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      Our windshield wipers were losing the battle in fending off the barrage of ice pellets. The snow that had accompanied us from Montreal to the Eastern Townships had changed to freezing rain halfway through the two-hour trip, delaying our arrival Thursday afternoon at Verdell College School.

      Located in a rural area of the province of Quebec, the elite private boarding school was surrounded by forests, rivers, and lakes. Its isolated site made me wary about how this prep high school might cope with emergency situations. Sherbrooke, the nearest city, was forty miles away.

      I’d hesitated about taking this trip when Dave called to invite Michael and me to Verdell. His request to give a presentation on career day came at the last minute, but Michael could never refuse to help a close friend. I understood the dilemma, but the timing sucked. I’d been secretly planning a romantic weekend getaway for us for months and had to put my plans on hold—yet again.

      On a more positive note, Michael and I would finally be spending a weekend together. No newspaper deadlines for him; no ghostwriting projects for me. Tomorrow was our class presentation. Saturday and Sunday, we’d be visiting with Dave and his family. I planned to make the best of it.

      “We’re here, Megan,” Michael announced.

      A dense forest of snow-clad evergreens and deciduous trees surrounded the school. If it hadn’t been for the GPS directions, we’d have driven right by it.

      Clasping the steering wheel, Michael guided our Subaru Forester onto the road that cut through the two-hundred-acre campus. Ice crunched under the weight of the vehicle as we slowly made our way forward.

      Clusters of majestic fir trees lined the road, their branches glistening with ice as they huddled against the biting wind. It was a picturesque scene but a threatening one should temperatures plunge and the sudden storm intensify as weather forecasters now predicted. I cringed with the realization that we’d be spending the next two nights here.

      “I hope the weather clears up before we head out on Saturday,” Michael said, reading my thoughts. “Can’t wait to check out a lead I got on a member of the Hells Angels.”

      “A lead?” I repeated. “When did you find out about this?”

      “A source called me late last night. He said the guy is hiding in the Sherbrooke area.”

      “What guy?”

      Michael hesitated. “Pierre Favreau.”

      My blood went cold.

      Months earlier, I’d dropped off a client in the Old Port of Montreal. As I was leaving, I spotted an escaped convict named Pierre Favreau. I followed him, camera in hand. I was kidnapped and threatened at knifepoint aboard a yacht, then gagged and bound. I barely managed to get away.

      The whereabouts of Pierre Favreau were unknown until this latest of Michael’s inside scoops. And now he was reported to be in the area.

      Michael touched my arm. “Megan? Are you okay?”

      I blinked away the memory. “Yes…I’m okay. What about our plans to spend part of the weekend with Dave and his family?”

      He shrugged. “We can still do that.”

      “We won’t have enough time.”

      “Sure we will.”

      “But we’d planned on enjoying this weekend away from work.”

      “I can’t ignore this lead. It’s too important.” Michael paused. “Is something else bothering you? Are you having second thoughts about coming here? You didn’t seem eager to accept Dave’s invitation. You didn’t have to. Dave would have understood.”

      I wasn’t about to tell him the reason behind my hesitation to come to Verdell. I didn’t want to spoil the romantic plans I’d put on hold. “And stay home alone? To do what? Pace the floor in our condo? Lose sleep every night worrying while you track down a member of the Hells Angels?” Okay, I would have stayed at my mother’s place in Montreal, but regardless, I would have worried about Michael.

      “You know how unpredictable my job is,” he said. “I have to grab every chance I get to investigate a lead.”

      He was right. And it was pointless to try to change his mind.

      As Michael navigated the car around a curve, we left the quasi shelter of the trees. The storm let loose, and he hunched over the steering wheel to peer through the blast.

      We drove by two low-rise brick buildings. Yellow police tape bordering one of them caught my eye. I pointed it out to Michael, shouting to be heard above the glacial rain now pelting the car windshield. “Do you know anything about a police investigation here?”

      He shook his head. “It’s news to me.”

      We drove past a chapel and the three-story main building where we’d be meeting with Dave. The austere gray stone façade of these structures set them decades apart from the contemporary low-rise buildings we’d passed.

