
        
            
                
            
        

    



ME, CINDERELLA?


A New Adult Romance


by Aubrey Rose


 


For my mom, who taught me to love books


And


My dad, whose grave I hope someday to visit.


***


 


One kind deed can change your life forever…


 


Brynn Tomlin could never afford to follow her heart. But when she sees a
stranger shivering in the snow outside of the college library, an inexplicable
urge leads her to buy him a hot cup of coffee. It’s just a small act of
kindness, a few words of conversation. Brynn should be focusing on her finals,
after all, not on the man who looked up at her gratefully with piercing blue
eyes.


 


He could have been anyone - a janitor on break, a graduate student, a
bum. But the man standing outside in the cold turns out to be Dr. Eliot Herceg,
one of the most brilliant minds in mathematics and heir to a fortune. After
years of reclusive isolation, he now finds his heart awakening to the kind girl
whose name he does not know.


 


Brynn has spent her life trying to forget her desires, and Eliot’s deep
wounds have taken nearly a decade to heal. After so much hurt, will either of
them be able to open their hearts again?










Before my mother died, she told me
stories. I sat on her lap and listened to her spin golden fairy tales through
the air. We never had much, but I didn’t notice the cracks in our plaster walls
when she talked about Cinderella putting on her crystal slippers and waltzing
all night with Prince Charming.


“Once upon a time”…the stories always begin the same way, but
from these beginnings my mother wove new tales that danced in all directions of
the compass. She told me stories of castles and dragons, stories of men who
flew above the clouds to reach the sun and gods who rained jealous fury upon
their rivals. Stories of lovers whose passion rose above earthly desire and
changed their fate to a different end than the world had meant for them.
Stories of hope and of death.


None of those stories were true, but mine is.








 


 


 


 


 


 


CHAPTER ONE


 


“A mathematician is a device for turning coffee into theorems.”
-Paul Erdos


 


My
grandmother told me once that luck multiplies if you share it. So long deprived
of good fortune, I had almost forgotten what luck looked like before I met him. I was only eight years old when I lost my lucky star,
and thirteen black years stood between me and my younger self. When a slip of
happy fate landed at my feet that night, my Nagy’s voice echoed in my ears: Hand it along to the next person. Let Fortuna’s wheel spin
past, and it will come back all the sooner. May my luck be yours. May it
multiply.


By a whim of
the universe, Southern California lay trembling that winter in the middle of a
freak snowstorm, the likes of which had not been seen for decades. I certainly
had never known anything like it. Only the old-timers of California, pioneer
grandchildren whose blood ran cool like the blood of lizards in the desert
night could remember the time when it had snowed so much. Later I thought that
the snow might have been meant for me. A sign, I guess. I did not believe in
signs.


A high wind
blew the clouds in over the mountains, washing snow over the unsuspecting city
sprawl even as the sun shone down through the white haze. News reporters stood
amid snow-dusted palm trees and talked for hours about low-pressure zones while
intrepid tourists milled around on the chilly beaches, goosepimpled under their
optimistically short beachwear.


Everyone at
Pasadena University marveled at how strange the weather had decided to become
this winter. Students from more northern states rolled their eyes at the
in-state native kids who shivered through their fleeces, unused to the chilly
stuff. Everybody wore boots and scarves and other fashionable cold-weather
attire that they had been itching to take out of the closet for god knows how
long.


Shuffling
across the sidewalk toward the library cafe, I heaved my backpack up over one
shoulder and tried not to look as clumsy as I felt. The sky was still pale with
snowy clouds even as evening fell. My number theory study group had started ten
minutes ago, but I needed a coffee before I could even start thinking about
cosets and bijections.


A thin layer
of snow covered the lawn in front of the university library, each snowflake
turning end over end in perfect hexagonal symmetry until it hit the ground and
was lost among the others.


That’s how I
felt nowadays. Lost amid a blanket of snowflakes, each more perfect and
pristine than me. Completely, utterly, bafflingly lost.


School had
been a walk in the park for as long as I could remember. Some grades I
deserved. Some, though, my teachers gave to me for being a nice, quiet kid they
never had to worry about. Inside I seethed at my reputation as a good girl. I
wanted adventure. I wanted danger and challenge. I wanted to do terrible and
honorable things and prove myself to be brave, just like the mythic Greek heroines
I admired in my childhood - Athena, Eurydice, Artemis.


University
certainly challenged me, but rather than hunting golden-horned stags or
transforming mortals into boars, I labored to figure out proofs for
combinatorial theorems while juggling two jobs. Instead of being at the top of
my class, I struggled to even pass. Everyone said I was supposed to find myself
in college, but I seemed to be straying farther and farther away from who I
was, running faster and faster just to stay even with everyone else.


As I got
closer to the library, I saw a man sitting outside on a bench, looking just as
lost as I felt. He was bundled up in a black coat, his knitted hat pulled down
over his ears, and he stared down just in front of his feet, as though trying
to count the snowflakes that fell around him. I smiled as I walked by the
bench, but he didn’t even look up. I paused at the door and looked back at him,
thinking that maybe I ought to ask if he needed directions, but he didn’t move
an inch, his gaze unwavering, his shoulders slumped. Must
be the weather.


Pulling open
the heavy glass door of the library café, I reveled in the blast of warm air
that greeted me. My nose began to run and I pulled a handkerchief out of my
pocket to wipe my face, feeling the sweat already starting to form on my neck
under my scarf. God, I hated the cold. Everybody talked about how glorious the
seasons were in the northeast, but I would just as soon have moved to the
equator and forgotten what fall colors ever looked like. It was just my luck
that I had moved to Southern California and gotten a freak snowstorm.


“One coffee,
please,” I said, pushing over my student card. The café barista swiped my card
through the register.


“Sorry,” she
said, handing back the card. “There’s not enough on here.”


“Not enough?”
Dammit, I didn’t get my next paycheck until tomorrow. I dug through my pockets
for change, pulling out a handful of nickels and dimes and dumping them on the
counter. The barista looked at me disdainfully under lidded eyes.


“Um, let me
see,” I said, counting out the change. Shit. I didn’t even have enough for
coffee. I didn’t have a damn dollar to my name after tuition and books.


“One second,”
I said, turning to dig into my backpack. I dropped the nickels that were in my
hand. “Shit, shit, shit.”


I bent down
to pick up the nickels and got my first lucky break of the night. Right next to
my shoe was a five dollar bill, just sitting on the floor! I picked it up
reverently and looked around to see if there was anybody who might have dropped
it, but the café was empty apart from me and the barista. She coughed and
shifted her weight onto her back foot, evidently irritated at waiting for me to
get my act together.


Five dollars!
Five whole dollars! This was a windfall I couldn’t squander. I looked up at the
café menu, my mouth watering at the possibilities. I had gotten into the habit
of skipping dinner, but maybe today I could splurge and get a bagel. My stomach
growled at the possibility. But no, I should wait and buy bagels at the store.
Everything was overpriced here except the coffee.


I scanned the
menu again and resigned myself to just the caffeine injection. It was enough to
know that I could buy something if I wanted to. My
eye wandered to the café window. The man was still sitting on the bench, as
still as a statue. I could see his breath coming out in small white puffs, and
for some reason my heart wrenched in my chest.


“Two
coffees,” I said impulsively, handing the five dollar bill over to the barista.
My hands trembled slightly as I picked up the cups. What
was I doing?


I pushed open
the door with my shoulder bravely and exited the warm cafe, one coffee in each
hand. For an instant I wavered. What if he didn’t want it?
What if he thought I was a weirdo? I set my shoulders and walked over to
him. He must be freezing, sitting out in the cold.


“Here,” I
said, offering him the steaming cup and putting on my most well-meaning smile.
He looked up at me and my breath caught in my throat.


A scar ran
down the right side of his cheek, the white seam visible all the way from his
hairline to his chin. That wasn’t what made me gasp, though. Dark frowning
eyebrows framed his piercing blue eyes and a shock of almost-black hair
threatened to escape from under his wool cap. He was younger than I thought
when I walked past him, probably less than ten years older than me. And handsome. I gulped.


He must have
thought my reaction was to his scar, for he immediately angled his face away
from mine, the white seam disappearing from my view. A defensive expression rose
up on his face, and he looked at me suspiciously, one brow slanted up.


“Um, I
thought you might want something to drink...” My words trailed off lamely as I
held out the coffee to him. I never could talk around handsome men. His
expression softened and he reached out to take the proffered cup.


“Thank you,”
he said. The slightly accented words came out low, growling even, and as he
took the cup, his long fingers brushed against mine. Again my heart jumped in
my chest and I pushed down the strange feeling that was twisting up inside of
my body. You don’t know who this man is, Brynn. He could be
a serial killer, for all you know.


“You’re
welcome,” I said, quickly pulling my hand back and wrapping it around my own
coffee. The warmth spread through my fingers, but it was nothing compared to
the electric heat that I had felt touching his hand. After a moment he tilted
his head up toward me, and I realized I had been standing there in silence,
just watching him.


“Is there
something I can do for you?” he said.


“No, that
is—” I stumbled over my words, blushing furiously. “I mean—”


“Do you often
buy strange men coffee?” The accent in his words reminded me of my mother.
Eastern European. His voice lifted in a teasing lilt, but his face was deadly
serious, his scar giving him a menacing look. The incongruity made my
already-flustered brain even more confused. Maybe he thought I was hitting on
him. Should I be hitting on him?
Oh, god.


“Um, no,” I
said. “I just thought... I mean, you looked like you might need one.”


“You think I
am a bum?” He raised one eyebrow, his accent more pronounced. Definitely
Eastern European.


“No! I mean,
maybe. But that’s not why I got you coffee. I was just getting myself a cup,
and I thought you might like one. You know, to keep you warm.” I couldn’t stop
myself from rambling. “It’s really cold out here. That’s all.”


He smiled for
the first time, and the rush of relief that swept through my body warmed me as
much as the coffee in my hands. His eyes crinkled at the corners, a genuine
smile. A kind smile. I felt my body heating up under the coat, and I wanted to
tear the damn thing off.


“Come, sit,”
he said, and despite my misgivings, I complied, the  bench chilling my legs
through my jeans. A strange man sitting alone—what was I thinking? I comforted
myself with the thought that the library was just behind us. A strange thrill
of pleasure ran through me as I sat next to him, and danger too—he hadn’t
seemed so tall when I was standing, but now that I was beside him I had to tilt
my head up to meet his gaze. Despite this, I felt more safe than vulnerable, as
though he would protect me if anything were to happen at that moment. I did not
know why I felt as though I could trust him.


A line from
one of the books my mother used to read ran through my mind: “…and the prince, tall, dark, and brave, fought off the wolf and
chased it into the snowy night.” I shook my head and the words flew away
into the darkness.


“You’re a
generous girl,” the man said. “Even to an ugly old bum.” He winked, and I
blurted out the first thing that popped into my head.


“You’re not
old!” I said. He was in his thirties, if not his early twenties. “And you’re
certainly not ugly!”


“Oh! Is that
so?” A twinkle shone in his eyes, and I flushed at my own admission. He must know that his looks were to die for—strikingly dark
features against his light blue eyes, his strong jaw dotted with day-old
stubble. Even with a scar running down the side of his face, he was achingly
beautiful. Especially with his scar. It made his
already fierce eyes look even more pronounced, and gave an edge to his
otherwise perfect beauty.


I felt a rush
of desire for something I would never possess, and shame that I had the bald
temerity to desire it. Of course my words had come out wrong. They always did.


“I… I mean…”


“You don’t
have to say anything,” the man said. “But thank you. It’s not so often I get
complimented, I just want to savor it.” He took a long sip of coffee, inhaling
with pleasure and set the cup aside on the bench. “So do
you think I am a bum?”


His words
were a question, but I did not know what he was asking, or if he was still
joking; his smile had turned into more of a smirk. His coat looked expensive
now that I could see it up close, and his watch glinted gold underneath his
sleeve. Definitely not a bum.


“No, you’re
not!” I said, blurting out the words before I could temper them. I quieted
myself before I spoke again. “It’s just… everybody has a hard time sometime.”
Something else my grandmother taught me.


The joking
expression fell off of his face so quickly that I thought I might have imagined
him smiling. I shifted awkwardly, the cup of coffee heating my fingers against
the numbing cold.


“You’re
right. This is a hard night for me.” He looked off at the dusky sky, his eyes
reflecting the falling snow. Snowflakes dotted his face, melting immediately on
his cheeks and dusting his dark lashes with white crystals. He did not seem to
notice, his gaze straining to see something too distant to be visible. Then the
look was gone, and his eyes came back to mine.


“But a hot
drink and a beautiful woman make all the world of difference.”


My breath
caught in my throat and I put my handkerchief up to my nose to hide my look of
surprise. Beautiful was the one adjective I could
definitively say didn’t apply to me. Especially now, my face flushed with the
cold and my nose dripping like a busted water pipe. He must be joking. He must. But the way his gaze swept over my face
appreciatively made my stomach roil with hope.


“Are you a
student here?”


“Yes,” I
said, stuffing the handkerchief back in my pocket and retreating my hand back
to the coffee cup. It was much easier to avoid awkwardness while holding
something, I found. “Actually, I have to go to my study group. I’m already
late.”


“What subject
are you studying?” He had turned to face me, his knee lightly pressed against
mine. The touch made me dizzy with a desire that came from some unknown depths
in my body. It scared me and thrilled me at the same time. Immersed in my
studies and my work, I didn’t have time for a relationship. At least, that’s
what I told myself.


“Math.”


“Ah!
Mathematics!” He reached out and clasped his hands around mine, which were
still holding the coffee cup. I would have pulled them away, but his blue eyes
hypnotized me with their sudden intensity, and his long fingers held mine
firmly, as though I belonged to him. Every nerve in my body jumped at his
touch, and my heart pounded in my ears. The steam from the coffee rose between
us and mingled with the white of our breaths. His face bent down, just above my
own.


“It’s the
most beautiful of subjects,” he said. “As beautiful as nature is beautiful. As
beautiful as…”


What was he doing? I froze in my seat, my hands still
ensconced by his. He looked at me as though he saw my soul inside of me, his
gaze familiar and possessive. At that moment, I knew he wanted me, desired me.
I could feel threads of attraction stretching across the small space between us
as tangibly as if they had been visible, hanging in the cold white air.


It was over
in a second. He pulled back quickly, as though he had touched his lips to
coffee that was too hot, and the connection was lost.


“I’m sorry,”
he said. He released my hands, and I almost dropped my coffee all over my lap.
None of my muscles were listening to me anymore. Not after the touch of his
hands on mine.


“Sorry?”


“I shouldn’t
have. It was presumptuous. I’m not…” His stare was lost again in the distance.


“Not what?”


“Not whole.
Not ready. I don’t know.” He shrugged his shoulders, obviously distraught but
trying to hide it. “Excuse me. Thank you, thank you for the coffee.”


“It’s okay.
Really.”


He looked up
at me, and I saw a deep longing in his eyes. Not knowing what I was doing, I
reached out and touched his cheek on the side of his face that was scarred. My
thumb rested on his cheekbone, and with my hand obscuring his face the scar was
erased from view, peeking out only slightly from under my palm. I caressed the
white seam. His dark hair fell over my fingers and his eyes flashed
dangerously, as though he were not the prince after all, but the wolf.


His strong
fingers closed over mine, stroking the back of my hand with his thumb. I
instinctively leaned forward into his pressure but stopped as he opened his
mouth to speak. He paused, seeming to change his mind about what he would say.


“You’re a
lovely girl.” His voice was nearly a whisper, and I heard in it a note of
sorrow so deep that it made me want to throw my arms around him. I could tell
he was hurting, that he wanted me and the wanting hurt him somehow. I didn’t
know how, I didn’t know why, but I recognized the pain in his gaze as easily as
I recognized my own face in the mirror each morning.


A student
walked around the corner of the library into view, and I instinctively sat back
upright, realizing the insanity of the situation. This was a man I did not know
at all, a stranger in the snow, and I was ready to fall into his arms as
quickly and easily as if I had known him all my life. I stood up from the
bench, scared by the intensity of my attraction to him, unlike anything I had
felt before.


“I have to
go,” I said. “My study group.”


“Yes, of
course,” he said, still sitting. He did not seem anxious at all to see me go,
but as I moved past him his hand shot out to stop me, catching me by the elbow.


“May I ask
your name?” he said.


I hesitated
for only a split second. “Valentina,” I replied. “Valentina Alastair.”


“My name is
Eliot. Thank you for the coffee, Valentina,” the man said. He let go of my arm
and I walked quickly toward the library, forcing myself to only look ahead. I
thought that if I turned to look at him, I would not be able to leave him. But
at the library door, I gave into curiosity and let myself glance back at him.


There was
nobody there. He had vanished, like a snowflake that falls onto your cheek and
melts into water before you feel it touch your skin. Above the bench there was
a wisp of white breath that curled into itself, fading, until it dissipated
into the air. Under the bench no footprints left any indication to where he had
disappeared. The sheets of snow whipped along the sidewalk and brushed away any
trace of the man who held my hands in his so possessively.


The snow
continued to fall and I blinked once, hard, then went inside.


 








 


 


 


 


 


 


CHAPTER TWO


 


“Dr. Herceg!
Dr. Herceg! Wait!”


Eliot turned
to see the department chair fairly skipping to catch up to him.


“Eliot,
please,” he said, shaking Patterson’s hand in greeting.


“Eliot. Yes.
Excellent. I’m so glad I could catch you,” he said.


“What can I
help you with?” Eliot asked, faintly irritated. With gray hair and spectacles
resting on his thin nose, the department chair resembled just about every other
mathematician Eliot had ever known. Dr. Patterson had been running the
department for as long as Eliot could remember, although he tried to avoid the
man as a rule. Patterson preferred conversation about office politics to those
of mathematics, and Eliot’s disdain for the academic rat race had not endeared
him to the man. Eliot’s position as a fellow had been granted as a special
exemption so that he could remain in America  to study, and he knew Patterson
resented the way Eliot isolated himself.


“I wanted to
talk to you about your internship prize. And your work in general.”


“Of course.”
Eliot paused, then realized the man didn’t want to speak in public. “Your
office?”


“Yes, please,
this way. Crazy weather we’ve been having, isn’t it?”


Eliot
murmured his assent as the gray-haired man led the way down the hall and into
his office.


“As you
probably know, there have been rumblings about the internship program. Please,
sit.” The department chair sat behind his desk. Eliot scanned it quickly. On
the desk were a number of official-looking papers: grant proposals, staff
recommendations. A picture of a slim, blonde wife and two children. A
half-empty glass of water. A gilded clock on a marble base. A framed plaque of
commendation from a mathematical society. He had no mathematics on his desk
save a pile of student homework papers.


Eliot eased
himself into the leather chair in front of the desk. His frame was too long, his
elbows jutting out over both armrests.


“Rumblings?”
he said.


“On the email
lists for the math department.” Patterson raised his eyebrows meaningfully, but
Eliot didn’t get the meaning.


“I don’t read
them.”


“Ah, hmm.”
Patterson shifted in his chair. “But of course you’ve talked with the other
professors in the department about your work.”


“No.”


“Well,”
Patterson said. He tapped a pen on his desk. “Well.”


Eliot stared
ahead calmly. The clock on the desk filled the room with its ticking.


“It’s just
that…” the department chair began. He coughed.


“Just that
what, Dr. Patterson?”


The man
coughed again into his hand, evidently not wanting to bring up the subject.
Eliot leaned over and pushed the half-empty glass of water toward him.


“For your
cough.”


The gray-haired
professor looked startled, his eyes glinting with suspicion. Eliot met his gaze
coolly. Patterson set the glass aside without taking a drink and leaned forward
over his desk.


“It’s been
some time since you’ve last published anything, Dr. Herceg—”


“Eliot.”


“—and many in
the department feel as though you have been too selective in your internship
program. Dr. Carrey, for example.”


“The one
whose son was rejected last year,” Eliot said. The math professor had called
Eliot to beg for his child’s acceptance. That conversation had not gone well.


“That’s
right.” Patterson did not meet Eliot’s eyes. “Many here take his side.”


“Good for
them.”


“And many
have noticed that you have not visited your internship program in Budapest at
all since its inception.”


“I manage the
students remotely.”


“Some say you
don’t manage at all.” Patterson breathed heavily, as though under a great
weight.


“I have tried
to do my best working from here. I need to focus on my research.” Eliot felt
his skin heat up slightly. He hated to lie, even a lie by omission. Truthfully,
he could not bring himself to return to Hungary.


“That’s
another thing. Since your contributions to the mathematical profession have
waned…”


“I’m
working,” Eliot said, lightly touching his fingertips together, “on a difficult
problem.”


“So you may
well be. But since you do not—or cannot—publish, we feel that it would be
beneficial for you to increase your contributions in other areas. For example,
taking on more students for your internship.”


“I take on
many students each year to the academy.”  Eliot tilted his head to one side,
casually cracking his neck.


“But only one
from this university!” Patterson pointed one finger in the air, as though he
had made an important issue clear. “Only one!”


“Are the
students from Pasadena inherently more qualified than those from other
universities?”


“No, but many
are qualified who are not picked. Dr. Carrey’s son, for example.”


“Dr. Carrey’s
son is incompetent,” Eliot said. “He should not be practicing mathematics at
all, let alone at the Hungarian Academy.”


Patterson
licked his lips but ignored the insult.


“Then surely
you could pick others. More than one!”


“Surely. But
why should I favor Pasadena?”


“Pasadena
University supports you and your fellowship, Dr. Herceg.”


“Eliot,
please.”


Patterson
leaned forward, his eyes narrowed, and Eliot knew just then what was on his
mind.


“Your
fellowship here is continued, in part, because of your contributions to the
prestige of this university.” Oh. So that’s what he was
driving at. Eliot realized why the department chair had been so eager to
talk with him. This conversation had nothing to do with mathematics. Eliot
spoke his next sentence carefully, as though wading through a particularly
difficult proof. He wanted the point to be perfectly clear.


“Because of
my financial contributions.”


Patterson
paused.


“In part,
yes. Yes, you are correct. This would all be much easier to handle if you
continued to be as generous to our department as you have in the past.”


“What
contributions do you make to this department, Dr. Patterson? Apart from
teaching the mandatory lectures.” Eliot brushed his thumb against the stack of
homework papers on Patterson’s desk.


“I teach all
of the higher level courses I can manage with my schedule.” Patterson seethed.
“But then again, I happen to enjoy making a
contribution to this university.”


“The last contribution I made,” Eliot said, “was handed out as bonus
grants to already-tenured professors.”


“Not at all!”
Patterson cried out. “The money came from the general fund.”


“I’m no
idiot,” Eliot said. “The year before my contribution there was no money for
grants. I wonder where you happened to find such funds?”


“The grants
were handed out to those who increased the prestige of the university!”


“By
publishing reams of tedious, uninspired dreck. I fail to see how that does
anything for Pasadena’s prestige.”


Dr. Patterson
flushed a bright red. Eliot tried to remember how much of the bonus the
department chair had claimed for himself. Although he couldn’t remember names,
he remembered math, and the chair’s papers had been supremely lacking in actual
mathematics. He focused his research almost entirely on statistical economics,
and for the past few years had been pushing out newly-polished computer
generated statistics on the same basic market algorithms, over and over again.


“But
then…what of your research, Dr. Herceg?” Dr. Patterson said, trying to regain
the upper ground. His forehead was beginning to glisten unattractively with
tiny beads of sweat. “When was the last time you published anything?”


“I’m sure you
know that better than I do,” Eliot replied. “As I said, I’m working on a
difficult problem.”


“Surely you
can publish something!”


“The problem
has not been solved.”


“But
surely…surely—”


“I won’t
publish my work until it’s done,” Eliot said.


Patterson
exhaled loudly through his nose.


“When do you
expect your work to be done and first ready to publish?”


“When it’s
done,” Eliot said. “And not a moment sooner.”


“That’s
unacceptable!” Patterson rapped the top of his desk with his hand. “A
completely unacceptable answer! You haven’t published a single paper in the
years you’ve been here!”


“What did
Gauss say about Dirichelet’s publications?” Eliot leaned forward, his face
growing hot with anger. “Jewels are not weighed on a
grocery scale!”


Patterson
sighed. “Your reputation has waned in this country, Dr. Herceg. I can’t force
the department to keep your fellowship on for another year like this.”


“Then don’t.”
Eliot paused. “ Are we finished?”


“You’ll lose
your visa. You’ll have to go back—”


“Are we finished?” A streak of fury flashed behind Eliot’s
eyes and he hissed the words.


Patterson
stood up behind his desk. He leaned forward across the papers and extended one
trembling hand. His gaze flickered over to Eliot’s scar, then quickly back.


“I look
forward to seeing your work published,” he said.


“So do I,”
Eliot said. He shook the man’s clammy palm once, forcefully, turned on his heel
and left.


 


 


 


 


 


 








The inanity of it all! A dull fury burned in the embers of
Eliot’s heart. To be forced back into a game of prestige and reputation! And
then for Patterson to threaten his fellowship—


A bluff. The same game lay at the heart of all
organizations, academia most of all. Eliot strode past the reception area,
pushing his way out the door and past a group of tittering students. They still
believed in the purity of academics, in the chase of knowledge above all else.
He hoped that they wouldn’t learn the truth until much later, until they had
already done something significant.


Dr. Patterson
was more right than even he knew. Eliot’s work had stalled. True, his initial
forays into the experimental field of projective groups had broken new ground.
When he was only a kid of twenty, he had published paper after paper on
projective algorithms without breaking a sweat, and if he never published again
he would still be remembered as having made significant contributions to the
field of mathematics. Now, though, stuck on a monumental problem, Eliot felt
himself losing hope.


The snow
fell, and he had forgotten his gloves.  He sat down on the bench in front of
the library. It was cold outside, colder than he had ever known it to be in
California. The soft, drifting snowflakes reminded him of his home, of Hungary.
Of walking by the Danube in the springtime as the surface of the water
crystallized at the edges, the delicate floes of ice breaking off from the
riverbank and floating down slowly in the current.


He had come
to America to escape, but there was no escaping his memories. As his eyes
glazed over, the sounds of the Budapest streets filled his ears. He clasped his
hands between his legs and felt her hand in his as they walked alongside the
river. And as the snowflakes tumbled one by one at his feet, he heard her
laughing next to him.


Clare, my Clare.


His heart
rewound the years and played them back. Every memory ached with painful longing
alongside the beauty. The summer picnics, the winters by the fireplace, all
tinted red and dark and lonely.


A snowflake
landed on his nose, and he was back on his estate with her, playing in the
bright cold morning. She had made him a snow angel, and the back of her coat
was dusted white with snow, her hair tinged with the drops of it that had
already melted. He heard her voice ringing from far away.


"Eliot!
Come make angels with me!"


He turned to
see her falling backwards, her arms spread out to either side, her face
beaming, reflecting the sunshine. She fell into the snowdrift, her arms and
legs already sweeping the ground into the winged shape. He walked over and she
smiled up at him from the ground.


“You try
now,” she said.


He turned and
closed his eyes, letting himself fall backwards, but as he fell he felt his
stomach rise in his throat, and a cloud moved over the sun. His breath emptied
from his chest as he hit the ground, and for a moment he felt as though he
would die from suffocation—there was no air in the world.


“Eliot!” He
heard the cry again, the piercing echo of her voice turned frightened. He
opened his eyes and turned to reach out to her, but she was gone. The only trace
of her left was the thin marking of the angel she had made, already filling
with soft drifts of snow.


Eliot shook
his head and came back to the present. This was California. A chill ran down
his spine, but it was not due to the cold.


Ten years
ago. Ten years to the day.


Not for the
first time, he thought of what would happen if his life were to end right now.
He had nothing to show for the past decade but an endless muddle of pages of
mathematical work in the wastebasket. Useless, really. The ghost of his wife
haunted him in dreams and reality both. No matter where he looked, Clare was
there. Hiding in the crowds, in the face of the women he passed on the
sidewalk. He shut himself up and hid, because it was easier than seeing her
face everywhere.


He felt numb.
Always there had been something to sustain him, a new problem in mathematics or
the touch of his lovely Clare’s hand. Now… he had shut himself up in his work
and produced nothing. He had closed off his heart and loved nothing. A veil had
fallen over his world, had crept over his vision slowly, until he could not see
at all except through a haze. Bit by bit, obligations had replaced his desires
and he had ceased, finally, to want anything. Air went in and out of his lungs,
but he did not breathe.


Eliot did not
know how long he had been sitting on that bench when he looked up and saw a
woman standing in front of him, a coffee in her outstretched hand.








Valentina? That wasn’t my name.
Why had I lied? I rushed up the stairs to the second floor, the magic of the
past few minutes evaporating quickly in the warm crowded air of the library.
Everything felt too strange for words, and I couldn’t get Eliot’s face out of
my mind. That scar, and those eyes…


My study
group sat at a long oak table near the back side of the room, by the windows. I
could spot Quentin’s bright red hair a mile away, and he gestured wildly all
around him as he talked. Mark sat across from him, the calm bespectacled geek.
Together, we made up the nerdiest group of math majors on campus, but Mark and
I took solace that no matter how bad it got, we could never outnerd Quentin.
Outside, the snow fell against the glass, the only indication that this night
was anything but normal.


“Brynn!” Mark
waved at me, shaking his black hair out of his eyes. “You’re late!”


What’s up,
Brynn?” Quentin gave a half-nod my way.


“Sorry,” I
said, dumping my backpack onto the table. Pages of notebook paper scattered
across the hard polished surface and one of them fluttered against the candle
in the middle of the table. I grabbed the paper quickly before remembering that
the flicker of light was electric. Silly me. “I… um, I was practicing down at
the music hall.”


Again a lie.
I never lied. But something in me wanted to keep the handsome man in the black
coat a secret. Something special. Just for me.


“Oh cool, I
didn’t see you there,” Mark said, pushing his glasses up on his nose. “Did you
hear they might open up the midnight piano room on Sunday?”


“Really?” I
asked.


“The what?”
Quentin sounded annoyed. “Pianos? Really, people? Can we please get back to
these  proofs?” He had three pages of scrawled notes in front of him and looked
as though he wanted to set the whole thing on fire.


“You’d like
this,” Mark said, ignoring his protests. “It’s a ghost story.”


“I don’t
believe in ghosts,” Quentin said dryly. “Unless it’s the ghost of Euclid
haunting this problem set.”


“That bad?” I
said, not looking forward to the work.


“It’s the
hardest problem set we’ve done all year.”


“No, but
really. There’s a ghost in the practice hall,” Mark insisted, his eyes bright
behind his glasses. “You’ve heard the story, right Brynn?”


“Sure,” I
said. My eyes quickly scanned the problem set, which did indeed look menacing.
“The midnight piano ghost.”


“See?
Everybody who plays has heard of it.”


“The music
department has a ghost? No fucking way.” Quentin’s voice was tinged with
curiosity. “Tell me.”


Mark pulled
the candle across the table and bent down so that the electric flame
illuminated him from under his chin, reflecting in his dark eyes. When he spoke,
he tried to sound eerie, but his somewhat-nasal voice spoiled the effect.


“There’s a
room in the back of the practice hall that’s always been locked. Inside is a
really old Bosendorfer piano.”


“Not just any
Bosendorfer. A Grand Imperial Bosendorfer. Eight octaves,” I added.


“Thanks for
the lesson, music nerd,” Quentin said. “What about the ghost?”


“Nobody’s
ever seen it,” Mark said, his voice lowering. “But late at night, really late
at night...”


“Midnight, if
you want to be exact,” I interjected.


“Just when
the clock strikes midnight,” Mark continued, “if you listen, you can hear the
ghost playing in that locked room.”


Quentin’s
eyes widened.


“No fucking
way.”


“Way,” Mark
said.


“So which
problem are you guys working on?” I said. I’d heard this tale too many times to
be impressed. Quentin shoved the book my way, his finger pressed to the second
practice section.


“Why won’t
they open the ghost room up?”  Quentin asked, still riveted by Mark’s story. Of
course, it was just a story, no matter how many times
the music majors repeated it in hushed tones. Nobody believed that there was
actually a ghost in the old locked room. Some prankster with a remote control
playing a radio through the air ducts, more like.


“Some rich
philanthropist guy gifted the piano to the school,” Mark said, shoving the
candle back to the center of the table. “I guess they don’t want anyone messing
it up, so they don’t let anyone use it.”


