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 CHAPTER ONE

DUNCAN
ENTER HERE TO BE AND FIND A FRIEND

As Duncan walked through the stone archway leading into the senior dorm, he had two things
on his mind: what “treasure” had been left behind for him and his Tragedy Paper. Well,
maybe three things: he was also worried about which room he was going to get.

If it wasn’t for the middle item, though, he tried to convince himself, he would be almost
one hundred percent happy. Almost. But that paper—the Irving School’s equivalent of a thesis
project—was sucking at least thirty percent of his happiness away, which was a shame on
such an important day. Basically, he was going to spend a good portion of the next nine
months trying to de ne a tragedy in the literary sense, like what made King Lear a tragedy?
Who cared? He could do that right now—a tragedy was when something bad happened. Bad
things happened all the time. But the senior English teacher, Mr. Simon—who just happened
to be the adult overseer of his hall this year—cared. He cared a lot, and he loved to throw
around words like magnitude and hubris. Duncan would much rather work with numbers than
words, and he had heard of the occasional Irving senior getting by without doing too much.
Maybe all he had to do, really, was get a C on the paper. He would not let this ruin his senior
year. Not after the mistakes he made last year. But when he thought about it, he realized it
might be good to have a distraction; it was certainly better than dwelling on the past.

Duncan forced himself to walk smoothly under the arch—the pull to stop and read the
message etched in the stone was strong. But he had been going to this school for three years
already—he certainly knew what it said. He would look silly if he paused and read it, so
instead he said it to himself, under his breath: “Enter here to be and nd a friend.” He had
walked under this pronouncement many times; he had to when he went to the dining hall or
the headmaster’s o ce. And he had never paid much attention before. But now, well, now he
hoped there was actually something to it, that these people were really his true friends,
whatever that meant. After what he had been through, he was going to need their support
more than ever.

Seniors got to live right on the quad—the beautiful courtyard that was surrounded by the
school’s main buildings. And the rooms that were the equivalent of the doubles he had lived
in the last three years with Tad were all cut in half so seniors could live alone. It would be
his rst time ever at school not sharing a room with another person. Of course, the rooms
were tiny. But he would have happily lived in a closet to be on the quad and alone.

He walked into the building, taking in the familiar smell of food from the dining hall and,
he always thought, paper, ink, and brains thinking hard, and walked toward the stairs. He
hesitated, knowing that his entire summer’s worth of wondering and hoping for the room he
wanted was now going to be answered—for better or worse. He knew what would make him
happy: one of the rooms facing the quad, in the middle of the hall, next to Tad if he could
have everything his way.

A hand touched his shoulder and he flipped around.



 “Come on, man, what are you waiting for?” Tad asked, a huge grin on his face.
Duncan leaned in to shake his hand, but Tad pulled back at the last minute, challenging

Duncan to chase him, and ran two steps at a time up the stairs. Duncan made a move to
follow him but stopped. This was it and he almost didn’t want to know. The only people who
were told which senior would get which room were last year’s seniors, and they were sworn
—literally, they took an oath that involved dropping a few notches in their grade point
averages (with the promise of their colleges being noti ed) if they broke it—to never tell.
The last day of school, they each wrote the incoming senior’s name and posted it on the door,
leaving behind a “treasure” for that student to nd on the rst day of school the next year.
After that the halls were sealed until the following August. Many a new senior had tried to
wend his or her way onto that oor, even trying to bribe the cleaning crew that came in the
week before school started to take the musk and dust out of the air. As far as he knew,
nobody had ever succeeded.

And the treasure awaiting him could be anything.
“Hey, Dunc,” Tad called down. “If you don’t come up here, I’m going to steal your

treasure.”
Duncan had the urge to yell up to ask which room he got, but he couldn’t. What was wrong

with him? This wasn’t that big a deal. No matter which room he lived in or what was left for
him, how much of a di erence could it really make in his life? But he would love to have a
good story to tell at dinner tonight. At the very least that would help him steer the
conversation away from what he worried everyone would really want to talk about.

Treasures in the past had ranged from an almost three-month-old rotting pizza to a check
for ve hundred dollars. There was a rumor that di erent lucky seniors were left two tickets
to a Yankees game, a share in some famous company, and a gift certi cate to one of the
fanciest restaurants in Westchester County. And once, legend had it, years ago a senior was
left an English bulldog puppy (the school’s mascot). Apparently, the administration wanted
him to nd a new home for it, but ended up letting the dog stay and they named him Irving.
There’s a picture of him in the library, but every time Duncan asked a teacher if it was really
true, he or she refused to tell. There were also plenty of stories of lame treasures: bags of
M&M’s and random books. Duncan slowly made it up the stairs. Other seniors ew by him,
slapping him on the back. This was the staircase used for both boys and girls, but the senior
girls went around the corner to their long hallway, which looked out over the wooded area
behind the school. He heard a girl squeal that there was a bunny in her room—could that
even be possible? Someone must have gotten through to the cleaning crew and they agreed to
bring it in recently, which is what must have happened with the mysterious bulldog. He
hoped he didn’t get an animal. That was the last thing he wanted.

He was almost to the top. If he looked, he would be able to see the doors that were still
closed; he might be able to begin to guess which was his. But it was a long hall. Most of the
doors at this end were open, so their occupants had already found them. He could see doors
at the other end of the hallway pulled shut—some with construction paper taped to the front,
others with the letters of people’s names cut out and arranged across the door. His name did
not pop out at him. He was halfway down the hall when he got the sinking feeling. Tad ran
out of a door just then.

