susan liked to remind her of but was ever so careful not to lavish praise on her in Ben’s presence. Emma was aware resentment was not only possible, but slightly guaranteed. After all, who had always helped Mrs. Osprey clean and cook and completed her studies on time; gotten good grades and generally behaved for the staff and administrators of the former orphanage in lieu of a real loving family?

Not Ben. 

The first thing Emma noticed stepping out of the bus was a boy with blond hair and sunken eyes, digging a trowel at the base of a nearby brick building. He told an adult monitoring five or six of them he needed water. They were far away, but Emma saw hands motioning to the boy’s throat, deducing thirst. 

The adult yelled something indiscernible, indicating the boy should get back to work, or be beaten silly. 

Only weeks ago, she had watched Susan using her thick fists to batter flour on a pine cutting board, nervously watching as the kids at Osprey listened to Beau musing about how their local county had fallen on hard times. A formal naval commander, Beau liked to say the government did nothing to keep industry in America’s heartlands, or rant about how domestic and local policies favored party politics over country. Susan didn’t throw blame around as her husband ranted over a newspaper’s crinkled corner or ponder aloud how China was becoming a more profitable location to mass-produce the American Dream’s nuts and bolts. To Susan, better times were always just around the corner, and she never missed the opportunity to assuage the concerns of her nervous wards about their future. 

Emma couldn’t imagine what prompted Lorna Bonnet and Rita Johnson to send them here. Over the course of five ten-minute sessions, Ben said he told Lorna that he enjoyed reading and being outdoors. Emma had only iterated she didn’t wish to be separated from Ben. 

​A bearded man with a cane and fancy hat emerged from a smaller adjacent building that was little more than a shack. He seemed out of place among perennial blossoms hanging lazily over the road where the yellow school bus had stopped and wore dark attire that must have been torture in this heat. The fellow was tall and lanky, with a coy smile which grew wider as he walked with a bounce in his devilish step towards them. 

“Hello!” the man joining them called in a jolly tone. “My name is Calvin Horimeyer. Who might you be?”

Hands enshrouded in leather gloves gave his black vest and heavy overcoat an exhausting look in the early afternoon heat. A twinkle shot across his eyes. It wasn’t wonder, but hunger. The Thurstons would compare notes that night, and Ben would tell Emma he saw a starving animal in Calvin Horimeyer’s beaded brown eyes. 

“Emma Thurston. This is my brother Ben, but he doesn’t talk much,” she volunteered in a pitch arcing into precociousness that Susan always discouraged of the young women in her care. “Are you the Headmaster?” 

The change in Horimeyer’s demeanor was like someone flicking a light switch; his bark made both children recoil. 

“Why no, you little rat! Talk in a normal voice, Emma Thurston, or I will belt you where you stand! My name is Proctor Horimeyer, and you will show respect here, or find your life becomes miserable very quickly! Now, straighten your backs! Let me look at you! Stop slouching, boy!” Horimeyer grabbed each by the chin, forcing them to look one way before yanking their faces to inspect the other side. “Yes, I think you will both do nicely.” 

The proctor gestured to a dark-skinned gentleman in a white polo and khakis who joined them. “You will go with Jake here. He will outfit you with uniforms. You will receive two full sets. Boys are not to wear jewelry of any kind or allow their hair to touch the collar. Girls must show no skin and remain modest in all aspects. All other personal possessions and clothing will be confiscated. It is your responsibility to keep these uniforms clean and pressed, even if you must wear them to perform your daily chores.”

“Daily chores?” Ben asked.

Horimeyer’s smile returned.

“Oh yes. You will be responsible for various tasks around the property and must not let this interfere with your schooling. Violations of any of these rules will be met with swift punishment. Is that understood?”

Ben and Emma nodded, afraid to offer anything else.

“Very good. Most importantly, there is no fraternization allowed among students. You are not here to make friends, but to work and learn. Hopefully, one of you will amount to something. Go with Jake for now. We will talk later.”

The tight-lipped quartermaster led the Thurstons to a smaller building on the campus’ outer edge. It seemed to be a storage unit of some kind, with a long counter behind a chain link panel. An opening was cut out and hemmed into a receptacle. Jake rounded the counter through a swinging door and began ruffling through several cubby holes on the other side. Inside each were shrink-wrapped mounds divided into cubicles labeled BOYS and GIRLS beneath each compartment. Levels were further divided into LARGE, MEDIUM, and JUNIOR. Emma, who was a small girl, was not fond of that last group she belonged to. Ben paid no mind as Jake slid a package from the MEDIUM slot on the boys’ side. Emma thanked Jake as he dispensed hers from a separate cubby, picking up her two plastic packages.