“Makes
sense,” Quentin said, rolling his eyes. “Music people.”


“But Dr.
Stetson said they might be opening it up Sunday for a special showing to music
majors,” Mark said.


“So much for
us second-class citizens.” I lifted my eyes away from my textbook and joined
Mark in an exaggerated shrug. The music majors always looked down their nose at
the math and science kids who came to the practice halls to play just for fun.


“You couldn’t
go anyway, dummies,” Quentin said. “We have that thing on Sunday.”


“What thing?”
Mark said.


“The
internship Budapest thing. The one with all the tests and shit.”


“That’s
Sunday?”


“I’ve only
reminded you every day for the past week,” Quentin said.


“Oh, shit,” I
said. With all the panic over upcoming exams, I had forgotten what day it was.
“Sunday?” My job had me scheduled all afternoon.


“Look at
this,” Quentin said, leaning back in his chair and balancing on only two legs
while he spread his arms out, gesturing toward me and Mark. “The creme de la
fucking creme, and they forget the most basic of shit. This is the test of the
year, assholes.”


“I didn’t
forget,” Mark said. “I just forgot the day.”


“You there,
Brynn?” Quentin snapped his finger in front of my nose.


My attention
returned to the table.


“Yeah,” I
said. “I have to get someone to cover my shift.”


“Get Shannon
to do it.” Mark shrugged. “She’ll do it if you tell her what it’s for.”


“Sure, get
Shannon to do it.” Quentin said, flipping a textbook page. “Can we get on with
this problem set already?”


“Sure, how
did you get that number nine was an equivalence relation?”


Quentin let
his chair fall forward to the ground with a loud crack. Two students at the
other end of the library perked their heads up like meerkats at the sound, but
Mark and Quentin were already bent over, hot in debate about whether or not the
relation in number nine had the symmetric property.


After we had
finished a couple of problems, Mark turned to me and spoke softly. “You better
ask your roommate soon if you want her to cover your shift. This is important
to you, right?”


“Yeah.” I
swallowed the lump in my throat. I didn’t want to talk about it here. Not in front
of Quentin. Mark only knew my secret because of an accidental slip of the
tongue, and I wasn’t about to let Quentin see my pain, too.


"Hey,
did you see the weather for tomorrow?" I asked, hoping to change the
subject.


“We heard on
the radio that it might snow for another three days,” Quentin said. "Do
you know what that idiot newscaster said about it snowing today? ‘What are the chances?’ she said. ‘What
are the chances?’ I hate it when non-math people talk about probability.
"


"What
are the chances of it snowing today?" Mark said.


"The
chances are one hundred percent," Quentin said. "Do you know how I
know?"


"Because
you know everything," I said, placing my chin
on top of my folded hands.


"Because
it is snowing," Quentin said. "That's how
I know."


"But… it
could've not snowed," I said.


"Wrong."
Quentin wasn’t one to mince words.


"Wait.
Is this that thing with the destiny and the quantum physics you’ve been going
on about all week?" Mark said. He waved one hand in front of his face.
"Wait. Brynn. Don't get him started."


"Every
particle in the universe has led us up to this point," Quentin said. “Every
quark of every atom of every molecule has led us here.”


"Great.
Now you got him started."


"Every
single snowflake falling outside of this window was created due to the
interaction of millions and millions of particles over billions and billions of
years. Because it is falling, it was meant to fall. There was no other way for
it to happen."


Mark leaned
back in his chair and put his hands on top of his head. "Thanks,
philosopher king. See what I told you, Brynn? This is worse than that one month
he decided to go vegetarian."


“I did go vegetarian, you idiot. I’m still
vegetarian.”


"So
there's no such thing as probability?" I asked. "Like, if everything
has to happen in a particular way, then everything that happens has one hundred
percent probability."


"Exactly,"
Quentin said. "Well, no. If you have perfect initial conditions, then you
can theoretically figure out what will happen in the next step of the universe."


“Perfect
initial conditions.”


"So
everything has to happen in a certain way," Mark said. "Isn’t that
predetermination? Like, God?”


"There
is no God." Quentin said. "It's just physics."


I let my head
fall forward onto the table in mock relief. "Whew! Glad that’s settled.
Guess we can do some of this homework now."


“What do you
think, Brynn?” Mark asked, not letting the subject drop. “God or physics? Or
free will?”


“Or ghosts,”
Quentin said. “Don’t forget ghosts.”


“I am one
hundred percent indifferent to matters of fate,” I said, picking up my pen.
“Sorry to bring it up. Let’s do these homework problems.”


“I bet you
think it’s fate,” Quentin said, but turned to the next question along with me.


If fate was guiding my life, it was doing a piss poor job of it,
I thought. And although on the surface I agreed with Quentin, I had to think
that there was something else to the way the universe worked. I couldn’t accept
the fact that my mother’s death had sentenced me to such a horrible fate just
by chance. If randomness had broken my life, how could I hope to put together
the pieces myself? I had to believe in some kind of free will, or at least a
rational destiny, that would give some meaning to the darkness that had crept
into my world.


Three hours
later, we had untangled most of the thorniest questions in the homework set.
Question nine hung between us unanswered, with Mark and Quentin still arguing
over symmetry on a subtle point in the relation’s definition. The caffeine had
long since disappeared from my system, and I covered my mouth in a deep yawn.


“Ok, guys,”
Quentin said, closing his book with a decisive thud. “See you all tomorrow at
the auditorium, where I will beat every single one of you motherfuckers out for
that internship.”


Mark
guffawed. “You wish,” he said.


“See you guys
later.” I waved to Quentin who just held his hand up in farewell as he hurried
down the stairs.


“Want me to
walk you back to your apartment?” Mark said. I was tempted—it was late, after
all—but he had already packed up and all of my papers still lay spread out in
front of me. Also, I felt like being alone for a while.


“Nah,” I
said. “Gotta check out a book before I go. See you later!”


“Okay,” Mark
said, a half-smile dimpling his face. “See you!”


I stood up
and stretched, looking through the windows overlooking the lawn below. I
half-expected to see the man standing there below, staring up at me. Eliot.


He wasn’t
there. A few drunken undergraduates stumbled across the snow-crusted grass,
clothed in overly skimpy miniskirts and Ugg boots. Nobody in California knew
how to dress for the cold. My eyes focused on the snowflakes stuck to the
window pane. It was cold. I should go home. The internship thing was Sunday,
and I had been running on a sleep deficit for far too long.


This is important to you, right?


Mark’s words
came back to me as I stared out the window, and the snowflakes blurred into a
cottony white as tears filled my eyes. All of the junior-level math majors vied
for the internship each year, but for me this prize was more personal. Sure,
the free travel was tempting, and the semester abroad at the Hungarian Academy
of Sciences would brighten my resume with prestige. But that wasn’t the main
reason I wanted to win the internship prize, not by far.








 


 


 


 


 


 


CHAPTER THREE


 


“The pleasure we obtain from music comes from counting, but
counting unconsciously. Music is nothing but unconscious arithmetic.” - Liebniz


 


I woke up in
darkness. The clock at the side of the bed glowed green: 11:41. I rolled out of
bed, pulled on some warm clothes sleepily, and tiptoed down the hall.


Four times
already this week I’d woken like this in the middle of the night, not being
able to go back to sleep until I’d taken a long walk. I’d read once about how
humans used to wake up all the time, just like this, before the industrial age.
Benjamin Franklin had written about it—the odd hours between first and second
sleep where people would wake up and read, pray, or make love.


Me? I took
walks. Most of the time I would walk to campus, just a few blocks from our
apartment. At night the sidewalks were empty and the buildings loomed like
ghosts over my head. Everything seemed older then, bigger. I would walk, think
about math, and then I would be back in my bed, ready to slumber at two or
three in the morning.


I tugged on my
boots and slid my keys into my pocket, closing the door behind me as quietly as
I could. Shannon had agreed to cover for me, and I didn’t want to wake her up
the night before she worked my shift. Hurrying down the stairs, I greeted the
night as a friend, not even minding the rush of cold air and the soft
sprinkling of snow. Perhaps it was my sleepiness, but I didn’t feel as cold
during my night walks as I did during the day, even though the temperature
dropped ten degrees or so.


Passing
briskly through the stone archways onto the campus, I let my mind wander to the
internship test  I would be taking tomorrow. Tomorrow, or today? I didn’t know
the time. Six hours of the hardest math problems, or so I’d heard. I wondered
if I would be up to the task.


From somewhere
in the distance I heard a bell ring out, and my mind jolted back to the
present. I halted in my tracks, not sure where on campus my feet had taken me.
The snow had stopped falling, and everything seemed unnaturally hushed. No
whisper of cars on the neighboring streets, no rustle of night birds in the
eaves of the buildings. Silence wrapped the world in a cradling hold.


I blinked
hard and looked up to see the music building in front of me. My body had
brought me here unconsciously and now something urged me to go inside, to get
out of the night. I looked around, my heart beating quickly as though expecting
some predator to jump out of the shadows toward me, but nothing moved. I
climbed the stone steps of the building slowly, careful not to slip on the icy
granite.


Security
always locked the doors for the night, but as I reached for the brass handle I
knew that this one would be open. Indeed, the oak door swung outward, a gust of
warm air escaping like smoke into the chilly night. I turned back to survey the
deserted campus, and again felt a thrill of fear, as though some monster
watched me as I moved. A wolf, maybe, though I knew there were no wolves here.
Still, I pulled the door closed behind me and locked the bolt myself, shutting
out the night.


One of the
oldest on campus, the music building boasted an ornate interior, deep carvings
in every square inch of the oak walls and thick red carpet lining the floors.
My boots sank into the newly-vacuumed carpeting, leaving dark prints behind.
The yellow lights above shone dimly through the hallway as I walked on, pushing
through a high swinging oak door into the practice halls. Here the lights were
dimmed, almost entirely off, and I moved through the darkness, letting one hand
trail along the wall to guide me forward.


Then I heard
something that stopped me in my steps. Soft music drifted down the hall, muted
by the carpet. A piano.


For a moment,
I thought someone might just be practicing late at night, an overzealous music
major anxious to impress or a chemistry student embarrassed by her amateur
playing. But as I moved tentatively down the hall, I could tell that it wasn’t
an amateur at the keys. All of the normal practice rooms stood open, their
doorways black and empty. The only closed door lay at the very back of the
practice hall, and light shone brightly from the insulated glass panel above
the door. The piano behind that door was the Bosendorfer.


The midnight
piano.


Moving
closer, I could hear the notes more distinctly. I recognized the song as a
piece by Erik Satie, one of the Gymnopedies. The melody tiptoed along the
higher register, a lonely, slow song full of simple repetition. The quarter
notes came hesitantly, carefully, building louder as the song continued, but
still restrained. The walls, designed to muffle the sound of studious beauty,
made the music sound as distant as though it came from another country, far,
far away.


Was someone
playing a prank on me? Perhaps it was a recording. I pressed my ear to the door
and listened.


The music
eased into the final chords, the pause between them lingering a moment too
long, and then only silence remained. I still had my ear pressed to the door
when it opened, sending me tumbling forward into the arms of the midnight piano
ghost.


I shrieked as
I fell forward. But the arms that caught me were strong and altogether more
corporeal than any spectre. I looked up into piercing blue eyes, and gasped as
I saw who had been playing the Bosendorfer.


“Valentina.
What a pleasant surprise.” Eliot smiled as he helped me find my balance again.
His hands supported me easily, and I didn’t want him to let go.


“You’re not a
ghost.” I said the first thing I could think of, but I guess Eliot wasn’t
familiar with the legend.


“A ghost?”
His smile touched his eyes with sincerity. “Not quite.”


“Sorry. I,
um, I just— I heard you playing— I didn’t mean—”


“You were
eavesdropping,” he said.


I blushed. “Yeah,
I guess I was.”


“I was
thinking that I might enjoy some company just now,” Eliot said. “How lucky for
you to be on the other side of the door.” He motioned me into the room,
apparently unfazed by my eavesdropping. He seemed taller than before, over six
feet easily, but he moved with a grace that belied his massive stature.


Eliot slid
onto the piano bench and patted the wood next to him, inviting me closer.


“Come, sit.
You can tell me what I’m doing wrong,” he said. He began to play the first part
of the piece again. I had played the song before—a classic, easy enough to
learn but not easy to play well. Satie had written notes to sound dissonant
before resolving into harmony, and I had always struggled to get the phrasing
correct.


Not Eliot.
His fingers glided across the keys effortlessly, and his hair hung forward,
dark curls resting on his forehead, the scar running down the side of his cheek
more visible now in the light. I sat beside him on the edge of the piano bench,
afraid to let myself get too close. Afraid of my own desires. Without his wool
coat and hat he looked like a different man than the one I had met sitting on
the bench. His white buttoned shirt and crisp pants gave him an air of
authority, and as he played I let my gaze drift over his profile. He stopped on
a difficult passage in the second coda and turned to me, catching my eyes
resting on his scar.


“It’s from a
car accident,” he said, a note of bitterness in his voice.


“I’m sorry,”
I said. “I just—”


“It’s
alright,” he said, although he sounded more defensive, on edge. His fingers
reached out to the sheet music, marking the notes as he spoke. “The accident
was my fault. It’s a good reminder.”


“A reminder?”


“To be
careful,” he said, with a finality that ended that part of the conversation. He
turned back to the music.


“This sounds
wrong,” he said, his fingers running across the keys again in irritation. “What
is wrong? I am no musician.”


“The right
hand is too heavy,” I said before I could stop myself. But he gave me his full
attention.


“Too heavy?”


“Sorry, I
shouldn’t criticize. I can’t even play it as well as you.” But I knew the song,
and I knew that the melody should be lighter there.


“Try,” he
said. “I’ll do the left, you do the right.”


I had played
it that way before. He couldn’t know, but that was how I had learned the
Gymnopedies, all of them. I couldn’t protest against his commanding tone, so I
scooted over on the bench, and tentatively put my right hand on the keys.


“From the
beginning, yes?” He breathed in expressively, his chest rising, and we fell
down into the first notes together.


At first my
fingers hesitated too much, then pressed down too sharply. The Bosendorfer
startled me with the bright action of its keys, so unlike the practice pianos I
was familiar with. The melody burst forth, too loud by a factor of ten. I
started at the sound. Easy to have a heavy hand on this piano.


Eliot smiled
gently over at me, but continued to play. I quickly collected myself and
rejoined him, relaxing my finger muscles and applying a lighter touch to the
melody. He moved from chord to chord and I moved with him, learning his rhythm
as he learned mine.


By the last
measure of the first page we played in tight synchrony, and I lost myself in
the song. I wasn’t in the midnight piano room any longer. I was young, seven
years old, and I could hear my mother humming the melody in my ear as she
played the bottom chords, the extended octaves too much of a reach for my small
hands.


I joined him
in the last chord softly, the sound trailing off into the muffled walls of the
room.


“Who taught
you to play?”


“My mother.”


“Is she a
musician? Professionally, I mean? You have a talent for it.”


“She’s— she
was a musician. She traveled around and played for special events. Weddings,
conferences.” My eyes watered at the thought of her saying goodbye to me before
leaving.


“She is gone
now?”


“Yes,” I
said. “She died in Hungary when I was young.” A pang of sorrow shot through my
heart as it always did when I spoke of her, but nothing else.


At these
words Eliot raised his eyebrows.


“I’m sorry.”
He put his hand on mine, and again I felt the inescapable thrill of desire run
through me. When he withdrew his hand, I had to stop myself from reaching out.
He looked back at the music sheets on the piano. He put his hand out and began
to play the Satie again, with a lighter touch. The first chords struck at my
heart now that I heard them clearly: so simple, so elegant.


“Hungary is
my homeland,” he said, his voice distant.


“I thought
so,” I nodded. “You sound kind of like my grandmother. Your accent.”


“I have an
accent?” He raised his eyebrows in mock surprise, his fingers continuing into
the first slow crescendo. “Have you been to Hungary?”


“No,” I said.
“I’d like to. Her whole family was from there. She always told me it was
beautiful.”


“And your
father?” The first low dissonant notes came in from the bottom.


“He’s in
Hollywood with his new wife. They’re very famous.” I couldn’t help but frown,
tensing as I thought about the other side of my family, and for a few moments
Eliot was silent, letting the music flow from his hands. The softness of the
notes relaxed me.


“Fame is not
always nice,” he said finally, launching into the second part of the melody.


“It doesn’t
matter,” I said, although it did. “I live with my grandmother. I’m nobody to
him. Or to anyone.” The bitterness in my voice surprised even me.


Eliot stopped
playing in the middle of a measure, and silence spilled across the distance
between us. He took a deep breath before speaking, his words tracing a slow
tempo in the air.


“You are a
mathematician,” he said. “And a musician.”


“I’m not
anything,” I said. “I’m just—” I’m just Brynn. I cut
the words off quickly, frightened suddenly that I might slip and give away my
real name. “I’m normal. Not really great at music or math.”


Eliot laughed
softly and began to play again. The chords sounded lighter this time around.


“You have
years to become great,” he said, letting the space draw out between notes. “No
need to rush. See how badly I play? And I’m even worse at math.” A sparkle of
teasing glimmered in his eye, but I could not tell if he was teasing me or
himself.


“Most people
are bad at math,” I said.


“True. So
perhaps we have a long way to go before we are satisfied. We have plenty of
time.” His eyes caught mine, and the second meaning behind his words made my
breath catch in my throat. I coughed and looked up at the piano score,
pretending to follow along with the notes. He played the second coda perfectly,
hitting the exact right balance between lightness and emotion. I closed my eyes
for the final two chords, letting my heart swell as they resolved upward and
faded into the air.


“Valentina.”


The brief
pause before my look of recognition must have given me away, but he seemed not
to notice. He was lost in himself.


“Yes?”


His eyes
lowered, unwilling to meet mine, and his fingertips ran along the ivory keys
slowly, tentatively.


“You play
beautifully.”


He reached
into his pocket and pulled out a small brass key. He handed it to me, turning
his head up, and my lips parted when he pressed his palm on top of mine. His
eyes were fierce, demanding, as though he had made up his mind about something.


“What’s
this?”


“The key to
this room. So you can become great a bit more quickly.” He smiled, his hand
still on top of mine. “I’ll let the music professor know you’re allowed to
play.”


“I—I don’t
know what to say.”  It was the most fabulous gift I’d ever received. I thought
of how all the music majors would gape as I walked by them to the midnight
piano room. How I would sit down at the keys, the deep, rich tones of the
Bosendorfer flowing from my fingertips. Mine!


“Say you’ll
practice this piece. I’ll leave it for you. You have a talent for the melody.”


“Thank you.”
My voice was a whisper as I turned the key in my hand. I could not understand
why he treated me so kindly. He brought one finger up under my chin, tilting my
head up to meet his gaze. His touch weakened every muscle in my body.


“Promise me
you’ll keep playing.”


“Of course.”
At that moment, I would have done anything he asked. I wondered why I trusted
him. Perhaps it was because he trusted me. Even though I had lied to him. In
that instant, I wanted to take it back, to tell him my real name, but I did not
know how.


“It’s easy
for mathematicians to lose touch with the world around them. Too easy.” He
smiled, but there was a sadness in his eyes.


“I’ll
practice a lot. I love the Gymnopedies,” I said. And now I had an excuse to
learn them.


Eliot reached
over and closed my hand around the key, his long fingers covering mine. My
heart beat fast as he brought both of our hands up to his bent head. His lips
pressed against my knuckles and I felt the heat radiate from my fingers through
my entire being as he kissed my hand. An emotion I could not let myself feel
pooled inside of me, and I ached with it. Stranger still, I felt his desire
through his hot lips on my fingers, even as he released them.


“The
Gymnopedies—they’re not hard to get right, just hard to get beautiful. The
spaces in between the notes…”


He meant
something more than the music, I could tell. I clasped the key in my hand
tightly.


“May I take
you out for a coffee?” he asked. “Let me repay your generosity.”


“Now?” I
wanted to go with him, would have gone with him, but it was so late, and the
test for the internship prize loomed in my mind.


He shrugged. “Whenever
you wish.”


“Um, yeah,” I
said. “Maybe some other time. It’s just that I have a test tomorrow.”


“On a
Sunday?” He raised his eyebrows.


“It’s a
special thing, for some internship.” I saw a strange look pass over his eyes,
but it was gone before I could name it. He rested his hands on his lap and
looked back at the sheet music.


“Good night,
then,” he said, nodding slightly in my direction. The room felt colder, his
voice flat, and I wondered if he had changed his mind about me. Maybe he
thought I was lying about the test. I paused before turning to leave.


“Good night.”
I left him there, sitting alone at the piano. As I walked through the music
hall, I could hear the Satie floating through the air at my back, the ghostly
notes finding their way to me in the darkness.








The next day I met Mark in front of the auditorium, the
events of the previous night still playing through my mind like a vivid dream.
I fingered the small brass key in my pocket. Maye it would bring me good luck
on the test. Above us in the sky, gray clouds gathered menacingly, and the wind
whipped through the campus, tossing the treetops from one side to the other.
With my red hoodie pulled tight over my dark hair, I took the steps two at a
time on my way up.


“Ready?” Mark
stood on the steps under the awning, waiting for me.


“I’m never
ready for these things.” Even after years of being at the top of my class, my stomach
still turned over at the thought of being tested. Of being judged, and found
wanting. Right now every nerve in my body stood on high alert.


“Don’t worry,
you’ll do fine.”


“Where’s
Quentin?” A few students filed into the auditorium, but Quentin was nowhere to
be seen.


“He’s already
inside. Wanted to get there early and sit in front. His roommate said the guy
who won last year sat in front.”


“So he’s
trying to set up the perfect initial conditions.” I rolled my eyes and Mark
laughed.


I pushed my
hood back from my head as we entered the building. Inside, a hundred students
milled around the auditorium. Quentin waved to us from the front of the
auditorium, and we walked toward him. Nobody else wanted to sit in the very
front, it seemed, and Mark and I slid into the row right behind Quentin. Every
other seat had the desk extended with a tablet resting on it.


“Check it
out,” Quentin said. “Tablets like in the major hall lectures. Think they’re
going to be watching us while we do the problems on these? My roommate didn’t
say anything about working on a screen.” The tablets alternated on every other
desk, so Mark sat down two seats over from me. He poked at the tablet, but the
screen was locked.


“Wow,” I
said, scanning the room. “I didn’t know we had this many math majors in our
class.” I didn’t recognize half of the people there.


“There’s some
physics and engineering people, looks like,” Mark said.


“Computer
science too,” Quentin said. “Doesn’t matter. All of the past winners have been
math majors.”


“Guess everyone
wants a shot,” I said. My hopes withered. It seemed impossible that I could
beat out all of these people for the prize. Even if I wanted it the most out of
anybody there.


“I wonder
what the questions will be.” Mark had given up on the tablet and leaned back in
his chair. He looked so relaxed, like he was laying out on the library lawn in
the summertime instead of waiting for the most important test of the year to
start.


“Rick said
that it was mostly number theory and combinatorics last year,” Quentin said,
his arm draped over the back of his seat. “Starts easy, gets hard. Super hard.
And the guy running it is a hardass. Kicked one person out last year before the
test even started for asking if he could use a calculator.”


“No
calculators?” I had mine in my jacket pocket.


“I don’t
think we’ll need them anyway. The questions are mostly proof stuff. That’s what
Rick said.” Quentin kept talking, the nervous energy coming out in his voice.
“Hey, it’s nine already. Wonder where the proctor is? I wonder if he’s really
that much of a jerk.”


“Good luck,”
Mark said to me. He held out his hand toward me jokingly for a handshake over
the empty seat between us. I shook it, and noticed a curious expression on his
face. Like he wanted to beat me, but he also wanted me to win. He knew that for
me, the stakes were high.


“Good luck.”


I sat,
tension plucking my nerves, in the moment just before something good happens,
where the promise of what could be meets the worry of what might not. Like the
day you go to a new school, or the seconds backstage before you walk out and
say the opening line that you’ve been practicing for months and months. Like
the moment when you first open a book, uncertain of whether or not you’ll enjoy
it. You decide to read the first page, and word by word it draws you in until
you’ve reached the end of the first chapter without realizing it, then the
second. Could the rest of the story live up to the promise? You’d have to wait
and see.


“Oh, there he
is,” Quentin said. “Wow, he does look like a hardass.” I turned to see the man
walking into the auditorium and my heart stopped.


 


 


 


 


 








 


 


 


 


 


 


CHAPTER FOUR


 


Eliot. He held a tablet loosely in his hand as he walked
down the aisle to the front of the auditorium. I sunk down in my seat, my
throat suddenly seized up in terror.


“Don’t
worry,” Mark whispered over to me. He mistook my reaction for fear of a
different kind. “You’ll do fine.”


“Good
morning,” Eliot said, his voice booming through the auditorium. Most of my
professors needed a microphone to lecture in this hall, but his voice carried
across all of the rows without any problem. Standing in the front of the room,
he seemed much taller than before, more menacing. Everybody was instantly
silent.


“My name is
Dr. Herceg and I will be administering the test for the internship prize.
Welcome.”


As his gaze
scanned the audience, I bowed my head. Blood rushed to my face and I scrunched
down even more, trying to use Quentin to block myself from view. Eliot was
still talking, but his voice seemed to come from far away and there was a
buzzing in my ears. I couldn’t pay attention.


Him! Eliot!
It was his internship! The pieces clicked into place just like a mathematical
identity. Of course. Why hadn’t I realized earlier? His accent. The piano. But
more importantly, what do I do now?


I tuned back
in. “You will be given the problems one by one. If you finish a problem early,
continue to solve it in as many different ways as possible. I will be able to
see all student work from here, anonymously.” He tapped the tablet in front of
him. Quentin glanced back at Mark and raised his eyebrow.


“If I do not
like what I see, you will be dismissed.” He held up his tablet, a red box
reading DISMISSED on the top of the screen. His
shirt was rumpled, his eyes red, and I wondered how late he had stayed at the
piano. Echoes of the Satie lilted through my mind as he spoke. “If you are
incorrect, I will dismiss you. If you are slow, I will dismiss you. If you are
sloppy, unorganized, or uncreative in your work, I will dismiss you. Are there
any questions?”


His eyes
scanned the room, and before I could duck behind Quentin again, he saw me. I
swallowed hard. He caught himself, doing a second take upon seeing me, then
turned back to the other students.


“No? Then we
will begin.” He moved back to the blackboard behind him and wrote the problem
on the board, then read it to us out loud, the problem appearing on the top of
our tablet screens. “Write all partitions of the number 13. Begin.”


My mind
flashed back to my first discrete math class. I had always been good at math,
but it was discrete that made me realize I loved it more than anything. And
partitions were easy—just different ways of writing numbers as sums. Thirteen
could be written as 10+3, or 5+6+2, or thirteen ones all added together.


I took a deep
breath. The students around me scribbled furiously on their tablets, and I was
worried about going too slow, but I was also worried about being sloppy and
missing a partition. And to top it all off, I was worried about Eliot figuring
out who I really was. I thought we would have to register at the beginning of
the test, but he’d said it was anonymous—would he ask for our names at the end?
Did he already know the student list somehow? Did he already know I had lied to
him? Take it easy, Brynn. Step by step.


There were so
many partitions. Start with the basic ones. 13. 12+1. 11+2. 11+1+1. I settled
into an easy rhythm, breaking up the numbers in order and writing them down in
separate columns. Not so bad, once I got everything organized. 10+3. 10+2+1.
10+1+1+1. I heard a chair behind me creak as a student got up. Dismissed
already? Well, the physics majors probably didn’t even know what a partition
was. I felt better, more certain, and I kept on working steadily. 9+4. 9+3+1. I
had gotten down to the line of fives when a voice broke my concentration.


“Next
question.” Eliot’s voice startled me. He erased the question from the
blackboard and began to write another. My tablet screen blanked out the
question as well as all of my work, and the second question appeared.


“What if we
aren’t finished yet?” a student from a few rows back called out.


“You’re still
here, aren’t you?” Eliot said. “Then you’re finished. Next question.” He drew a
circle on the board and began to sketch out chords between the points on the circle.
“Let M be the midpoint of the chord PQ…”


I knew this
proof. The butterfly theorem. The chords sketched out drew the shape of a
butterfly in the circle. I quickly wrote out the proof, adding in the missing
perpendiculars. I finished in only a few minutes and looked around the
auditorium, surprised at what I saw. Already a third of the room had been
eliminated. I leaned back in my chair but then remembered what he had said. We
were being tested on creativity, and my proof was the most straightforward version.
I panicked and went back to the problem. There must be another way to do it. I
scrambled to think of another proof, maybe one based on angles. Maybe
projecting the circle, or maybe thinking of it as a conic section…


Math was
wonderful for me. It was an escape from the world which was messy and full of
vague ambiguities a frightening muddle, into a new world of perfection. A world
of lines which had no end, and points which were infinitely small, of curves
that reached out always further and further into the plane, functions that
repeated themselves in undulating waves which had no beginning and no end.


It was only
in this clean, perfect space that I felt comfortable playing. In my imagination
I could drift off into daydreams, and in math I could construct the realities
that I wanted to live in. I worked for twenty more minutes until Eliot called
time, but couldn’t finish a second proof.


“Next
question.” I sighed as my tablet blanked out again. I must be doing okay, but
this test stressed me out more than any other I’d ever taken.


The next
question was even harder, involving some partial differential equations that I
had just learned. I worked on it without success for a half hour, but when time
was called I wasn’t even close to an answer. I gulped, waiting for the red DISMISSED bar to appear on my screen, but it never did.
Eliot wrote the next problem on the board and we continued working on our
tablets. Students left the auditorium throughout, a stream of dismissals at the
beginning of every problem that trickled down as time went on.


Eliot sat
quietly at the large desk in the front of the room, watching us through his
tablet. Watching me. I stole quick glances up at him
every so often, convinced that his eyes were on my
screen. He wiped at his eyes with the sleeves of his rumpled shirt,
occasionally frowning. With so many other students in the room, it was
impossible to tell whose work he was following, but my imagination made me feel
like I could tell. Some hidden sense inside of me activated and I knew that he was watching over me.


The problems
became more and more impossible and I became more and more desperate, writing
down any solutions I could think of, regardless of whether or not they were
elegant or creative or hell, even right. I fell into the work with the kind of
determination a marathon runner uses in the last mile of the race, throwing my
all into a last desperate effort not to be eliminated.


“Stop.”
Eliot’s voice broke my focus and I leaned back into my chair and closed my
eyes, sighing deeply.


“Congratulations,”
he said. He looked straight at me and I felt my skin burn red. Turning away, I
saw that only three other students remained in the auditorium: Quentin, Mark,
and one guy I thought I remembered from a combinatorics class. Quentin turned
around to glance back at Mark and me, his eyes wide with pleasure. Hell yeah!


Eliot said
something about interviews, and called Mark first. Mark crossed by me and gave
my shoulder a squeeze, his face beaming with pleasure. We had done it! I smiled
back at him and gave him a quick thumbs up. Eliot led him out to the interview
and the rest of us waited.


“Hey, how did
you do that last one?” Quentin said, turning around eagerly.


“I don’t
know,” I said honestly. “I tried to get it into a graphable form, but it wasn’t
working.”


“Oh,” Quentin
said. “So you didn’t finish it? That’s weird.”


“What, you
finished all of them?”


“Mostly, or
at least a partial answer.” Quentin continued talking about the last question,
but a root of worry had dug itself into my chest and wouldn’t come loose.


What if Eliot knew which tablet was mine? What if he had rigged
the test? I had been terrified of having to confront Eliot and tell him
my real name, but worse than that was the possibility that I didn’t deserve the
prize at all. Surely it wasn’t a coincidence that I still sat here in the
auditorium. My palms gripped the armrests of the seat.


Eliot
returned alone and called the other student, the one I didn’t know, for his
turn. By the time Eliot came into the room to call in Quentin for his
interview, my heart was racing. I wanted to speak up, but didn’t know how, and
they had left the room before I could say a word. Now, alone in the auditorium,
I cursed myself for being such an idiot. I couldn’t stay. Eliot would think of
me as a complete liar when I told him who I really was. Not only that, I hadn’t
even finished half of the problems. As much as I wanted to win, I didn’t want
to win unfairly. My grandmother had always told me that cheating was wrong, and
if I won the prize it would be by cheating. I could always find another way to
get to Hungary.