      Michael turned right onto a side lane that led to the parking lot. Dozens of cars were parked there, but the lot could have accommodated a hundred more.

      “We’d better grab our bags,” I said. “I doubt we’ll want to walk back to the car later.”

      We stepped out into the freezing rain, our winter boots and goose down parkas preparing us for anything a harsh Canadian winter might blow our way. Laptops and overnight bags in hand, we maneuvered the icy path back to the front of the prestigious private school.

      “Verdell College School (1917) – A solid learning foundation” was inscribed above the entrance to the main building. We climbed the slippery stone steps leading to the double doors.

      The dull rays entering the atrium through a skylight and oversized windows created a somber atmosphere in the populated space. Students stood in small groups or sat on red leather divans. Heads were bent over cell phones as they read messages or tapped replies. Aged between twelve and eighteen, they wore the school’s navy and beige uniforms. Shirts, ties, and blazers. Preppy.

      Contrary to the enthusiasm I’d expected to see on their young faces, their expressions displayed sadness. Students were crying and hugging one another. Others gave us a guarded look and stopped speaking as we brushed past them, as if they were hiding a dark secret.

      Then I saw the makeshift memorial.

      Along one side of the atrium were flowers, balloons, artwork, framed photos, stuffed animals, and candles in glass jars. Written in fancy lettering on a huge poster were the words, Nat and Andrew – U will be missed, encircled by hundreds of signatures. Pasted on the wall was a collage of colorful paper hearts with personal messages. Students stood in front of the memorial, sobbing and wiping their eyes.

      Michael met my astonished look and was about to say something when a deep male voice reached us.

      “Michael Elliott. You made it.”

      “You bet.” Michael shook the man’s hand and introduced me to Dave Pellegrino.

      Dave stood several inches shorter than Michael’s six-foot frame. Under his parka, a thick neck strained against the collar of his shirt. His dark hair was trimmed short, and although a receding hairline had begun to form, it didn’t detract from his charm.

      “Megan Scott, my pleasure.” He smiled and gave me a firm handshake. “You know, you’re the first ghostwriter I’ve ever met.” His brown eyes reflected sincerity.

      “We like to keep a low profile.” I smiled.

      “Not like you, eh, Michael?” Dave chuckled. “Still chasing the bad guys and writing those award-winning pieces?”

      “I try my best.”

      “As always,” Dave said, nodding. “By the way, I read your true crime novel on the drug trade in Canada. Talk about an intensive investigation. You did a terrific job putting it all together.”

      “Thanks to my expert ghostwriter.” Michael winked at me.

      “There you go,” Dave said. “Oh… Before I forget, here are your visitor ID cards.” He handed each of us a visitor’s pass. “Carry it at all times. School policy.” He smiled at me. “I don’t know if Michael told you, but after we completed our Journalism studies at Ryerson U, we teamed up to work on newspaper assignments—mostly crime articles. I miss working the news beat at times, but it was risky business.”

      “Some things never change,” Michael said.

      “That’s why I gave up my job as investigative reporter after I got married and started a family,” Dave said. “I also needed the stability of a nine-to-five job. Now I teach English Lit. Not that it’s any safer…” He frowned, dispersing his former breezy manner.

      Michael took the cue. “About the memorial and the police tape on campus… What happened here?”

      “Two students died this week. It’s complicated.” Dave surveyed our wet clothes and baggage. “Let’s get you both settled in first. Then we’ll talk. Follow me.” He turned and started to walk away.

      Michael leaned over and whispered in my ear, “Something’s not quite right here.”

      We caught up with Dave. He gestured toward a corridor on the right that led out of the atrium. “Through there, you can get to the dining hall, library, and chapel.” He raised a thumb to the left. “You’ll find the admin and faculty offices and most of the classrooms down that corridor. Perpendicular corridors from this main building lead north to the infirmary, the gymnasium, and other buildings on campus.”

      “A veritable maze,” I said.

      “It’s a little confusing at first,” Dave said, “but you get used to it. By the way, the two top floors of this main building house almost half of the fifty live-in staff—including me. They assign the rooms through a draw every year. I won this year.” He smiled. “The rest of the staff reside in a private building on campus.”