“I have Hopkins’s old room from last year,” he said. “And guess what he left me.”



 “What?” Duncan asked, not really caring. He wanted to snap out of this funk. Tad was
acting normal enough; maybe nobody was even thinking about what happened last year.
Whatever room Duncan lived in, whatever treasure he got, it would all be forgotten in a day
or two anyway. Only the really great treasures were talked about any longer than that. And
as for his room, he’d get used to anything. There was really only one room that nobody
wanted. “Come in,” Tad said, bringing Duncan back to the moment.

Reluctantly, Duncan walked into Tad’s room and looked around. It wasn’t as small as he
expected it to be. In fact, it seemed pretty big. There was a bed—smaller than a twin, if that
was possible—and a tiny desk, though nobody really worked in their rooms, they all went to
the Hall to study. Tad pulled open the closet door and gestured inside. Duncan could see a
bottle—it looked like some sort of liquor—with a huge gold bow, pushed to the back of one
of the shelves. Tad reached for it.

“Bourbon,” Tad said proudly. “The good stu . It says it’s from a family reserve. It’s twenty
years old!”

“Huh,” Duncan said.
“Want to have some?”
“No, not now. I want to find my room,” he said. But then he added, “Maybe later.”
“You haven’t found your room yet?” Tad asked incredulously. “Go, man, find it.”
Duncan walked back into the hallway. There were people everywhere, running back and

forth from room to room, throwing balls, playing music. Tomorrow everything would be
quiet, but today almost anything was allowed, though probably not the bourbon. This time
Duncan walked right to the end of the hall. He knew what had been bothering him: he had a
feeling he was going to get the corner room, the one that nobody wanted. And he was right.
Scrawled on a piece of white lined paper was his name. He opened the door and immediately
remembered why nobody wanted this room—there was barely any light, just the tiniest circle
of a window that looked cool from down below but not from up here. And it was so much
smaller than Tad’s room. Duncan sank down onto his unmade tiny bed. All of his things were
neatly stacked in the corner, sent ahead and brought up earlier in the day. He was so
disappointed that he almost forgot about the treasure. If it was possible, as soon as he spotted
it, he started to feel even worse. On the small desk was a pile of CDs. Great. Music—that was
almost worse than the rotting pizza, because it wasn’t even interesting. And who listened to
CDs anymore anyway? He knew who lived here last semester: it was that albino kid. Duncan
could not believe his bad luck.

He leaned toward the desk—the room was so small, you could reach anything from any
point without getting up or moving. The CDs sat neatly stacked with a folded note. He
unfolded the paper slowly—it was typed, and signed in that scrawled handwriting,

Dear Duncan,

I know what you are probably thinking right now. Well, I bet you’re thinking a lot of things, but at the top of
your list is probably that this room sucks. It doesn’t. There’s a secret compartment in the closet that nobody else
has where you can hide anything: third shelf, just push the wood plank evenly and it will move. It’s hard to see in
through the window, or under your door for that matter, so you can pretty much get away with keeping your
light on later than anyone else. And Mr. Simon will feel sorry for you for having such a bad room, so he’ll bring
you extra food.



 
Having said all that, overall I would say my time in this room did suck, and I think you know why, but I want

to explain. When I was told you’d be living here, I have to be honest, I couldn’t believe it. Maybe you can guess
what I’m about to say, but I’m going to tell you anyway. It is important that you know why and exactly how
everything happened. Someone has to—someone might be able to use the information and not make the same
mistakes I made. Maybe. I don’t know. Listen to my story. You might think CDs are a dumb gift, but, considering
my reaction to you in the dining hall last year and how I can only imagine you feel, I hope you will appreciate
them. It’s easy enough to play them on your laptop.

I don’t know how well you actually knew Vanessa, but she’s the only other person in the world who has a copy
of these, and I have no way of knowing if she will listen to them or has listened. I hope so. Or maybe I hope not.
But let me say one important thing I would bet money you didn’t expect and then I will leave you to your senior
year: what you are about to hear—the words, the music, my downfall, as well as your perceived or actual role in
it—will serve you better than you ever could have imagined. Basically, I am giving you the best gift, the best
treasure, you could ask for. I am giving you the meat of your Tragedy Paper.

Yours truly,
Tim

Duncan could hear everyone in the hall. He wanted to be out there with them, but he had
to admit he was curious and, if he was being really truthful, a little scared. He pulled his
laptop out of its bag, put it on the desk, and slipped in the rst CD. Then he put on the
headphones and pressed Play.



 CHAPTER TWO

TIM
… IT WAS FINALLY TIME TO GO

First, let me say thank you for deciding to listen. I’ve thought so many times about our last
encounter, and how I wish I’d made a di erent choice. In the end, it wouldn’t have changed
most of what happened—that was already done. But it might have made a di erence for you
—assuming any of this had an effect on you. I can only guess that it did.

I picture you at my desk, your desk now, ddling with the CD cases, and the idea of you
there listening to my story gives me comfort. In reality, it’s the only comfort I can nd, short
of guring out a way to go back and do it all over, which will never be possible. So here it is
—my best attempt at making sense of everything. I will try to recreate what happened, but
you have to understand what led up to it rst—that is important too. The conversations
you’ll hear are pretty close to the truth, but one thing is for sure: I remember every word
Vanessa ever said to me and every word I ever said to her.

I have spent a lot of time trying to decide where to start my story to you. I can see now
that in many ways the place where this begins is really the end of so many other things.