Liar. Cheat. Liar. The words reverberated in my head. The
lecture hall closed in on me and I gasped to breathe. I couldn’t stay. I couldn’t.


My heart
pounded in my chest as I rose from my seat. I crossed over to Eliot’s desk and
picked up a scrap of paper, pulling a pen out of my jacket pocket to write a
brief note.


Sorry. I don’t deserve this.


I didn’t sign
the note. Who was I to him, anyway? Valentina was nothing more than a wisp of
imagination.


I left the
note on his desk, and before I could change my mind, I turned and ran.


 








Eliot reached his hand out to dismiss the first student,
someone who hadn’t written down a single partition for the first problem.
Surely Valentina would know what a partition was? A flash of anxiety surged
through him. If she were the first student to be dismissed—


Never mind that. Eliot berated himself for being so
biased. Perhaps it was for the best that he couldn’t tell whose work was whose.
Valentina had been writing, anyway, or pretending to. He pressed the button on
his screen, sending the dismissal out into the auditorium. He stared at his
screen for a moment until he heard a seat creak, and then he looked up to see a
boy rolling his eyes as he left.


Not her.


Eliot pulled
himself upright in his seat, wiping at his weary eyes. The night before already
felt far away, the stuff of dreams and magic. He had looked forward to the
internship test because he knew he would see her. And yet he was scared, too,
for what reason he could not tell. Perhaps he worried that she would fail. She
did not seem like the kind of person to take failure lightly. Perhaps he
worried more that she would win, and all that would mean for him.


He flipped
through the students’ work on his screen quickly, dismissing all those who had
nothing written down. Then he went back and dismissed all those who were simply
writing down partitions in any random order. He did not want guessers. He did
not want anyone whose brains were disorderly.


Valentina still
worked on in the second row. Her dark hair fell over her face, obscuring her
eyes. She held the stylus carefully, precisely, as though cutting one slice of
cake in two perfectly equal pieces. As he scanned through the remaining
students on his screen, he tried to guess whose screen belonged to her. Perhaps
this one, with the delicate handwriting, the numbers slanted in a hurry toward
the right of the page. Perhaps this other one with the sums in an orderly
matrix. One student had written all of the partitions out already and was
beginning to show the proof for a general case.


Enough. He
deleted the problem set, erasing all of the answers. Anybody still here
deserved to move on.


As the
problems went on and he dismissed the students more slowly, he grew prouder and
prouder of Valentina. She certainly would become a great mathematician if she
kept at it. All of the remaining few students—four of them—had done a
remarkable job in their attempts at finding the answers to unreasonably hard
questions. He thought he knew which tablet was hers before erasing the last
question.


“Congratulations,”
he said, looking directly at Valentina. She blushed and looked away. “You have
passed the first round of testing. We’ll start the interview portion of the
test now. Relax here; the interviews should take less than a half hour each.
You first,” he said, pointing to the young man sitting next to Valentina. Eliot
glanced back at the tablet on his desk. Although he wanted to be impartial, he
knew that it would be hard to interview anyone after he had spoken with
Valentina. He held out his hand to the young man who approached the front of
the lecture hall.


“Hello, I’m
Dr. Herceg.”


“Mark. Mark
Joseph.” The boy shook his hand firmly and they walked out of the back exit of
the auditorium to the empty classroom Eliot had chosen for the interviews.


“Very
impressive. You and your fellow students. This is one of the finest test groups
I’ve seen.” Eliot didn’t have to lie; the competition had grown fiercer each
year, and this selection of students did not disappoint. Pasadena University,
for all its administrative idiocy, certainly admitted some of the top
mathematical talent in the country.


“Thank you,
sir.” They sat in the student chairs, Eliot leaning back with his tablet in his
lap. The boy scratched nervously at the side of his glasses.


“Mark Joseph.
Any relation to the dean?”


“He’s my
dad.” The boy stared down at his feet as though significantly embarrassed by
having to reveal this fact. Eliot had to keep himself from laughing at the irony.
After all that nonsense with Patterson, to have the dean’s son show up as a top
candidate!


“Don’t worry,
I won’t give preference one way or another. I only care about your math.”


“Thank you,
sir.”


“Which
problem gave you the most trouble on the test?” he asked.


They sat and
talked about the problems for quite some time before Eliot glanced at his watch
and noticed over thirty minutes had passed. The boy impressed him, a good fit
for the program and able to communicate his difficulties easily. A strikingly
intelligent student. In any other year Eliot would have had his winner right
there. And yet—


He had not
dared to hope that Valentina would make it this far on the test. He thrilled to
know that her mind was as top-rate as any of the other students there. He
interviewed the other two boys in succession, leaving her for the end. Neither
of the two other boys impressed him as much as Mark had. The red-haired one
couldn’t explain his process except to repeat the particular steps he had
taken, and Eliot needed someone who would be able to understand the broader
strokes of the field he worked in. The same issue plagued the other student,
who got frustrated while explaining his missteps on one of the proofs and
clammed up completely when asked to describe his overall process of thought.
No, he needed someone able to acknowledge their mistakes, someone who could
talk him through their work. He hoped Valentina would be that person. If not,
well, at least he had one candidate who could fill the spot.


Walking back
down to the auditorium, Eliot felt his step grow lighter. She would do well, he
knew it. She was a brilliant mathematician if she had gotten this far, and he
already knew her temperament suited the internship. He walked into the
auditorium filled with hope.


“Valentina—”


Her seat was
empty. Eliot’s mouth stopped half-open. His thoughts turned slow, fuzzed.


“Valentina?”


There was
only a note on the desk in the front of the room. He read it and crumpled the
page in his hand. He looked out, as though expecting her to materialize from
nothing into the seat where previously she had been sitting.


Eliot shoved
the note into his pocket. He would not let her disappear so easily.


 


 








Fate told me I wasn’t a Disney
princess, and I agreed. When the other girls at school wanted to play in
imaginary royal palaces built out of cardboard and imagination, I went along.
But I was never the princess. I was the funny sidekick lobster that helped the
princess get the prince. What I never saw in myself—what nobody ever saw in
me—was the slim grace of the hand that rests the tiara on her brow.


Instead, I looked to the older legends, to the stories my mother
told me about the goddesses: their vengeances, their fury.


Me, Cinderella? A dainty, feminine orchid, destined to be
plucked? No. I was Artemis, strong and intelligent and cunning.


 


Of
Artemis,—her bow, with points drawn back,


A golden hue
on her white rounded breast


Reflecting,
while the arrow’s ample barb


Gleams o’er
her hand, and at his heart is aim’d.


 


Nobody would come looking for me if I ran away, I thought.


I was wrong.


Princes don’t always go for the ones in glass slippers, it seems,
and Eliot already had a hold on my heart that I could not escape from, no
matter how fast or how far I ran.


 








 


 


 


 


 


 


CHAPTER FIVE


 


“Who is she?”


“I don’t know
her name.”


Patterson’s
brows sloped deeply into the wrinkled skin above his nose. He shook his head at
Eliot, who paced across the oak floors of his office in vain.


“You have to
pick a winner. We have to announce a winner. Today.”


“I have picked,” Eliot insisted.


“There is no
Valentina Alastair!” Patterson looked at Eliot like he was a crazy person. Who
knows, perhaps the man was right. Perhaps Eliot was crazy. But if there was one
thing he knew, it was that Valentina was real, even if her name wasn’t really
hers. And he wasn’t about to tell Patterson that his intended winner had turned
tail and fled. It irritated him that the tablet system designed to preserve
anonymity had backfired on him so miserably.


“She must
have given the wrong name.”


“Then she
must not want the prize. Pick another winner.”


“There isn’t
another.” Even as he said this, Eliot knew the student he would pick if
Valentina failed to materialize. Patterson sighed, crossing his arms and
leaning back onto his desk.


Damn her! Why
did she force him to chase after her? He felt ridiculous. He felt—


He felt as he
had when he spoke to Clare for the first time, when she told him that her
boyfriend was on his way to pick her up. He had persisted despite his mind
telling him that he would surely fail, and eventually he won her over. Now, he
felt the same stirrings of desire, the same desperate, ridiculous pangs of
longing that made him rush headlong into foolishness.


“We can
choose another for you, then. The Joseph kid. You mentioned him, and it would
be beneficial for your status at the university...”


“Let me find
her.” Eliot’s mouth set in a hard line. “Email the student list—”


“Dr. Herceg!”
Patterson sounded incredulous. “Do you expect me to send out a missing persons
alert for the winner of the most prestigious prize in the department?”


“Why not?”


“If you knew
the kind of outrage that this would provoke—”


“Please!”
Eliot knew he had reached the thin edge of Patterson’s tolerance, but he could
not stop a last brutal effort. “Let me find her.”


“Then find
her,” Patterson said. “Today. If I have not received an answer from you in the
next two hours, I’m naming Mark Joseph the winner.”


“This is my internship—”


“Then stop
acting like a fool! Eliot, I’ve tried to keep you here despite everything, but
this is too much. I promise that the department will
re-evaluate your fellowship.”


Eliot cast
his eyes around the room. Truly, he must sound like a madman. Although every
cell in Eliot’s body rejected it, he knew that Patterson had a point. Still, he
needed to do everything he possibly could to find Valentina.


“Just one
email—”


“No!”
Patterson snapped down on the word as though cutting it off with his teeth.
“You have until I leave campus tonight. I’ll be awaiting your reply.”


Eliot left
the office, his shoulders slumped. Valentina—whatever her name actually was—
had left him nothing with which to pursue her. She might well be a ghost. He
had nothing of hers but her note—


Yes. Her note. He dug into his pocket and brought out the
crumpled paper, running his fingertips over the lines. He stopped in his tracks
and turned around, his eyes lifting back up to Patterson’s door. The department
chair had stepped out into the hall and walked down the other corridor, away
from Eliot.


Eliot stole a
quick glance down the hallway, pretending to study the student research posters
on the walls. When Patterson turned the far corner, he snuck back to the office
and slipped into the doorway, crossing over to where Patterson had been
sitting. He picked up the pile of homework sitting on the corner of the desk
marked “juniors.”


He would find
Valentina in here, if she existed.








Eliot hurried up the stairs of the library, looking for a
corner to sit in peace. There was not enough time to go home from campus, and
he hated driving in inclement weather anyway. He had to get this done before
Patterson declared a winner. The department chair might have been bluffing, but
Eliot didn’t want to chance it.


Outside the
wind whipped tree branches against the large windows, the leaves slapping the
glass panes as though trying to get inside from the cold. He found a long oak
table to sit at and spread the papers out in front of him. Valentina’s note he
took from his pocket and smoothed before putting it aside for reference.


Where to
start? His first inclination was simply to dig through the pages as quickly as
possible, but after turning through a few dozen assignments he realized that he
was going too fast, possibly missing the right paper. And if he missed it the
first time, he would have to go back through all of the pages. He sat back in
his chair, his heart beating fast. There were hundreds and hundreds of papers
in the pile, and most of the writing was numeric. The task seemed impossible.


No, he thought. Not impossible.


He took a
deep breath and slowed himself down. He picked up Valentina’s note and studied
the lettering. A slight slant to the right, a flourish on the letter y. The period and the dot over the i
were not actually dots but tiny circles instead, as though she were trying to
spite the mathematical description of a point.  He ran his fingers across the
paper.


Why am I doing this? Even as he asked himself the
question, he felt the curl of desire rise in him. Quickly he tamped it down,
ignoring the voice inside that screamed to him that she was a danger, that she
had already edged into his heart. She was a capable mathematician. That was all
he needed to know.


He reshuffled
the papers together into one pile. How to begin logically? Of course. He began
to sift through the papers, setting aside any obviously male names. That should
narrow the pile down by half or so. More, even. The math department always
slanted heavily male.


Minutes
passed quickly as he went though the papers, the wind whistling outside of the
window. It seemed that ambiguous names had come back into fashion, to his
utmost irritation. Cayden, Laurie, Jax. He caught himself putting a Sam into
the male pile and then reconsidered—what if it were a nickname? Slowly,
carefully, he winnowed down the papers and was about to start in on selecting
by handwriting type.


The lights
went out. Instantly the emergency lighting system turned on, the red glow of
the exit lights pointing a way toward the stairs of the library. Eliot tensed,
clutching a pile of papers in one hand. He didn’t have time for this
distraction.


Electric
candles flickered over the tabletops of the library, and Eliot gathered a few
of them to put in a circle around his papers. It would have to do. Sitting back
down to his work, he began to sort through the pile again, this time separating
by handwriting that slanted to the left and handwriting that slanted to the
right. His eyes blurred from lack of sleep and the poor lighting, but his mind
was sharply focused on the task at hand.


The pile in
front of him grew smaller and smaller as he worked, and finally only one paper
remained. Eliot checked and rechecked it twice, but it had to be this student.
The slanting letters, the wide curves of the vowels, the slight flourishes, and
the numbering he recognized from her work on the screen that morning. There was
even a small circle over the i in her name. He held
it up in front of him, the candles flickering light onto the pages.


Brynn Tomlin.


Eliot
gathered the papers up quickly and raced down the steps of the library, almost tripping
on the carpet in the darkness. He ran across the lawn and pulled open the door
of the math department. The hallways here, too, glowed eerily with the
emergency lighting system. Breathing heavily, he got to Patterson’s door and
tried the handle before he saw the note taped to the department chair’s
placard.


“Eliot,” the
note read, “Electricity went off. Going home, will notify the Joseph boy about
the Prize.”


Eliot slammed
his hand against the door, the homework papers falling out of his grip and tumbling
to the floor. Anger poured through him, a blind frustration that all of his
efforts had been in vain. Shocked at the intensity of his emotion, he leaned
his head against the door and willed himself to breathe slowly until the
ferocity pumping through his blood ebbed.


Peace, Eliot. He folded Brynn’s paper and tucked it into
his pocket along with her note. He needed sleep. The best solutions always came
to him after a night of rest. This would be no exception. He knew there was a
solution. He simply had to find it.


 








I ran all the way home and slammed the apartment door
behind me, breathing hard. I didn’t deserve it. I didn’t deserve anything. I
was a liar, nothing more.


“Brynn? You
okay?”


Shannon
peeked her head around the hallway from the couch where she had sprawled out.
Tendrils of her red hair curled limply down her neck, escaping from the pins
that tried valiantly to hold the mass of hair up. She had two more pins between
her lips, and she took them out to speak more clearly.


“Hon, you
look like you just saw a ghost! What’s wrong?”


I burst into
tears, and Shannon immediately got up from the couch and came down the hall to
put her arms around me.


“Brynn, hon,
oh honey. What is it?” She led me to the couch where I collapsed, my head in my
hands. “Was it that test?”


I shook my
head, unable to speak.


“It must be
bad,” she said, her warm hand rubbing my back as tears ran down my cheeks. “You
never cry. Hey, hey. It’s okay. It’s okay.”


After going
through almost an entire box of tissues I managed to tell her the story in
between sobs.


“Oh, Brynn.”
Shannon sighed. “You’re sure he helped you out on the test?”


“I don’t know
what else it could have been,” I said, sniffling behind the tissue. “I didn’t
know like half of the problems.”


“Then he’s an
asshole.”


“Yeah.” I
blew my nose and added the tissue to the growing mountain in the waste basket.
“I just didn’t think he would do something like that, you know?”


“All guys are
assholes. You remember that guitar player I told you about? Never called.”


“No!” I
frowned in sympathy. Shannon had been so excited when she came home from that
concert. “What a jerk!”


“That’s what
I’m saying. The whole lot of them are just jerks and assholes. You want to
watch a movie and forget about boys for a while?”


“What movie?”


“I don’t know,
something with John Cusack in it?”


“You’re
brilliant, Shannon, has anyone ever told you that?”


Shannon
beamed at me, and it almost made me feel better. We spent the rest of the night
ogling John Cusack’s sexy lips and even broke into the ice cream we had been
saving for next week’s finals, completing the stereotype and loving every
minute of indulgence. By the time the credits rolled across the screen the
internship test seemed like a nightmare I could forget. I went to bed and found
the small brass key in my pocket while taking off my jeans. I thought about
throwing it in the trash, but put it on the side table instead, the heavy
little key clinking on the wood. Maybe I would go back to the midnight piano
room later. Much later.


The next
morning the sun shone brightly through my window. No more snow. It was back to
being California again. I was oddly disappointed.


A loud
knocking at the door got me out of bed. It wasn’t even eight in the morning
yet. Who could it be?


“Brynn? You
got that?” Shannon yelled from her room.


“Got it!” I
said, wiping the sleep out of my eyes and stumbling down the hall. In my heart,
a secret piece of me hoped that I would find Eliot on the other side of the
door. I brushed my hair down with my fingers and buttoned the top of my pajama
shirt. If it was him, I didn’t want to look indecent. But when I threw open the
door, Mark stood on the other side.


“What
happened?” he said.


“Good morning
to you, too, Mark,” I said. God, my morning breath was terrible.


“Where were
you? Why did you leave before your interview?”


“Hold up,” I
said, raising my hands. “How did you know?”


“The
department chair guy, Patterson. He called my dad to tell him I had won the
internship. They asked if I knew the girl who disappeared at the test. I assume
he wasn’t talking about Quentin.”


Mark won. He
had won. A stab of jealousy thrust itself into me, and at first I couldn’t
breathe.


“Did… did you
tell them?”


“No, I said I
wasn’t sure,” Mark said. “I thought maybe you had a reason for leaving. I
wanted to talk to you first.”


I sighed.


“Can we
talk?” Mark leaned forward in the doorway, a concerned expression on his face.
I couldn’t tell him no.


“Sure,” I
said. “Give me a minute to get dressed.”


“One minute,”
Mark said, stepping back. “And you’re not allowed to disappear.”


“Ha, very
funny.”


The snow had
disappeared as quickly as it had come, and with the sunshine above us it felt
like spring had come back to California. I convinced Mark to go with me to a
coffeeshop in the village near the university, where he bought me the biggest
latte they had. I wasn’t about to chance running into Eliot again at the
library cafe.


“So what
happened?” he said once we had sat down with our coffee. “You always said you
wanted to go to Hungary. This was your thing.”


A fierce
pinch of desire wrung its way through my heart. It aimed its line not toward
Hungary, however, but directly at the figure of the eminent, the honorable Dr.
Herceg. Eliot. I shook my head.


“Not
anymore,” I said. “I don’t deserve it.”


“The hell you
don’t. I’m going to tell the department chair it was you.”


“No!” My
voice carried across the coffeeshop, and several people looked over toward us.
I hunched over my latte, trying to look forgettable.


“Brynn, I
heard them talking. Patterson wants to give me the Prize but that guy Herceg
insisted that you’re the winner. And there’s no way I’m taking it from you. You
won, fair and square.”


“No. Mark, it
wasn’t fair. I met him before. Herceg. I think he rigged the test to help me
win.” Now that I had to explain it, it all seemed so implausible. I expected
Mark to ask why Eliot would help me, but he didn’t even blink.


“The test was
anonymous, Brynn.”


“Then how did
I get to the end without being dismissed? “


“By kicking
ass, just like the rest of us. You’re smart, Brynn. Jesus.” He leaned forward
and put his hand on my shoulder reassuringly. “You did well.”


“I didn’t
know half of the answers!” Tears threatened to spill down my cheeks. The second
time I had cried in… god, in years.


“So? Neither
did I.”


I raised my
head. Mark’s face was completely serious.“What?”


“Are you
kidding? That was the hardest test ever. I probably didn’t know two-thirds of
the answers.”


“Quentin said
he answered everything.” My lips trembled.


“Quentin is
an overconfident asshole, of course he said that.” Mark leaned back in his
chair. “There’s no way he got half of those right. Are you serious? That’s why
you left?”


“That’s not
the only reason,” I said.


“What else?”
Mark waited patiently, but there was no way I was going to tell him about the
piano, or about the way Eliot’s hand brushed against mine, igniting a fire
inside of me.


“Trust me,” I
said. “You deserve it more than me.”


“Nuh-uh.”
Mark crossed his arms. “Not going to happen. I’m abdicating.”


“Mark—”


“And then
Quentin will get it. You want Quentin to get it?” Mark looked serious.


I sighed,
bending my head over the coffee.


“No,” I
admitted.


“Then you’re
going to the math department right now to tell them that you’re the mysterious
disappearing girl.”


“I—” I looked
into Mark’s face, but he looked like he was ready to handcuff me and haul me
down to campus himself.


“Okay,” I
said. My skin flushed red at the thought of admitting to Eliot that I wasn’t
the girl he thought I was. But another part of me thrilled to know that Eliot
wanted me for his internship, and hoped even more that I might be able to go to
Hungary, as I had been hoping for the past thirteen years.


Mark and I
walked to campus from the coffeeshop, the sun warming the day quickly. We made
our way through the math department to Patterson’s office, and as we turned the
corner, my steps faltered. Eliot stood in front of the door next to Patterson,
gesturing angrily towards a sheet of paper. Mark coughed and he turned to see
us, his frown melting into a blank expression that I could not read. Eliot straightened
himself up to his full height as Mark and I approached, his clear eyes giving
away no hint as to the thoughts hidden in his mind.


“Hello,” he
said to me as we walked up, and extended his hand. “You must be Brynn.”








 


 


 


 


 


 


CHAPTER SIX


 


“If people do not believe that mathematics is simple, it is only
because they do not realize how complicated life is.”  - Von Neumann


 


“Congratulations,
Mark,” the department chair said.


“Yes,
congratulations,” Eliot echoed. My heart sank. So Mark had won the Prize. I had
thrown it all away for nothing, and Eliot knew who I was. A lump rose in my
throat. Eliot turned to me.


“And
congratulations as well to you, Ms. Tomlin.” Eliot’s voice sounded formal,
distant. “Dr. Patterson assures me that despite your disappearance for the
interview portion, you are generally a reliable person, and I can speak to your
mathematical ability myself.”


I couldn’t
speak. I didn’t know if he was saying what I thought he was saying.


“I’m sure the
department will be happy to have two students named to the internship this
year,” he continued. “Isn’t that right, Dr. Patterson?”


The
department chair raised his eyebrows but shook his head in agreement.


“An excellent
selection of students,” Patterson said. “Both very qualified.”


“So we’re
both going?” Mark asked. “No way! Awesome!” He turned and swept me up into a
tight hug. My heart soared as I hugged him back. I turned to Eliot in
amazement.


“Thank you,”
I said. His jaw tightened in a tense smile.


“I’m late for
physics,” Mark said, his arm still holding me close. “We can talk later. Thank
you, Dr. Herceg, thank you so much. You’re such an inspiration.” He shook
Eliot’s hand. “And congrats, Brynn!”


“You too,” I
said, waving goodbye. For some reason, I was scared to look Eliot in the eye.
“I should get to class.”


“One moment,
Ms. Tomlin,” Eliot said. “I’d like to talk with you first about the internship.
We didn’t quite get a chance to finish the interview portion of the test, after
all, did we?”


“In my
office?” Patterson offered.


Eliot waved
him away. “It’s such a beautiful day,” he said. “And I only have a few
questions. Let’s walk outside, shall we?”


I nodded. He
led the way through the hall and opened the door for me. The sunlight made my
eyes squint as I exited the building. Although Eliot had said he wanted to talk
with me, he didn’t speak at all as we walked slowly on the sidewalk. We crossed
the lawn and came to the library. He sat down on the bench outside. I stayed
standing, uncertain.


“Please.” He
motioned for me to sit, and scooted to one side so that a large gap separated
us. I settled down onto the bench beside him, my skin growing hot.


“Brynn,” he
began.


“I’m sorry,”
I blurted out. “I’m sorry for lying in the first place. I’m sorry for running
away. I just—I thought I did really bad on the test. And I didn’t want you to
know I lied. I thought maybe you just wanted me to win, because…”


“Because?”


I flushed
even more, shifting uncomfortably.


“You know,” I
said. Eliot paused, and I could not tell what emotion it was that flitted
across his brow before disappearing. When he spoke, his voice was low.


“I’m sorry we
started off the way we did, Brynn,” Eliot said. “You did very well on the test.
You deserve the prize as much as anyone.”


“Thank you,”
I said. My heart pounded with a mix of desire and embarrassment.


Eliot licked
his lips before speaking, and I felt my body respond to the sight of his full
mouth, so warm against my fingers that night. My entire face burned with the
memory.


“I wanted
also to apologize for my behavior toward you,” Eliot continued. “I behaved
unprofessionally.”


“You didn’t
know…” My words trailed off as I looked into Eliot’s stormy eyes. He was
holding something back, and I could hear the unspoken words echoing between us.


“Let me
assure you that nothing of the sort will happen again.”


Eliot stood
up, his eyes looking away, toward the math department.


My mouth
dropped open but, as always, I lacked the words to express myself properly. How
could I be anything but ecstatic to win the internship prize? But Eliot’s
assurance only pierced my heart. Nothing of the sort will
happen again. The words struck me to the core despite my joy at winning.
I had never wanted much, never had much, but it had been such an excitement,
such a thrill to find that I wanted him! And now,
with my victory, I had assured myself that he would be securely out of reach.








I had said goodbye to Shannon and left the apartment we
had shared for the past two years with a mixture of excitement and nervousness
in my heart. Now, back at my grandmother’s before leaving for Hungary, I felt
like a child again, about to leave home for the first time. With torn
emotions,  I packed my bag in the tiny bedroom I had shared with my Nagy
growing up. Her house dwindled amid the others on the rural street where she
lived, tucked away into the California brush. Not able to afford much space,
she had strung a curtain across the room just as she had when I was young so
that I could have my privacy in the bed that was only a few feet from hers.


“Brynn!” Her
voice called out to me from the yard. I looked out of the window. She had
hauled a load of vegetables out of the small garden and placed them on the
steps. Her long white braid made a sharp contrast to her dark, ankle-length
dress. Although she smiled and laughed, ever since my mother died, my Nagy wore
clothes of mourning, and sometimes her smile didn’t reach her eyes.


“I’m going to
the market to pick up some meat, would you like anything?”


“No thanks,”
I said, waving at her. “Should I prep anything?”


“Prep?”


“Prepare.
Like, peeling.”


“Oh yes,
peeling! Yes, you can peel the carrots. I leave them here.”


She put the
vegetable basket next to the back door and disappeared around the corner of the
house. I heard the rattling engine start up, a grinding of the gears as she
turned out of the driveway and onto the road, and then only silence.


I breathed
deeply, putting the last of my clothes in the duffel bag. I placed my favorite
book on top—Creatures of Mythology and Legend—and
tucked the picture of my mother into the side pocket of the suitcase. She loved
reading stories to me when I was young, and I would beg her to tell them again
and again, until she grew tired of the old myths and began to make up her own.
My fingers traced the letters of the title on the old book, and then I zipped
up the bag, cinching it tight.


Bzzzzzzzz.


My phone
vibrated on the coffee table. At first I thought it might be Mark calling about
the internship. My Nagy was planning to visit a sick friend tomorrow, and so I
had begged the internship coordinator to let me arrive a few days early so that
I wouldn’t be a hassle to her. Mark was jealous that I got to arrive in
Budapest before him, but I’m sure he would be dying for me to tell him all
about it.


I picked up
the phone and my breath caught when I saw whose name was on the screen. From my
father I only ever got one phone call on my birthday, and one at Christmas,
even though at the end of our short, awkward conversations he always said he
would call me soon. This was… unexpected, to say the least. I set my jaw and
answered the phone.


“Hi, dad.”


“Brynn, hey,
how are you?” His voice sounded fake, like it always did when he called. Like
he had been rehearsing sounding happy and supportive, like a real dad would
sound. Sometimes I wondered if his wife gave him acting lessons before he
picked up the phone.


“I’m fine.”


“I hear
you’re going to Hungary. Your grandmother told me.”


“Yeah.” I
tried to sound happy, I really did. It was just so hard to put on the same show
that had been going on for the past thirteen years between us. Sometimes I just
wanted to scream at him. You abandoned me, I’d say. Why are you still pretending like you care? I did want to
tell him, tell anyone about the awesome prize I had won. But he didn’t care,
not really, and he wouldn’t understand how important it was for me to go there.
To see where she was buried. You never went, I felt
like saying. He had no excuses, either. A famous,
globetrotting wife and all the money in the world to spend, but he had never
been to Hungary to see her grave.


“That’s great!
Liza is going to Italy this spring for a modeling show.”


My eyebrows
knitted across my forehead.  Always about them. Liza and Susie, each more
perfect than the other. Both modeled: one swimsuit, one catwalk. Both inherited
their mother’s high cheekbones and delicate facial structure. In contrast, I
looked dumpy and squat—anyone would, I guess. But of course, that wasn’t the
worst of it.


“Oh yeah?”


“That’s not
far. Maybe you two could meet and catch up.”


Catch up? The thought of seeing Liza again curdled my
stomach. The brief time spent living with that family had torn me apart inside,
and I never, ever wanted a reminder of it.


“Yeah.
Maybe.” I tried to keep the venom out of my voice.


“How is your
grandmother?”


“She’s fine.”


“Good… good.
Well, I just wanted to wish you good luck. What are you doing in Hungary,
anyway?”


“It’s a math
internship.” For one second, I hoped that my dad would actually care about
something I did. The prize I had worked so hard for.


“Ha, you and
math! You know me, I never could understand numbers.”


“Yeah.” You couldn’t understand me either. You never tried.


“Well, be
careful,” he said. “What happened with your mother—”


“Dad—”


“I told her
not to go—”


“Dad!” My heart pounded in my chest and my fingers curled
tightly around the phone. He always got under my skin with his words, but this
was too much.


“Brynn,” my
dad said. “You know what happened—”


“I don’t
know!” My eyes burned hot with the threat of tears. “I don’t
know what happened! Nobody does!”


“Brynn, I’m
sorry,” he said. His voice seemed to back down. “I didn’t mean to say that.”


I couldn’t
speak, my throat was so tight with anger. An image of my mom flashed through my
mind—a silent, black monster tearing her to pieces from the shadows. The
silence in the phone held for so long that I thought the call had dropped.


“Okay, well,
love you, Brynn.” He waited for my response, but I wasn’t going to give him
one.


“I’ll call
you again soon,” he said.


“Sure.”


The phone
screen went blank, and I realized that my hand was shaking as I set the phone
down. I didn’t know how he could pretend that everything was normal between us.
He had tortured me with his words, and never apologized, never, not once—


I pushed the
back door open and walked outside. The evening air chilled my skin, but I didn’t
even notice in my heated anger. The cypress tree in the back of the yard had
grown some more since I went away to college. My grandmother and I had planted
it right after my mother died—to remind us of her always, Nagy said—and
although it had started out the same height as eight-year-old me, now its
sweet-smelling branches towered over my head. I reached out to touch the bark,
my fingers still trembling. My stomach turned at the thought of leaving
California, of leaving my Nagy behind and with her everything I knew and loved.
But then I thought of what—and who—would be waiting for me in Hungary. Just
seeing Eliot’s face in my mind calmed me down after the horrible conversation
with my dad. I breathed more easily as I touched my hand to the heart of the
tree.


“Hi mom,” I
said. I let myself sink down to the patch of grass next to the cypress.  A
ladybug crawled over a thin blade of grass, and I lay my finger down in front
of it, letting the small beetle-backed creature traipse over my skin before it
uncurled its wings and hovered gently away. It always made me feel strange to
begin talking to my mom, but once I started it was always okay. Like she could
hear me.


“I’m really
nervous about this trip, mom. I know I should just be proud of myself for
winning the prize, but I’m scared too. And there’s this guy…”


I stopped,
unsure if I should say anything. I laughed once, nervously, and looked around.
Only the brush overheard our conversation.


“He’s really
nice, and he loves music, and he loves Satie. You’d like him, mom, he played
your favorite song.”


Hot tears
came out of nowhere, running down my cheeks. I didn’t bother to wipe them. Gone
was the anger I had felt while talking with my dad. All that was left was a
gentle sorrow. The dissonant notes of the Gymnopedie played low in my mind.


“We can’t be
together, but it’s just nice to know that I can like someone. And someone can
like me… like that. Nobody ever looked at me like that before.”


I thought of
Eliot’s eyes on me and my body shamed me by reacting instantly to the memory. A
heat spread through me, and I brushed the wetness from my cheeks.


“Anyway, I’m
coming to visit you, mom. It’s been a long time since you left but I’m finally
coming.” My voice cracked, and a host of terrible images flew through my mind
like blackbirds on wing. I shook them away and reached forward, pressing my
hand into the cool bark.


“I can’t wait
to see you, mom. I love you.”