      “They all live at Verdell?” I asked him.

      “Mostly on week days. It’s convenient and saves a lot of traveling time. Mrs. Desmond believes we can best serve students by being available twenty-four seven. For that reason, Verdell keeps a skeleton staff of twenty-five percent on hand on weekends.”

      “How does your family feel about your live-in arrangement?” Michael asked.

      “Okay, I guess,” Dave said. “I go home almost every weekend. It’s quite the drive for me to Victoriaville—about a hundred miles north of here—but Samantha and I love the small-town ambiance there. Great for the kids too.”

      “Why Verdell?”

      Dave lowered his voice. “Why else? It pays the big bucks.” He waved us on. “Follow me.”

      He led us to the back of the atrium and down a staircase into an underground corridor. It spanned the width of two cars placed side by side. Affected by a sudden dose of irony, I mused whether the concrete floor and varnished blocks along the walls symbolized Verdell’s promise to provide “a solid learning foundation.”

      “The students nicknamed this corridor ‘the echo’ because they claim you can hear the wind echoing—even howling—here when no one is around,” Dave said as we walked along. “Some of them insist it’s haunted.” He raised an eyebrow in our direction.

      I met his gaze, not sure if he were kidding or not.

      Michael chuckled. “Good try.”

      Dave laughed. “Thought I had you going for a while. I forgot how you could always see right through me. For the record, I’ve walked here alone late at night and never heard a thing. Not even the wind. Surprising for an old tunnel like this one, though.”

      “How old is it?”

      “It was one of the original passageways in a copper mine built more than a hundred years ago. Pathways from here led to old abandoned mines. After the school bought the property, it sealed up the pathways with concrete.”

      “So no more mining in the area,” Michael said.

      “Oh, there’s still interest,” Dave said. “Barratt Mining recently resumed operations for copper.”

      Barratt Mining. The name rang a bell, but I couldn’t recall where I’d heard it before.

      “By the way, the echo runs from the main building to the girls’ dorm,” Dave said. “The girls love it. It’s faster to walk along the echo than go through the buildings connected at ground level.”

      “What about the boys’ dorm?” Michael asked.

      “It isn’t connected to the echo. There are plans to extend the echo to include it, but it’s a question of funding. You probably noticed low-rise buildings on campus when you drove in. They house the boys’ dorm and the private residence for the live-in staff.”

      Students were strolling by, tapping messages on their cell phones.

      “Are phones allowed in class?” I asked Dave.

      “Yes, but they have to be turned off,” he said. “It’s one of the guidelines the students have to follow when they attend Verdell.”

      “What other guidelines are there?”

      “Dress code, good behavior, respect for private property, no drugs… The usual. Since we prep students for admission to the best colleges and universities in the world, Verdell ensures the guidelines are strictly enforced.”

      “How?”

      “Layers of teachers and students supervise every building and dorm on campus to make sure things run smoothly. We report students who break the rules, but those occurrences are rare.”

      Almost hidden around a bend was a closed-circuit surveillance camera. “Looks like Big Brother is watching,” I said, gesturing toward it.

      Dave shrugged. “It comes with the territory. When you ask high tuition fees for educating kids from wealthy families, you have to implement rules that ensure you produce high achievers.”

      “Speaking of law enforcement,” Michael said, “you never did explain the police tape. Does it have anything to do with the two students who died?”

      “Yes,” Dave said, glancing away.

      “We didn’t hear anything about it on the news.”

      “For the sake of the families concerned, Verdell officials and the police are keeping the incident as low key as possible. And out of the media, if they can.”

      “The police tape infers a crime was committed. Level with me, Dave.”

      If anything, Michael was persistent.

      “Like I said earlier, it’s complicated,” Dave said.

      “Were the students in any of your classes?” I asked him.

      “Yes. English Lit.” He choked up.

      “How did they die?”

      “The police are treating their deaths as an apparent murder-suicide. They wrapped up their investigation this afternoon—just before you arrived.”