The day I went to Irving, I was the last one to leave my house, and I don’t mean for the
day. I mean forever. My parents—my father died when I was a baby, so I am referring here
to my mother and my relatively new stepfather—had already moved to New York. Their
things had moved there anyway; they were in Italy for six months starting a branch of their
travel business. So I slept two nights alone in the house. I didn’t mind, really; I like being
alone. I had my laptop and microphone and kept busy recording the familiar house sounds,
since I knew I would never hear those exact noises again. At night, I burned them onto CDs
so I could take them with me. I slept in a sleeping bag on my bedroom oor. Then it was

nally time to go. I tried not to look back after I locked the door and walked toward the cab.
I’ll admit it, I looked back once.

The cab driver didn’t say much, and I spent the whole drive watching heavy gray clouds
cover the sky. I liked the ride to the airport: it was a relief to be out of the house, and I
always preferred to be tucked in somewhere—not out in the open. I just had to make it
through the airport to my seat on the plane before I could tuck in again.

I guessed, when I really thought about it, being tucked in to me meant being as out of sight
as I could possibly be. As you know, I’m pretty hard to miss, and when people rst see me,
they stare—almost always. I have tried many things to blend in over the years: makeup,
which just made me look like a goth wannabe; dyeing my hair and eyebrows black, which
made me look like a vampire. My mother hated all that, and by the time I turned fteen, I
hated it too, so I decided not to try anymore.

What did you think when you rst saw me? Had you seen many other albino kids before?
Did you rush back to your room, the way I imagine people doing, to look it up and see what
caused it and if it was contagious? If not, I’ll help you out: it is not contagious, and it simply
means that I have no pigment in my skin or hair; that’s why my hair is shockingly white and



 my skin is even whiter. Sometimes I feel like I have a spotlight shining on me as I walk in a
crowd—that’s how washed-out I think I look. Even in the airport, with tons of people all
around, you still can’t miss me.

The drive to the airport went way too fast. When the cab driver asked which airline I was
ying and then pulled up to the curb, I didn’t move. To be perfectly honest, I wanted my

mother. As grown-up and normal as we all pretended I was, as I assured my mother and Sid I
was, I was about to travel halfway across the country to a school I had never been to. Maybe
I should have started the story here to let you know why I was going to Irving in the rst
place. My mother met Sid about three years ago, and all I can say is I wish she had met him
sooner. Before that we were okay, but something was always missing. I was seven months
old when my father died, so I don’t even remember what it was like to have him around, but
my mother always did. When she met Sid, she was so happy, right from the start. She wanted
to take it slow, but we both couldn’t resist him, and, I’m happy to say, he couldn’t resist us. It
wasn’t too long before he got my mom interested in his travel business, and he moved in. I
was just slogging through high school. I liked lots of the classes, but, how can I say this
nicely? The kids just weren’t my cup of tea. Or maybe I wasn’t theirs. So I went to school
each morning, came home, and waited for it to be over.

I talked to Sid about this a lot, and he was a good listener. But I think Sid didn’t want to
come into our lives and take over too much, I get that. He had loved high school. Guess
where he went? You guessed it: Irving. So at some point, he later confessed, he couldn’t stand
by and watch me su er, knowing that he had something that could make me happy. My mom
was all for it. They knew they had to make a change when I came home the rst week of my
senior year with a calendar I had drawn up during lunch counting down the days to
graduation. Sid talked to Mr. Bowersox and arranged everything. For my birthday in October,
they gave me the gift of a last chance at enjoying high school—I would spend the second
semester of my senior year at the Irving School. In the end, it made sense for all of us, and
freed Sid and my mom to be able to move sooner. And really, I had nothing to lose. Or so I
thought.

Don’t misunderstand me, I was excited. But to get there, I was going to have to navigate
the airport, walk o  the plane on the other end, nd my way to another cab, and, once there,
I worried there wouldn’t be too many places to tuck in. I got out of the cab, grabbed my
humongous backpack—everything else had been sent ahead—ducked my head as close to my
chin as I could, and let the automatic door welcome me in.

The airport was packed. I had checked in electronically with my boarding pass on my
phone, so I walked right to the gate, stopping in the bathroom to gather myself for a minute.
Luckily, they were boarding when I reached the gate. In a minute I’d be on the plane. There
might be someone sitting next to me, but that would be okay—it’s the initial shock I hate
reliving over and over. Once someone gets used to me, it isn’t usually so bad.

I saw Vanessa before she saw me. I know this for a fact, and it isn’t something I am usually
able to claim. The reason I know is because she had her eyes closed. She was sitting in the

rst seat on my left in rst class as I stepped onto the plane. There was a bit of a line, some
holdup or other as someone far into coach was trying to jam a carry-on into the overhead bin.
I noticed her immediately, not for all the reasons that came later, but for the very reason that
she wasn’t looking. Who doesn’t look to see who else is getting on the plane with them? I



 mean, in this day and age, aren’t we told to look out for suspicious activity? And there she
was, eyes closed, iPod buds in her ears. Then I noticed everything else. Her long blond hair
(pretty blond, not, most de nitely, albino blond) was in two braids fastened with green
rubber bands. From what I could see, her earbuds were also green, the green wire leading
from her jeans pocket, across her tight yellow sweater, to her tiny ears. Her big backpack
was at her feet. She had spread out her caramel-colored shearling coat face-up behind her,
and she was sitting on that.