 


 


 


 








Fate was often cruel to me. My hips
were too round to wear a sleek princess’s gown, and I could never imagine
myself in any fairy tale that did not end in tragedy. How could I? All of my
life I had known sorrow, and it became too easy to retreat from reality into
academics when I needed to.


The wicked mother and stepsisters, both perfectly beautiful, were
real enough. Hissing spite at me between breaths, they convinced my father that
I was inferior. He hated me, I knew it, because I reminded him so much of her,
of my mother. My mother had left him to go to her own mother in Hungary—I
remember their arguments over her leaving— and that was how he remembered her.
He must have thought that I would blame him for my mother’s death, and to
prevent that judgment from coming down upon him he made of me a monster. I was
only a child.


Occasionally I remember the insults that have been thrown at me,
either casually or in malice, and their barbs still prick. The torment only
ended when I left to live with my Nagy, when she came to America to rescue me,
but the echoes of my stepfamily’s words still resonate within me. After so much
damage, I cannot fully trust words. Unlike mathematics, words can be twisted
too easily to deceive, to cover up, to hurt. It pains me to write when I know I
cannot write the truth as it is exactly. Nobody can. So I do my best, and when
I fail I go back to my proofs, the lines and numbers that match up perfectly
and never, ever lie.








 


 


 


 


 


 


CHAPTER SEVEN


 


 


My plane trip
from California to London involved two layovers and an interminable amount of
time over the Pacific Ocean spent behind three rows of high schoolers who
apparently took international vacations every semester. They yelled back and
forth about how much beer they planned to drink when they landed in England. I
remembered the type from high school, but they were no less obnoxious now that
I had graduated. Only two things kept me sane on the journey. One was the vague
hope, now turned real, of visiting my mother’s grave. The other—god save me—
was the thought of Eliot’s hot lips on my skin, his piercing blue eyes staring
into mine. I thought of him and everything else melted away. I would have to be
careful. I didn’t want to lose my heart to someone I could never be with, but
it seemed that I was already far, far gone.


At the London
airport I got off of the packed plane gratefully, wiping my bleary eyes. I had
only managed a few hours of sleep, and couldn’t wait to be in Budapest and
finished with my trip. I checked my transfer information with one of the agents
at the gate. She took my ticket and frowned.


“Gate
Oh-Thirty? Hmm. I don’t know that one.” Her voice sounded exceedingly British,
and although my stomach jumped with nerves, her smooth voice settled it back
down.


She took me
over to the information desk through the mobs of people with cardboard cups of
coffee in their hands. My body wanted to collapse and sleep, and the world had
taken on a hazy sort of fuzz to its edges. I slung my bag to the ground. It
seemed to have grown thirty pounds since the last layover.


“Do you know
Gate Oh-Thirty?” she asked.


“Gate
Oh-Thirty?” The older man sitting at the booth took up the ticket to examine
it. “Oh yes, see here at the corner. It’s one of the private hangars.” He
looked up at me with evident surprise and stood up from his chair. “I’ll see
you to your gate, miss.”


“I can find
it,” I said, a bit annoyed. “Just tell me where it is.”


“Not at all,”
the man said. He came around the booth and motioned the female agent away as he
picked up my backpack.


“You don’t
have to—” I said, but the man already had the bag over his shoulder. He waved
me on.


“Please,
miss—ah, Tomlin,” he said, checking my ticket once more. “Is the rest of your
luggage already checked through?”


“Um, that’s
it,” I said.


“Pardon?”


“That’s all I
have.” Every belonging of mine was stuffed into that duffel bag.


“Of course.
My apologies, Miss Tomlin.” He walked briskly through the airport, even with my
bag weighing on his shoulder. My sleepiness evaporated as I had to hurry to
keep up.


We passed
through two terminals and I was beginning to think that we would walk the
entire rest of the way to Hungary when the man motioned me through a doorway to
the outside.


“Brrrr!” I
wrapped my arms across my chest, shivering under my hoodie. Outside a freezing
mist blanketed the morning, and we stood on the icy tarmac with salt like grit
under our feet. A huge jet rolled right in front of us, heading toward another
gate.


“Not too far
now,” the man said, and walked on, ignoring the airport workers who loaded
suitcases onto a huge belted carousel. I followed meekly as we passed
underneath the extended walkways toward a small jet plane sitting on the side
of the tarmac. The wind pelted my cheeks with wet snow.


“Um, I don’t
think…” I said, looking back to the airport with the 747s all lined up like fat
geese on the side of the terminal. “Is this a mistake?”


The
information agent shook his head.


“This is it,”
he said. He escorted me to the side of the plane. The body of the aircraft
sloped down to the tail, a sleek aluminum figure with a small staircase
attached to the side. Only three windows checkered the side of the plane—the
smallest passenger plane I’d ever seen. Stamped on the tail was a large letter
H in slanted text inscribed in a circle.


A man poked
his head out of the side of the plane, a pilot’s cap covering his light hair.


“The American
girl! You’re early!” He thumbed back into the plane. “We can board you now,
though. Come on in!”


I stepped up
the stairs and almost fell backwards onto the tarmac in surprise when I saw the
inside of the plane. Plush leather seats lined the sides of the plane, and dim
lights made the entire interior glow. Extended tables held bottles of wine and
champagne in sunken ice buckets, and velvety blankets and pillows were plumped
up on each seat. Large screens in front of each seat beckoned with menus of
entertainment. And it was warm.


“I can’t…
this isn’t…” I couldn’t form a complete statement if I tried. “Is this…am I…the
wrong terminal?”


The pilot
laughed.


“You’re
Brynn, right?” He had a different, slangier British accent than the information
agent, maybe what they called Cockney. “I’m Louis. Mr. Herceg told me about
you.”


“Eliot?” I
slapped my hand over my mouth. I would have to stop calling him that.


“Nah, his
brother, Otto,” the pilot said, a grin creeping over his face. “You’re talking
about the mathematician one, right?”


“Right,” I
said, turning my head away to look at the screen. Pretending to examine it
while the embarrassment wore off. Why did it take me so long to stop blushing?


“This is his
brother’s plane,” the pilot said.


“He has a
brother?”


“You didn’t
know? Good lord! Otto Herceg is a a member of the national assembly in
Hungary.”


“National
Assembly?”


“Yep, like
one of your senators. He’s got more money than God, and almost as much power.
But I have to say he’s not quite as handsome as his younger brother. Isn’t that
right?” The pilot winked at me, and all the red I had been willing from my face
came screaming back with a vengeance.


“Back to
work, Louis. Get those checks done, and I don’t mean checking out the
passengers.” A middle-aged woman climbed into the plane behind me, a pilot’s
cap in her hand. She had evidently caught the tail end of our conversation.


“Don’t mind
him,” she said, clucking at me as she walked by and placed the cap squarely on
her head. “More beans than brains in this one’s head. Did he even offer you a
drink?”


“I was just
going to,” Louis said, his face tucked in embarrassment. I thought the woman
was going to scold him for a second, but she just shook her head and peered
around the plane.


“Well finish
final check and radio up to the tower,” she said. “Let’s see if there’s any
openings to takeoff sooner rather than later.” She picked up a checklist from
the back of the cockpit door and ran one finger down the list, then threw it
back down onto the counter.


“Now,
dearie,” she said. “I’m Lori, and this is my plane to fly today. Let me know if
there’s anything I can do to make you comfortable.”


No other
passengers came walking down the jetway, and it dawned on me as Louis finished
the check that I would be the only passenger there. Lori started the plane, the
jet engines coming to life with a loud roar, and we took off quickly if with a
few bumps. Flying in a small plane might have been scary, but sitting in a
cushy oversized seat I felt like a kid on a roller coaster. When the ground
below turned into tiny dots and patches, Louis came back and made sure I was
okay. Both pilots made a fuss over serving me alternately over the course of
the short flight, Louis out of shame that he hadn’t been a better host earlier.
They plied me with cakes, nuts, and a spicy goulash topped with cream that
warmed my stomach.


“Mr. Herceg
insisted that you taste some Hungarian food before you arrive,” Louis called
back from the cockpit.


“It’s for the
best,” Lori said. “If you tried the wrong stew first you might never eat
Hungarian food again!” She laughed.


“Is it very
different?” I asked.


Lori shook
her head sagely.


“It’s not
that different, really. But if you find yourself longing for a McDonalds, don’t
worry, they’re all over the place.”


“I hope it
doesn’t come to that,” I said, laughing.


“You’re
different than our normal passengers,” Lori said, looking at me curiously.


“Oh yeah?” I
asked, licking the glaze off of my fingers. “How’s that?”


“One bag for
a suitcase. And you’re young. And…” She trailed off, looking at me up and down.
I realized that she thought I was a mistress!


“I’m just a
student,” I said, blushing again. “I’m here for the math internship.”


“Never flown
a student around in this jet before,” Lori said. “And I’ve been working for the
Hercegs for nearly a decade.”


“First time
for everything,” I said helplessly.


She eyed me
with a degree of caution, as though I might not be telling her something.


“You’re a
special one, aren’t you?” she said. “To him.”


“Who?” I
asked, my wide eyes all innocence even as I hid the truth.


“You know
who,” Lori said, her mouth curving into a knowing smile. “The young one. The
math genius.”


I looked out
of the window, not wanting to say a word.


“How long
until we get there?” I asked. The best way I knew to change the subject.


Lori stood
up. “Not soon enough for you, girl. I know the look of a woman in love.”


I flushed
even harder and set my mouth in a line. I wasn’t going to reply to any
allegations that might lead to rumors. Eliot probably had enough on his plate
to deal with without that. Lori simply smiled.


“Good for
him,” she said, and disappeared back into the cockpit, closing the door behind
her.


The plane
landed in Budapest with the sun shining brightly outside. The ground stretched
on below for miles, covered with a thick blanket of snow, and the horizon’s
mountains glittered with icy peaks. The buildings were sugared with icicles and
snow, gridded by darker gray streets. As we glided to a landing, I felt a
thrill of fear of the unknown pass through me. A new world, a new place to
begin in. I thought it looked like paradise.


When I
stepped out of the plane, I nearly froze to death.


“It’s so
cold!” I yelped. I jumped back into the cockpit, nearly knocking Louis down on
the stairs of the plane. I dug through my bag and found two more long sleeved
shirts that I pulled on over me before zipping up my hoodie. Still, compared to
the delicious warmth of the luxury jet, the outside air stung all the way
through the layers. My nose ran and I wiped it on my sleeve. Ugh.


I waved
goodbye to Lori, and Louis escorted me over to airport customs. After being
ushered through a private security check, I scurried over to the curb, where a
limo waited for me. The driver spoke halting English, but I understood enough
to know that he was taking me to the internship apartments. He had a letter for
me, which I tucked next to me as I took off my outer layers. I blew on my
hands, waiting for them to warm up before ripping the envelope open. Inside
were two keys and a note. I held my breath as I read his handwriting.


Brynn—


Right now I am attending a dinner with my brother, but will be
back later this evening to check in and make sure you are comfortable in the
apartments. The smaller key is for the room inside, 6b. I also have a textbook
for you if you’d like to begin your studies early.


All the best,


E. Herceg


I ran my
fingers over his signature. I’d never seen it before, and it seemed to tell me
something about the kind of man he was. The elegant curls of the E, the way he
underlined his name with the tail of the last letter. An easy confidence in
those letters. I wished only that it had been his first name, but I no longer
had the privilege of calling him that.


“Eliot,” I whispered, as though the word itself were
illicit.


The ride to
the apartments only took a few minutes, and although I pressed my nose to the
window, I could barely see anything of the new city I had landed in. High stone
walls loomed over sidewalk snowdrifts, and the few people walking down the
street were bundled up so much as to be unrecognizable. We rounded a corner
into a neighborhood where the buildings cast shadows down onto the street, and
it immediately felt like dusk had fallen. I shivered, looking up at the sky.


The limo
stopped in front of a drab stone building three stories tall. All of the
windowsills heaped high with snow, and I wrapped myself up again as best as I
could before stepping out of the limo cab. It wasn’t enough. The cold pierced
through to my skin, and even my best boots couldn’t keep out the iciness of the
snow-covered sidewalk. My toes felt instantly numb.


The driver
waited patiently by my side until, blushing, I scrambled in my pocket for a
tip. I only had American money, not having thought to transfer any at the
airport, so I gave him a dollar. He tucked it into his pocket unceremoniously,
got into the limo, and drove away, leaving me standing in front of the
building.


“This better
be the right place,” I said, looking up at the apartments. Almost a week early,
I would be staying by myself until the other students arrived. I didn’t mind
solitude, and actually looked forward to exploring Budapest on my own, but I
couldn’t help feeling a bit scared by the easy manner in which the limo driver
had left me alone in an unfamiliar city. The street seemed dead, eerily quiet,
and the top window of the building had been broken, the glass cracked in a
hard, shattered star.


The wind
whipped through my hoodie, and I slung my bag up over my shoulder, marching
quickly up the outside stairs. The key turned in the lock, and I pushed it
open, stepping inside. The door slammed shut behind me and I felt something
scurry under my feet. I dropped my bag, the keys went scattering across the old
wood floor, and I screamed.








The small furry creature darted behind the interior
stairs, and I gasped as I threw myself backwards against the closed door behind
me, knocking the wind out of my lungs. The light inside shone dimly, and I
couldn’t see enough to make out what it was. Maybe a rat?
I shuddered. Sometimes rats would invade my Nagy’s house to get at the pantry,
and I hated the way their beady eyes looked knowingly at me as they scurried
away with our food. Adrenaline made my heart pound.


Taking off
one boot as a defensive weapon, I moved farther inside, trying to see
underneath the rickety stairs. My breath still blew white—the heaters must not
have gotten turned on yet, and it was almost as freezing inside as it had been
outside, except for the chill of the wind. I could see the animal under the
staircase, its ratty gray fur moving with its breaths. I stepped closer to the
staircase, holding my boot above my head, ready to bring it down on the
creature.


“Meow!”


I stopped
with my boot still in my hand. A cat? Too small to be a cat. I squinted, and as
I was debating what to do it poked its head out and meowed again at me. I got a
good look at it—just a kitten, and a ragged one at that. It had a light gray
coat, marred in places by burrs and scratches, and its whiskers trembled as it
looked out at me.


I sat back
and laughed, all of the tension running out of my system. A damn kitten! My
foot was beginning to turn numb from the cold, so I shoved my boot back on. I
leaned forward, holding my hand out in goodwill.


“Here, kitty,
kitty. Here, sweetheart.”


The kitten
hissed, its  fur standing up on its back.


“Don’t be
scared.” I stopped, my hand hovering in the air. My fingers got colder by the
second.


The kitten’s
fur relaxed, but it stepped back, still wary.


“Here,
kitty.”


Kitty had
white mittens tipping his gray coat, and a white pointed diamond on his
forehead, just between his ears. It looked like a large white snowflake had
landed on the middle of his head and stuck. One ear, torn and healed over,
flicked from the front to the side. Both of his ears looked too big for his
head.


The kitten
hissed again, but this time less assuredly.


For whatever
reason, I was determined to make this animal my friend. He was the first native
I had met in Hungary, and I wanted to make a good impression. I dug through my
duffel bag until I found my sandwich. Peeling off the last piece of salami, I
tossed it at the foot of the staircase. The kitty immediately perked up his
ears and widened his eyes. I couldn’t help but laugh again. He looked like a
bat with such giant kittenish ears, the one ragged ear flicking repeatedly
toward the food.


“Come on
kitty,” I said. “I won’t hurt you.” I kissed the air until he came forward from
behind the staircase.


“See,” I said
as he sniffed the salami and began to lick it. “It’s food.”


He knew it
was food, too. He sat down on his thin haunches and began to tear at the salami
until it was shredded by his tiny teeth, clutched between his paws. He ate
ravenously.


My smile
turned off when I recognized the cause of the rapidity with which he ate. He
was starving.


I knew what
that was like. More children know starvation than you might think, but most of
the other children couldn’t eat because their families were poor. I knew part
of that with my Nagy, once my father abandoned me to her. His wife didn’t want
any of her money going to feed me, and my grandmother found it hard to stay
steadily employed with only her needlework and tailoring.


I had learned
to turn off my appetite when it was needed. When my friends and I had gone on
field trips to amusement parks, I would smile and laugh and watch the other
children buy ten dollar lunches, claiming I had eaten a huge breakfast and then
drinking lots of water. Water would fill my stomach, swell it out so that it
looked like a normal teenage girl, or approximately that. Sometimes people
would be kind and offer me some of their food.


“Here, have
some of my fries. I can’t eat them all.”


Oh, to be so
full that you didn’t want to eat french fries! What that must have felt like!
Whenever I had the opportunity, I ate.  Who knew
when the next time would come? At buffets, I stuffed myself until I was
overfull, and the binging way I ate ruined any chance at healthiness.


I had rituals
with food, and every food had its own special way of being eaten. Cookies I
would dip three at a time in a glass of milk, so that the third one had almost
turned to mush by the time I got to it. Sandwiches I nibbled around the edges,
saving the middle, uncrusted part, for last. Broccoli I munched the heads off
of first, then sliced the stems into little cubes that I ate with a fork, like
peas. Coffee I would sip even while it was burning hot, just to feel the way it
trickled down my throat to my stomach and warmed me from the inside out.


Chocolate—oh,
chocolate. I would smell the chocolate in my fingers, letting the warmth of my
hand melt it slightly and deliver an intoxicating aroma to my nose. My tongue
licked the side of the chocolate bar, tasting it first before placing it
directly on the middle of my tongue, pressing it to the top of my palate and
inhaling again, savoring the taste for as long as I could before it melted
away. God, chocolate. Both my downfall and my salvation, chocolate could tempt
angels to sin, if sin involved eighty percent or more of cacao.


Before that,
though, I knew hunger for a different reason than poverty. My fake family was
rich, but they starved me of love, and a single word from their lips could
shrivel my appetite, and did.


Now I watched
the kitten lick the taste of the salami from the floor, and I wished I had more
to give him.


“I’m sorry,
kitty,” I said, holding out a hand in apology. The kitten, tamed by his desire
for food, padded quickly over to my hand and licked it questioningly. I let my
fingers stroke his tiny head, his ragged ear. My thumb brushed over the
snowflake pattern between his ears. A soft purring filled the space between us.


“You’re a
lucky kitty,” I said. “It’s good luck I found you here.” I looked up at the
dimly lit stairs. “Kind of lonely here, huh?”


The kitten
skidded away from me when I stood up, but he stayed close at my heels as I
picked up my bag and walked through the rooms to explore. It didn’t take long.
The upstairs and downstairs had been built with the same layout, two rooms
each, a bathroom, and a tiny kitchenette between. Each room had six bunk beds
in it, two on each wall. I poked my head into the bathroom. Just a dingy
shower, a sink, a toilet. One bathroom for twelve people? I shuddered.


The air in
the rooms was stale and frigid, and I couldn’t find any kind of thermostat for
the radiators. I considered calling Eliot—I had his number—but he was probably
at his dinner with his brother. I wouldn’t want to interrupt. I tried to turn
the stove on, thinking I might just leave the oven open for warmth. The pilot
light flickered but the flames sputtered dead within a few seconds—gas must be
off. I yawned. It had been a long day, and  I just wanted to sleep. Dim light
shone through the window, but I was exhausted from the plane rides.


I returned to
the bedroom I had somewhat claimed as mine—the only one with a small window
that you could look out of from the top bunk. I put on another two layers of
shirts, but that was all that would fit under my tight hoodie. I put on another
pair of socks, and the thin gloves that had protected me through the California
winter, and sweatpants over my normal jeans. My teeth still chattered and my
nose ran like nothing else.


“Meow!”


“Come here,
kitty,” I said, extending my hand. The kitten just sat in the middle of the
doorway, watching me.


“Fine, then.”
I said. I pulled two blankets off of the beds. I touched the radiator, but it
was just lukewarm with water inside, probably just enough to keep the pipes
from freezing. Oh well, better than nothing. I swaddled myself in blankets and
leaned up next to the tepid radiator, sniffing all the while.


The kitten
padded over across the room curiously. I let one finger slide out from under
the blanket and his ears perked up, his thin, fuzzy tail swishing behind him.
He pounced on my hand and bit my glove harmlessly.


“I’m going to
call you Lucky. Is that okay, Lucky?” I petted him with my free hand, but he
continued to gnaw at my finger, his back paws kicking at my arm playfully.


“Good,” I
said. “Then it’s settled.”


I leaned my
head back against the wall, petting Lucky as my eyelids drooped lower.


“Good kitty,”
I said, and then I was asleep.


 


 


 


 








I woke up in darkness, not knowing where I was for a
moment. The light from the window outside had dimmed to nothing, and the bunk
beds around me loomed menacingly like monsters from a bad dream. The air was
freezing cold. I blinked, my heart racing, and then I heard a faint purring
from my lap. I looked down. Lucky had curled up in the crook of my arm and
slept soundly, his white paws tucked under his small gray body.


“Good kitty,”
I mumbled, petting him with one hand. My fingers ached with the cold, and as I
stood up carefully with Lucky in my arms I felt all of my joints cry out with
the same chilly ache. I put Lucky down on the bed and checked my phone, my
teeth already starting to chatter. In the darkness of the room my phone shone
brightly, and I could see puffs of my breath coming out over the small screen.


It was ten o’clock.
I didn’t want to disturb Eliot if I didn’t have to, but at the same time I
didn’t want to get hypothermia on my first day in Hungary. My muscles twitched
with cold. I switched the ceiling light on and squinted in the sudden
brightness.


“What should
I do, Lucky?” I sat down on the bed next to him and he stretched his paws out
on my lap, kneading my thigh with his tiny claws. I scratched behind his ears
and he wriggled with happiness, then bit down hard my finger.


“If I have to
get another tetanus shot because of you, I’m never giving you salami again,” I
said.


“Meow?”


“Okay,” I
said. I put down the phone in my lap and took a deep breath. When I picked it
up to dial the number, my fingers were shaking, whether with cold or nerves I
didn’t know. Eliot picked up on the first ring.


“Hello?”


“Um, Dr.
Herceg?”


“Brynn!” His
voice sounded so warm and inviting that at first I couldn’t speak. In the
background, I could hear laughter and the sounds of people eating. I swallowed
hard and coughed.


“Um, I’m
here. Got in a few hours ago.”


“Oh, how
wonderful! I can’t tell you how glad I am that you made it.” My heartstrings
vibrated with his words. “How are you? Did you find the apartments alright? I
haven’t been over there yet myself, still at this nonsense dinner.”


“It’s… uh,
it’s really cold.”


“Much colder
than California, that’s certain!”


“Um, is
there—is there any way to turn the heater on?”


“Sorry, I
can’t hear you. One second.” The background noises grew quieter and then I
heard Eliot again. “What’s that? The heater?”


“Um, yeah.
The heater isn’t on, and I—”


“The heater isn’t on? Brynn, you must be freezing? Are you
still in the apartments?”


“Uh, yeah.”


“My god.”
Eliot swore, and I heard him speak to someone at the party, this time in
Hungarian. They talked back and forth and then Eliot was back on the line.


“Brynn, are
you there?”


“Yeah, I’m
here.”


“Stay where
you are. I’ll be by as soon as I can.”


“You don’t
have to—”


“I’ll be
right there, don’t worry.” He paused, as though about to say something else,
but then changed his mind. “See you soon.”


“See you,” I
said. The phone went dark in my hand.


I patted
Lucky on the head.


“Don’t
worry,” I said. “We’ll be okay.”


Lucky purred
contentedly.


 








 


 


 


 


 


 


CHAPTER EIGHT


 


Eliot threw
down his napkin on the table.


“I have to be
off,” he said.


“So soon? The
party isn’t even started yet!” His brother clapped him on the back. “Eliot, I’m
throwing this for your honor. The guest of honor can’t leave halfway through
the party!”


“You will
have to do without me,” Eliot said. “This is urgent.”


“Urgent?” His
brother leaned close. “Anything I can help with?”


“No, nothing
like that,” Eliot said. “Just a mix-up with the academy apartments for the
interns.” He pulled his arms hastily through his coat and shrugged it over his
shoulders.


“The one
arriving today?” his brother asked.


“Yes.”


“The girl?”


Eliot looked
up at his brother in exasperation. “I’ve told you—”


“And I saw
that special look in your eye when you were talking about her.”


“No special
look.”


“Eliot, why
not?”


He shook his
head.


“Eliot, you
deserve to be happy.”


“She’s a
student.”


Otto stood up
and pulled his brother into a warm embrace. “Forget everything else. Really.
You deserve to be happy. Eliot—”


“Yes?”


“Don’t let
your head get in the way of your heart,” Otto said. He smiled and turned away,
back to the other party guests.


Eliot couldn’t
get his brother’s words out of his head, but there was nothing for it. He had
promised not to get too close—he didn’t want to interfere with the internship
and all that went with it. Brynn seemed fragile, and he shied away from
reaching out to her. He didn’t want to break another fragile thing. He pushed
his way across the room, past the guests who were chattering happily and
dancing to the music.


Eliot froze
as he looked across the room. One of the women was dancing; he could not see
her face, but he knew by the way the limbs moved that it was Clare, her red
hair flashing as she spun in place. His heart ached as he watched her white
skin, her slender arms twirling.


“Clare,” he
whispered.


“Whoops,
sorry!” Another guest bumped into Eliot, almost spilling a drink on him. Eliot
helped the man find his balance, and then turned back to the dance floor. The
woman dancing in the middle of the crowd was not Clare, she was older, she did
not look anything like Clare.


“Sorry about
that,” the man said. “Say, are you alright? You’re Otto’s brother, yes?”


“I have to
go,” Eliot said, and turned to leave. He looked back once more from the
entryway, but he could not find the ghost he had seen dancing. Stop it, Eliot, he thought. Stop it.
She is gone.


Eliot jumped
into his car and drove as quickly as he could stand to until he reached the
apartments. Parking in an empty space on the street, he hopped out of the car
and locked it. The building looked smaller than he remembered it, less
well-kept. He took the stairs two at a time and rapped his knuckles on the
door.


She opened
the door in front of him, and it was all he could do not to sweep her into his
arms. She looked miserable, her nose red and runny, her eyes bleary with sleep.
There was a blanket wrapped around her shoulders and she seemed to be bundled
up in all manner of odd clothing. With all this, though, she still beamed when
she saw him, and he felt his heart lunge forward, wanting to take her into his
embrace.


“El—Dr.
Herceg,” she said. “You didn’t have to come, really.”


“Of course I
did,” he said, walking past her into the building and taking in the rooms with
astonishment. This was where his interns were expected to live? They had added
in so many beds. The rooms were cramped with furniture.


“This is
absurd,” he said. “I don’t—” He stopped when he saw Brynn shivering under the
blanket and realized that the room was freezing. He hadn’t noticed with the
rush of adrenaline pumping through him, but now that he paused he saw his
breath come out white and steamy in the air.  “Brynn, you’re freezing!” He tore off his coat and pulled it around her,
forgetting his promise to himself not to get too close. He simply couldn’t help
it. Brynn let her blanket fall to the ground and put her arms through his coat,
wrapping it around her. A fury ran through him as he rubbed her arms briskly to
warm them.


“B-but,” she
said, her teeth still chattering. “You’ll freeze without it.”


“Never mind
me,” he said. “That damned landlady. The heat should have been on, I told her
that you were coming…”


“It’s okay,”
she said. “Really, it’s okay.”


She waited
patiently as he dialed the landlady and paced across the floor. He heard the
phone ring on the other end four, then five times before going to the answering
machine. He swore and hung up. He had no way to get to the heater, no way to
make things right…


“Really, Dr.
Herceg,” Brynn said in a small voice. “I’ll be fine. If I can just borrow your
coat, maybe, for the night.”


Eliot’s heart
strained when he looked at her, so quiet and unassuming, so ready to accept
whatever came her way. Something inside of him turned, decided for him.


“Come,” he
said, picking up her bag. “You’ll stay with me tonight. I have an extra room.”


He expected
her to protest, but she just yawned, her pink lips opening wide behind her
hand.


“Okay,” she
said. “Oh, wait!” She turned and fled into the other room, his large coat
flapping at her knees behind her. When she came back she had something in her
arms. Eliot’s eyes widened when he saw what she was carrying.


“This is
Lucky,” she said, holding the kitten tightly to her heart. “Can he come along?”


 








Eliot drove slowly over the dark ice patches on the road,
the heater running at full blast. The kitten kept pawing at his arm, as Brynn
let it crawl all over her, its tiny claws digging into the coat as it tumbled
over itself. It managed to clamber out of Brynn’s hands and onto Eliot’s
shoulder. Eliot felt the pinpricks of the claws and then a small tongue licking
at his earlobe.


“Get it off!”
he cried, trying desperately not to take his eyes off of the road. The raspy
tongue tickled his ear and he tensed his head to the side to avoid it.


“Sorry,”
Brynn said, a giggle in her voice. “He likes you.”


“The feeling
isn’t mutual,” Eliot said, grudgingly. The damn thing would give him fleas, he
knew it.


“Sorry,”
Brynn repeated, prying the kitten off of Eliot’s shoulder and putting it back
in her lap. “Lucky, you stay here now.”


As they
pulled up to the estate, Eliot heard Brynn gasp. With her sitting next to him,
he saw the place as she saw it, a vast acreage of beauty. Surrounded by a fence
of cypress trees, the gates in front opened up to what couldn’t be called
anything but a castle. The stone walls stretched up high over the gardens
below, the roofs pointed in spires.


“It’s like a
fairytale,” she said, her voice wondrous. “This is where you live?”


“It’s the
family estate,” he explained. “But no one has lived there for a while.”


“What about
your brother?”


“He lives
downtown, close to the government buildings.” Close to the women and nightlife
and action. Eliot couldn’t imagine his brother anywhere rural, and this place
came as close to the forests as you could get while still being inside of the
city limits.


Pulling up in
front of the house, Brynn pressed her nose to the window in awe. Eliot opened
her door and helped her out, taking her bag out of the backseat. She nestled
the kitten in her arms.


Eliot paused
for a moment. “The inside isn’t cleaned up yet,” he said. “It’s been a while
since anybody came over to tidy the place.”


“Are you
apologizing for not cleaning up your castle?” Brynn
asked teasingly. The drive over seemed to have woken her up considerably. Eliot
unlocked the front door and pushed it open, inviting her in. She stepped over
the threshold and looked around. The light inside was even dimmer than in the
apartments. Eliot flicked a switch and the lamps illuminated the hallway. Two
great staircases curved up to the second floor, and the marble floors reflected
the light.


“Yeah, you
should be ashamed. This castle is so messy.” Her
peals of laughter echoed through the hallways.


“It is, isn’t
it?” he said. The pieces of furniture looked ghostly, covered in white sheets.
Cobwebs stretched out from the chandelier to the rafters.


“Just
terrible,” Brynn said, a broad smile on her face. In her arms, the kitten
meowed in agreement.


“Let’s go to
the study,” Eliot said. “I’ll make you some tea.” He waved her upstairs, and
she went obediently.


“The study?”


“It’s
basically where I’ve been living the past few days,” Eliot explained. They
walked down the long corridor upstairs, and Eliot turned off the light behind
them. At the end of the hall, flickering light beckoned from one of the rooms.


“My study,”
Eliot said, his arm spread out toward the room. Brynn’s eyes widened as she
went through the doorway. It was the one room in the house that Eliot was proud
of. He had built the shelves himself along the wall and lined them all with
books. Leather couches and chairs made the room cozy, inviting. His oak desk
sat on one end, scattered with papers. At the other end a giant stone fireplace
flickered with dying light.


“It’s
wonderful,” Brynn said. The kitten wriggled in her grasp, and she set him down.
“Don’t go far, Lucky.” But the kitten seemed to know exactly where it wanted to
go. Lucky jumped right up on a leather chair by the fire and curled up, its
eyes closing sleepily. Brynn examined the shelves, her fingers running across
the spines of the books. Eliot picked up two logs from the wood basket and
threw them on the fire. The embers blazed up brightly, throwing new light into
the room.


“Does this
work?” Brynn stood over the old record player.


“Yes, the
switch is on the side.”


Brynn started
up the record player and laid the needle down in the outer groove. A sonatina’s
notes lilted softly through the room. Brynn’s mouth turned up into a contented
smile, and Eliot felt himself ache as he watched her. Then her eyes turned to
his and he ducked his head, afraid that she might see the longing in his face.