      Michael stopped, put a hand on Dave’s arm. “Something tells me there’s more to this than you’re letting on.”

      Dave took in a deep breath. “I was selfish in not letting you know about it beforehand. Truth is, I desperately need your help before it’s too late.”
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      The weather had hampered our weekend trip and now a precarious element had been added to the scenario: two students had died at Verdell under mysterious circumstances. Dave had cut short our conversation in the echo because of the growing number of students and staff walking around, so we had yet to find out why he had appealed to Michael for help.

      After we’d walked a little further, Dave motioned toward a staircase on the left. “These stairs go up to the girls’ residence. Follow me.”

      He led us up a steep staircase and into the lobby of the girls’ dorm. Classic buttoned leather sofas and armchairs sat on a Persian rug bordering an English-style stone fireplace.

      “Megan, you’ll be staying in one of the dorm rooms here,” Dave said, handing me a key. “It’s a private room—not joined through a shared kitchenette to another room like the other dorm suites are. Michael will be staying in the boys’ dorm across the road. We’ll head out there next.” He zipped up his parka.

      I stared at him. “What?”

      Dave gave me a sheepish grin. “Sorry about the separate sleeping arrangements. Because of our school policy on sexual intimacy, we don’t want to set a bad example for our students.”

      “A bad example? In this day and age?” Who would have thought that my live-in relationship with Michael was any of the school’s business anyway?

      “Mrs. Desmond is quite firm when it comes to these matters,” Dave said. “If you two were married, it would have been a different situation. Sorry.” He managed a brief smile.

      Michael must have appreciated that comment. He’d wanted nothing more than to marry me, but I was hesitant to do so.

      “No problem,” he said to Dave. “It’s only for a couple of days.” He gave me a side-glance.

      He was right. I couldn’t very well blame Dave for school policy. “Sure,” I said. “It’s no big deal.”

      “Good,” Dave said. “Michael and I will go over to the boys’ dorm now. When we return, we’ll talk in my office.”

      After they’d left, I headed for my room. The only elevator in the girls’ dorm was out of order, so I climbed the stairs to the third floor. I removed my parka and boots, convinced I wouldn’t need them again tonight. I unpacked and hung up my clothes in the closet, then put my toiletries in the bathroom.

      Soon after I’d returned to the lobby, Michael and Dave strode in. They were soaked from their walk outdoors, ice pellets dotting their coats like tiny beads of crystal. Luckily, their hoods had afforded some protection from the storm.

      Dave didn’t speak much as he escorted us back through the echo to the main building and then to his office. No doubt he had a lot on his mind these days.

      Once the men had hung their coats on a rack, Dave pulled up two chairs and invited us to sit down across the desk from him. With a solemn look on his face, he briefed us on the recent deaths at the school. “The victims’ names are Natalie Dunn and Andrew Boyle. I borrowed their files from admin earlier.” He opened two manila folders and slid them across the desk to us.

      Inside one folder was a photo of Natalie and personal information about her. The slim girl with large brown eyes and wavy blonde hair was a sixteen-year-old junior student. She was enrolled in the arts and had indicated an interest in literature.

      “Was she a good student?” I asked Dave.

      “A darned good one,” he said. “She had an innate aptitude for interpreting Shakespeare. She handed in her assignments on time and never asked me to bend the rules.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Certain students feel privileged and ask for extensions. Nat never did.”

      In the other folder, Andrew’s photo depicted a gangly young man with a reddish complexion. His interests were in sports. The seventeen-year-old senior student had played basketball and soccer.

      “Off the record,” Dave said, “Andrew had received counseling through the school’s doctor to help control a drug addiction problem.”

      “I thought Verdell had a tough policy on drugs,” Michael said. “Why was he still here?”

      “Well…” Dave pressed his lips together. “The policy has a gray area when it comes to families who make financial contributions here. Money talks, if you get my drift.” He shrugged apologetically, as if he had no choice but to accept the status quo.

      “Was Andrew still doing drugs when he died?”

      “I don’t know,” Dave said. “The autopsy results will tell us.”

      I scanned the rest of the information. The results of both students’ midterm exams were average, which surprised me, considering the high standards expected at the school. I voiced my observations to Dave.