“You’re welcome,” said the man dressed as an orderly. His quiet, handsome face reminded her of Julio, one of the groundskeepers at Osprey College who spoke little English. “I hope the proctor didn’t frighten you. Calvin is not known to be the most comforting employee Headmaster Graves ever hired but is far from the worst.”

Somehow, both children doubted that.

​From the quartermaster’s closet, Jake offered a tour of the grounds. The storage unit where he dispensed Grave Academy’s outfits was attached to an equally small schoolhouse painted a childish shade of light blue. Three teachers each occupied a small classroom inside. The desks were empty, since school had let out for the day, and the students performed chores around the property. 

The first teacher the Thurstons met was Alda Graves, who Jake explained was the daughter of Headmaster Lion, as she had lovingly called him over the years. She was a pretty lady who taught math and science. Her shoulder-length hair was the shade of creamed coffee, and she wore a cardigan which matched it.

“Alda,” Jake said as he rapped at her door. “I’d like you to meet our new students, Ben, and Emma. They came from the Osprey place in Rochester.”

The Headmaster’s daughter smiled and ceased marking her papers to stand and greet the newcomers. She was tall, though her height was offset by a gentleness in the handshake she offered to Emma who returned it with a reciprocated smile. 

“Of course!” Alda replied. “I was so sorry to hear. Was in all the papers up here. What a tragedy.”

Much as Emma would have liked to stay and chat with the kind teacher, Jake Botsworth abruptly pulled them to the next classroom where they met English teacher Floyd Rohman, a pudgy fellow in a fleece sweater who must have been sweating terribly on this hot day. Barb Scully, who instructed social studies, was next. Professor Rohman offered a meek hello, while Mrs. Scully lectured them on the importance of school. Emma noticed Alda observing with crossed arms in her doorway as they rotated through the neighboring classrooms.

Jake moved on, heading up the gravel road to the dormitory, informing the siblings that they would share a room for the first night—said like it would make them uncomfortable, though Emma was grateful. Once accommodations were finalized, they would move into their more permanent, separate rooms. Jake and Ben climbed the hill much easier with their longer and more absorptive limbs as Emma’s tiny legs struggled to keep up until she eventually stopped trying to keep pace. 

Easily the largest of the four buildings, the dorm’s black facade of charcoal-shaded brick was only interrupted by oval windows for every bedroom. The two-story monolith didn’t appear wide enough to harbor more than a singular hallway on either floor. Jake held the door and Ben entered first, with Emma following, and their guide ensuring the door latched behind them.

***
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CALVIN HORIMEYER WAS a particular man. With his suit always ironed to perfection, his beard perfectly trimmed, and meticulously shined shoes, even the brass wristband below the arch of his left hand was polished to a reflective state. The proctor had little tolerance for weakness and whining in children, preferring to run them to exhaustion in laps around the property. One boy, Liam Deckard—whose wealthy parents had sent him here to travel more—begged and cried that his chest hurt. Horimeyer didn’t even relent then. Instead, he had retrieved a flare gun, firing it just past Liam’s head. The Deckard kid cried and ran faster, eventually collapsing on the lawn. 

Yes, Horimeyer was a particular man; the kind who paused to straighten students’ ties and snapped dozing children to attention in creative ways. Sometimes he flipped their desks out from under them or whacked their hands with a ruler wrapped in a wet towelette, just to ease the marks. If Headmaster Graves or a parent ever asked, Horimeyer issued stern contradictions, and undermined children who should be seen and not heard. His father had been fond of that saying, and Calvin met many beatings until he understood every syllable.

Sitting at his desk in the main schoolhouse— whose bright assembly of blue and white was dreadfully optimistic for rearing troubled young minds— Horimeyer observed the yellow bus pull up the paved driveway. Retrieving his ebony cane with an eagle stump, the proctor went off to discipline his group of charges.