“Would you
like some tea?” he asked. He coughed in one hand, his eyes rising to meet hers,
his shields up.


“Yes,
please,” Brynn said.


“I’ll be
right back. Make yourself comfortable.” He didn’t know what to do with his
hands, clasping them awkwardly behind him as he exited the room. Surely she
could see his discomfort, but she made no sign of noticing. It was a kindness
to him, and he did not know what he would do if she were not so good. He fixed
the tea quickly, fastidious about pouring the cream and laying out the sugar. 
Earlier in the morning he had bought a loaf of bread, and he cut and buttered
some, thinking she might like a snack, thinking if there was anything else he could
do for her. He carried the tray through the door to his study, almost dropping
it when he saw where she was.


Brynn was
standing bent over Eliot’s desk, examining his mathematical work. He inhaled
sharply, tilting the tray. The teacups slid sideways and he righted it just in
time. Nobody had seen his work in years, and it startled him to have someone
besides himself at the desk. She looked up, and must have seen the look of
surprise on his face.


“I’m sorry,”
she said, taking a step back from his work. “I only wanted to see.”


“No, of
course, it’s perfectly alright,” Eliot stammered. It was wasn’t it? Wasn’t that
the whole reason he had brought her here?


Well, perhaps
not the whole reason. He brought the tray to the oak desk, and set it down as
carefully as he could on the corner. The kitten sat up, apparently invigorated
by the sight of tea, and jumped to the floor, darting under the desk and
wrapping itself around Brynn’s ankles. Brynn leaned down and picked  up the
kitten, cradling it in her arms.


“What does
this mean?” Brynn asked, pointing to an equation Eliot had written a number of
times across the page.


Eliot wiped
his hand across his brow. “It’s the standard equation of a projective formula.
I’ve been trying to manipulate it to be able to use it later here—” he pointed
down to another equation on the page. “Do you know anything about projective
algorithms?”


Brynn shook
her head. “Not a clue.”


“It’s like a
matrix transformation.”


“There was
one of those problems on the test,” Brynn said. “I only got the first part. The
second part was impossible.”


“Okay,” Eliot
said, relieved to be back on stable footing. “Let’s start with that.”


The light
grew red and dim as they sipped their tea and Eliot explained the basis of his
work. Brynn petted the kitten in her lap and watched, occasionally asking
questions or writing down notes on a scrap sheet of paper.


Eliot, in the
middle of explaining one of the deeper aspects of part of his projection
algorithm, looked over to find Brynn leaning on his shoulder, her eyes closed,
her chest moving in the breath of deep sleep.


The poor
girl. He had rambled on and on and she had tried to listen. Eliot eased her
upright in her seat, but her head lolled down. She must be exhausted. Trying
not to make any sudden movements, he picked her up and carried her carefully to
the guest bedroom, laying her down in the oversized bed and tucking the
blankets in around her chin. She slept on, her lips slightly parted, and he
brushed back a strand of her hair from her face. She shifted and murmured
something. He leaned close to hear what it was she was saying.


“...wonderful,”
she said. “You’re wonderful. Everything...wonderful.”


Eliot couldn’t
help pressing a soft, protective kiss to her temple. His hand rested gently on
her head, and the kitten jumped up at the foot of the bed, curling up on her
feet and purring so loud that Eliot was sure it would wake her. Still she slept
on, her hands tucked against her cheeks in a prayer pose. He could not say what
it was that he felt in his heart, a possessiveness that he did not deserve to
feel. It was all he could do not to stay and watch her sleep, for he was afraid
that if he left she would vanish again and he would not have her there with
him. The kitten’s tail switched across the blanket more slowly, then came to
rest. Despite hating most cats, Eliot had to admit that this one was rather
cute.


Eliot stood
and left them both asleep and warm in the giant bed.








 


 


 


 


 


 


CHAPTER NINE


 


“See, I cast the die, and I write the book. Whether it is to be
read by the people of the present or of the future makes no difference: let it
await its reader for a hundred years, if God himself has stood ready for six
thousand years for one to study him.” - Kepler


 


The first
night in Budapest I woke in that odd hour between first and second sleep, near
midnight. The snow outside fell softly against the windows, the flakes drifting
up onto the panes and crusting the glass white such as it never had been in
Pasadena, and for a moment I didn’t know where I was, my self so far removed
from anything close to what I called home.


Then I saw
the moon outside. I exhaled, and my sense of dispossession evaporated,
disappearing almost as quickly as my white breath into the air. A sense of
peace came over me. I would see my mother’s grave, and I would know love. I
felt as certain of this as I did anything else, and this time I did not have to
walk to calm myself. Indeed, there was nowhere to go—I was where I needed to
be. As I fell back into sleep, I caught myself smiling.


I woke up in
the most beautiful room I had ever been in. The large canopied bed swathed with
velvet fabric enclosed me in my dreams. I confess that my dreams mostly
revolved around Eliot, his beautiful eyes and quiet smile. There lingered a
tension between us from our former encounters, a magical feeling that I could
not put my finger on—did not want to put my finger on, lest it dissipate. I
knew he still wanted me, and I still wanted him, and though we had both
accepted that we could not have each other, there was still a longing that I
saw in his eyes which I am sure was reflected in mine.


I dressed
quickly in jeans and a light sweater, splashed water on my face and brushed my
teeth in the granite sink with copper fixtures. Everything here gave off an air
of old elegance, of beauty enhanced by age rather than deteriorated by it. I
tiptoed down the hall and down the main staircase. There was a chill in the air
here that was not in my room, but my sweater kept me warm.


“Hello?”


“Brynn?” His
voice came from just around the corner on the first floor. I hopped down the
rest of the way down the stairs and turned the corner to see him at the stove,
the countertop covered in flour. Lucky sat on the edge of the countertop,
licking at a small saucer of milk. Both kitten and man were dusted lightly in
patches of flour—Lucky on his tail and Eliot on the end of his nose.


I clapped my
hand to my mouth to stifle a giggle.


“Before you
say anything, know that we—both of us—had the best of intentions with
breakfast.” Eliot came over to me and gave me a chaste hug, careful not to
transfer any flour from his body to mine. I reached out and swiped my thumb
across his nose to get rid of the flour. He stared cross-eyed at my fingers and
caught his breath. I stepped back and surveyed the kitchen, my hands on my
hips. The sinks looked like they had been hit by a tornado, with piles of
plates and glasses left unwashed, sprawling over the countertops. Behind them
the huge windows gave a picturesque view of the mountains covered in snow, a
fir forest creeping up to the edge of the estate.


“What exactly
is it you are trying to make?” I asked.


“Pancakes. It
seemed so simple at the university dining hall,” Eliot explained. “I found a
recipe in a book, but I must have added too much water. Then I tried to put
more flour in to rebalance, you understand.”


I nodded
seriously, my suppressed grin threatening to come to the surface.


“And that’s
when I realized we were out of eggs. And this little one—” he said, frowning
and pointing with a batter-covered spoon, “would not leave me alone. I had to
give him cream to get rid of him!”


“That is a
shame.” I petted Lucky on the head, and he purred happily, rubbing himself on
my hand. He already looked happier than when I had found him yesterday.


“My mother
always used to make such delicious palacsinta,” Eliot said, sitting down with a
sigh in one of the kitchen chairs. “Like pancakes, but stuffed with things, you
know.”


“What do you
normally have for breakfast?” I asked.


“Oh, just tea
and bread with butter and honey,” he said. “And a side of bacon. The butcher
has such fresh cuts here. Much better than in America.”


My stomach
grumbled, and Eliot raised his eyebrows.


“Sounds good
to me,” I said. “How about you make us some breakfast while I clean this up?”


Lucky meowed
in apparent agreement and I got to work on the dishes while Eliot put a kettle
on for the hot water. He happily fried up thick slabs of bacon, and the kitchen
filled with the rich, heady scent of the meat. We sat down at the countertop
with large mugs, the windows to the backyard now showing the first rays of
sunlight coming over the mountaintops.


“What a
gorgeous place,” I said. I sipped my tea. Eliot brought over the plates full of
bread, honey, and bacon.


“Sometimes I
forget how beautiful it is,” Eliot said. There was a sadness in his voice. “We
can go and walk the grounds later today, perhaps. I don’t want you going out
into the woods on your own.”


“Why not?” I
bit into the loaf of bread, sweet and buttery and crusty. My stomach calmed
down as I continued to feed it the most delicious bacon I had ever tasted. I
bit off the fatted parts first, leaving the crisp meaty bits for the end.


“Poachers.”
Eliot sipped his tea and put the cup back down on the granite countertop.
“Among others. The deer are out, now, and the poachers come too close to my
house for comfort. They’re not allowed, of course, but when they track a deer
past the boundary line...”


He shrugged. “Let’s
just say that they don’t care too much about whose property is whose.”


“They
wouldn’t shoot me, though!” I caught Eliot staring at my carefully dissected
bacon. While he averted his eyes, I hastily ate the rest. My food routines
would seem strange to anyone, and I didn’t want Eliot to think I was weird.


“Of course
not. At least, not on purpose. But always wear something bright to go out. I’ll
make sure Marta knows to buy you a brightly colored coat.”


“Marta?”


“My brother’s
wife. I called and asked if she might take you shopping today for some warm
clothes.”


“Oh.” My mind
raced. “But, I really can’t. I mean...”


Eliot looked
at me, all questions in his eyes. How could I tell him that I was too poor to
buy breakfast, let alone a coat?


“I think I’ll
be fine once the heater is on in the apartments,” I finished lamely.


“Nonsense,”
he said. “You’ll freeze just walking to the academy from there. I really should
have known. You can’t ask a girl who lives her whole life in California to pack
warmly for Hungary.”


“But,” I
protested, my skin growing warm. “I mean, it’s just... I really don’t have the
money, you know.”


A flash of
realization crossed his eyes, but Eliot waved his hand in the air casually.


“Of course,
but Otto owes me a debt from long ago. I’ve already arranged it.”


“But—“


Eliot took my
hand in his, and I felt a rush of warmth from the pressure of his palm over
mine.


“Please,
Brynn. It’s no trouble at all, and we can’t have students traipsing around the
city dressed for summertime.”


I swallowed,
nodding.


“And that
reminds me, you’ll be needing money for lunches and things.” He dug into his
pocket and brought out a handful of bills. “I noticed you hadn’t changed any of
your money yet.”


I took the
money from him, startled with the generosity that he pressed on me.


“I’ll...I’ll
pay you back.” I looked down at the bills. There were a half dozen 10,000
forint marks. I had no idea how much that was in dollars, but it felt like a
lot.


“Of course,
but no rush, no rush.”


“Who’s the
guy on the money?” The face looking back at me from the red and blue bill
resembled Jesus, a man wearing a crown of crosses with a beard and long hair.


Eliot peered
over. “Him? That’s Saint Stephen. Some say he was the first king of Hungary,
although really there were others before him. He ruled over the country when
the Pope gave us independence from the Roman Empire.”


“So he’s
famous here?”


“Well, we get
a holiday for him. You’re always famous if you have a holiday. That way people
are sure to remember you, if only because they get a day off.” Eliot winked.


“The only
saint we have a holiday for is Saint Patrick,” I said, tucking the bills into my
pocket. “And I’m pretty sure people think he was a leprechaun.”


“Saint
Stephen was a good one as far as they go,” Eliot said, his voice turning quiet.
“’Be strong lest prosperity lift you up too much or
adversity cast you down.’ He preached a good doctrine, even if he didn’t
always follow it.”


A knock
sounded from the front door.


“That must be
Marta,” Eliot said. He got up from his chair. “Early as always.”


“Can Lucky
stay here with you while I’m gone?” I asked.


Eliot eyed
the kitten warily. “As long as he promises not to claw my leg when he wants
cream.” He left to go open the door for Marta.


“You’ll be
good, won’t you, Lucky?” He purred convincingly as I scratched behind his ears.


A woman came
through the door, and I thought for a moment that she must be a giantess, so
tall were her heels. Her blond hair piled atop her head in a bun that extended
her height even farther, and a crisply tailored suit fitted her lean body
perfectly in a robin’s egg blue. She crossed the kitchen in a handful of
strides and pulled me close to her in a familiar hug, her bosom pressing
against my chest. I smelled a delicate violet scent of perfume, and her diamond
earrings tickled my cheek.


“So this is
Brynn!” she cried, exclamation punctuating every word she said. She spoke nearly
perfect English, her accent slightly British but otherwise unnoticeable. She
pulled back and took me by both arms, examining me. I tried on my most
convincing smile. “How darling. Eliot’s told me so much about you! And of
course Otto is dying to meet you, as well.”


I wondered
what Eliot had told her that promised so much of me, but I decided she must
just be overly friendly. My jaw hurt from smiling broadly, and when she turned
to Eliot for a hug I was glad for the chance to relax my face.


“Eliot, dear,
why haven’t you come to visit us again? We’d love to have you for dinner. This
time less of a party, yes? I’ll make sure Otto doesn’t go overboard.”


“I’ve been
working,” Eliot said. “And if you can find a way to stop Otto from going
overboard, you’re a more valiant person than me.”


“Oh, stop!”
she cried, her tittering laughter filling the kitchen. The peace of the
morning’s quiet had been shattered by her presence, but curiosity filled me up
as I watched her move. This was Eliot’s sister-in-law? I wondered about the
rest of his family. I wondered about the brother. Who would marry such an
unstoppable force as this lady?


“Shall we go,
then?” Marta was looking at me, her bright blue eyes framed by long lashes. “We
have so much to do, I don’t want to stand around waiting.”


“Um, sure,” I
said.


Eliot caught
Marta by the arm as we went to leave. He spoke a few quick words in Hungarian.
Marta’s eyes darted over to me, but quickly turned away. She spoke back in
their native tongue, a kind tone to her words, and patted Eliot on the
shoulder, kissing him twice alternately on the cheeks. She turned to me
expectantly.


I had only
read a little bit about Hungarian customs, and the two-pronged kiss hello and
goodbye was completely unfamiliar to me. Not knowing what to do, I was startled
when Eliot leaned forward and kissed me on the cheeks. His lips barely brushed
my skin, his face pressing lightly against mine, but I felt the contact as
piercingly as when he had touched my hand before. My body leaned forward of its
own account, aching to be held.


“Goodbye,
Brynn,” Eliot said softly. “I will see you later.”


“She’s in
good hands,” Marta said, taking me by the arm and spinning me away toward the
door. “I will show you all of Budapest!”


I had longed
to see Budapest for ages, but now all I wanted was to stay with Eliot, to walk
the grounds with him and work on math with him. I might be in good hands with
Marta, but the only arms I wanted around me were not hers.








Marta drove a sleek sports car, bright orange and
convertible, but when I asked her what kind it was, she just shrugged.


“Lamborghini,”
she said. “I don’t know what kind. I think it is too slow on curves. Otto gave
it to me last month to try.”


We took off
with a roar, and despite her misgivings, I thought the car sped nicely along
the roads. I couldn’t imagine having a husband who would buy me flashy,
expensive cars just to try out for size, but Marta took it all in stride.


“We shall
have to go to the opera sometime when you are here. I adore the opera, don’t
you?”


“I’ve never
been,” I said.


“Oh, you will
love it!” Marta went on, gushing about all of the things in Budapest that I
would admire. I believed her, but our mission today was only to find clothes,
and I was disappointed that we would have to shop instead of seeing all of the
magnificent culture that Marta went on and on about. Marta’s face lit up,
though, when we pulled up directly in front of a crowded street of shopgoers.
She parked the car on the side of the street in front of a chic boutique and
jumped out.


“Are we…uh…should
we park here?” I asked. The curb was painted red, and nobody else had parked
anywhere near.


“Government
plates, darling,” Marta said. “Don’t worry, I’ve never gotten a ticket.”


I felt
strange leaving the car parked in an obviously illegal spot, but Marta didn’t
care so I tried to ignore it. I hated breaking rules, but I was just a guest
here, after all. A cold guest. The chill pierced me
as soon as I got out of the car, so I hurried inside the door of the shop
behind Marta.


Marta strode
into the boutique and immediately began picking out clothes. One of the
shopgirls seemed to recognize her and trotted eagerly behind, letting Marta
pile her arms up with pretty things. I walked around the edge of the store,
looking carefully at the winter coats they had hanging up. The prices seemed
outrageous, and I did some mental calculations in my head just to make sure I
wasn’t going crazy with the currency conversion. Some of the coats cost four
figures in American dollars! I didn’t even want to touch the fabric, for fear
of damaging it.


Marta waved
me over to the back, where the shopgirl had a mountain of clothes heaped over
her arms. At first I thought they were meant for Marta, but she ushered me into
a dressing room and hooked all of the hangers on the rod inside.


“I…I just
need a coat,” I stammered to Marta. She had picked out dress after dress,
blouses and skirts that seemed lovely but not at all meant for cold weather.


“First we
need to dress you properly,” Marta said. “Then we can worry about coats to match.”


Her tone was
so commanding that I couldn’t disobey. I began trying on clothes, one by one.
After I came out to model the first dress that fit, Marta conversed with the
shopgirl in Hungarian. The girl listened, nodded, and sped out the door as
quick as could be. Marta asked the other girl to find me dresses in different
sizes if they didn’t fit, and together they admired me in the mirror, pinching
the fabric up one way or the other and chattering in Hungarian rapidly. I felt
like a zoo exhibit. A pampered, classy zoo exhibit.


The first
shopgirl came back with a bag that turned out to be filled with bras and
panties. Marta laughed at my red face when the shopgirl brought out the
underwear.


“Don’t worry,
I will come with you to try these on privately,” Marta said. I thought her
definition of private was a little off, but I tried to refuse and she just
clucked at me. “To be beautiful outside, you must be beautiful inside,” she
said. “And that includes underwear.”


I had to
admit, once we found a bra that fit me comfortably, every dress I put on looked
better. Marta gushed over some outfits and pooh-poohed others, without any
rhyme or reason that I could tell. All of the clothes seemed beautiful and
well-made. We tried on shoes, dresses, skirts, and every time Marta wanted
something that the store did not have, the shopgirl ran out to the street and
came back with it.


One dress in
particular stuck out to me as lovely, a light violet satin that flowed over my
curves, accentuating my hips. I thought it was a little low-cut, but when I
came out with it on, Marta’s eyes shone in delight.


“You are
beautiful,” she said. “Magnificent! Don’t you think so?”


The shopgirls
nodded in brisk agreement as I turned in the mirror. I smiled as the delicate
fabric swished around my ankles.


The pile of
clothes Marta had approved was quickly rung up, folded, and placed into golden
paper shopping bags. Marta insisted that I buy six sets of the underwear that
had fit me, “in different colors, just in case,” as well as two beautiful wool
coats in red and black. I began to protest the cost, but Marta pulled out a
card from her small purse and charged it without a second thought. I thanked
her profusely, but she waved it away with her hand.


“Of course,”
she said. “Anything for Eliot. A few clothes is far less than his proper due.”


“Due?”


“Otto and I
owe him a great debt. But that’s another story for another day.”


Anxious
though I was to hear any scrap of information about Eliot, I let the subject go
and happily suited up in wool stockings and a dress under the demure black
coat. The wool stockings kept my legs surprisingly warm, and the black leather
heeled boots made every step comfortable, despite the heels being higher than
what I normally wore. Marta looked me over once, her fingers brushing my hair
down, before hooking her arm through mine to leave the shop.


“Perfect,”
she said. “And just in time for lunch!”








If the clothes cost more than I had spent in my lifetime,
the lunch was just as extravagant. Marta took me to a charming bistro at the
heart of the city, again leaving her car double parked on the road. Marta saw
my embarrassed look back at the car, and laughed at me as we entered the cafe
and sat at one of the front tables.


“You are just
as proper about cars as Eliot,” she said.


I struck upon
the opportunity. I wanted to know more about Eliot, and his brother’s sister
seemed to know everything.


“Why is he
proper about cars?” I asked.


“Well, you
know…” she said, the smile fading from her face into a look of pity. “His
wife.”


My heart sank
in my chest, and I tried to hide my expression of disbelief. The world around
me seemed to dim and blur, and I could hear my blood pounding in my veins.
Sweat beaded under the collar of my coat. I couldn’t breathe.


“He— he has a
wife?”


“Oh, he
didn’t tell you about her?” Marta sipped a lemon water, her focus drifting over
to the waiter. A shock of tears rose up behind my eyes and I looked away, out
toward the street, where dozens of people passed by, completely unaware that my
heart was breaking. I berated myself for wanting, for hoping. Of course
everyone would have thought I was his mistress. And I might have become one,
unwittingly. My being went numb with terror at the thought.


“No,” I
managed to choke out. Marta turned back to me and leaned forward.


“Terribly
sad. Do you want to know something?” Her voice was a conspiratorial hush. I
didn’t want to know anything more, in fact, only wanted to jump out of my seat
and run, but Marta kept talking like nothing had happened. “When he lost her,
he blamed himself for it.”


“L—lost her?”


“In the car
accident. He was driving, but of course it was a bad road, icy. They never do
maintain those back roads too well. Not enough salt to keep the ice away, even
if the paparazzi hadn’t been chasing them around it would have ended the way it
did. Just a bad patch of ice, anyone would have hit it.” Marta didn’t notice my
exhale, my fingers wiping away the unshed tears from my eyes.


A rush of
conflicting feelings jostled for place in my heart. Relief, that Eliot didn’t
have a wife—guilt, for feeling relief. A newfound hope that I crushed down
inside myself with caution, for I knew I couldn’t get too close to him. And an
overwhelming sense of sorrow, not just for Eliot’s loss, but for the burden on
himself that such a loss must have created.


“I’m sorry. I
didn’t know.” I managed to stammer out words, even if I didn’t know what I was
saying.


“Of course
you didn’t, poor thing, he doesn’t talk about it with anyone. Too proud, too
distant. Otto is the same, in many ways. Keeps to himself.” Marta sipped at her
water and snapped her fingers above her head. “Waiters aren’t worth a damn
here. Are you alright?” She had just now noticed the expression of shock on my
face.


“I’m fine.” I
wasn’t, but that wasn’t Marta’s fault. I couldn’t help but think of how guilty
Eliot must feel. Marta reached across the table and took my hand in
hers,pressing her palm down sympathetically.


“Well, I’m so
glad he’s found himself someone to keep company with.”


I extricated
my fingers from her grasp and took a sip of the water in front of me. It tasted
faintly bitter and I swallowed, my eyes downcast.


“I’m just
here for the internship,” I said. In my heart, though, I hoped against hope
that I could be more to Eliot than a student.


 


 








 


 


 


 


 


 


CHAPTER TEN


 


Eliot passed
the time in his study, working on his projective algorithm problem. He knew
that he was on the cusp of something, but he couldn’t figure out exactly how to
make it work. Each avenue he tried got cut off at the crucial pass, and then he
would have to start over again with a new guess.


Brynn came
back from the lunch later in the afternoon. He opened the door to her knock,
only to see her carrying a half dozen shopping bags in each hand. He waved to
Marta in her car as she sped off down the driveway. A tension inside of him
released when he saw Brynn again, safe and whole. He leaned forward to take her
bags from her and was surprised when she kissed him on one cheek, then the
other. His heart stirred at the pressure of her soft lips against his skin, and
he wished he had taken the opportunity to shave while she was gone.


“I’m sorry,”
he said, hefting her shopping bags in one arm and looking at her new outfit.
“I’m hosting an ill-dressed American girl here in my home. Do you know where
she might have gone?”


“I was not ill-dressed, only ill-dressed for Budapest,” Brynn
said, a frown crinkling her nose in mock anger. She strode past him and knelt
down to pet the kitten who already seemed to know her step and who had come out
of the recesses of the castle’s rooms to greet her.


“So glad to
see you’ve adjusted to the climate.”


“It’s
adjusting to me…the sun is so nice outside, I’d swear I was in California if
there wasn’t so much snow on the ground.”


“You bring
the sunshine with you,” Eliot said, the words escaping his lips before he could
stop them. He knew he shouldn’t be saying sweet things, shouldn’t be leading
her toward anything unprofessional, but he could not help the swelling in his
heart when he looked at her bright face.


“Can we go
exploring?” Brynn looked up from petting the kitten, and her eyes sparkled.


“Yes, of
course,” Eliot said. “Just let me put on some boots. I was working on the
projection proof.”


“Oh, well, I
don’t want to keep you from your work. I can go by myself.”


“No, let’s go
together!” Eliot felt a rise of enthusiasm in him, and he did not know from
where it came. “I could use some time to clear my head. And I don’t want you
out there alone.”


“Right,
right. Can Lucky come?”


Eliot looked
at the small kitten and tilted his head in consideration.


“I wouldn’t
chance it. There are owls out there.”


“Ah, you
wouldn’t like the snow anyway, Lucky.” She placed the small kitten on the
couch, but he promptly jumped off and skittered away into the corridor.


“He’s been
doing a lot of exploring inside,” Eliot said.


“He hasn’t
been bothering you, has he?” Brynn said.


Eliot shook
his head, thinking of the kitten clawing his ankles while he tried to work on
his math, then meowing for more food as soon as he had finished eating the
leftover bits of turkey Eliot had given him.


“Not at all,”
he said.


They walked
out through the gardens in the back of the estate. Eliot had been through the
paths so many times before that he could have walked through them blindly, but
Brynn stopped every few feet to examine the different plants that had frosted
over  in the winter. She found a spider’s web sagging with the weight of frozen
dewdrops, the spider nowhere to be found. With every turn of the path came a
new treasure for Brynn to muse over, and Eliot soon found himself engrossed in
the minutiae of the walk, seeing the trail in a way he hadn’t seen it in a
long, long time. With someone else to see Budapest for him, he was beginning
again to fall in love with his homeland.


“Come,” he
told Brynn, once they reached a fork in the path where the snowdrifts rose
before them. “I want to show you something.” He clambered up the side of one
snowdrift, feeling utterly awkward and ill-equipped for such exertions. But
when he got over the snowbank and squeezed through the rock passage, he found
the spot just as he had left it. A bed of rocks overlooked the pool of a small
stream, now frozen over. The pine branches overhead drooped with a thousand
tiny icicles off of its needles. Moss partially covered the rocks, creeping
green and alive even under the frost, and he brushed the snow aside to sit
down.


“This is
beautiful,” Brynn said. She stood beside him, looking down into the frozen
pool. Under the glassy surface, dark waters still roiled, fed by an underground
river. Eliot felt his heart swell with the love of a place that can only come
about through a long and intimate familiarity. He knew this bank better than he
knew his bedroom.


“I used to
come here all the time when I was a child.”


“You grew up
here? In a castle?”


Eliot paused.
He didn’t know how much to tell.


“It’s my
family’s.”


“Did you ever
have to defend the castle from marauding hordes?” Brynn grinned, and Eliot
breathed a sigh of relief that she had not not pushed further back.


“Of course,”
he said. “We just poured boiling hot oil on their heads, though.”


“No archers
from the roof? Or a moat?”


“This is the
only moat on the property,” Eliot said, nodding to the small stream.


“Aw,” Brynn
said. “What about a torture chamber in the basement?”


“No torture
devices in our basement, at least none that I knew about. We do have the baths,
though.”


“Baths?”


Eliot pressed
his lips together. He should not have mentioned them.


“They’re just
bathing rooms, fed by hot springs that run underground.”


“No way! Like
a hot tub?”


“Yes, like
that.”


“How neat!
I’d love to see them!” Brynn caught his eye and blushed, her skin turning a
sweet pink color even in the cold. He thanked heaven inwardly that she had been
the one to commit the fatal blunder and not him, but it was his fault for
bringing the idea of the baths up in the first place. He turned away mercifully
to stare at a branch heavy with the weight of snow.


“And there is
an oubliette,” Eliot said, trying hastily to change the subject. “I suppose
that can be called torture.”


“An
oubliette?”


“It’s a hatch
in the floor that opens up into a room underneath,” Eliot said. “Where you
would keep prisoners, if you had any.”


“Like a
dungeon?”


“Yep.”


“Then why
don’t they just call it a dungeon?”


Brynn’s nose
shone with a speckling of snowflake and Eliot had to restrain himself from
wiping it off with his thumb.


“It’s from
the French oublier—to forget. It’s a place you put
people to forget about them. An oubliette doesn’t have any other doors or
windows except for the one hatch.”


“So you could
only get out if someone lowered a rope or ladder or something?”


“Only if
you’re lucky; if someone remembered you.”


Brynn
shivered and stood up. A jackrabbit, startled by the motion, jumped out of the
low bank on the other side of the stream and darted over the snowdrift. They
watched the snowflakes that had been kicked up from the jackrabbit fall slowly
to the ground.


“Ready to
go?” Eliot asked.


“No—what’s
that?” Brynn clambered over to where the jackrabbit had kicked up loose snow.


“What’s
what?” Eliot followed just behind Brynn, aware that his body had gone alert and
ready, his hands clenched into loose open fists. He bent his legs slightly at
the knee, anticipating an impact that didn’t come.


“It’s a deer,
it’s—oh!” Brynn started backward, her arms outspread in flight, into the steady
embrace of Eliot, who caught her around the waist.


“It’s
alright,” Eliot said, helping her find her balance. His eyes had taken in the
dead fawn, the eye sockets writhing with maggots. The top half of the fawn was
not yet frozen; the flesh torn ragged, tattered remnants of sinew and muscle
iced over like the darkest of rubies. A rind of fat had been gnawed to gristled
shreds and left to the side of the carcass.


The fawn’s
gnawed flesh reminded him of one of the poems he had had to read for school, a
poem by Dante. In one of the last stanzas, a man gnaws on the nape of another
man’s skull. Traitors, maybe. They were in one of the lowest reaches of hell,
of course. Traitors against benefactors were the worst of the worst, the ones
so bad that Satan himself ripped their flesh from their bones in an eternal
meal. For a wicked deed is the one which most opposes love, and to do wrong a
person who has done you right is the wickedest of deeds, for theirs is the love
most like God’s in its purity.


This—this was
a wicked act. He reached out to examine the ragged flesh.  Brynn grabbed the
sleeve of his jacket and jerked his arm back violently.


“Brynn—” he
said. He did not have anything to say after that; the familiarity of the
gesture had startled him.


“Don’t touch
it,” she said. “I don’t want to see it anymore.” She shut her eyes and turned
away from the fawn, her distaste for death so overwhelmingly apparent on her
face that Eliot thought she might burst into tears.


“It’s okay.
It’s alright.” Eliot hugged her as she nestled in the crook of his arm, her
body pressed against his hip for one moment before she realized her position
and awkwardly shifted back.


“I saw his,
his fur…” She swallowed back a cough, and he could
see her skin turn paler against the backdrop of the snow.


“Let’s just
go home, shall we?” He wanted to fix this, to take it back, to undo it all so
that there was no death. But here, always, everywhere, there were signs of
death, more death. He couldn’t breathe, it stifled so.


“It was
poachers.”


“Yes.” The
bullet in the skull, splinters of bone, another dark eye just above the eye
that was no longer there, just an eye socket.


“Why would
they kill it and not take it?”


“It was too
close to the house. They didn’t want to risk being caught for such a small
deer.” He could not take his eyes off of the body. Was this
what Clare looked like now? Worms and decay, the hair still untouched.
He shook the thought to get it out of his head, but it lingered, hovering over
his conscious thoughts like a dark messenger he couldn’t ignore.


“Then why
would they kill it?”


“For fun.”


Brynn looked
back once at the dead fawn, and for the first time Eliot saw hatred on her
face, knotting her features sharply in a grimacing frown. She pulled away from
Eliot and stood alone. A small shudder ran through her limbs, and she pressed
her lips tightly together.


“I don’t…I
don’t understand people sometimes,” she said.


Eliot wanted
to reach out and take her into his arms, but he could not. Impotent to assuage
her, he waited until she turned and then helped her down the snowbank. They
walked silently back to the house, and Eliot closed the door behind them,
locking out the snow.








The next morning I woke earlier than Eliot and dressed in
my new warm clothes. Venturing outside, I stayed well within the immediate
grounds, hoping to avoid repeating the shock of yesterday’s discovery. My
dreams had tossed me through the night in fitful starts, filled with images of
death—deer skulls and rotting corpses, and a man hooded in black.


To my surprise,
Eliot emerged only a few minutes after me. His breath left white puffs in the
air as he trampled through the snow-beaten trails to where I stood among the
low garden hedges.