      “The final exams determine if the student meets the criteria for success and is qualified to move on,” he said.

      “From what you told us earlier, I assumed only the best students were accepted at Verdell,” I said.

      “That’s true, but…” He paused, as if he were searching for the right words. “In practice, Verdell takes a more realistic point of view. Since the school needs to fill the classrooms, it doesn't refuse anyone who can afford the hefty fees. More than eighty percent of the students come from affluent families. Andrew came from an upper middle-class family, so money wasn’t a problem. Nat’s family paid the high admission fees through loans or other means.”

      I was stunned. “How would you know this?”

      “Verdell notes the method of payment and brief family profile in the student file.”

      “What about the protection of personal information?”

      “It’s not what you think,” Dave said. “The parents sign an agreement form when they provide the information. Admin uses the data to target wealthy families for sponsorship funds, not those who can’t afford it. An elite establishment like Verdell needs substantial financing to stay in operation.”

      It was becoming clearer by the minute that Verdell was a money pit, despite the sincere declarations Dave had expressed. To what extent did administration and staff ignore what was going on here in the name of money?

      Michael steered the conversation in another direction. “What happened to them, Dave? How did the students die?”

      Dave glanced down, seemed to be putting his thoughts in order. “We found out about the accident two days ago, yet it feels like months. You know what I mean?”

      Michael nodded.

      “Tuesday morning, I went to get something out of my car. I’d parked my Honda Accord in the lot behind the school. Since I don’t drive anywhere during weekdays, it stays in the same spot. But it wasn’t there. I walked around the lot looking for it, thinking maybe someone had ‘borrowed’ my keys and moved it to another spot as a joke.”

      “Do people play tricks like that often around here?” Michael asked.

      “Sometimes the staff is worse than the kids. Difference is, we don’t get caught.” Dave grinned. “Anyway, when I couldn’t find my car, I told Mrs. Desmond. She’s the school dean. That same morning, Nat and Andrew missed their breakfast check-in and didn't show up for class. The dorm supervisors visited their rooms and reported them missing.”

      “What did the dean do?”

      “First, let me tell you about Mrs. Desmond.” He leaned forward and lowered his voice. “She’s as tough as nails. Do you remember our first boss at the newspaper? The one the reporters secretly called the whip?”

      Michael grimaced. “How could I forget? He’d be snapping at us to finish one assignment so we could work on the next.”

      “Well, she’s the whip 2. A stickler for enforcing Verdell’s guidelines. You don’t ever want to get on her bad side, trust me.” Dave sat back. “About the missing students… Mrs. Desmond sent supervisory personnel to expand the search for them and for my car. It had snowed overnight, and someone noticed tire tracks leading from the campus into the forest.”

      “The forest?” I asked him.

      “There’s an old dirt trail that runs through the trees. The land is private property and doesn’t belong to the school. Staff and students know they’re not allowed to drive or even walk on that stretch of land.”

      “Where does the trail lead?”

      “To the Saga River. Needless to say, the dean called the police.” He winced, as if the memory were too painful to recount. “When they dredged up my missing Honda Accord, they found Andrew behind the wheel and Nat in the trunk.”

      My breath caught in my throat. “That’s horrific!”

      “Gruesome,” Michael said. “You said the cops suspect it’s a murder-suicide.”

      Dave shrugged. “So far.”

      “You sound skeptical.”

      “Autopsy results will determine what happened.”

      Memories of my late husband suddenly surfaced. I had to wait for autopsy results too, only to find out that he’d been murdered. I swallowed hard. “It must be a nightmare for their families.”

      “They were devastated,” Dave said. “They drove here from out of town the next day. We held a private memorial service in the chapel. The school counselor met with the families and is meeting with students and staff on an ongoing basis. Regular classes are canceled this week to allow for a grieving period, though some students prefer to keep busy. Everyone copes in a different way. Until the police investigation is over, no one will rest easy.”

      “About the car,” Michael said. “Was it broken into?”

      “No, teachers don’t lock their cars. It was hot-wired, though. Samantha got upset when I told her. Not only about the students but also about the loss of the car.” Dave fingered loose papers on his desk.