I am usually careful not to stare. It is one of my rules of life. I don’t turn my head to see
which baby is crying so loud in a restaurant; I never let my eyes wander to someone on
crutches who is missing a leg or someone wearing an eye patch. In the airport, for example,
just a few minutes before, a woman walked toward me whose face was dis gured, but it was
subtle. Had she been burned? Was there something wrong with the muscles in her face? I
could see, or actually I should say I could feel, everyone around me looking at her, trying to

gure out what was wrong. But I didn’t. I looked straight ahead and kept walking. It didn’t
matter how she got that way, really; it wouldn’t change my life in any way, and I knew too
well what it was like to be stared at.

So I was shocked when Vanessa opened her eyes and caught me looking at her. She pursed
her lips slightly and widened her eyes before I forced mine to drop to the thinly carpeted
floor. I felt a shove from behind as the line heaved forward, and then I was out of her sight.

I kept my eyes down as I slipped into my seat at the back of the plane, then looked out at
the darkening sky. The plane revved up a bit, and we pushed away from the gate.

“Are you okay?” I heard someone screech behind me. Heads turned, but I looked straight
ahead.

“Robert? Robert?” the voice yelled, panicking. “You’re scaring me!”
“Is there a doctor?” someone else yelled. “We need a doctor!”
I concentrated on not turning around. I didn’t want to break my no-staring rule for the

second time in less than twenty minutes. By then everyone was turned to face the back of the
plane. In a lot of ways, it was more interesting to look at them. I could get the story there, I
was pretty sure. Some people looked pale, others looked excited. Funny how some people
hate a crisis but others love it, welcome it, and try to rise to the occasion, as they say.
Although I don’t think that was what actually went through my head at that moment. I had
not yet had that revelation.

Things did not go well. I won’t bore you with the grisly details, but the man had to be
taken o  the plane by paramedics. I remember feeling vaguely sick while we waited for that
to happen. I have never been good in an emergency. I heard words—headache, seemed okay,
unconscious—but I tried not to listen either. My eyes focused on the curtain between coach
and rst class, which had been neatly tied back in anticipation of takeo . And that was when
I saw her again. When I thought about it, she was the only one sitting in rst class when I
walked by; maybe she was lonely. Vanessa stood on her side of the curtain looking at the
back of the plane, her eyes wide.

With all the commotion, I felt freer than usual. I wasn’t the freak show here. There was a
scarier show going on behind me. The plane moved back to the gate. We had gone only a few
feet, I realized, but that rst push away from the airport always seems so huge to me—like
there is no going back. But apparently sometimes there is.



 I wanted out. I have a tendency toward claustrophobia. It’s funny, really, because there is
nothing I like more than being in a small place hidden from view, but it has to be on my
terms. I don’t like being held hostage, and that was how I felt. I thought we’d just get started
again, but by that time it was snowing, so we were all asked to deplane. We were told that
even though it wasn’t awful in Chicago yet, airports were closing up and down the East
Coast. I had to, once again, untuck myself, and get off the plane and wait in the terminal.

I found a seat in the corner facing a wall and started to read a comic book I had stu ed in
the front pocket of my backpack. I had the eeting thought that I could catch a cab back to
my house—spend one last night there. But then I remembered the weather, and the fact that
as of the next morning, the house no longer belonged to me and my family. I realized at that
moment that I had literally no place to tuck in—I was, at least for the moment, homeless.

Duncan sat for a minute, waiting, but it seemed that Tim had stopped talking. He looked
around, almost startled to nd himself where he was. It was quieter in the hall now, but he
decided to stop listening, to go see his friends. He took the CD out and put it back in its case,
glancing at the next one. Slowly he slipped it in, telling himself he would listen for only a
minute.



 CHAPTER THREE

TIM
THE UNIVERSE WAS OUT OF WHACK

It’s hard not to wonder what would have happened if things had gone di erently. If the ight
had left on time, or if I hadn’t dared leave the gate area for a few minutes. But I did. I craved
getting out of view. So I lifted my huge backpack onto my seat and walked through the
crowd with my head down, toward the bathroom across the extremely busy hall. The
bathroom was more crowded than usual too, and I felt lucky that the stall at the end—the
one meant for a wheelchair—was open. I locked the door and sat on the toilet seat, just
breathing and trying not to think about the line growing outside. When I felt better, I washed
my hands and, with my head down, rushed out the door and back toward my seat.

Considering how often I walk around with my head down, I am surprised this doesn’t
happen more often, but it doesn’t. I was two steps across the hall when I felt the impact, a
strong but petite body crashing into my left side followed by cold, icy liquid on my shirt and
neck. I think some also hit me in the back of the head. It wasn’t that I minded being knocked
into or spilled on, but I hated the idea of having to stop and talk to a stranger who, once he
or she got over the shock of what had happened, would then look at me with that question:
What is wrong with that guy?

“Sorry, sorry, sorry,” the girl said. Right away I could tell she wasn’t really sorry. She was
annoyed. Keeping my head down and my eyes to the ground all the time has de nitely
strengthened my other senses, and one of the many things I’ve learned is that tone tells you a
lot more about what a person means than the actual words.

“It’s okay,” I said, still facing in the direction I’d been heading. I could see my seat ahead—
at least I thought it was my seat—and it looked like there was someone sitting in it. I should
never have left my backpack there.

“Let me help you,” she said, coming around to face me with a bunch of napkins that had
been scrunched in her hand. I could see her pulling earbuds out of her ears, and the green
flashed in front of me, then the braids, then the yellow sweater. It was her.