“I brought
bread,” he said. He held out a fist of crumpled crust, and I must have looked
at him like he was crazy, because he burst out laughing.


“Not for
you,” he said. “For the birds.”


“What birds?”
I looked around. Earlier I’d heard chirping from the hedges, but now the
grounds were silent. In the middle of the gardens, scattered in places, were
large stone bird baths, but there were no birds in sight.


“Hold on,” he
said. “They’ll come.”


Pursing his
lips, he let out a high whistle, and threw a few crumbs into the air. I looked
around.


“I think the
birds are all asleep,” I said.


“Ye of little
faith,” he said. He whistled again, and again threw a piece of bread into the
air. My hand shaded my eyes and I watched as a small bird darted up from inside
of one of the hedges and caught the bread in midair.


“Ha! Did you
see that?” Eliot’s face shone delightedly.


I threw bread
in the air, coaxing a few more of the small birds to come out.


“What are
they?”


“Wrens, I
think,” Eliot said. He scattered bread on the ground, and soon the air was
filled with the whirring wings of the birds stealing crusts from each other.


“Can I have
some more?” I said, turning to Eliot.


“Here.” He
took my hand, and I tried not to blush as his fingers touched my wrist. He held
my hand out in front of me, toward the wrens, and placed a few crusts in my
palm.


“Be very steady,”
he whispered, and I blushed. His body was so close to mine; even through my
coat I thought I could feel his heat.


The birds, at
first wary, soon realized that we were nothing to fear. A small wren with eyes
like tiny black beads flew up and landed on my outstretched finger.


“It doesn’t
weigh anything!” I said. Its tiny claws scrabbled at my fingers for hold,
tickling me into giggles. The wren pecked a crumb from my hand and flew away,
but was soon back. So were a half-dozen other wrens, all vying for attention
and crust on my palm. I could have squealed in excitement but I didn’t want to
scare away the little birds. Soon all of the bread was gone.


“Do you have
any more bread?” I turned to Eliot; he had an odd expression on his face that
fled the moment he met my eyes.


“Sorry, no
more.”


I held out my
empty hand anyway, and a larger bird flew up to my hand. It had red alongside
its head and tail feathers, but when it realized my palm had no food, it beat
its wings and in one swift motion rose in the air and away.


“It’s good
luck to see a jay.” Eliot said, and we both watched the bird flap its way
toward the woods. “It means spring is coming early.”


“I can’t
wait,” I said.


“Not a fan of
the cold?”


“I just want
to see what it looks like here in springtime.” I motioned towards the woods.
“It must be beautiful.”


“Very,” Eliot
said. I turned my head up toward his and touched his shoulder lightly.


“I’d like to
go visit the cemetery on...Fiumei, I think?” I wasn’t sure how to pronounce the
road.


“Oh?” Eliot’s
face had gone still, empty. “Why’s that?”


I withdrew my
hand quickly, flushing. Despite his touch earlier, he must not want me to get
closer. “I have family buried there.”


“Of course,
yes. I’ll have Marta take you.” He stepped away from me and glanced toward the
house. “I’m not sure if she’ll have time today, but perhaps later.”


Surprised by
the cold and distant tone his words had taken, I withdrew as well. No more
touches, no more meaningful looks. I let myself look over at him as we walked
toward the house, but his gaze was fixed firmly to the snowy path beneath his
feet.


Very well. I
was here to do math, not to flirt. Eliot had made that perfectly clear.








“She’s your guest!”


“She’s a
student, Otto. The only reason I’m letting her stay—”


“Is because
your landlady hasn’t repaired the heaters? I’m sure that’s why you let the
young girl sleep with you.” The voice boomed through the phone, and Eliot
glanced around guiltily, as though Brynn might hear.


“We aren’t
sleeping together,” Eliot said.


“Pity! Marta
tells me she’s a beauty with a good head on her shoulders, if a bit
rubenesque.”


Eliot seethed
unexpectedly at Otto’s description.


“You haven’t
any idea what you’re talking about.”


“I know you
could do worse. Marta adores her, have I told you that?”


“It’s out of
the question.” But now that his brother had brought up the idea, Eliot shifted
uncomfortably where he stood. Hadn’t he fallen for Brynn from the start? But
she had come to work as a student, and he couldn’t in good conscience put her
in such an awkwardly difficult spot. Suppose she didn’t care for him? Suppose
she did, and then they argued and broke apart. Apart from being irresponsible,
he felt frightened at the thought of losing her.


“Eliot,
you’re incorrigible.”


“Actually, I
was wondering if Marta would take her around tomorrow morning. She wants to see
a few things, the Fiumei cemetery, and I’m rather busy with work.” Eliot
pressed his lips together. His work had stalled again; he simply didn’t want to
go back to that graveyard. Not so soon. Soon? It had been ten years, but it
felt too early to go back. He closed his eyes and saw the white rose petals
falling.


“The Fiumei
cemetery? What on earth for? Did you tell her about Clare?”


“No, nothing
like that. She has family there. Ancestors, I’d suppose. Her grandmother is
from Hungary.”


“I’ll ask,
but I think tomorrow Marta has plans.”


“Whenever
would be good for her, then. I doubt she’s in a hurry.”


“The girl?
You have her there now, don’t you?”


“She’s here.
Upstairs, studying.” Eliot had left her with a textbook and a problem set in
his study.


“Got to get
her downstairs, to the baths with you!” Otto chuckled heartily. “But Eliot, I
do need to ask you a favor.”


“What?”


“Take my
tickets to the restaurant opening.”


“I told you,
it would be inappropriate to take her as a date.”


“Then take
her as a student, nobody will care. It’s just a tiny little soiree.”


Eliot rolled
his eyes. Otto’s soirees never turned out to be tiny.


“Please,
brother. I can’t make it, and it would be a social snub if I missed it
completely.”


“You will
still be missing it completely!”


“Not at all,
I’m sending another Herceg in my place. It’s been a while since you’ve shown
yourself in public in Budapest; I’m sure the restaurant owners will be more
than thrilled to have you in my place.”


“You’re not
making me want to go with that talk. And with the way I left Hungary…”


“Eliot, don’t
be stubborn! It’s just dinner. You don’t have to socialize with anyone. Please.”


Eliot thought
of the fridge, empty but for a loaf of bread and a gallon of milk. He would
have to go out to get dinner anyway. And perhaps Brynn would like to go to a
fancy restaurant opening…


“Yes. You’ve
decided to say yes. I can tell. Thank you, brother.”


Eliot sighed.
“Fine. But I’m not sticking around for cocktails or any nonsense afterwards.”


“You can
escape back to your hermitage after the dinner. Yes, fine.”


“Otto?”


“Yes?”


“Thank you
for all this. For your support. And Marta’s.”


“Anything we
can do, brother, anything at all. You deserve it. Have a wonderful dinner
tonight with your lovely lady.”


Otto hung up
before Eliot could protest.








I thought for most of my life that
mathematics could describe anything. The population growth of deer, the deep
spirals of the calla lilies blooming in the spring, the reverberations of an
echo down an empty tunnel. The path of an arrow as it fell headlong toward its
target. Even love, the chemical reactions and electrical signals in our brains
that made us fall into each other’s arms headlong in bliss.


All of the world obeyed the rules laid down years ago by
mathematics, at the beginning of time, perhaps even before time existed.
Everything happened for a logical reason, an event set into motion another
event and so on and so forth. From initial conditions, as Quentin would say.
There was no such thing as magic. Or so I thought.


It only took one kiss for my orderly, predictable world to fall
into pieces.


 


 








 


 


 


 


 


 


CHAPTER ELEVEN


 


Eliot paced
the floor, waiting for Brynn to be ready for dinner. His buttoned shirt
irritated him at his neck, the collar so starched and stiff that any motion
felt like an itch. He felt overdressed in a suit after so many years spent in
Californian casual attire. The restaurant opening specified a dress code,
though, and he didn’t want to undermine Otto’s reputation among whatever crowd
would be there tonight any more than he already would just by being there. He
hoped that anybody who recognized him would stay far away, and he would be able
to spend the evening quietly with Brynn.


He heard the
click of a heel against the hard floor, and looked up to see Brynn standing at
the top of the stairs. All of the breath ran out of his lungs. She wore a lilac
sheath dress that flowed over and around her body, accenting her lovely curves
in every place that mattered. Her hair was pinned up in a loose bun, a few wavy
strands hanging over her cheeks. She looked down at him from the stairway and
he could see her eyes widen similarly at the sight of him.


What a pair we make, he thought, then tore the thought out
of his mind. They were no pair, and she was strictly off-limits. But it was
impossible to mistake her for a girl in that dress—every movement of hers down
the stairs was as graceful and womanly as a ballerina. Despite himself, he felt
his entire body respond to the vision before him. Brynn stopped on the last
stair. Only the slight bashfulness of her eyes indicated her nervousness.


“You  look
absolutely stunning,” Eliot said, and Brynn beamed.


“You’re not
too bad yourself,” Brynn said. Eliot laughed. Graciously offering out his arm,
he helped her down the last step of the staircase. She stopped at the door and
he turned back to face her.


“Are you
alright?”


Her hand
tightened on his arm.


“It’s just…
everything is so beautiful.” Her eyes sparkled in the light of the entryway and
a nervous chatter of laugher burst from her lips. “I don’t know why I’m
worried. I feel like I’ll be out of place. With you…”


“You’re
absolutely right,” Eliot said. “You’re too damn pretty. Everybody will be
jealous. I suggest you go back and put those sweatpants on.”


Brynn
laughed, and Eliot could see the lines on her face ease with relief. He pressed
his palm against her arm.


“Don’t worry,
it’s just a little restaurant opening. How bad could it be?”


Eliot’s own
words rang in his ears as he stood outside the restaurant with Brynn, watching
the hordes of people clamoring around the place. The restaurant, overlooking
the Danube, was festooned with millions of tiny lights, and media reporters
lined the sidewalk outside.


“Oh dear,”
Brynn said, her voice all but drowned out by the hubbub of the mob.


“I’m sure
it’s better inside,” Eliot said, and pulled her forward through the crowd of
people determinedly. They elbowed their way forward to the front of the line,
where an aggrieved hostess and a security guard kept turning people away. Brynn
looked doubtfully around as they came up to the entrance. As Eliot approached,
he saw a glimpse of recognition in the security guard’s eyes as he glanced at
Eliot’s scar. The guard leaned forward and whispered to the hostess.


“Dr. Herceg,”
the hostess said, beaming. “How wonderful to have you here with us. And this
is?”


“Ms. Tomlin,”
Eliot said breezily. “My guest.” Brynn looked up at the mention of her name,
not understanding the Hungarian words.


“Of course.
Delighted.” The hostess waved them through, snapping her fingers for a waiter.
The waiter led them through the crowded tables to the outside patio, where a
single table had been set apart from the rest. A jazz quartet played on a low
stage just across the patio, and Eliot pulled out a chair for Brynn so that she
would be able to see them from their vantage point. Another waitress came by
with a bottle of champagne for their table. Some people at the other tables
turned their heads to see who was sitting down at the reserved spot. Eliot saw a
flash of red hair and it was Clare at one of the tables, Clare drinking from a
glass not twenty feet away. She turned to him and her lips mouthed a silent
word. Eliot.


“Eliot?”


Eliot shook
his head and turned back to Brynn, who was looking at him curiously. He looked
back at the woman, but it was not Clare, just a woman with a red rose pinned
behind her ear.


“Cheers,”
Eliot said, raising his glass and focusing his attention entirely on Brynn.
“What shall we toast?”


“Good luck,”
Brynn said. “Or fate. Or math. One of those.”


“To good
luck, then,” Eliot said. “Maybe one day I’ll be able to cheer math or fate.”


“To good
luck,” Brynn echoed, a darker look in her eye.


Despite Eliot’s
desire to avoid recognition, as they clinked their glasses a large,
well-dressed man came up to their table. By his swagger, Eliot guessed that he
had already had too many glasses of complimentary champagne. He spoke in a
broken, heavily accented English.


“The
expatriate returns from America! Don’t tell me. Otto has sent his younger brother
to get out of coming to the party tonight.” The man’s ruddy face grinned
stupidly at Eliot, but Eliot couldn’t place him.


“I’m sorry,
you are?”


“Damien,
Damien. We meet at a party, oh—ten years ago, it must be.”


“Yes, it must
have been.”


“Otto told me
you just are now back into town, but I did not believe him. And who is this
lovely, lovely young beauty?” He turned to Brynn, who had already downed half
of her glass of champagne. She held out her hand and the man pressed her hand
to his lips altogether too enthusiastically.


“I’m Brynn.”


“Brynn. You
are American too, yes?”


Brynn nodded.


“I always
know an American! It’s the pretty eyes. You are pretty enough to be a princess.
A princess for a prince!” He slapped Eliot on the shoulder and laughed at his
own words.


“A prince?”
Brynn looked quizzically up at Eliot. Eliot raised his hand to stop the man,
but Damien went on talking.


“The Hercegs,
both princes.”


“Not at all,”
Eliot said to Brynn, but she was enraptured by Damien’s chatter.


“Really?” she
asked, leaning forward.


“Well, if we
still had our kings and queens around,” the large man said. “All democracy,
now. But still, this one has it in his blood. And you too, now a princess!”


“Damien, it
was good to see you,” he said, shaking Damien’s hand firmly, so that there
could be no question about his leaving.


“Yes, very
good,” Damien said. “I will leave you to your princess.” He winked at Eliot as
he left, and Eliot put his head in one hand.


“I didn’t
know you were a prince,” Brynn said. A twinkle in her eye teased him, and he
took a breath inwardly, trying to brush off the encounter.


“Not anymore.
They took back all of the regal titles years and years ago. Before I was born.”


“Good thing
they didn’t take back the castle.”


“The castle
is nice, isn’t it?” He leaned back in his chair, smiling tightly. Brynn looked
tickled to death with the revelation that he was descended from royalty, but
perhaps the champagne was simply having an effect on her.


“Do you get
to wear a crown?” Brynn asked. Eliot sighed, a half-smile on his lips.


“Perhaps I
haven’t made this clear.”


Brynn
laughed, her head tossed back, so that he could see her bared throat, the line
of skin from her collarbone down to her cleavage. Eliot took a swallow of
champagne and tried not to let himself stare.


“The
reclusive mathematician is actually Prince Charming in disguise. I like it.”


“Minus the
charm. I wonder if you should have any more of that,” he said, as Brynn
finished her glass of champagne.


“It’s
delicious. Bubbly.” She smiled so becomingly that he did not even mind when the
waitress returned to fill her glass.


“I forget you
have your college training behind you.”


“Oh, I didn’t
drink much at college.”


“Not even at
parties?”


“I didn’t
really go to many. It’s just, you know, the guys there…” Brynn puckered her
face in a frown. “Not the best scene.”


“And you’d
rather hang out with the reclusive mathematicians.”


“Only the
most regal ones.”


“I don’t
suppose I’ll ever get you to forget about the whole prince thing.”


“Not a
chance!” Brynn’s eyes sparkled.


The waiter
came with the first course of the tasting menu, a rich fig and walnut salad,
followed by a tomato bisque and a main course of butter-poached salmon. It
pleased Eliot to see Brynn appreciate the meal so thoroughly, although he
caught her at times picking apart the food, just as she had the bacon at his
house. An endearing idiosyncrasy, he thought. Between the delicious food, the
champagne, and the music, the evening was turning out to be a success. Laughter
rose in the air and Brynn only cracked a few more jokes about Eliot’s noble
heritage. Eliot breathed more lightly and clinked his glass against Brynn’s in
a number of toasts before realizing that he was enjoying himself in society for
the first time in a long time.


After the
waiters served dessert—a chocolate pomegranate ganache topped with fresh
cream—a few of the guests began to dance on the terrace. Eliot felt a tug at
his wrist and looked up to see Brynn, her eyebrow raised in invitation.


“Dance?” she
asked. Her enthusiasm was buoyed by the champagne, but Eliot could still hear a
note of anxiousness behind the question. Dance? Of course he would dance. There
was nothing else he would rather do. He held out his arm and Brynn rested her
hand in the crook of his elbow. As they walked out onto the terrace by the
band, Eliot thought he could sense people staring.


Let them stare. He was having a good night, after all.


Brynn tiptoed
on her heels, and Eliot put his hand on her hip to steady her as she caught her
balance. The soft music lilted through the air and around the dancers. Brynn’s
hand was hot in his, her cheeks fairly flushed with pleasure.


“Thank you,”
she said, leaning forward and resting her head on his shoulder. “For the
internship, for all this. It’s wonderful.”


Eliot’s hand
came up to the small of her back. The dress draped in a deep plunge at the
back, and his fingers touched her skin. He did not move them.


“How do you
like the frozen tundra of Budapest so far?” he asked.


“It’s not
terrible,” Brynn said. “A castle, a kitten, a secret prince…”


“Everything
you hoped for?”


“What I hoped
for?” Brynn stopped dancing and tilted her head up so that her face was only
inches away. “This is what I hoped for.” Her lips parted, pink and lush, and
when she reached up with one hand to pull him down into a kiss he willingly
bent forward.


The delicate,
desirous pressure of her lips undid him, and he could not help but bend deeper,
clasping her close to him in an embrace that yearned to erase years of
isolation. He felt her under him, hot and wanting, her hands clutching his
back. His hand came up to her cheek, caressing her skin. His fingers tangled
themselves in her hair and he smelled the delicate scent of her jasmine perfume
as the kiss broke apart and they stood with their foreheads still touching, breathless,
silent. Brynn’s eyes were pools of soft violet reflecting the waters of the
Danube, and he saw in them a hopefulness and innocence that tore at his heart.


A sharp crack
and flash of light just by his face made Eliot spin to the side. A photographer
stood just by them. Eliot raised his hand as the flash went off again, and the
world spun under him. He could hear blood rushing through his ears, and he saw
himself turn, felt his fist pull back, unable to stop it. His first blow landed
on the camera, shattering the lens and sending it flying to the floor with a
loud crash.


“Eliot!”
Brynn’s voice sounded distant, and Eliot shoved the photographer hard, sending
him over the edge and into the river with a loud splash. The music stopped, and
someone pulled Eliot back from the river’s edge.


Red. Somewhere in the crowd a woman was screaming, and
cameras flashed from all sides, dozens of them. Eliot shook off the arms
restraining him and covered his eyes, but still the lights flashed through the
cracks in his fingers. So much red. A security guard
pulled the photographer out of the river and out of Eliot’s sight. The roaring
in Eliot’s ears stopped as soon as he looked up.


Brynn stood
speechless, staring at him as though he were a monster. He turned toward the exit
and ran.


 


 


 








 


 


 


 


 


 


CHAPTER TWELVE


 


Eliot shoved
well-dressed businessmen aside on his way out the door of the restaurant. A
plate clattered to the floor as he bumped a waiter hard, but he did not even
turn to see what had happened. He knew what had happened. It was the reason he
didn’t want to be in Hungary.


Clare.


His feet took
him down the street, away from watchful eyes, until he turned onto the bridge
and stopped there, the icy floes of the Danube some thirty meters under his
feet. He pressed his palms to his eyes, willing away the memory, but still it
came over him as it always had, a furious, immutable wave of emotion that
rolled him into its current and back into the past, a decade back, when Clare
was still his wife and he thought fate was on his side.


They had been
driving back from one of Otto’s parties, and the roads glistened with the
treacherous dark patches of ice. Clare looked beautiful, dressed in an ivory
sheath with pearls wreathing her neck, her hair done up by the stylist Marta
had recommended. Eliot couldn’t help but look over every once in a while to
take glimpses of his angel, as he called her. A soft fall of snow was swept
away quietly by the windshield wipers. Eliot had maneuvered his way around the
dark curves of the mountain well enough until the paparazzi showed up. Two
photographers on motorcycles shot up until they were just behind the car.


“Get away
from them, can you?” Clare said.


“I’m trying,”
Eliot said. One of the photographers rode his motorcycle up alongside their
car, then in front, and began to shoot pictures from through the windshield.
The light from the camera was blinding, and Eliot didn’t know how he could be
taking any usable pictures anyway.


“I don’t
understand it,” Eliot said. “You would think they would be satisfied with the
photos of us outside of the party. Wasn’t that enough?”


“I can’t
stand it. I can’t.” Clare’s voice strained.


“Aren’t there
usually more?” Eliot thought the paparazzi normally traveled in packs.


“I hate these
damned men,” Clare said, shielding her face with her hand as the camera flashed
bright white. “Leave us alone!” She began to roll down the window.


“Clare,
don’t—”


“Leave us
alone!” she shouted through the half-opened window, both her hands. Cold wind
howled through the car, and snowflakes flurried inside of the car. Eliot
reached over to pull her back, and the camera flashed, and then the road slid
underneath them sideways although Eliot had kept the wheel straight, or tried.


From then on
the world existed only in flashes of light and sound and terror. He heard the
tires squeal, and the motorcycle slammed into the hood, the ear-splitting sound
of metal on metal and shattering glass. Eliot slammed on the brakes and tried
to pull the steering wheel straight, but the rear end of the car swung back and
then they were flying off of the road and there was a tree in front and god, oh
god. The crash of branches through the windows came only a second before the
jarring shock of impact. The world stopped and Eliot saw the blackness rush
over him as he hit the airbag, the force knocking him unconscious for a brief
second.  He felt something sharp tear across his chest and slice his face as he
blacked out. Then his eyes opened. Fir branches covered the interior of the
car.


Clare. A soft
whimper made him turn his head, although his neck hurt terribly. Clare.


The tree
branch had come through the windshield and pierced her through the chest at a
sharp angle. Her hands touched the bark of the branch over and over again, as
though she was unsure how it had gotten there. Blood seeped through her dress,
soaking into the ivory fabric and turning it dark red.


“Clare. Don’t
move. Clare.” He coughed and wiped at his eyes, hoping that the scene before
him would change, turn into something else. The woman he loved sat next to him,
dying, he was sure. So much blood. How could there be so much blood? He touched
his face and brought his hand away covered in it.


Clare looked
up at him, but her eyes were glazed over. Her mouth opened as if to say
something, but she could not speak.


“It’s okay,
Clare.” Eliot reached over to take her hand. Her fingers slipped against his
skin, slick with blood.


“Eliot…”


“It’s
alright. You’re going to be okay.” He reassured her even as part of his mind
rebelled, going into a crazed state. He saw himself in the seat as if from a
distance, watching both of them sit next to each other. Watching Clare die.
Would he die too? He looked down. His shirt had been torn by a tree limb, his
skin opened up across his chest. His stomach turned at the sight of so much
carnage.


A roar of
noise from engines made his gaze turn from her to the half-opened window, still
intact. In the rearview mirror he saw a half-dozen silhouettes of men on
motorbikes. The rest of the photographers. He cleared his throat and cried out.


“Help!” he
shouted weakly. “My wife needs help!”


A man came to
the side door, his helmet still on, and took a step back when he saw Clare.
Another man joined him, then another.


“Jesus,” the
first man swore.


“Please,”
Eliot said. “Please help.” His hand shook as he caressed Clare’s face. Her eyes
stayed fastened onto his.


Then the
cameras began to flash.


Clare closed
her eyes, and Eliot tried to shield her face from the cameras. His hands
dripped with blood.


“Stop!” he
cried. “Help! We need help!”


Clare moaned,
her eyes still closed. Her hand relaxed its grip on Eliot’s hand.


“Clare?”


She coughed
weakly, and a spray of blood misted the deflated airbag in front of her. One
hand at her chest, she drew a shallow, ragged breath. The harsh glare of the
camera flashes, one after another, illuminated her face, and Eliot saw in
bursts of light her head lolling back on the headrest.


“Clare?
Clare, look at me. Clare!” Eliot squeezed her hand, but there was no response.
He panicked, his voice rising to a scream. “Clare!”


A drop of
blood slowly trickled over her lower lip and dripped down onto her chest, which
had ceased to rise and fall.


The cameras
kept flashing.


 








Dizzy with champagne, I was completely unprepared for
Eliot’s breakdown, for his attack on the photographer.


My head had
been swimming nicely in bubbles as Eliot danced with me, and then he kissed me,
or I kissed him, I couldn’t tell. All I knew was that it felt right to be held
by him, to press my lips to his, and I could feel the need inside of him as he
pulled me tightly into his arms. Everything was perfect and right and good, and
then he exploded and security guards swarmed around us and Eliot turned and
left me alone. I remember the photographer coughing as he helped the man out of
the river, his teeth chattering with cold.


I held out my
hand to stop Eliot, but he was already gone. Tipsy though I was, I remembered
to get my purse and coat before following him out the door. People around me
stared and talked in Hungarian, and I had no idea what was going on.


I stumbled
down the street, my heels slipping on the icy sidewalk, and almost passed by
the bridge where Eliot sat crouched fifty feet away, huddled against the cold
granite. Shaking his head, he clutched his arms around his knees.


“Eliot?” I
called out to him from across the street, but he did not hear me. I waited
until the cars had gone, then made my way across to him.


“Eliot?”


Eyes tightly
closed, he muttered something under his breath, his head still shaking from
side to side. I leaned down, but the words were Hungarian, and I could not
understand. I touched him on the shoulder and he started backwards, hitting his
head against the side of the bridge.


“Nem!”


I knew enough
Hungarian to know what that meant—no.


“Eliot, it’s
me.” Eliot’s eyes were wild, terror still written on his face.


“Clare.”


“It’s me.
It’s Brynn.”


The light in
his eyes dimmed to a frown. He refocused his gaze on me.


“Brynn.” He
rubbed the back of his head. “Brynn, I—” He went to stand up and tottered, his
arm shaking under my grasp.


“Easy,
there.” I helped him stand up and looked around. A crowd had gathered at the
end of the bridge, waiting. Watching us. I saw a cab turn onto the street and
darted to the curb to hold my hand out. The cab pulled over.


“Come on,” I
said.


Eliot looked
back over the side of the bridge, to the icy river below. I came over and took
his hand, and he swallowed hard. When he turned back to me, his face was glassy
with sorrow, his jaw set in a hard line.


“Yes,” he
said. “Let’s go.”


The cab
driver was silent the entire way back, although when he drove up to the estate
entrance he let out a low whistle between his teeth. I gave him a big tip and
thanked him as best as I could in Hungarian. Eliot didn’t say a word as we
entered the house, but when we reached the top of the stairs where we were to
part ways, he paused.


“Brynn,” he
said. “I’m sorry.”


“It’s okay,”
I said, not knowing what he was apologizing for. Running away? Freaking out
over the photographers?


“I don’t—I
can’t explain…”


“It’s okay,”
I repeated. “Really. You don’t have to.”


“This is my
fault,” Eliot said. He shifted his weight uncomfortably.  “All my fault. To
bring you here, to take you out to this party.  Brynn, it was a mistake.”


No. I didn’t know if I whispered the word, or if it was
just my mind that was screaming it. This wasn’t a mistake. My first kiss, that
I had thought so perfect, broken to pieces. I wanted to cry.


“Please,
Brynn, I’m sorry.” He looked so forlorn, so unhappy. I wanted to take him in my
arms and kiss him and hold him and tell him that everything would be alright. I
wanted to caress his dark hair and smell his cologne. Instead I wrapped my arms
around myself and tried to keep from shattering.


Eliot reached
out and pressed his hand on my shoulder. It was not unkind, but now I wanted so
much more from him.


“Forget this,
please,” he said. “All of this.” His face was dark with sorrow, and I nodded.
With those words he turned and left me in the dim corridor at the top of the
stairs. I saw him turn into his study and look back, and my body ached to
scream, to run forward to him, to do anything. Calmly I walked the few steps to
the guest room and closed the door behind me. I sat on the edge of the huge
canopied bed and watched the bedroom door, as though if I willed it hard enough
the door would open and Eliot would be there, arms wide and ready for me.


Soon I
undressed and got into bed. I clutched my pillow hard to my chest and tried not
to let my sobs escape. Stupid, so stupid. I was a poor girl, and he was a
prince. I scolded myself for all of my desires, telling myself not to think
about him. For hours I lay there and listened for his step outside the door and
cried, so many tears that I thought there would be no more for the morning, and
I could escape back to the apartments, and perhaps leave altogether, leave
Hungary, once I had visited my mother.


Forget this.


I might never
be able to have Eliot take me in his arms again, but there was no way that I
would ever forget that kiss.








The kiss, that’s what changes
everything. In fairytales, that is. The prince kisses the princess, and
suddenly she is awake after all these years, or brought back to life, or gets
her voice back. Or the princess kisses the prince, and he is transformed from a
hideous creature into a handsome man, waiting to dash her into his arms.


I had never been kissed before Eliot. In kindergarten a boy
pressed his lips on my ear and nearly deafened me, and it was all downhill from
there. I grew up in the most awkward way—sometimes pudgy, sometimes geeky,
never popular. In high school, the most guys would do was gawk at my cleavage.
One time in college—well, it was the last time I let myself be dragged to a
party. I’d say my resume was lackluster in the romantic department, and that
was being generous.


And then Eliot kissed me.


While it changed me in some ways, it wasn’t as dramatic as being
woken up from a coma or transmogrified from a frog, and when he told me it was
a mistake, I cursed myself for thinking that it could be anything more. In some
ways, his kissing me made me even more withdrawn, self-conscious. I didn’t get
my voice or life back; what I got was a crippling sense of unease whenever he
walked by, knowing that we couldn’t be together. The kiss didn’t help with our
secret. It just made it worse. Here, Brynn: here’s something you can’t have,
something wonderful and beautiful and perfect that you can’t keep.


But it did something else, and maybe that’s the part that they
talk about in fairy tales. It woke up a feeling inside of me, an emotion that I
didn’t think I had. An emotion I didn’t know I was capable of having.


Desire. Fiery, erotic desire.








 


 


 


 


 


 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


 


The next day
Eliot made me breakfast and told me that the landlady had arranged the
apartments to be ready. He looked away when he told me, as though he was
ashamed of sending me away. I called a cab and left, feeling like I was losing
everything wonderful that I had ever known. Well, everything but one.


I hugged
Lucky inside the cab. He sat peacefully, purring on my lap, as I rode away into
the heart of Budapest dry-eyed. After last night, I knew that Eliot didn’t want
me, and it tore me apart inside. The first man that I had ever truly desired,
and the wall between us cemented shut. I shook the thoughts out of my head and
tried to focus on the beautiful, snow-capped city that I would now be living
in. I thought about the cemetery that my mother was buried in. I would have to
make plans to visit there. Perhaps this afternoon, once I had settled into the
apartments and had some time to breathe. I cursed Eliot for not having taken me
there during my stay, then forgave him—he didn’t know, and he didn’t know how
important it was to me. It was up to me to make that clear.


The
apartments had been cleaned, and heated, and there were already two students
there by the time I arrived. The landlady had moved out half of the bunkbeds—to
another set of apartments? I didn’t know—and the rooms looked larger, more
inviting. I slung my suitcase, heavier now from my trip with Marta, over onto
the bunk next to the window.


“Brynn!” A
familiar voice at my back caused me to spin around.


“Mark!”


I ran toward
him and barreled into a hug. It had been only a couple of weeks since we had
last seen each other, but in my mind it felt like forever had passed. He smiled
at me, awkwardly, and I thought that he seemed younger than I remembered.
Probably, though, it was just the contrast of spending time with Eliot and
Marta.


“How have you
been?” he asked. “This place looks cool!”


“Yeah, it’s
nice,” I said. “I haven’t seen that much of the city.” Just
the castle that Eliot lives in.


Mark left to
unpack in the guys’ room, and we spent the rest of the evening with the other
students who trickled in from the airport. Some carried huge suitcases full of
clothes, pictures, and reminders of home. One guy arrived with just a backpack
over his shoulder and immediately went to sleep in one of the kitchen chairs.
All of the girls in my room seemed nice enough, although one shy brunette shook
my hand, said “Hello” in Hungarian, and immersed herself in a book in the
corner of the bedroom.


Chatting with
Karen, another California girl, I finally was beginning to find myself somewhat
at ease. She reminded me of my roommate, Shannon—artsy as hell, and passionate
about her photography. She was in the middle of telling me a story about her
freshman linear algebra professor when another girl stepped into the middle of
the doorway of the bedroom. Her heels clicked loudly on the floor, and she
dropped her suitcase with a loud thwack, tossing her
perfectly slicked hair behind her. One hand on her hip, a scowl on her face,
she reminded me of nothing else so much as a pissed off supermodel.


“Whose cat is
that in the kitchen?”