      “There’s more to this than you're telling me,” Michael said. “For starters, you said you needed my help. What's going on?”

      Dave looked down, kept fidgeting with the papers. “There are certain things that might be misinterpreted. Things that could cost me my job—not to mention my marriage.”

      “What things?”

      Dave retrieved a small key from his jacket and unlocked the top drawer of his desk. He took out a sheet of paper. “Here’s a printout of the email that Nat sent me just days ago.” He placed it before us.

      The note read:

      
        
        “Dear Dave,

        My life improved after I came to Verdell. I met a wonderful English Lit teacher—you. I’m so lucky to have you in my life. I enjoy your classes so much, but more than that, I’m forever grateful for the secret bond we have between us, despite our age difference.

        Love,

        Nat”

        

      

      “Have you shown this note to anyone?” Michael asked him.

      “No.”

      “Not even the police?”

      “Especially not them.”

      “Is Nat’s email still on your computer?” Michael gestured to the laptop on Dave’s desk.

      Dave shook his head. “I deleted every email she sent me. The text messages on my phone too.”

      “Text messages?”

      “Yes. Several.”

      “In this email, she mentions she had a ‘secret bond’ with you. What do you think she meant?”

      “Damned if I know.” Dave raised his hands, then let them fall with a thump on his desk.

      “Level with me, Dave. A student’s infatuation with a teacher is a notion that’s as ancient as—”

      “Okay, okay. Here’s the thing. I make a habit of bolstering class effort by praising my students. Nat was an excellent student and I praised her work.”

      “Often?”

      “Not more than any of the others.” Dave hesitated. “Okay, maybe a little more. Sometimes she’d stay after class to ask my opinion or interpretation about lines in a poem or story. We’d get into these lengthy discussions. She could have misinterpreted the extra time and attention I gave her. I don’t know.”

      There was an awkward pause.

      Dave’s eyes flitted across the room before he focused on us. “Look, this is puppy love in its purest form, but I’m afraid it might be misconstrued as something else. I’m happily married and have a four-year-old daughter. I can’t risk the scandal.” He crumpled up the sheet and tossed it in a wastebasket.

      “I understand,” Michael said, “but I don’t see what that email has to do with Nat’s death.”

      “This is a cloistered school,” Dave said. “Gossip travels fast in a community of three hundred people. What if she told a close friend about her emails and text messages to me?”

      “Did you encourage her to write them?”

      “No, on the contrary.”

      “Then you have nothing to worry about.”

      “What if it wasn’t a murder-suicide? What if the cops discover someone murdered her?”

      “Did you murder her?”

      Dave jerked upright. “Hell, no! What do you take me for? A lunatic?”

      Michael spoke quietly. “I’m trying to show you that you worry too much.”

      “I’m justified to be concerned about the emails she sent me. If the police change their minds and think her death is suspicious, it would make me look guilty.”

      They were butting heads. Time for a change of direction.

      “Nat’s a pretty girl,” I said to Dave. “Maybe she was popular with the boys. Do you know if she and Andrew were…lovers?”

      “Like I mentioned earlier, the school considers sexual intimacy inappropriate,” Dave said. “If by fluke such an indiscretion did occur, I’d probably be one of the last people to hear about it.”

      “It’s my guess that Nat and Andrew slipped out after curfew while everyone else was asleep,” I said. “If Andrew killed Nat and then killed himself, he must have had a motive.”

      Dave nodded in agreement but remained silent.

      Michael leaned forward in a gesture of encouragement. “Dave, if we want to get to the truth, we need to find out more about the relationship between Andrew and Nat.”

      He glanced at his watch. “Let’s put this discussion on hold for now. We’ll have to hurry if we want to get dinner. The cafeteria is closing down soon.” He stood up.

      “Sit down!” Michael stared at him. “You have to level with us, Dave. We’re here to help you.”

      “There’s no fooling you, is there?” Dave sat back down. “It’s my worst nightmare come true.”

      “What is?”

      “The police seized Nat’s computer. What if they question her emails to me? They might go through her text messages if they have her phone. I could be in serious trouble.”