“I’m fine, really,” I said, not meeting her eyes.
“You have Diet Coke all over you,” she said. “It’s going to get sticky.”
“Does Diet Coke even get sticky?” I asked. “There’s no sugar in it.”
She looked exasperated and handed me a bunch of napkins. I halfheartedly ran one over

my neck and shirt.
“Thanks,” I said. “I have to get back. I think someone moved my backpack when I went to

the bathroom.”
“You left it?” she asked. I turned to look at her. By now she must have noticed I was

different, so I was just wasting my time pretending and trying not to be seen.
“Yeah, it was so crowded and I didn’t want to lose my seat,” I said.
“But it’s the airport,” she said. “You can’t leave things unattended in the airport. Someone

will think it’s a bomb.”



 “Oh, I hadn’t even thought about the bomb thing.” It occurred to me to question why she
had her eyes closed while the plane was boarding if she was so interested in airport safety,
but I decided not to.

A voice began to talk into the microphone, and we both turned to look, moving toward the
gate at the same time. I walked to my seat, which was now occupied by an old man, and she
walked right toward the gate. I nodded as we parted ways.

“Was there a backpack here when you sat down?” I asked the man. He had greasy white
hair and must have been at least eighty.

“Shhhhh,” he said, putting his nger to his lips. With his other hand, he pointed to my
backpack, which was propped up against a wall. Then he pointed at the gate agent. “She’s
going to tell us something.”

What she told us was that all ights were canceled. Every single one of them. The relief at
nding my backpack was quickly replaced with panic. A night with absolutely no place to go

—a night of being in a huge, crowded room with nothing to hide behind—was one of my
nightmare scenarios that had not even occurred to me as a possibility. Why did I think I could
do this? It was turning out to be more than I could handle. I did what anybody would do. I
called my mother.

She didn’t pick up, so I left a voice mail telling her about the weather and asking if she
could get me a room at the hotel that was connected to the airport—which happened to be
a liated with her travel business—since I doubted I could get one myself. I also mentioned
that I had sent the bunch of CDs I promised her with the noises from our house and
neighborhood. I was actually pretty excited about them because there was a bird that drove
us crazy, and I was able to record it the afternoon before I left.

I quickly calculated that they were seven hours ahead, so it was almost midnight for them.
It could go either way if she’d get the message today or tomorrow.

Next I called the hotel. I was right: no luck, all sold out.
I hung up and closed my eyes. When I opened them, I looked across the room and saw the

girl, her shearling coat spread out behind her in the same way it had been on the airplane.
Maybe it was her weapon against the germs and dirt of the airport. She was listening to her
iPod again, but her eyes were open this time. And, without giving it too much thought, I let
my eyes meet hers. She smiled quickly—almost tersely, I would say—shifting her eyes to the
window. My phone vibrated in my hand.

“Hey, Mom,” I said. “Or should I say ciao?”
“Hey, sweetie,” she said. I missed her already. “I just happened to check my phone one last

time before we hit the hay. You’re all set—there’s a room waiting for you. Just give them our
last name—it’s paid for. Go check in, order room service, and watch a fun movie. Call me in
the morning and let me know what the status of your flight is.”

“Thanks, Mom,” I said, not wanting to hang up yet. “How are you guys?”
“We miss you, but it’s beautiful here,” she said. “We can’t wait until you visit in March. We

keep talking about all the things we can do together.”
At that moment I wished I could go right then, that I could forget about getting myself to

the East Coast and just go straight to Europe.
“That sounds great, Mom,” I said.
“Bye, sweetie. Don’t forget to call me in the morning,” she said. “Oh, I almost forgot. Sid



 wanted me to say ‘Go, Bulldogs!’ ”
Usually I would say Go, Bulldogs back—we’d been saying it back and forth since October.

But I didn’t feel like it.
“Tell him I miss him” was all I said.
Slowly I put my book into my backpack and slipped on my coat. I could have avoided

walking by the girl, but I would have had to squeeze between two tight rows of seats—it
would have been so obvious. Besides, I had nothing to lose, so I walked toward her and
turned left just before her seat. She looked vaguely annoyed.

“Where are you going?” she called out, surprising me.
I stopped. She still had her earbuds in. I didn’t know if she had turned the music down or

off, or maybe it was still blaring in her ears.
“To the airport hotel,” I said.
“Don’t bother,” she said. “I called and they’re all booked up. I also called a cab company

and apparently the streets are almost impassable. So I think we’re stuck here.”
“I got a room,” I said.
“That’s impossible,” she said. “I called even before the nal announcement about tonight’s

flight.”
“Huh,” I said. “Well, I have a reservation.”
“That’s impossible,” she said again.
“My mom’s travel company works with the hotel,” I heard myself explaining. “She called

and apparently they had at least one room left because she booked it. It’s waiting for me. I’m
just heading over there now.”

“Wow,” she said. I could see her eyes light up. She seemed so much friendlier suddenly.
“Do you think it has two beds?”

“Maybe,” I said. For some reason I was not at all surprised by her question. I had the
distinct feeling that the universe was out of whack and normal rules didn’t apply. I sort of
liked it.

“You could come along and we’ll see. And if not …” I let the words hang in the air. She
frowned and rolled her eyes, but responded by gathering her things. For a second I thought
she was going to hand me her coat to carry, but she didn’t. I was glad because the truth was,
if she had, I would have.