***
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“WHAT DO YOU THINK OF Horimeyer?” Ben asked later that night. 

Sitting cross-legged on the thin comforter, he watched as Emma hoisted her old brown suitcase onto the bed against the opposite wall. It was leather and once belonged to Susan, making Emma miss her old home even more and think of her mother figure taking a break from massaging the subtleties of age from her sore wrists while making pound cake in the alcove of Osprey College’s sweet-smelling kitchen. The children did not often have this kind of treat; when they were lucky to enjoy such scrumptious baked goods, Susan appeared relieved to know she could make the smallest difference in their day. Beau, a former naval commander with kind eyes, a stern disposition, and a gut disproportionate to the rest of him, could often be found laboring alongside his gardener Julio as she dispatched Emma to collect the group for lunch. The two men were limited by culture barriers—Julio only spoke Spanish, something Beau Osprey had a limited talent for grasping. Julio Gonzalez probably felt he owed the Ospreys his peaceful existence but like many other things, that went unsaid in the limited conversation between them. He could say “spade” and “trowel”; “hello” when each day began and “buh-bye” when it was over. Julio greeted all the kids who lived at Osprey College by name as well—Georgie Gray, Tina Lewis, Stephan Isaacs, and Priscilla Finch all reciprocated cheerfully. The groundskeeper worked tirelessly to beautify the College’s extensive grounds for children missing magic in their lives. But none loved Julio—or Beau, Susan, Julio’s brother Miguel, Sean the chef, or Jenny the delivery driver, for that matter—like Emma. Both children were the longest-residing kids at the school, and the girl might have been adopted long ago if not for staunch refusal to part with her brother.

In comparison, this place—with its too-nice buildings and over tended lawn and creepy proctor and tight-lipped quartermaster—dug a trench in Emma stomach lining and didn’t feel right; like leaving the house, only to realize you were missing your car keys, you couldn’t back down the driveway before digging the keys from your pocket. You could do a quick check before walking out the front door, preventatively pat down your jeans and jacket— but until you got out to the car and had to physically dig that key from your pocket, it was just the feeling of missing something. 

Emma had seen Beau do it a hundred times.

“He scares me,” Emma admitted now, trying to push Horimeyer from her mind, and didn’t turn from the wall for a long time.

Jake eventually reappeared with their suitcases brought up and then led the Thurstons to the mess hall across the property where dinner was being served. Another proctor named Silas Smith watched over the eating children as they entered. With a slack jaw and lazy eye, the comical-looking man was far less unnerving than Horimeyer. Emma and Ben were seated together at one of several picnic tables dragged into a blue portable with a full industrial kitchen partitioned behind the dining area where Emma and Ben met their new peers. Kenny Reedhauer and Alison Lakehead came from Concord. Krista O’ Connell was a small Goth girl who was shorter than Emma. Ezra Bloom was from out-of-state; the small Jewish boy dressed in a suit was parked at Graves while his successful single mother traveled the world with her revolving door of man-friends. Emma laughed, trying to imagine a woman in strings of pearls having these man-friends carry her luggage.

“Not quite like that,” Ezra confided in them over lukewarm spaghetti, sandwiched between Alison and Kenny across the table with a cornflower-blue tie tucked between his button-up shirt. “They aren’t servants. More like dates, or companions. That’s how she describes them.”

Alison interrupted.

“Too good to take you anywhere though, huh?” she asked, provoking a wince from Ezra. His hair was impeccably combed at the part, and a pair of spectacles rested halfway down his nose. The look on his face prompted Alison to apologize. 

“What about you guys?” Kenny asked.

Ben pouted.

“What about us?”

“He means,” Alison said, “what’s your story? Don’t end up in a place like this because your parents love ya.”

Unsure how many were orphans— and how few of them would accept it without reproach— Emma was about to reply before her brother uncharacteristically answered.

“No. Not very much.”

The mess hall was closer to a construction trailer than a functional building, with crude pipes and wires fed in through the shorter-spanning panels on either end. Divided by only a thin wall, the pantry, appliances, and dish ware were all kept on the other side from where Graves Academy’s inmates, as Alison and Kenny called themselves, ate three square meals a day— the ones who behaved, anyway. 

“The ones who don’t are lucky to get scraps,” Krista said through a mouthful of food, holding a loose palm in front of her munching lips, pieces of noodle almost plunging into her lap. 

The door in the shack’s left wall abruptly opened.  Instantly familiar was the bowler hat and absurd suit that entered, prompting Emma to cringe as he slipped into full focus.

Proctor Horimeyer had come to give the students of Graves Academy a piece of his mind.
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LATE SUMMER TURNED to autumn. The leaves fell in great degrees of orange and red, hiding crunching twigs and thinning underbrush where they landed. Emma moved to a semi-private room she shared with a girl named Lou-Lou Lenard. Lou-Lou was three years older and from Mississippi where her family encompassed three generations of wealth rolled into one. Aldous Lenard sent Lou-Lou here four years ago after inventing a self-driving lawn mower line. He was always on business trips to Los Angeles and Dallas to sell his lawn mowers. LL’s mother was an addict, living off the beaten path in Louisiana or New Mexico— the girl was never certain. Instead, Lou-Lou compensated by braiding hair, making pigtails, and chasing her life dream acquired over the summers wishing Aldous would just stay home, give her a hug and reel Mama in.