      “It’s too bad you deleted your emails. The cops might suspect you’re trying to cover up something.”

      Dave frowned. “I didn’t think. I panicked.”

      Michael persisted. “What aren’t you telling us?”

      Dave passed a trembling hand over his face. “Nat sent me a text message. She wanted to see me one evening. She said she’d kill herself if I didn’t acknowledge our physical bond.”

      “Did you meet with her?”

      “No way in hell that was going to happen.”

      “Did you reply to her text message?”

      “Yes.” Dave squirmed in his chair. “I threatened her. I said I’d report her to admin on charges of harassment if she didn’t stop. The next day, the police recovered her body from the river.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      At Dave’s insistence, we ended our discussion and headed for the dining hall. It was our good luck the kitchen was still serving meals at eight in the evening.

      A poster near the entrance reminded students that the use of phones and other electronic devices was prohibited in this room, and in the library, chapel, and classrooms, and after lights out in the dorms.

      Dave said nothing about turning off our phones, so I didn’t mention it either.

      Entering Verdell’s dining hall was like stepping into another era—the 1800s to be precise. Dark wood beams crisscrossed the ceiling, creating a rustic effect, and enormous windowpanes faced campus grounds. Rows of wood tables ran horizontally across a black-and-white checkerboard floor. The seating space could easily accommodate the entire school population. Only now, the place was empty.

      The school’s coat of arms hanging above the stone fireplace caught my attention. I had no idea what the various components in the plaque symbolized, though the words engraved along the bottom of the shield displayed Verdell’s motto yet again: A solid learning foundation.

      We moved to the food station where hot meals were stored in metal containers behind a glass counter. While Michael and I viewed the offerings, Dave grabbed a can of pop and made his way to a table.

      “So many choices.” Michael’s eyes swept across the lineup of food bins. “I’ll go with the shepherd’s pie. Chocolate cake for dessert.”

      A female server whose name tag read Glenda handed him the plates. He placed them on his tray and joined Dave at the table.

      I chose the turkey slices and veggies, but they’d almost run out of potato wedges.

      “We can get more from the kitchen,” Glenda said, her Irish accent surfacing. She pointed a thumb toward a swing door about twenty feet behind her.

      “It’s okay,” I said. “You don’t have to bother.”

      “No, dear, you wait right here. I'll go ask the cook. It'll only take a moment.” She pulled the empty metal container from its slot and turned to a young helper who was tidying up. “Eric, wipe the empty slot, please.” She disappeared through the swing door, leaving Eric to the task.

      Soon she reappeared, followed by a bearded man wearing black-rimmed glasses and a white cook shirt. He carried a metal container in gloved hands and rested the steaming receptacle on the counter. As he looked up at me, his small dark eyes registered surprise, and he almost dropped the container. He placed it in the empty slot and abruptly left.

      “Thank you, Paul,” Glenda said to his back, then handed me my plate.

      I sat down next to Michael but said nothing about the cook’s odd behavior. “The staff is so accommodating here. Glenda ran out of potato wedges and went to the kitchen to ask the cook for more.”

      “She was following protocol,” Dave said. “They have to make sure the kitchen pantry is well stocked and the serving trays are full. Paul is on kitchen duty tonight. You should try his homemade pasta the next time.”

      “Aren’t you hungry?” Michael asked him. “That ginger ale won’t get you far.”

      “With everything that’s been happening, I don’t have much of an appetite. Are you ready for the class presentation tomorrow?”

      “I’m not sure,” Michael said. “Talking about a potential career path to grieving students doesn’t feel right. It might be the last thing they want to hear right now.”

      “I feel the same way,” I said.

      “I spoke with my senior English Lit students about it earlier,” Dave said. “They’re looking forward to hearing your presentations. They need a diversion from their grief. In fact, they’re eager for things to get back to normal again. So am I.” He took a long sip of his drink.

      “What’s the schedule?” Michael asked.

      “Come to my office at eight tomorrow morning. We’ll walk over to the classroom together.” Dave studied Michael’s pullover and jeans. “One more thing. Did you bring a jacket and tie like I suggested?”