 CHAPTER FOUR

TIM
I FELT LIKE NONE OF THE NORMAL RULES APPLIED

Neither of us talked at rst. I could have asked Where are you from? Where are you going? But
I didn’t want her to think that I was going to talk all night. Later, when we talked about this
moment, she told me she wished she could have just kept listening to her iPod, but she knew
that would be rude. Maybe she should have.

We were almost there before either of us spoke.
“I’m Vanessa, by the way,” she said, reaching out her hand. It was one of those memorable

moments because, as strange as it may sound, even when people are nice to me, they don’t
usually volunteer to touch me—unless they know me, of course. I looked at her for a minute
before I took her hand and shook. And then I smiled.

“I’m Tim,” I said. “It’s nice to meet you.”
“Maybe if we’re going to spend the night together, we should know each other’s last names

too,” she added. Was she flirting with me?
“Okay,” I said, trying to sound casual when really my heart was beating so fast and hard I

was surprised she couldn’t hear it. “I’m Tim Macbeth.” As soon as I said it, I wished I had said
something cooler, like “It’s Macbeth” or just “Macbeth.” But I couldn’t go back.

“I’m Vanessa Sheller,” she said, smiling a smile that I didn’t quite trust but that I liked
anyway.

We pushed through two sets of heavy doors and went down one escalator before we
reached the entrance to the hotel. I love hotels—they make me feel calm and hopeful, in a
weird way. I think also that they make me feel like I’m escaping something. Are you starting
to sense a theme here? But that was not what I felt when I entered this lobby. It smelled like
hot, sweaty, anxious people with some wet dog mixed in. Almost every single possible
surface had someone sitting on it—chairs, sofas, even the co ee tables. Some people were
eating, others were sleeping. A bunch of little kids were playing ring-around-the-rosy.

I had never checked into a hotel alone before. There had never been a need. But I didn’t
want Vanessa to know that. And adding to my anxiety was the fear that these people were
going to mob me when they saw me get a room key. I glanced around for the front desk and
was happy to see it o  to one side. I could feel the eyes on me as I walked toward the
exhausted-looking teenage girl behind the desk, but as I moved, I realized that not all the eyes
were on me—a fair amount were on Vanessa.

“I’m sorry, we have no rooms left for the night,” the girl said before I even opened my
mouth.

“Oh, I know,” I said, stopping short of saying my mother called. “I have a reservation
under Macbeth.” I waited. I might not have ever checked into a hotel alone before, but I had
stood next to my mother or Sid many times and I know how it’s done. She click, click, clicked
at the computer with a skeptical look on her face.

“Huh,” she nally said, her eyes showing her surprise. “And it’s a nice one. You’ll be in



 room 956 with two double beds.”
“Thanks,” I said. I didn’t add I told you so.
Vanessa stood next to me like she belonged there.
“Two keys?” the girl asked.
“Yes,” Vanessa said before I could.
We waited while the girl activated the keys, put them into a small white envelope, and slid

it across the marble counter.
“Enjoy your stay,” she said like a robot.
Again, I felt like none of the normal rules applied. I was seventeen years old; I had no idea

how old Vanessa was, but she had to be in that ballpark. Nobody asked to see ID, or if we
had luggage. We simply turned in unison, avoiding the eyes of the room-hungry crowd.

“So foul and fair a day I have not seen,” Vanessa said when we got on the elevator.
“What?” I said, not sure I had heard her right.
“Come on, you have to know that play, don’t you?” she said, smiling. “Shakespeare’s

Macbeth? I studied it last semester. With your name, how could you have avoided it? I’ve
always loved that quote because it’s like one bad thing and one great thing at the same time.
You know? Like the weather is awful, but we got this room. Something bad and something
good.”

Of course I had read Macbeth, but I didn’t know any of it by heart. Still, I felt I owed her
something.

“In brightest day, in blackest night, no evil shall escape my sight,” I offered.
“Green Lantern?” she asked.
I had to admit, I was impressed.
“How did you know?” I asked. I was so curious.
“I have brothers,” she said. Then she tilted her head and looked me right in the eyes. “Let

me guess: it’s the only thing you have memorized?”
“Pretty much,” I said.
By then we were out of the elevator and walking down a hall that smelled like new carpet,

following the signs to 956. Just as we found the room, my phone rang. While I reached for it,
Vanessa grabbed the small envelope, opened the door, and squeezed in front of me to go
inside. I stayed in the hall to take the call. It was my mom, wanting to see how it went at the
hotel. I felt a little annoyed. I didn’t miss her like I had an hour before. And, besides, wasn’t
it the middle of the night where she was? As always, she wanted details, but I wanted to get
into the room. She knew I was rushing her, but I didn’t care.

As soon as I hung up, though, I wanted her back. I wanted the comfort of sharing a room
with my mother and Sid, not some strange girl—no matter how cute she was. I stood in the
hallway for a moment longer than I had to, thinking about how I would get through the night
ahead.

“Tim?” Vanessa called from the other side of the door. “Are you coming?”

Again, Duncan waited for more, but Tim had stopped talking. He was starting to understand
that he wasn’t going to be alerted to the end of a thought or CD. Just as he was about to press
Stop, Tim’s voice started up again. Duncan wondered if he had just paused to collect his
thoughts, or if he had recorded the next part at another time and the dead air was an



 accident. He hoped he hadn’t missed anything on the last CD, but he didn’t think so; there
didn’t seem to be any holes in the story so far. He tried to imagine Tim sitting somewhere,
talking into a microphone, but he couldn’t. All he could conjure up was the image of the last
time he saw him. Or, worse, the time before that.