Lou-Lou never said as much. Just about every word out of the girl’s mouth concerned hair, and not just shaping it; she talked about cutting, brushing, gelling, trimming, twisting, and braiding it. All that pesky family business came between her passion concerning all things hair, and the casual listener could easily miss it. Emma was a good listener, having spent many hours at Osprey just listening to Susan talk while she baked or cooked dinner. She missed her adoptive parents terribly, especially at night, and did not fuss over Lou-Lou coaxing herself to sleep by regurgitating hair-braiding techniques or processes.

Emma mostly kept to herself, passing time by wandering the school or reading books. She didn’t see Ben often since girls and boys were kept separate at Graves in everything but meal times and classes. Soon, Emma’s only confidantes were the hair-obsessed girl she bunked with, and her teacher Alda.

Emma’s relationship with Alda might have begun the day Jake Botsworth introduced them in her classroom, but there were a couple moments Emma came to remember far better about her math teacher. She was a kind soul amongst men like Calvin Horimeyer, who inspired fear in the hearts of children instead. Her voice was soft unlike Mr. Rohman’s gravelly one, and she didn’t share Mrs. Scully’s horse-faced laugh. Susan had told Emma calling people horse-face was not nice, but there was no other way to describe the woman’s terrifying guffaw.

The second impression Emma had after Jake introduced them on day one occurred by the administration office in the schoolhouse. Emma had just come from breakfast in the adjacent building. Books under her arm, she entered the single-story school house when she came across Alda speaking to a man with thinning hair, a simple three-piece suit, and corresponding pocket watch in a hushed tone. 

“I’m sorry, Al,” Headmaster Graves told his daughter. “I will speak with Calvin regarding the Reedhauer boy.”

“I don’t think talking does anything when it comes to that man. Dad, what if he hurts one of them? I can’t stand by and watch these kids be treated as criminals!”

“That is enough, Alda.”

“Maybe,” she scoffed, “but for how long, Daddy?”

“Alda, please! One of the children is here!” 

Emma had not yet met Lion Graves—whose own grandfather, it was said, founded the school on cornerstones of strong learning and discipline—and his daughter introduced them.

“It is my understanding from Alda that you are quite the bright young mind.” He was exceedingly tall, and loomed over Emma in a way that illustrated the two’s relation than actual looks. She shook the Headmaster’s hand, no air of fear about her, exactly how Beau taught her to do. “I hope you have found your accommodations comfortable.”

Emma smiled and thanked him, said yes, of course, because that’s what Susan had impressed upon her.

“Emma is one of my best students. Quite brilliant if I may say so.”

“It is good to keep a sharp mind,” Graves agreed. “This Academy is many things. It can be whatever you wish, Emma. It reveals its secrets to those who grasp the arcane qualities of strong learning and discipline.” The Headmaster’s casual use of his school’s mission statement made Emma cringe, but she was a born diplomat, and hid it well. “Unfortunately, weaker minds often miss their potential. There are worlds beyond these for the highest of thinkers, because they are the only ones who would consider looking for them.”

Certainly, Lion Graves was speaking metaphorically—trying to induce a young mind to reach its highest, unfiltered potential, but the phrasing of that conversation stayed with Emma, making her forget the mention of Kenny Reedhauer and his ongoing problems with Proctor Horimeyer.

The subsequent chain of events which gave Emma the confidence to count the Headmaster’s daughter as an ally and solidify Calvin Horimeyer as the Devil with a single knock in the doorway of Mrs. Scully’s classroom on a warm October afternoon. The heaters were turned on the week before, but northern New Hampshire’s humidity had not gotten the message, turning the schoolhouse into a sauna. It was two-thirty and only a half hour of classes remained in the day. Emma sat in social studies class as Mrs. Scully droned on about America’s role in World War II. Kenny Reedhauer sat two rows behind her. Emma sat at the front by the door, allowing her glimpses of Ben in Mr. Rohman’s room. 

Mrs. Scully sighed as the proctor was the worst thing to happen to Graves since God flooded the great green Earth, reluctantly joining him outside the class. Many of the other students shifted in their seats at the sight of him. Peeling ears was the custom when Horimeyer came knocking. She and a few others stole a glance at Kenny, who sank with clasped hands at his desk.

Mrs. Scully didn’t return. The proctor strolled through the doorway instead. His ebony cane clapped the carpet flooring, echoing on the underlying hardwood, and that terrible smile let the silence linger until Bobby Boyd asked where their teacher was.

“Mrs. Scully is indisposed. I will be taking over the rest of her class for today.”

Nervous glances crawled across every desk. Mrs. Scully had been in a good mood, and even cracked an old wartime joke. There were no signs of illness or discomfort. Emma figured whatever indisposed her was the proctor’s doing.