      “Yes.”

      “Wear them. It meets the protocol.” I didn’t escape his scrutiny. “Megan, you might want to pull back your hair in a ponytail.”

      My hands flew to my hair in a protective gesture. “Are you kidding me?”

      “No.” Dave’s expression remained serious. “Our girls with shoulder-length hair are encouraged to tie it back when in class. Since you and Michael are young adults, the students will identify with you. You want to set a good example.”

      I was speechless. Okay, I would follow Verdell’s ridiculous rules. The upside to this madness? I wouldn’t have to spend time trying to tame my frizzy locks every morning while I was a so-called guest at the school.
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      Michael met me downstairs in the lobby of the girls’ dorm the next morning.

      “How did you sleep?” I asked him.

      “Not good. I was lonely.” He looked around, then gave me a quick kiss on the cheek.

      I smiled. “Did you turn off the lights at curfew?”

      “Yes, but then I turned on my laptop. I was curious about the abandoned mines Dave mentioned. I went online and researched the industry in the area.”

      “Sounds boring.”

      “Not really. I discovered a maze of tunnels under Verdell. And a road that runs along the river behind the forest. It leads out to the main road we took to get here.”

      “Busy night.”

      His blue eyes twinkled. “Not the sort of busy I would have liked.”

      I laughed. “We’d better get going.”

      We reached Dave’s office at eight sharp. We took our seats at his desk while he briefed us once more on the advantages of Verdell’s unique environment.

      “The school has a reputation for producing high fliers,” Dave said, beaming with pride. “The education that students get here gives them a competitive edge in the outside world—no matter what field of higher learning they pursue next.”

      “Sounds utopian,” I said.

      “In a way, I suppose it is. Because of limited classroom size, Verdell prides itself in honing exceptional achievers in every sense of the word.”

      “No matter how prepared these students are when they leave here,” Michael said, “their experience in the real career world is limited. It’s tough out there and you know it, Dave.”

      “Right, but Verdell makes all the difference,” Dave said. “Our graduates have been accepted at the best colleges and universities and have attained excellent jobs afterward. The results speak for themselves.”

      He’d been drinking the Kool-Aid again. His refrain on the virtues of a Verdell education was beginning to grate on my nerves. If anything, it sounded rehearsed. Maybe he’d given the same speech to other presenters this week. Or maybe he was pumping himself up before going to class.

      “Dave, you said the majority of students come from privileged families,” Michael said. “How many graduates received help from their well-heeled parents to land good jobs? Better yet, how many graduates are working in corporations that their parents own or manage?”

      Michael’s tone had a cynical edge to it. Since he’d rebuffed his parents’ wealthy lifestyle, it didn’t surprise me.

      “It doesn’t alter the fact that our students are guaranteed a solid learning base at Verdell and excel with superior results. Let me show you.” Dave picked up a couple of files from his desk and opened the first one. “Take Zack Barratt, for example.”

      Another person with the surname Barratt? Maybe it was a common name in the area.

      “Zack is a senior student with a grade A average. His peers and the faculty have voted him most likely to succeed for the fourth consecutive year. He’s one of Verdell’s top athletes.” He opened the other file. “Helga Peterson has the same qualifications—a grade A student and top athlete. These are  two of the all-round achievers Verdell generates. Try to find this level of competence and success elsewhere. You see what I mean?”

      Students with Einstein IQs and Schwarzenegger strength. What could I say? Verdell’s rules and methodologies formed part of Dave’s indoctrination, and he enjoyed promoting its success. As my mother would say, live and let live.

      Michael gave Dave a nod, conceding and ending the debate. Like me, he hadn’t come here to make an issue out of Verdell’s student success rate.

      “By the way,” Dave went on, “if you need anything this weekend, Zack and Helga are your go-to students. I’ll introduce them to you when we get to class.” He glanced at his watch. “Which is right about now.”
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      A man in a suit and a woman holding a notebook stood by the door to Dave’s English Lit classroom. They greeted Dave with a friendly “good morning.”

      Dave introduced Michael and me to Ann Plourde
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