Duncan knew he should go to dinner. By now everyone had probably had a chance to talk
about their treasures. He didn’t want to miss that entirely. But Tim and Vanessa were actually
in the hotel room. Alone. That was surprising, and seriously hard to imagine. He was dying to
know what happened there. He’d listen just a little longer, he decided. Maybe just ten more
minutes.



 CHAPTER FIVE

TIM
IF YOU GIVE A GIRL A PANCAKE …

Something changed between the time she called out to me in the hall and the time I came
into the room. She had been pretty nice getting there. Maybe it was part of her plan, but I
actually don’t think so. Maybe she suddenly felt as uncomfortable as I did. Who knows? We
never really talked about that later; it wasn’t one of the things that came up.

Vanessa had already claimed the bed closest to the window, and was unrolling the wire of
her iPod and placing an earbud in each ear. I walked by her to the window and looked out.
The view of incoming planes would have been amazing if the snow wasn’t so heavy and if
there were any incoming planes. The wind had died down. A ag across the way was barely
blowing anymore, but the snow looked pretty deep—probably ve or six inches already, and
it was still coming down.

“Are you hungry?” I asked, turning back toward the room. How was I going to make it
through the night so close to her? I would never be able to relax, let alone sleep. I should
have stayed in the hall.

She didn’t respond. I tapped her foot and she jumped a bit. She reluctantly lowered the
volume on her iPod and looked at me expectantly—I had the distinct feeling I was bothering
her.

“Are you hungry? We could order room service.”
“Okay,” she said, turning off her iPod but leaving the earbuds in. “Is there a menu?”
I found one on the desk and handed it to her. She smelled like lemon mixed with Tide. I

wasn’t really that hungry, but I felt the urge to keep busy.
“How about a club sandwich and fries?” she asked.
“Okay,” I said. “Do they have steak— let mignon, maybe? That seems like a good room

service thing to order.”
She looked. “Yep.”
I picked up the phone and dialed the operator. She went back to her music.
“Hey, no,” she called before anyone answered, pulling out her earbuds. “I have a better

idea.”
“Hello? Room service,” someone said in my ear. I felt like a deer trapped in a car’s

headlights. What should I do? Hang up? Stick to our original plan?
“Hi, we’re in room 956, and we wanted to order room service, please,” I somehow said.

“Can you hold on one minute?”
I put my hand over the mouthpiece of the heavy phone.
“What’s your idea?”
“Let’s order breakfast for dinner, I love doing that,” she said. “Pancakes, bacon, sausage—

all of it. Oh, and do they have any cinnamon buns?”
I smiled to myself because it t in with the fantasy that was quickly developing in my

mind: the normal rules didn’t apply—checking into a hotel with a beautiful girl, breakfast for



 dinner. What else could it mean?
I cleared my throat and ordered everything from the breakfast menu.
“Would you like a pot of coffee with that, sir?” the voice asked me.
“Sure, why not,” I said.
“Give us about half an hour, then, sir,” the voice said.
“Okay, thanks.”
I turned on the TV and waited. When the knock nally came, I almost jumped three feet

into the air.
“What is it?” Vanessa asked, looking up.
“Just room service,” I said, embarrassed.
Once everything was inside the room, Vanessa got up and pulled o  all the silver domes.

There was a large stack of steaming pancakes dripping with butter and white powdered sugar,
bacon and sausage and a loa ike meat I couldn’t identify, an omelet with miniwa es, and a
small plate of cinnamon buns.

“What do you want?” she asked. I took a few steps toward the movable table. I could smell
all the food, but I tried to catch her scent over it. I pretended to look at the choices, but I
imagined I could feel energy coming o  her arm, like she was electric or something. I took it
in for a minute and then moved back.

“You choose,” I said, trying to breathe normally.
“How about we share?” she said, smiling at me.
She took the plate with the pancakes and cut the stack in half. With her perfect hands, she

made two perfect plates with a little bit of everything. What would it feel like to be touched
by one of those hands? When she thrust a plate at me, I was sure I was blushing, which, as
you might imagine, looks a little like a brush fire on my face.

“Yum!” she called out as she sat on the edge of her bed and ate hungrily, dripping syrup on
the blanket and her shirt. I was in awe of her lack of self-consciousness.

I sat at the desk. Everything was delicious, and once I started eating, I couldn’t stop.
“So, what do you like to do? I mean, what are your hobbies?” she asked. I couldn’t help

but laugh. She was trying to make dinner conversation.
“I like to read,” I said, realizing immediately that it sounded dorky. “And I like to run.

Cross-country.” I didn’t tell her how running was one of the best ways for me to escape and
be alone. But I did tell her it made me happy.

“Me too! I’m on the track team at school,” she said, looking up. She dripped some maple
syrup on her leg. She saw me watching and used her nger to wipe it o , then stuck her
finger in her mouth.

“Oh, sorry, I am such a pig. I love this stu ,” she said. “At school they do this once a week
—have breakfast for dinner. Wa es, omelets, frittatas, quiche, cinnamon buns. Some people
hate it, but I love it.”

“Where do you—” I started to say, realizing I had no idea where she was traveling to, but
she cut me off.

“You know what this makes me want to do?” she said, looking the happiest I’d seen her.
“This makes me want to play in the snow!”

“You’re kidding me, right?” I said. “I book the last hotel room within twenty miles and all
you want to do is go outside?”



 “Well, yes, actually,” she said, smiling. “But I’ll be happy to come back in after.”
“That’s a relief,” I said. “For a minute I thought I did all this for nothing. And can I mention

how nasty it is out there?”
She jumped up and went to the window.
“It doesn’t look so bad,” she said. “There’s a parking lot right down there that looks empty.