Horimeyer told the EMTs the Reedhauer boy had an emotional episode and insisted against his advice not to sprint out of anger. According to Horimeyer’s story, Kenny kept running until eventually collapsing around a ring of lawn surrounded by gravel which stood away from the main body of grass blanketing the Academy. The tiny pebbles scraped Kenny’s elbows when he fell and could not be revived. The proctor professed he had rushed to the boy and tried to rouse him. Emma may not have heard the subtle ultimatums; from her desk by Miss Graves’ portable window, she only saw Kenny muted sobs as he valiantly heaved on tired legs, belittled by Horimeyer pacing in front of the oval lawn patch, berating his weak attempts at concealing tears. 

Emma felt sick, to the point Alda asked what was wrong. She couldn’t answer, and when the bell rang throughout the small school house, stormed past Mr. Rohman and Headmaster Graves in the cramped lobby, ignoring the adults’ calls in passing, averting her eyes from the wilderness beyond Graves Academy’s chain link gates, lest she feel compelled to climb them. Horimeyer and the EMTs blocked the gate, in any event.

Emma’s chores were in the garden that week, wrapping up the flower beds for winter. The tedious work reminded her of Beau and Julio which brought a brief dissociation into the comfort of better times. She ate dinner with Krista and Alison, who she had become good friends with, despite being a year older. At least they wanted to talk about more than hair. Lou-Lou had been wanting to test a new style on her, something Emma nervously resisted but always gave into.

The only other silver lining came in the morning prior to Kenny’s collapse, when Susan had called Graves to speak with the children. Emma took the call in the dining hall on a black corded telephone between classes as one of the proctors stared at her finger wrapping the plastic coil around her finger so tight, the digit shifted between shades of blue as it lost circulation. It wouldn’t have surprised Emma if Graves’ staff were recording the conversation. Months had passed since she spoke to Susan or Beau, though conversations with the latter may have been more fraught. Emma would have even accepted the recent tension at Beau but noticed a new sadness in Susan’s tone as well. 

“Oh, my darling girl!” she squealed into the phone, and Emma wanted nothing more than a hug from the receiver. “I have missed you something terrible, Emma Bean!”

“I’ve missed you, too. Both of you. How’s Beau?”

Susan sighed.

“It’s not been easy the last few months. I’d much rather hear about you, Emma Bean. How’s school? Are you learning anything? Oh, and how’s Ben?”

Hours before Emma learned what Calvin Horimeyer did to kids who funneled into his poor graces, Emma Bean had seen nothing, and told Susan everything was wonderful, despite the odd concerning headline about the school. 

She hadn’t seen the proctor force Kenny Reedhauer to run his way into a medical emergency. For now, the two-faced disciplinarian wandered Graves Academy like a ghost, doling out punishment as he saw fit. As her heart sank under pangs of mutual pity for her mother figure and herself, the crushing weight of being unable to glean the warm interest of Susan listening in person brought older, more innocent conversations between them floating to the surface like her brain was watching badly-spliced home movies. 

Susie? 

Yes, Emma?

Do you believe we’re alone in the universe?

Having raised the girl nine of her twelve years, Susan was well-aware of mental acuity unlike any student she and Beau ever homeschooled.

What do you think?

Suddenly, she was back in the orphanage kitchen, baking cookies and trying to untangle Susan’s aura of loneliness as she kneeled inches away from the oven window, watching their chocolate chip-imbued creations rise. Ben had taken the other boys, Georgie and Stephan, down to the nearby lake to help catch tadpoles in a bucket while the other girls, Tina and Priscilla, wrinkled their noses at the idea and went off to braid each other’s hair.

Well, I was reading Contact by Carl Sagan—

I haven’t read that one, Emma Bean.

—and the girl? Eleanor? She built this transmission radio when she was a kid. Then she grew up, and looked at the stars, trying to establish contact with aliens. It just got me thinking.

What about, Emma Bean? 

Susan feigned absence of mind as she put on her oven mitts, scooting the girl away from the window's imminent outpouring of scalding heat, retrieving the hot baking tray, and placing it on the counter.

“Emma?” Susan asked from the other side of New Hampshire.

“Yeah,” she sputtered, feeling just as divorced in mind and body as she locked eyes with the suspicious proctor, Smith. “I’m still here, Susie.”

“Is everything alright?”

Whether we’re not alone. Back then, it was easy for her mother figure to feigned absent-mindedness as she put on her oven mitts, scooting the girl away from the window’s imminent outpouring of scalding heat. Now that Susan’s focus was
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