“He was here
when I got here!” I said brightly, turning to her with a smile of good
intentions. “His name is Lucky. I’m Brynn.”


“I don’t give
a shit what his name is,” she said, pressing her lips together and letting me
finish her sentence for her in my mind: and I don’t give a
shit what your name is either.


“The landlady
said it was okay as long as we keep the rooms clean—”


“No.” The
girl shook her head from side to side so definitively that my hands began to
clench in my lap.


“What do you
mean, no?” Karen spoke up.


“Are you
allergic?” I asked.


“I’m not
living with a goddamn cat,” the girl spat out.


“Seriously?”
Karen said. I could have hugged her right then and there for sticking up for
Lucky.


“Okay,” I
said. I hated confrontation. “Okay. We’ll find him a new place to stay
tomorrow.”


“Not
tomorrow,” the girl said. She picked up her bag and swung it onto the empty bed
beside her, turning again to leave the room. “Now. I’m putting him out back in
the alley.”


“What the
hell?” Karen said, the other girl’s footsteps echoing through the hallway as
she went. “That’s so not cool.”


“I have to
make sure he’s okay,” I said, standing up to follow the new girl to the
kitchen.


I passed her
in the hallway as she was coming back from the alley exit. She didn’t even look
at me as she brushed past, the scowl still plastered on her dark, beautiful
face.


“Lucky?” The
night air outside felt brisk, and I hadn’t put a coat on. A few snowflakes
drifted down under the alley streetlights. “Lucky?”


A plaintive
meow came from the other side of the alley, and a small blur of gray and white
came dashing over to my feet. I picked up the kitten.


“You poor
thing,” I said, holding him close and feeling him shiver through his thin coat.
What could I do? Maybe I could leave a blanket outside for him, make him a bed.
I didn’t know if that would be enough. I couldn’t leave him to freeze to death
outside. He might get run over by a car, or attacked by a stray dog. All of the
terrible possibilities ran through my mind, and I stood there, motionless, not
knowing what I could possibly do to save him.


“Brynn?”


I turned to
see Mark in the doorway, his dark hair haloed by yellow light.


“Brynn,
you’re nuts! Where’s your coat?”


“I—I—” My
voice caught on the first syllable, and then I was sobbing, letting all of my
frustration and anger and pity boil up and out of me. Mark stepped down and put
his arms around me in an uncertain embrace, with Lucky caught between us. He
meowed, butting his head against Mark’s chest and expecting a pet.


“It’s okay,”
he said, obliging the kitten by scratching his head. “It’s going to be okay.”


“God, who the
hell does she think she is?” I said. Tears streamed
down my cheeks.


“Brynn, it’s
okay.”


“It’s not okay!” I nearly yelled the last word, and Mark glanced
back at the open apartment door. “Lucky could die, and she wouldn’t care!”


“Brynn, shhhh,” Mark said. “She’s the director’s daughter. The
director of the Academy.”


“His daughter? So what!”


My eyes must
have blazed with anger, because Mark immediately held up one hand to quiet me.


“I know, I
know,” he said. “But the guy’s important. I just thought you should know. And
hey, Brynn?”


“What?” I
wiped at my eyes with my free hand. My nose ran, and Mark dug in his pockets,
holding out a crumpled paper napkin. I took it gratefully and held it up to my
face. A tissue to stop a leaking dam, it was entirely ineffectual.


“I can take
the cat,” Mark said.


I looked at
him, uncomprehending.


“We can sneak
him into the boys’ room. At least for tonight. And we can take him to a humane
shelter tomorrow. ”


“I’m not
taking him to a pound,” I said, hugging Lucky to my chest protectively. “That’s
almost worse.”


“Okay, we’ll
figure something else out,” Mark said. “Alright?”


I nodded, my
face now flushing at how much I had cried in front of Mark. He had only ever
seen me break down once before, and I had promised myself never to do it again.
I don’t know if it was the cold or the strangeness of the country, or perhaps
simply Eliot, but I had felt more emotional here than I ever had in California.


“Put him in
my pocket,” Mark said. He turned sideways, holding his front coat pocket open.
I tucked Lucky into the coat and he immediately tried to claw his way out. Mark
held him down in the pocket by the scruff of his neck.


“He doesn’t
like it,” I said. Lucky meowed.


“It’s just
for a little bit,” Mark said. “Just until I get down the hallway and into the
room. Can you go and be a look out?”


I stepped up
into the apartment corridor and peeked into the kitchen, where three of the
boys had started up a card game. Inching my way down the hall, I spotted the
director’s daughter sitting on her bed. She flipped through a fashion magazine,
looking the other way. I waved Mark in and blocked the view from the doorway
with my body until he had gotten past me and into the boys’ room. Lucky let out
a small meow that I was sure the girl would have heard, but she kept on reading.
I turned and mouthed to Mark Thank you! He grinned
and closed the boys’ door.


Whew. Lucky
was safe, at least until tomorrow morning.








The next day, I snuck out of the apartments early and sat
outside on the icy stairs. As much as I didn’t want to call Eliot, I had no
other option.


He picked up
on the first ring.


“Hello?”


“Eliot?” My
voice turned small, shy. I did not want to ask for anything from him.


“Brynn.” A
short pause filled the line between us with awkward silence, and I smacked
myself in the head mentally for having used his first name. “Why are you
calling?”


“I know, I
know, I shouldn’t,” I said. “But I need your help. I need you to come take
Lucky.”


“I’ve already
told the landlady—”


“It’s not
that. It’s another girl that has a problem with him. The…the director’s
daughter. She hates cats. Can you come take him? Please?” My words sounded
strained, desperate. I didn’t know what I could possibly do if Eliot couldn’t
take the kitten. Another period of silence passed.


“I’ll be
there soon.”


Elated, I snuck
inside and to the boys’ room. Before I could knock on the door, however, it
opened and Mark peeked out with eyes still crusted with sleep. Lucky sat behind
him on the floor, his ears perked up.


“I heard
footsteps,” he said. “What’s up?”


“I found
someone to take Lucky,” I said. “He’ll be here soon.”


“Good. The
little guy needs to go out, I think. He’s been pacing by the door. Is it safe?”


I looked
back, but the girls’ room door was shut.


“I think so,”
I said. Mark opened the door and Lucky darted out into the hallway, circling
around my legs in a figure eight and purring. I picked him up and he licked my
nose.


I took Lucky
out to the front and he darted behind the granite steps. I sat down and waited
for him to finish his business. Soon he jumped back up to my lap for petting.
Mark came outside into the street, having put on some warmer clothes, and sat
beside me.


“My butt is
going to freeze to these steps,” he said. He rubbed his hands together, his
breath white and warm in the chilly morning air.


“Amen. I
thought winter in California was cold.”


“So who’s
coming to take Lucky?” He reached over and scratched Lucky’s chin. Lucky rolled
onto his back on my lap and pawed at Mark’s hand, his tiny claws splayed
fiercely in the air.


“Um, Dr.
Herceg.” As I said the name, my heart cramped with emotion.


“Wait, the Dr. Herceg?”


I nodded.


“How the hell
do you have his phone number?”


“I—um—” I
really didn’t know how to explain it without giving away everything. Mark
cocked his head and looked at me curiously. “He met me when I arrived here
early.”


“So you can
just call him up to say hello?”


“I guess,” I
said, my eyes shifting away uncomfortably. “He said Lucky would be okay here,
so I think he feels bad about it.”


“Wow.”


“Yeah,” I
said. “He gave me a textbook to study, too.”


“Oh? What’s
it about?”


We talked for
only a few minutes about the kinds of math we thought we were going to have to
work on, and I told Mark all that Eliot had taught me about the basis of his
work, without  mentioning that he had personally taught me, of course. So
engrossed in our discussion, I didn’t notice the car pull up until the engine’s
sound registered in my brain. I turned to see Eliot getting out of the car.


Mark jumped
up and almost ran down the steps to greet him.


“It’s so good
to see you again, Dr. Herceg. Thank you so much for this opportunity.” He shook
Eliot’s hand firmly. I held Lucky with both arms, trying not to seem awkward.


“Mark, Brynn.
It’s good to see both of you again.” He looked tired, dark circles under his
eyes.


“Thanks for
taking Lucky,” I said. I held him out to Eliot, who took him gently. The kitten
looked so small in his large hands. His gaze turned from Mark to me, as though
trying to figure out the answer to a logic puzzle.


“He’s a good
cat,” Mark said.


“I’ll see
that he’s taken care of.” Eliot looked once more at the both of us, then
pressed his lips together. “I’ll see you both later, I’m sure.”


“Looking
forward to it!” Mark said. I just nodded, and Eliot climbed back into his car,
Lucky sitting on his haunches in the passenger seat. Whiskers twitching, he
looked back at me through the window and I waved goodbye. Eliot held up a hand,
and then the engine rumbled to life and the car rolled away down the street.


“I miss him
already,” I said, not sure who I meant. I walked up the steps slowly and
watched as the car turned at the corner and disappeared.


“You’ll see
him again,” Mark said. “Don’t worry.”


 


 


 








 


 


 


 


 


 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


 


“Mathematics is the queen of the sciences, and number theory is
the queen of mathematics”. - Gauss


 


We began our
work in earnest at the Hungarian Academy of Sciences, and Mark and I spent most
of our time in the libraries studying. Despite our intense efforts on the
problems we worked on, Mark and I goofed off together just like we always had,
and the other students all broke off into their own cliques to study.
Everything was the same, but something inside me had changed. In less than a
week, I had become someone different.


The academy
stood only a few blocks away from the apartments, and so we walked to our study
sessions every morning and back every night. After so much time and effort
spent studying, I never wanted to do anything but collapse in my bunk at the
end of the day. I promised myself that I would go to see my mother’s grave that
weekend when I had the time to spare.


Meanwhile,
Eliot stayed away from the academy. At first I had hoped to see him during the
day when we studied, but always it was the assistants who taught the lectures
and worked with us on the math problems. After we learned the fundamentals of
the work, the assistants had no further insights to give us, and on the last
day of the week Mark and I slipped away to the library to work on our own.


“Could you
call him?” Mark said, after we had been stuck for hours working on a single
line of the proof.


“Call who?”


“Dr. Herceg.
Just to see if we’re right about this part. It seems impossible.”


“I can’t,” I
said.


“Why not?”


“If he wanted
to work with us, he would work with us,” I said. “There must be a reason he’s
staying away.” I didn’t bother to mention that the reason might be me.


“Just give
him a call then. If he doesn’t want to answer, he doesn’t have to.”


“Mark…”


“What? Come
on, what’s the worst that could happen?” He looked at me with pleading eyes,
and I breathed a sigh of frustration. If there was one thing I didn’t want to
do, it was to be dependent on Eliot’s help. Really, after everything that had
happened between us, I thought it would be best if I never spoke to him again.
After all, I had reached out to him, and he had pushed me away completely.


“Come on,”
Mark said. “Please?”


“Fine,” I
said. The problem in front of us did seem intractable.


The phone
rang four times, and I was beginning to think that Eliot wouldn’t pick up. Even
though I was nervous to talk with him, I admit that I was disappointed. I
wanted so much to hear his voice again. Then, just before the call would have
gone to voicemail, Eliot picked up.


“Hello,
Brynn.”


“Dr. Herceg?”
I said quickly. “Hi! I have you on speakerphone. Mark’s here.”


“Oh,” he
said, and coughed. “Oh, hello.”


“Hi, Dr.
Herceg,” Mark said. “We just had a question for you.”


“Yes?”


“It’s about
the projective algorithm. We’re stuck on one spot.” Mark explained what we had
done and where we had gotten stuck. Eliot listened to half of the explanation
before interrupting.


“Wait one
moment,” he said. “The general case for the second equation you mentioned. It
isn’t solved yet.”


“We’re just
looking at one specific instance,” I said. “Letting the permutative variable
equal one, just for this part.”


The phone was
silent.


“And we’ve
made some headway on that instance,” Mark said. “But we’re getting stuck when
we try to put it back into the original algorithm.”


Still nothing
but silence.


“Dr. Herceg?”
I ventured.


“No! I mean,
yes, interesting. Very interesting, to look at that particular case. I’m going
to have to take a peek at that tomorrow.”


“Tomorrow’s
Saturday,” Mark said.


“Oh, yes,
yes, of course.” Eliot sounded distracted, and I thought I could hear the
sounds of a pencil scratching on paper.


“Did you want
us to come in anyway?” Mark asked.


No, I thought. I couldn’t. Tomorrow was the day I had
planned to go visit the graveyard where my mother was buried.


“Hm, yes,
you’re working now?”


“We’re just
finishing up in the library now,” Mark said.


“Would you mind
just leaving your work for me to look at tomorrow?” Eliot said. “Just leave it
at the main desk. I’ll be there tomorrow morning.”


“Okay,” Mark
said, a bit deflated.


“Excellent
work, you two,” Eliot said. “Brynn?”


“Yes?”


“Excellent
work.”


“Thanks,”  I said.


“I’ll see you
both later.”


“Goodbye, Dr.
Herceg,” Mark said, but the line had already gone dead.


“Well,” I
said. “That didn’t help us solve our problem.”


“I’m going to
come in anyway tomorrow,” Mark said. “You in?”


“I… I can’t.”


“Come on,
Brynn!” Mark was getting pumped up just thinking about it, I could tell. “He
said our work was interesting.”


“I know,” I
said. “It’s just tomorrow I had plans to go see my mom.” I began to tear up
just thinking about it. For the last week and a half, I had let everything else
get in the way of the real reason I was in Hungary. Guilt washed over me as I
thought about all of the lame excuses I had leaned on to prevent my going.


“Oh,” Mark
said. His face drew down into a serious expression. “Of course. I’m sorry,
Brynn.” Mark put his arm around me and hugged me sideways.


“Hey,
whatever,” I said, leaning into him. “No big deal.”


“I’ll take
copious notes,” Mark said. “Whatever he says, I’ll write down, and I promise I
won’t do any more work until you’re there.”


“Thanks,” I said.
“I owe you.”


I always
seemed to owe Mark. Especially once in college, especially
after what happened at that party, I already owed Mark big time.


Last year I
had dared to venture out to a party at one of the dorms on campus. I danced and
drank with Shannon and had fun, really I did. But then Shannon left and I had
to go to the bathroom. Somehow I ended up in the back courtyard of the dorm,
where off in the bushes a group of stoners passed around a pipe. I turned to
leave them alone, but as I went back through the doorway some frat guy caught
me by the arm and pulled me through the open door of a dorm room.


“Hey!” I
said.


“Hey, you,”
the guy said. “You look like you might want to have some fun.”


“Sorry, I’m
just lost,” I said, and tried to push my way out. He blocked my way with his
arm and grabbed my ass with his hand. I tried to slap him off of me, but he was
too strong, and as I looked up into his eyes I realized what he wanted. Opening
my mouth to scream, I kicked out but he pressed his mouth down on mine,
stifling the noise. His mouth tasted like beer and cigarettes, and I kicked out
with my legs, unable to get out of his grip.


“Brynn?” Mark
was in the doorway, his eyes wide. The frat guy loosened his grip except for
one hand that still held me tight around the wrist. I tried to speak, but my
mouth was so dry that all I could do was cough. Apart from a couple of classes,
I didn’t really know Mark back then. We had worked together on one project for
linear algebra, that was it.


Mark took in
the scene quickly and must have realized what was going on. “Everybody’s
waiting for you to go out.” He turned to the frat guy, whose eyes were glazed
with alcohol and hate. “Come on.”


“Okay, yeah,
let’s go,” I said, but the guy didn’t let me go.


“We were just
having some fun,” the guy said. He started to close the door, but Mark stepped
forward and blocked the door with his foot.


“Her friends
are waiting,” he said firmly. The guy looked at him like he wanted to kill him,
and he probably could have. He stood at least a foot taller than Mark, and his
arms felt like pure muscle, the way his hand circled my wrist like iron
shackles. I could tell Mark was scared, but he stood fast.


“Let me go!”
I cried out finally, and the guy shoved me out the door and into Mark.


“Fatass bitch,”
he mumbled.


“What did you
say?” Mark stepped between me and the guy.


“It’s okay,
Mark, let’s go.” I pulled frantically on his arm. The party—and safety—beckoned
just down the hallway. “Please, let’s just get out of here.”


“You heard
the cunt,” the guy said. “Fuck off.”


If I hadn’t
pulled Mark two steps away, he would have swung at the guy, I’m certain. But I
didn’t want anyone to get hurt because of me. The door slammed and we walked
down the hallway.


“You okay?”
Mark said. His voice trembled.


“Yeah, I’m
fine. Thanks,” I said.


He had tried
to convince me to report the guy, and eventually I had gone to one of the deans
and filled out a form. I didn’t hear what happened with the guy, and I never
saw him again. But the fact that Mark had stepped forward and stood up to a guy
almost twice his size—that was something. Not a lot of people would do that,
especially for a girl they barely knew.


I snapped out
of my thoughts as Mark was finishing a sentence. “…see what happens?” He was
looking up at me eagerly, his dark eyes sparkling.


“Sorry,” I
said. “What was that?”


“Do you want
to try it as an inverse function, the way the assistant was showing us? We
could see what happens when we try it backwards.”


“Huh,” I
said. “Yeah, that sounds good. Maybe just a couple more minutes. I’m pretty
tired.”


“Me, too,”
Mark said, although he seemed buoyed up with enthusiasm now that Eliot had
talked with us about the problem.


I bent over
to the page and got through the first part of the proof without any trouble,
then got to the hard section. It took some manipulation, but eventually I got
everything reduced to a simple two-part solution. No way,
I thought. Hope rose up in me as I double checked all my work to make sure it
was right. I couldn’t get excited about this. Not yet, not until Mark had seen
it.


“Hey, Mark,”
I said. “Check this out.”


He leaned
over to see my page.


“How did you
get—wait, what? Holy shit, Brynn!” He pushed back his chair and stood up, the
paper held inches away from his nose. “No way!”


“Check to
make sure it’s right, first,” I said, but he was already pulling me up into a
bear hug, a huge grin on his face. I couldn’t help but laugh, he was so
excited.


“Of course
it’s right,” he said. “Wow!”


“It’s just
the first part,” I said, pulling back slightly.


“The part we
were stuck on! You’re amazing!” He looked at the paper again, his eyes tracking
each line. I saw him pause on the step where I had manipulated the equation
into a solution. Tossing the page down on the table, he shook his head in
wonder. He turned to me and placed his hands on my cheeks. His fingers felt
warm against my skin.


“You. Are.
Amazing,” he said, and kissed me.


At first I
was too startled to say a word, and I froze under his embrace. His lips pressed
against mine, insistent, and I was shocked to find myself responding to his
kiss. My body began to lean forward just as Mark pulled back. His face was
filled with joy.


“Amazing,” he
repeated, but now his eyes darted back and forth to mine, searching me for an
answer to the question he had just posed. We had been friends for so long, and
I never realized that he might want anything more. Now I felt utterly confused,
and my mouth dropped open, searching for the right words.


“Mark…” My
words ran away from me. They always had.


A slight
noise from the front of the library made me look up over Mark’s shoulder.


Eliot was
standing not thirty feet away, and from the looks of it, he had seen
everything.








 


 


 


 


 


 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


 


After hanging
up the phone, Eliot became possessed with curiosity. They were only students,
to be sure, but he knew what Brynn was capable of, and he was intrigued by the
partial solution. He wanted to see more, and after some tossing in bed he
realized that his brain would not let him sleep until he had satisfied his
curiosity. He hopped into his car quickly and drove to the library, eager to
examine their work. He hadn’t expected to find them still there, and he
certainly hadn’t expected to find Brynn in the arms of that boy, Mark.


What’s more,
he hadn’t expected the surge of jealousy that turned over in his stomach as he
saw Brynn kiss Mark back.


Poisonous
thoughts flooded his mind as he stood there, watching his hopes unravel in
another man’s arms. He had not known how much he cared for Brynn, or maybe he
had pushed the thoughts down again, suppressing his heart with his intellect so
as to protect himself from hurt. As much as he rebelled against the feelings of
hurt and rage that washed over him, he found his normally impenetrable inner
defenses worn to a thin shield that buckled and broke even as he stood, eyes
fixed on the scene before him.


Eliot could
not bring himself to step out of sight until it was too late. Unable to think
of anything to say or do, he simply turned and walked back down the stairs he
came from. Initially he thought she might run after him, catch him, but he was
at the bottom of the stairs and nothing had happened. Still in shock, he walked
out to his car and drove away, and kept driving.


He didn’t
know where he was going, and didn’t care. The city of Budapest loomed overhead,
oppressively tall. People downtown swarmed the sidewalks, so he drove away,
finding the less inhabited neighborhoods that stayed empty at night. Here the
snow fell quietly under the street lamps, and only a few pedestrians bothered
to wander the streets.


Spired
churches and decaying walls loomed over him at every corner, and he soon came
to the Danube, the dividing line between the two parts of the city. He parked
at the side of a bridge and got out of his car. The cold of the night could not
numb the hot rage he felt boiling inside of him. He walked to the middle of the
bridge and stood there, looking out onto the river below him.


He remembered
the last time he had been in Hungary. Over a decade ago, and every moment of
that day stood out as clear in his memory as a picture in a frame. They lowered
her into the ground, the coffin made out of fine polished oak. To last for
years, the undertaker had said, and Eliot wanted to shake him by the shoulders
and scream at him for the careless words. Years? What did that matter? The body
inside of the casket would stay lifeless, forever, no matter how expensive the
wood crate around it.


White rose
petals covered the top of the coffin, and as the military men lowered it into
the earth—Otto had insisted on a military guard—one corner had dipped down
briefly a few inches lower than the others, sending a cascade of white petals
over the dark glossy side of the coffin. The men quickly corrected the error,
but Eliot could not erase the image from his mind. The petals like snow coming
down like an avalanche over the coffin’s edge. The smell of the roses and the
wet cold earth. The people around him crying, and his cheeks dry through it
all.


When he
returned home, sitting on the mantle inside of the house was another bouquet of
white roses, sent from his brother; nobody else knew his address. A card of
condolences tucked into the top, unsigned. Eliot had hurled the vase of roses
against the wall and still felt nothing inside of him as he watched the glass
shatter, the petals fall to the floor. There the shattered bouquet stayed for
three days, the flowers wilting and turning brown on top of the burnished
hardwood floor, until it as just another sweet dead thing. The housekeeper
would sweep up the glass and the petals carefully when she came the next week,
and then they would be gone too.


The day after
the ceremony he stood on another bridge overlooking the Danube. Perhaps it was
the same as the one he stood on now, but he could not remember. The winter had
come on full force and the ice floes crackled, breaking and refreezing under
the surface frosted in snow. An hour he stood there, looking down and wondering
if the fall would be enough.


Sometimes all
there was to live for—all he held onto—wasn’t enough. Numbness only masked the
guilt that threatened to break through at any moment and send him over the
edge, but still he stood, and stood, until someone called the police and an
officer came to the bridge to see what the trouble was.


“Just
sightseeing,” he said, when asked what he was doing.


“You don’t
live here?” the officer asked. Eliot couldn’t tell if the man recognized his
face.


“No,” Eliot
said. “I don’t live here.”


As he said
the words, he knew they were true. He couldn’t continue living in a place where
the same ghost occupied every street corner, every sidewalk. He went to the
airport and asked to buy a plane ticket to America. He wanted to leave the
continent behind him, to start anew, and he knew that America would help him.
In America, nobody knows or cares about ancestors. In America he would be able
to look to the future, and let his past stay where it was, frozen under a layer
of ice.


Now he stood
again, looking at the Danube. The same, yet different—the water, all of it,
different. How can we give rivers names when they change from right underneath
us? The name points to the idea of the river, not the water. Not the river
itself.


He had fled
to America to escape the grief that he knew would haunt him here. He returned
to Hungary buoyed by hopes and faint memories of wonderful things, icicles like
lace on the rooftops and roses in the garden. But the roses had died back in
the late chill of fall and would not bloom again this year; the icicles hung
sharp from the entryways, pointed and dangerous. Dead and deadly things.


Brynn lured
him with her beauty and snared him with her mind, and he had dutifully avoided
temptation. He’d thought selfishly that she would wait for him until the time
was right, but he could not blame her for her impatience. Beautiful as she was,
she deserved a young man whose heart was not stitched up halfheartedly with
still-festering wounds. His was a burden to carry alone, and he had no right to
hope that she would love him, much as he desired it.


Eliot leaned
out, hypnotized by the darkness of the frozen river below. The only way to stop
a river from running was to freeze the water in it. But under the ice he could
still see the dark water roiling, turbulent. He felt lost, an outsider here as
he was in America, an expatriate returning to a country that had long forgotten
his place. How could he run away from the trouble that Brynn had brought about
in his heart?


He had
already run away from his homeland once. He did not know if he could escape the
pain again.








I woke early in my room, guilt churning my stomach. The
thin sun coming in through the windowpane reflected off of the motes of dust
hanging in the air. They twinkled like snowflakes as soft invisible currents of
air tumbled them. They turned randomly in my vision, but I was filled with a sense
of purpose even as guilty thoughts invaded my mind. Today was special, not just
another day.


Today was the
day I would go to visit my mother’s grave.


Watching the
sunlight twirl circles in the room, I felt detached from yesterday and all that
had happened. I hadn’t meant to do whatever I had done that led to Mark’s kiss.
Every step taken up until that point had been so normal that when he kissed me
I did not know what I could have done to take it back, were I to do it over
again. It had felt strange—his lips pressed against mine in the joy of
discovery, nervous and desiring. Not anything like Eliot’s possessive and
confident embraces And then he had looked at me expectantly.


I recoiled at
the memory. Pleading sleepiness, I’d escaped from Mark’s company at last, but
not before he had tried to get me to talk about it. I didn’t want to talk about
anything just then—I had seen the look on Eliot’s face, and it had hit me like
a punch to the stomach. That I could wound someone in that way was unthinkable,
but his expression made it clear that my ill-timed embrace with Mark had not
gone unnoticed. And Mark’s insistent glances only made me sicker to my stomach
that I would have to hurt him too. I loved Mark as an intellectual equal and a
friend, but no romantic feelings had ever turned my heart toward him, not even
now after we had shared a kiss. Indeed, even remembering it made me feel
uncomfortable and itchy under my skin.


How could I
explain to Mark that I didn’t share his feelings? I had known unrequited love,
but it had always been from the other side. Cute boys I crushed on would
dismiss me without a second thought, or worse, insult me with pity. Knowing how
terrible rejection felt, I didn’t want to hurt Mark, but I most definitely
didn’t want to lead him on either.


All of that
would have to wait, though, because I was not about to let some romantic
attachments get in the way of the main reason I had wanted to come to Hungary
in the first place. I pushed back the covers and slid out of bed quickly,
pulling on my clothes in the quiet dim room. The other girls slept on. The
first day of sleeping in came at the end of a long week, and everyone except
for me was taking advantage of it. Some beds emitted the faint sounds of snores
and sleepy murmurs, and others were silent as tombs.


An emotional
pang shot through me as I walked out to the stairway where I had first found
Lucky. I hoped that Eliot would be taking good care of him. Of course he would.
Still, I missed the small, boisterous kitten.


Not wanting
to be caught by Mark, I eased the doors open and then closed them behind me,
tiptoeing down the steps and then walking briskly down the sidewalk. By the
time I turned the corner, my thoughts had already turned away from Eliot and
Mark and towards my family. My mother. In my pocket my fingers slipped over the
scrap of paper where I had written directions to the cemetery where she was
buried. I only hoped that I could find her when I got there.


The sky
seemed bright as I walked quickly on, and I whistled the notes of the Satie
that had been playing in my head all morning.


I’m on my way, mom, I thought, and smiled.








 


 


 


 


 


 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


 


As I walked
to the cemetery snow began to fall softly around me. Arriving, I couldn’t
believe my eyes—the place was huge, three long city blocks at least at the
front of it, surrounded by iron fences taller than me. My Nagy had told me that
my mom was buried in the back of the cemetery, to the right. I had imagined a
small plot of graves, but now that I looked across the street at the cemetery,
I thought I might be there for hours searching for the right grave. Maybe there
would be a caretaker I could ask.


A street
vendor outside of the cemetery waved me over, and I stopped to look at her
flowers. Not a single other person was on the sidewalk, and the old woman was
eager to see me. She spoke in Hungarian first before realizing that I was
American.


“For the one
you visit,” she said. “The one you love.” She held out bouquets for me to
choose from.


The flowers
had been wrapped in brown paper to shield them from the cold, and I picked out
a small bunch of white roses. The woman accepted my money gratefully and
smiled, showing a crooked grin.


“Bless you,
child,” she said, and turned away, humming. I inhaled the delicate scent of the
roses and walked on toward the entrance to the cemetery. Cypress trees lined
the edges of the graveyard behind wrought iron fence that kept souls inside and
vandals out. The metal bracing of the entryway arched over my head as I
entered.


Passing
through the gates, I heard nothing but the soft whistling of the wind through
the cypress trees. I walked forward quietly, and snowflakes fell all around but
never seemed to land on me. Rows of stone slabs marked the buried. Carved
angels and wreaths stood eroded at their edges, proving true the saying that
nothing lives forever, despite the hopes of those who commissioned the
monuments that stood above their tombs. Many of the gravestones had lost their
lettering already to time and weather, some slabs cracked from being frozen and
thawed over however many number of years they had been there.


Ahead of the
entrance, a number of private family plots clustered together, the tombs topped
with huge statues. Famous people, I thought, or rich. I skirted the edge of the
plots but as I walked by, my coat snagged on a low iron gate into one of the
plots. I stooped down to free the fabric, and the name on the grave made my
breath stop for just an instant.


Herceg.


Was this
where Eliot’s wife was buried? I looked up at the plot, my coat now freed from
its snag. Several graves organized themselves into rows, the stones above them
carved ornately with scrollwork. The iron gate creaked at my knees as I pushed
it open and walked in. I looked around guiltily, as though I was an invader.


I didn’t belong
here. It felt wrong to be here without Eliot, to stand in this sacred spot. I
stepped away but my eye caught on a small statue of an angel, its arms thrown
up in the air as though dancing. I paused to look and saw the name carved into
the top of the stone. Clare Herceg. I brushed the
snow off of the rest of the stone. A few lines of Hungarian were written
underneath, a prayer or a poem. The date of death was ten years ago.


It must be
her. I looked around again, feeling like somebody was watching me from afar,
but there was nobody else in the cemetery that I could see. I turned to leave,
but then turned back. My fingers trembled as I pulled at the ribbon on the
bouquet of white roses. I tugged the bouquet in half and laid the flowers down
at the front of the grave. Whoever Clare was, Eliot had loved her and she had
loved him. I felt a connection with her, standing there in the drifting
snowflakes and looking down on her grave.


Then I left
the plot, not looking back over my shoulder. My breath already was coming
faster as I moved toward the part of the cemetery where my mother would be
buried. It didn’t look like any caretakers were around, so I would have to find
her grave myself. I walked on, my toes beginning to freeze as my feet marked a
trail towards the places where snow had drifted into piles on the paths through
the cemetery.


My hand hung
at my side, white fingers clutching the remaining bouquet of roses. Row on row
and still nowhere near the end. The trails here ran crooked at the edges,
overrun by brown and deadened weeds no hands had torn out in the springtime. My
mother had been laid there, among the paupers and the unknown, the homeless and
the kinless. I ached with guilt for not having come earlier, but the anger at
my father inside me had altogether disappeared. Emptiness took its place, a
quiet space in my mind amid the grief threatening to flood my senses.


The last row.
I turned to the right and saw the slab, knowing it was hers before I read the
inscription. The stone was whiter, newer, and the front glowed brighter in the
daylight than any other around it. Dark patches of lichen crept up the uneven,
pockmarked sides of the white slab, spiders crawling over stone. I knelt down
and brushed the frost off of the front inscription.


Katalin Tomlin


1961-1992


Just her name
and those dates. Nothing that mentioned she had been a loving wife and mother.
Nothing about her, not a “Rest in Peace” or a “Forever in Our Hearts.” All of
my vague memories, all of her life, reduced down to a name and number. Why hadn’t
my grandmother’s family done something for her? It felt wrong.


“Mom,” I
whispered.


When I
touched the cold marble, it was as though the barricade that I had built up
over the years, the dam that I had made, cracked and crumbled, swept away in a
fast-moving river that was fed by some secret underground source. I broke down
and wept: my face grew warm, then hot, then burning. The wind picked up and
whistled among the cypress trees at the perimeter, the cold murmurings of a
faraway tribunal.