We could build a snowman!”
I joined her at the window and looked down. Our hands were dangling next to each other.

Again, the energy.
“Maybe we could make a snow statue of that man who got sick on the plane,” I suggested.
She looked at me like I was crazy.
“Like a voodoo snowman,” I explained. “Maybe we could make him better that way.”
We laughed for a minute, and it felt really good.
“I wonder what was wrong with him,” I said.
“Brain aneurysm is what I was thinking,” she said matter-of-factly.
“Oh, I was hoping he was just dehydrated or something,” I said seriously.
Again, she laughed. I hadn’t meant that to be funny, but I would take her laughter any way

I could get it. I stood there trying to think of what else she might find funny.
“So, what is it about eating pancakes that makes you want to play in the snow?” I nally

asked, desperate to break the silence.
“Every winter when I’m home, my mother makes us pancakes on a snowy morning—just

like this with bacon and syrup—and then my brothers and I spend the rest of the day in the
yard playing. It’s usually one of my favorite days of break.”

“How many brothers do you have?” I asked, stalling. I wasn’t sure I wanted to go out
there.

“Stop stalling,” she said, reading my mind. “And I have three brothers. Are you ready?”
“Yes,” I said.
We started pulling stu  out of our backpacks. I decided to keep on my jeans and put my

sweats on when I got back inside. Did they have holes? Please, don’t let them have holes!
She was already wrapping a green scarf around her neck and pulling on her coat. When I

didn’t move, she stopped and looked at me.
“I’m not going to give up,” she said. “If you don’t come, I guess I’ll just go alone. You know

that book If You Give a Moose a Mu n? Well, in this case, If You Give a Girl a Pancake in a
Snowstorm … I am unstoppable.”

Vanessa tossed me my jacket and I put it on, watching as she continued to twist her green
scarf around her neck so that her braids were stuck underneath it. I had an urge to walk over
and free them from their captivity—but I didn’t.

We stood for a minute and then walked to the door at the same time, almost knocking each
other down like a comedy routine, and she giggled. I stepped back, letting her get to the door
first, and followed her through.

“So, what do you think, snowman or snowball ght?” she asked as we stood in the
elevator. For a second I had almost forgotten where we were going, I was so focused on her.
“If you choose snowball ght, we have to agree on an amount of time each of us is allowed
to build a fort and compile ammunition. I always think seven or eight minutes are enough;
my brothers usually fight for ten.”



 “Wow, you’re really serious about this,” I said. “But I have a better idea.”
“What?” she asked just as the doors opened and we saw the crowded lobby. For a minute

the spell was broken. I was quiet as I followed Vanessa out of the elevator. All the faces
turned toward us, and it didn’t seem like they were looking at my strangeness or Vanessa’s
beauty. Their looks were calculating and a bit desperate.

“Why do I feel like someone is going to jump us for our room key?” I whispered to Vanessa
as we walked quickly toward the door. It whooshed open and we both breathed a sigh of
relief.

“So, what’s your idea?” she asked again.
“How about we build an igloo?” I o ered. Even now I don’t know where that came from. I

was never allowed to build them when I was a kid because my mother thought they were
dangerous (and sand tunnels too, for that matter). I never understood that. You could always
push your way out, right? Besides, at that moment, the idea of being buried in the snow with
Vanessa sounded pretty good.

Vanessa surveyed the snow, judging how deep it was, and then leaned over to pick up a
handful and consider its texture.

“Good packing snow,” she concluded. “I’ve never made an igloo. How do you do it?”
I really had no idea, but there was no turning back now.
“Allow me to demonstrate the ne art of igloo assembly, Vanessa Sheller,” I said

con dently. “Let’s push the snow into a big pile, maybe over there, and hollow it out. Then
we can pack down the back and it should hold.”

“Sounds like a good plan,” she said, but didn’t make a move to start building. “Wow, it’s
beautiful out here.” I watched as she lifted her head to the sky and then caught a few
snow akes on her tongue. But for some reason what I was really mesmerized by was the way
the snow collected at the top of her boots. I wondered if it dropped down at all to her ankles,
making them cold. And then I imagined her socks. I hadn’t noticed them up in the room, but
now I wished I had. Were they striped? Maybe they were green and yellow—that seemed to
be her color combination. And what about her toenails—were they painted? And then I
realized that standing out there in all the snow made me feel, amazingly, like I blended in
instead of sticking out.

“What are you waiting for?” I asked, starting to kick snow over to one corner of the empty
parking lot just o  to the side of the hotel. Vanessa joined in, picking up armfuls of the wet
snow and adding to my pile. We worked like that for a long time, and eventually I gave up
trying to stay dry. My jeans got soaking wet and my jacket was snow-covered. I didn’t have a
hat with me so my hair was wet, but I liked it because I knew when my hair was wet, it
could, especially in the dark, look almost brown.

A snowball hit me from the side and I looked up to see Vanessa smiling at me.
“Very funny,” I said, trying to act normal, not wanting to let on that I could barely breathe

and that I knew I would remember that smile, and the feel of that snowball, for a long time.
“Hey, you didn’t finish your side of the igloo,” I said.
“You’re a real taskmaster,” she said, but she said it nicely.
“You’re the one who wanted to come out and play in the snow,” I said. She had gone to the

other side of the structure we were making and couldn’t see me, so I had time to make six
snowballs.
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