“I’m sorry,”
I cried. “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry, mom. I’m sorry.”


I did not
know what I was apologizing for. For the years lost and taken for granted. For
every mischief I got into. For waiting so long to grieve.


It had been
too long. I didn’t even remember the sound of her voice. Slowly, but surely,
the pieces of memory, so fragile and precious, had cracked and melted and ebbed
away on the tides of time like so much glass being fractured, crystal by
crystal, into sand. Her voice that had sung to me when I was young.


The tears ran
and wet my collar as I pressed my handkerchief to my face and soon it soaked
through, and still I cried and cried, the wet and dripping handkerchief
clutched between my fingers in a paralysis of sorrow, nothing mattered. Not
even my nose dripping so much, my tears wrinkling my face, so hot and wet and
constant. My mom’s body was here, under me, and for the first time in a long
time I let myself care. I let my emotions rise up inside me and take over, and
in the roar of hurt and pain I found myself again.


I sat there
for a long time, until I was steady enough to stop sobbing.


“I love you,
mom.” I pressed a hand on the stone. It was cold and hard and dead, so unlike
the tree in my grandmother’s yard. I thought that I would want to stay and
talk, but now that I had seen where she lay buried, I didn’t want to. I didn’t
know why. It struck me that I had been expecting more to come of my visit, for
the world to stop, to change direction.


I stood up
and touched my collar. It felt frosted, and that was when I realized that my
hot tears had turned to ice in the air here. I pulled the coat collar out and
brushed the frost away. There would be more tears later, but for now the world
felt peaceful. Not numb, not suppressed. Just peaceful.


 








Walking out of the cemetery, my thoughts were a jumbled
mess. I didn’t even notice when a car pulled up next to me, and I started when
the car stopped at the curb in front of me and the driver got out. It was
Eliot. He looked at me over the hood of the car, and I just looked back. I
didn’t care how horribly puffy and red my eyes must be. He didn’t care for me
anyway, so why should I care what he thought? Eliot walked around the front of
the car to me.


“I’m glad I
found you, Brynn! I talked with Mark already, but he said you had been gone
since the morning. I thought you might be here.” Eliot stopped in front of me,
just then noticing my bleary face.


“Brynn? Are
you alright?” He dug in his pocket and brought out a fresh handkerchief. I took
it gratefully and blew my nose. The sun had broken through the afternoon clouds
and its rays warmed the top of my head.


“I’m fine.
Just went to go visit my mother.” I said nothing about seeing his family’s
plot, about his wife.


“Your mother?
I—I had no idea. I thought you were visiting your ancestors… Of course. I’m so
sorry. Brynn. Forgive me.”


Before I
could stop him, he pulled me into his arms and hugged me tightly. My heart
pounded against his, and we stood together for half a minute that seemed like a
lifetime. His chest rose and fell and pushed mine to breathe with it, and for
those moments we were breathing as one person. A surge of desire ran through my
nerves as his hands touched my back, ran along my shoulders possessively. Then
I remembered everything, remembered that he had pushed me away, and anger rose
up to take its place. I needed to be alone, to think about my mom. I did not
want to have Eliot edge his way back into my thoughts.


“Why are you
here?” I asked, keeping my frustrations bottled. “Did you come here to…” I
waved towards the cemetery, not wanting to say his wife’s name.


“No, no,” he
said. “Nothing like that. I came to take you to the academy, if you’ll let me.
Your, ah, friend Mark is on his way there already.”


“What’s the
hurry?” The last thing on my mind right now was Mark or
Eliot, and I resented having my day interrupted by two people I had diligently
been trying to avoid.


“The
problem.” He opened the passenger side door for me, and I reluctantly got in.
“You two found a nice little opening into the answer. I checked it out earlier
this morning.”


“Oh?” I
crossed my arms. “Not last night?”


Eliot
recoiled with the snide remark, as though I had slapped him across the face.


“I’m sorry I
interrupted you last night. I was so intrigued, and this is such a new avenue
to explore, I couldn’t help but come. But I am very sorry to have disturbed the
two of you.”


I flushed. “You
didn’t disturb anything. Really.”


“Really? He
seems enamored of you.” Eliot’s smile was pained, but his emotions towards me
were mere trivialities.


“What do you
care?”


“Again, I’m
sorry, I didn’t mean to pry. It’s none of my business.”


“Don’t worry.
I’m not going to become involved with any of the other students,” I said.


“I didn’t
mean—”


“It would be
a mistake.” I nearly spat out the word. “And I
wouldn’t want any more of those.”


Eliot said
nothing, just stared ahead through the windshield where slush spattered the
glass.I fumed out of the window, and we rode the rest of the way in silence.
When we arrived at the academy, I slammed the car door shut behind me.


“Brynn?”


I spun around
to see Eliot standing, his hands open in innocence.


“I’m sorry
for how you feel right now. If it’s my fault—”


“Of course
it’s not! Of course it’s not your fault!” Adrenaline tensed my muscles, and
another wash of grief tore its unyielding way through my body. I shuddered.


“What is it,
then?”


“I thought it
would change things,” I said, blurting out the thought that had been at the
forefront of my mind since I left her graveside. “I thought it would change
things to see her grave. But nothing changed.” I looked up at him, wetness
burning in the corners of my eyes. “Nothing.”


Eliot paused
in thought. A snowflake fell on my eyelash, and I blinked it away, a tear
falling from my eye.


“Go again. Go
again tomorrow.”


I looked up
at him. The distance between us felt huge, empty.


“Why? What
will have changed tomorrow?”


“You will
have changed.”


I held my
chin up. If he thought I was only a child, he was wrong. I would not be
manipulated again, not by any of his high speeches. Not when he didn’t have the
courage to put into action the advice he gave to others. When I spoke again, my
words turned his face white.


“And what
about you?” I said. My voice was cold, dead. “When will you go visit your
wife?”


 








In legends, nobody dies peacefully.
Villains die violently, heroes die unluckily, and if it isn’t arrows or spears
it’s poison or drowning.


My mother died violently, and that’s all anyone ever told me. She
went to Hungary to take care of my grandmother who had hurt her back, and one
day when she was walking down the streets of Budapest someone killed her and
threw her body into the river.


My father went to identify the body and see her buried, but he
would not let me go. I was too young, he said, and I had school to think of.
Later, after he had come back, I begged him to tell me what he had seen, but he
never did. I had dreams where a hooded figure would stab me over and over
again, tear my body to pieces, throw me into a dark river. My father didn’t
know how to comfort me. Some nights I would wake up screaming. Some nights we
both would.


They say time heals all wounds, but not always. Sometimes wounds
pucker over and leave scars, and sometimes they heal silently and secretly, so
that only one person knows the hurt was ever there. Sometimes they fester until
another person comes along to cut out the rot, and then they bleed clean and
fresh again. A second chance to heal.








 


 


 


 


 


 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


 


Eliot didn’t
respond to anything I said, and the meeting at the academy with Mark was brief
and awkward. I sat on the other side of the table and listened as Eliot
explained a number of different options we had to explore now that we had
broken through the solution to the first, specific case. Occasionally he would
glance up at Mark, but never at me.


Then he left,
and Mark and I were alone in the university library. I began to gather up the
papers to go, but Mark put his hand on my arm.


“Brynn?”


I turned to
see him only inches away from me, his body so near mine that I could feel his
breath on my skin.


“Mark—”


“I need to
talk with you.” His face was so serious that I almost laughed out of sheer
nervousness.


“About what?”


“Come on,
Brynn, you know about what.” He leaned in as if to kiss me, and I stepped back.


A lump rose
in my throat and I coughed. I didn’t want to do this to Mark. He had been one
of the best and closest friends I’d ever had. But I didn’t feel the same way
towards him, and he deserved to know that.


“Mark,” I
said carefully. “I don’t think we should go any further with this.”


His face
dropped into a mask of apathy. He only looked like this when it hurt, I could
tell. “Why?”


“I just— I
don’t feel that way towards you.”


“You kissed
me back. Last night.” His voice pleaded with me, and his careful mask began to
crack.


“I’m sorry,
Mark. I was excited about the problem. We both were.”


“But I
thought…look, Brynn, I know we could be a good couple.”


“Mark,
don’t.”


He forged
ahead with the words that I’m sure he’d been practicing all last night. “I
really think there’s something between us, Brynn. I’ve always felt it. You’re
so special to me, and you always have been. Just give me a chance to be that
person for you, too.”


“Mark—”


“Don’t do
this,” he said, his voice cracking. “Please, Brynn, don’t throw this away
without a shot.”


“I’m not
throwing anything away. I just don’t think we should be together. Not like
that.”


Mark paused,
his brow furrowed deeply. He looked tortured, and I wished that there was
something I could do to console him. But any kindness I had in me was safely
tamped down. If there was one thing I didn’t want, it was to send mixed
messages. No more hugs. No more shared smiles. No more anything for a while.


“I don’t
understand it.” His voice turned hard, and he looked away from me. I didn’t
know what to say, so I just stood there, waiting.


“I don’t understand.
Do you just not care about me?” His eyes flashed dark and accusing at me.


“I care about
you a lot, Mark. Just not in that way.”


“So what?” He
threw his hands up in the air angrily. “Are you going to pine forever for him?”


“Who?” My
face turned hot as I realized what he was saying.


“You know who
I’m talking about. You light up whenever Herceg comes into the room.”


“So?” Was it that obvious?


“He’s a professor, Brynn.”


“So?” I shuffled the papers again in my hands, trying not
to admit what Mark already knew. That’s not the least of it,
I thought. He’s also a prince and heir to a fortune. He
lives in a castle, for god’s sake.


“So you think
he would care about some dumb student?”


“No!” I threw
the papers down onto the desk, and tears sprang to my eyes. “I know that! Of
course he doesn’t care! That’s not the point, Mark!” Fury raged in me. He had
no right to talk about Eliot in that way. I had never heard him speak so
bluntly, so meanly.


“What’s the
point?” he said.


“I don’t feel
that way about you, and that’s all there is to it.” A frisson of energy
crackled between us, and I could see that things wouldn’t go back to normal
anytime soon. If ever.


“Okay.” Mark
stacked my scattered papers together and pushed them back towards me on the
table. “I’m sorry.”


I saw the
rejection ripple through him and sag his limbs, but I couldn’t do anything.
Sorrow ran through my, but I couldn’t fix this thing between us right now.


“Me, too,” I
said.


The space
between us had grown too dangerous to stay in. We couldn’t be friends, not like
we had been before. I wanted to throw myself into the river outside and freeze
until I couldn’t feel these emotions anymore. The pain of being rejected by
Eliot was almost as bad as the pain of hurting Mark. I could deal with being
hurt. I had always been the one who could handle pain. But dealing it out to
someone else was too much. The two people in my life who I felt closest to
here, and they had both been torn away from me. More alone than ever, I
retreated back into the safety of mathematics, and the dam inside of me that I
thought had been torn down now stood taller than ever, my protection from the
messiness of he outside world.








Eliot sat at his desk, reluctantly petting the gray ball
of fur that sat purring on his lap. As the phone rang again, he prayed for
Marta to stop calling him. After the tenth ring, he gave up pretending to be in
the shower.


“Eliot?
Finally!” Marta said, her voice bright and enthusiastic. “I’ve called about
that damned cat you wanted to get rid of.”


“Oh!” Eliot
breathed a sigh of relief. “I’m so glad.”


“Did you
think I was going to ask about that girl of yours? I convinced the Lustigs to
take her cat in a couple of days. How is she?”


“The cat?”


“The girl.”


“Marta, the
subject is over.”


“I was just
asking how she was.”


“She’s doing
well. She’s done some good work on the project with another student.” His voice
caught on the last syllable, and he coughed to cover it up, but Marta didn’t
miss anything.


“Another
student? A boy? Eliot, are you jealous?”


“It’s not my
place to be jealous.”


“You don’t
have any competition.” Marta seemed unworried. “She’ll come back around.”


“Thanks,
Marta, but I’m really not looking for any kind of relationship right now.”


“You’ve been
saying that for ten years, Eliot.”


The pause
between them stretched and curled across the phone connection. Eliot shifted
uncomfortably back in his chair, leaning his head on the hard leather. A
burning desire flickered up in his consciousness and he stamped it down.


“I can’t.” I won’t.


“Why not?”


“She’s a student—”


“So what?
Eliot, don’t think her heart isn’t in the same place as yours.”


“What do you
mean by that?”


“I’ve seen my
share of lovestruck maidens.” He could hear the wine being sipped at the end of
her sentence.


“You’re being
absurd.” As insightful as Marta was sometimes, she couldn’t help but insert
herself into drama. Or create it if none existed. And he was sure that none
existed here.


Marta sighed,
a heavy sigh meant to chastise.


“If you think
she doesn’t love you, you’re either so stupid you can’t see the nose in front
of your face or so scared that you’re pulling back into your shell. And I know you’re not stupid, Eliot.”


“I don’t
believe she does love me. If she ever did, I’m not convinced she does anymore.”


“I am.”


“Marta, even
if we both wanted something, I can’t.” Eliot stood
up from his desk and began to pace from shelf to shelf, the phone pressed to
his ear.


“Whenever you
say you can’t, it usually means you’ve just gotten in your own way, Eliot. You
always trip over good intentions. Don’t let them get in the way of love.”


“I can’t—”


“Can’t what?”


“Love!” Eliot
rested his head against the wall. “I can’t love anymore. Not again.”


“You won’t
let yourself. Eliot, when was the last time you went to church?”


Eliot smiled
wanly. Otto wasn’t exactly the religious type, but Marta strove to get him to
church every Sunday. Whether for the publicity or for the moral salvation, Otto
usually obliged.


“It’s been a
while.” Ten years is a while, isn’t it?


“Try it,
maybe. You might learn a little something about forgiveness.”


“I don’t
deserve it. The accident was my fault.”


“And it’s in
the past. The long past. You deserve a future.”


“Thank you
for your concern, Marta. Give my love to Otto.”


“I will.
Forgive yourself, Eliot.”


Eliot looked
at the phone, then hung up.


I don’t deserve a future, he thought. And
even if I did, she deserves a brighter one than I could give her.








Weeks passed. Eliot kept his distance from Brynn, and she
kept hers. Her work, already impressive, had become near-professional in its
diligence, and she made sure to document not only her successes, but the
avenues of inquiry that led to failure. She stayed late at the academy every
night, or so his assistants told him. He wasn’t quite sure what happened
between her and the Joseph boy. Either she hid the relationship from him so
well he couldn’t figure it, or nothing had happened after that first night he
caught them together. Regardless, on the rare occasions he came to visit the
academy and saw them working together, he felt a tug of jealousy.


Why should he
be jealous? It had been his decision to stay out of her life, and the choice
had been made for her own good. Every time he saw her, though, he came closer
and closer to ruing the decision he had made. In her time at Budapest, he saw
her grow and mature, not only as a mathematician, but also as a woman. Each
visit made him more aware of her budding grace, her beauty that was no longer
childlike. He began to make excuses to come to the academy more often, every
time knowing that he was playing with fire.


The semester
went on and on, and his work made progress in leaps and bounds now that he was
actively sharing ideas with the interns and assistants. Each day brought him
closer to the answer to his problem, and at the same time closer to the day when
Brynn would leave and go back to America to graduate, find a job, marry someone
else. Eliot tortured himself with imagining her future husband, her future
family, her future life without him. He was no idiot. She was young and had the
rest of her future in front of her, and he was sure her brief experiences with
him had disillusioned her about the possibility of staying with him. No, that
chance had come and gone, if it ever existed.


He lectured
at the front of the classroom, but his lectures were directed solely towards
her, and although she never raised her hand to ask a question, he tried to read
her expression to know what parts he needed to explain more thoroughly. And
although she stayed quiet, the last words she had directed his way echoed
incessantly through his mind:


When will you go to visit your wife?


It was a
beautiful spring day, only a few weeks before the semester was due to be over,
and driving down to the academy he opened the windows and breathed in the fresh
cool air. Normally he would have turned off of the main road to the academy to
avoid passing the cemetery, but for some reason that day he didn’t; not a
conscious decision, no, not at all. When his car passed by the cemetery he
braked hard and pulled over to the curb. Sitting at the wheel, his throat
choked with tension, and he willed himself to relax. He looked up to the front
of the cemetery, and the open doors seemed to call him inside, the sun shining
brightly above.


When will you go visit your wife?


He left the
car at the curb and walked through the iron gate. The grass underneath his feet
squished wetly with the dampness from the thawed winter frosts, and everything
grew bright and green between the stone graves. In places where the caretaker
had forgotten to mow tiny alyssum blossoms had taken hold and spread their
white petals in the shade of gravestones. His feet took him quickly to the
family plot, though he paused before opening the gate and walking over.


His mother
had not wanted Clare buried in the same plot, but Eliot had insisted that she
was just as much a part of the Herceg family as any other. They had only been
married less than a year before she died. Before he killed her.


Drawing
closer to the gravestone, Eliot blinked hard. The stone was surrounded by grass
but right in front of Clare’s stone lay a small bouquet of white roses. He bent
down and picked them up, brought them to his nose and inhaled. The smell was
still fresh, the roses new and alive. His eyes turned to the gravestone,
reading the words engraved there.


“Clare, oh
Clare.” He fell to his knees and pressed his forehead to the cold stone, his
eyes closed. He began to talk, haltingly at first, in a low whisper that
couldn’t be heard by any living soul.


“I miss you
Clare. I see you—god, I see you every day, everywhere. It’s a beautiful day
today. Sunny and cold, your perfect day. I’m sorry you can’t be here to see it.
The ice is melting and the stream has come up in the back. I go out and sit
there and think about you.


“The problem
is going well. We just solved another specific case; this one was much harder,
but I think I can generalize it—of course, don’t let me go on and on about
math. You always let me go on for far too long. There’s someone helping me—”


Eliot
breathed in deeply before continuing.


“She’s lovely.
You told me that if anything happened to either of us, we should find
happiness.”


Eliot’s voice
shattered on the last word, and tears streamed down his cheeks. The guilt he
carried inside of him flared up and made his skin burn with shame.


“I haven’t been
happy, Clare. I haven’t. I haven’t ever let myself be happy. And I know—I know
you would want me to let go, but I can’t. I just can’t. I miss you so much and
I’m sorry I hurt you. I wish I could go back and live through it again. I
would—”


He stopped. He
thought of what he would say—that he would never have tried to woo her, never
taken her away from her life and put her in a place where she would die so
meaninglessly. But that wasn’t right. He couldn’t erase the past like that.
Every beautiful moment spent with Clare taken away? No. No. He did not know
what he wanted, but it was not that.


As he opened
his eyes he realized his tears had stopped. His fingers moved over the letters
of her name and he whispered to himself.


“You’re
right, Clare. As always.”


There was
nothing he could do now, nothing that would reverse the chain of motion that
led to her death. There was only the here and now, a sunny day that she could
not see. He looked down to the bouquet of roses. He had clutched the stems too
tightly, and the thorns had pierced his hand. He opened his hand slowly,
watching the beads of red appear in the punctures. He was alive, this proved
it. The ache that shot through his hand as he flexed it open proved it. He
breathed slowly and let the pain ride through his body, his palm throbbing with
his heartbeat. Blood smeared the petals of the roses, red on white. They looked
beautiful, like the hybrid varieties that bloomed at this time of the year in
the gardens of his estate.


She would
never come back, and he would have to keep on living.


He stood, and
placed the blood-smeared roses on top of the stone carefully, smoothing the
petals. He bent down to wipe his hand on the dew of the grass. The blades of
grass were wet and cold, and his fingers grew chilly as he wiped his wounds
clean. He pressed the tips of his fingers to his lips, then to the stone.


“Goodbye,
Clare. I love you always.”


He felt love
surge through him, and he was crying again, softly, for he knew that the love
would stay with him even though he must leave her there, dead in the ground. He
closed the wrought iron gate behind him and turned to leave the cemetery.
Looking up, he saw Brynn standing in the path ahead of him, looking back.


The sunlight
haloed her hair, tinging it red, and for a moment Eliot thought he would see
Clare again. Then he blinked hard and there was only Brynn, nobody else.


“Hello,
Eliot,” she said.








 


 


 


 


 


 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


 


“Thought is only a flash between two long nights, but this flash
is everything.” - Poincare


 


I had gone
back to visit my mother every weekend with the small amount of free time I had.
I talked with her, told her about the work I was doing. Inevitably I would tell
her about Eliot. If he had come to lecture, I would tell her about what he had
said, how he had looked at me. If not, I told her about how much I missed him.
In this new country, I did not want to find my heart stolen away, but my
attraction to Eliot was harmless. He would never love me, so he was safe to
love. I told my mother that I would find romance when I returned home in a few
weeks.


The sunny
morning I visited her, I again left half of my bouquet at Clare’s grave, as I
had each week, replacing the wilted flowers from the time before. Here I simply
left the bouquet—I had nothing to say to Eliot’s dead wife. When I returned
from visiting with my mother, however, I saw someone kneeling inside of the
Herceg family plot. I stepped forward, curious despite myself, and Eliot turned
to see me standing there. His eyes were red with tears, but his face looked somehow
happier, less anguished. He looked like he was glad to see me.


“Hello,
Eliot,” I said.


He smiled and
stepped forward. I inhaled as he bent to kiss me warmly on the cheek. His chin,
unshaven, scratched my cheek slightly, and when his hot lips pressed against my
cheek I wanted to throw my arms around him. I thought that I was safe, but his
touch set my body aflame in just seconds. He kissed me again on the other
cheek, and then pulled back.


“Will you let
me buy you a coffee?” Eliot said. “I believe I owe you one.”


He owed me
nothing, but I said yes and walked with him to the cafe a few blocks away. We
ordered our coffees and took them down to the river to sit on a bench beside
the Danube. The ice had cracked apart, and only small chunks of frost still clung
to the riverbanks. All the rest had been swept out to sea by the currents of
the river.


“How have you
been, Brynn?” Eliot spoke kindly, and I felt myself drawn close to his
kindness.


“Fine,” I
said, meaning a hundred other things. “We figured out another piece of the
algorithm yesterday. You told us to try and simplify the projective matrix, but
I think that it’s easier to simplify the result after it’s been applied—”


“I didn’t
mean the work,” Eliot said. Unspoken words hung in the air between us. My heart
wrenched as I watched his eyes track the eddies in the river, and I felt a
mixture of anger and longing race through my body.


“Are you and
that boy…”


“No.” I spoke
too quickly, and Eliot turned toward me with the question still lingering in
his eyes. “There’s nothing between us.”


Eliot put his
hand on mine. I wanted to cry out with joy, but I also wanted to tear my hand
away. Do you know what you’re doing to me? I
screamed inside. Don’t make me love you again. My
mind raced ahead with images of Eliot kissing me, embracing me, peeling off my
clothes slowly.


“Brynn. I
would not stand between you and happiness.” His fingers curled over mine, and I
choked on my words.


“It wouldn’t
be happiness. I don’t want that with him. I want…”


Eliot paused,
waiting. I couldn’t say it. I couldn’t. I never wanted anything. Or, at least,
I never admitted to wanting anything. That was just how I grew up. If I didn't
want anything, I couldn't be poor. This was the first time in a long time that
my desires had become so apparent.


“What is it,
Brynn?”


“You.”  My
voice was barely a whisper. “I want you.”


Eliot
withdrew his hand, and I immediately knew that I had made an error. My eyes
blurred with tears and I bent my head down, staring at my hands. Pretending
that I hadn’t said anything, and willing back the urge to sob.


“I’m going to
go back to America, Brynn.”


My head
snapped up.


“You can’t!
What about the internship?” The problem. We couldn’t solve the problem if Eliot
left. And I couldn’t stand to live here with just Mark and the other interns. I
didn’t want to be here without Eliot.


“I supervised
it remotely before.” Eliot’s voice was calm, too calm. I felt the tension
hiding underneath the stillness of his surface. “I can do it again.”


“But we’re so
close to the end.”


“There are
still a few weeks left.” Eliot’s words were patient, but I could not be
consoled.


“I mean the
problem. We’re so close, and you’re leaving?”


“I appreciate
your optimism, Brynn, but even with the work you’ve accomplished, we’re not
close to a general solution.”


“How can we
get it if you leave?” I turned squarely to him and took his hands in mine,
squeezing tightly. The only person I cared for, and he was leaving me. Suddenly
I found a newfound determination. I couldn’t lose him. “Don’t.”


“Brynn…”


“Don’t. Don’t
leave. Eliot.” He rose from the bench and I rose with him, still grasping his
hand. I couldn’t let him fall away from me so easily.


“Brynn, I
can’t—”


“You can’t
leave. Please.” I tilted my head up to look him straight in the eyes, and
something in his expression softened. “Please?”


I could not
have guessed what he would do next. Standing there on the bank of the Danube,
he pulled me to his chest and bent his head down. His lips were hot on mine,
and I could feel dampness on his cheeks. A flash of heat struck through my
nerves, and I clutched at his arms, pushing back into his kiss with a wild
insistence. Eliot met my passion with his own, pressing kiss after kiss onto my
lips until I was breathless with want.


The first
time Eliot kissed me he felt soft, gentle. Not now. Now he pressed his lips
hard against mine, his arms crushing me into his chest. It was as though his
body echoed my frustrations, my desires, my needs. Eyes closed, I saw nothing
but flashes of white light, like snowflakes dancing on the lids of my eyes in
the darkness. When he pulled away he cradled my face in his hands, his long
fingers pressed to my skin and his eyes searched mine, for what I did not know.


“Brynn.
Believe me, I would not leave if I didn’t have to. But I can’t stay here.”


My heart
broke then, simply broke. I felt the crack go through the center and split me
in two. The pure happiness that I had felt abandoned me as quickly as it had
come.


“Is it
because of her?”


Eliot’s dark
eyelashes fluttered, downcast.


“It’s too
hard to explain, Brynn.”


Too hard to explain? For hours on end Eliot would shove
equations and algorithms into my brain, but one step into emotional territory
and he fled, abandoning ship. Too hard to explain? I
did not know how to respond. My mouth was dry.


“What about
Lucky?” I thought about the kitten still at Eliot’s house. Already my desires
were hidden from me. I would shut them up, lock them away, keep them secret and
hidden until I forgot about them. Still I cared about the orphan kitten—if not
me, then who else? If I could not achieve happiness for myself, I could at
least protect the one helpless animal that had come to depend on me. “What will
happen to him?”


“Marta has
found a good place for him. With some friends in another city. They’re coming
by in a few days. I’ll take care of him until then, and after that I’ll be
leaving.”


“Can I say
goodbye?” I looked up at Eliot, a deeper meaning in my words. He averted his
eyes.


“Of course,”
he said, having the decency to flush red at his collar. “Of course you can say
goodbye.”








Eliot paced in the entryway of his house, waiting for
Brynn. Foolishly, he had agreed to let her come to see the cat one last time
before Marta’s friends took it away. He could not but think that he should be
gone from the house to avoid any mishaps, but of course Brynn wasn’t just
coming to see Lucky.


The knock
echoed through the emptiness of the house. Eliot set his mouth into a thin
smile and opened the door.


Brynn stood
outside in a red wool coat, her hands clasped in front of her in gloves, her
hair tied up neatly in a bun. The cab pulled off down the driveway, and Eliot
watched as the tires made fresh dark tracks in the morning snowfall. Although
technically it had been spring for weeks already, Nature had other ideas in
mind for that day. A cold front had plummeted the temperatures in Budapest
close to freezing, and the clouds which would normally have rained spring
showers had instead turned the ground white with a fresh blanket of snow. Brynn
wiped the slush off of her boots before stepping in carefully. Her expression
was wary as he leaned forward and kissed her on one cheek in greeting, then the
other. Her lips did not so much as brush his skin, and he felt her harden under
his touch.


He took her
coat from her to hang up, and could not help but stare at what she was wearing
underneath—a bright red dress with cap sleeves, low-cut. She looked gorgeous,
and immediately he was ashamed of his own state of dress—he was barefoot, in a
stained shirt and the wrinkled dress pants he had worn the night before. He
looked a mess.


“The girls
are going out dancing tonight,” Brynn said, in response to his glance. “I
thought I’d get dressed before coming over.”


“Is that one
of the dresses Marta picked for you?”


Brynn nodded.


“It suits you
well,” Eliot said. Well was an understatement. The
dress was stunning, a perfect fit to show off Brynn’s curves. The bright red
color contrasted with her alabaster skin and her reddened cheeks, made bright
by the cold outside, only added to the effect. He yanked his gaze away from her
figure.


“It’s cold
out here,” she said. “Even colder than in the city.”


“We’re up
higher in the mountains,” Eliot said. “The snow is actually staying on the
ground.”


“I wish it
wouldn’t melt down where we are,” Brynn said. “I’d like to have one walk
through the garden again.” Her words stopped abruptly, as though she had just
reminded herself of the memory with her and Eliot.


“Marta will
be coming by later,” Eliot said, and the topic was mercifully changed back to
Lucky’s fate in the hand of Marta’s friends.


They walked
back into the kitchen, where Lucky sat contentedly on the counter top. Eliot
had given up trying to keep the damn thing off of the tables, but it was beyond
him to admit that he enjoyed sharing the last of his milk with the small
kitten.


“He’s grown
bigger,” Brynn said with a touch of pride, as she petted the kitten’s newly
silken coat. “Thanks for taking care of him.”


“He’ll be
happy at his new home,  I’m sure,” Eliot said.


“I’m sure he
will,” Brynn said, her eyes sorrowful. She turned back to Eliot. “And what
about you?”


“What about
me?”


“Will you be
happy back in America?”


Eliot stared
at Brynn. She had struck to the heart of the matter. Eliot didn’t know if he
could be happy anywhere. The few glimpses of happiness he had seen in the last
few years had been with Brynn.


“I’m not
sure,” he said. “I’ll have my work.”


“Your work is
here with your students,” Brynn said, slightly admonishing.


“Of course,”
he said, moving over to the kitten to stroke its head. Lucky purred. “But there
is something to be said for solitude in making progress on these things.”


“Really?”


Eliot did not
know what to say. She was right, of course. The best part of his work had been
done here.


“I can’t
stay, Brynn.”


To his
surprise, she began to cry. He put his hands on her arms, trying to comfort
her.


“I only
wanted to come here to see my mother,” Brynn said. “I didn’t care about the
prize, I didn’t care about this stupid problem. I didn’t care about you!” She
stared up into his face, her eyes flashing darkly in anger.


“Brynn, I’m
so sorry,” Eliot said. “But you’ve made so much progress on this problem.”


“I didn’t
want any of it,” Brynn said, her words catching on her sobs. Eliot pulled her
towards him and she balled her fists against his chest.


“I’m so proud
of you. You’ve done so much—”


“It’s not
enough!” Brynn’s head tilted back, her eyes wet with tears. “Why did you kiss
me?”


Eliot’s heart
sank. He couldn’t explain what had drawn him toward her the last time they had
met. Pure desire and lack of willpower. Her beautiful face had turned up to
his, just like it was now. He felt himself falling back under her spell even
now as they stood so close to each other.


“It was a
mistake,” he said lamely.


“That’s what
you said before!” Brynn pulled away angrily. “That it was just a mistake!”


“I shouldn’t
have—”


“Everything
isn’t a mistake!” She was furious, her brows slanted angrily above her stormy
eyes, and he thought she had never looked so beautiful. “Some things happen for
a reason.”


“I was weak,”
Eliot said. “You’re a very lovely girl…”


“That’s it,
then? You’re so weak you have to run away from me, leave the country, leave
everything here?” Brynn’s voice filled with rage. “I can’t believe it.”


“You’re
right,” Eliot said. “I should never have come back.”


“No. You
should have come back years ago. You should never have left.” Brynn wiped her
tears from her face, crying through her words. “You’re not weak, you’re
stupid.”


Eliot was
speechless, and Brynn continued to lash out, turning toward the window.


“Look at this.
All of this. It’s so beautiful. And you gave it up—why? So that you wouldn’t
have to face her death?”


“Brynn—”


“I waited for
years to be able to come here,” Brynn said. Her lip quivered as she looked out
at the grounds of the estate. The lawn was still covered in a frosting of snow.
“I didn’t want anything but to see my mom.”


“It wasn’t
your fault—”


“It wasn’t
your fault either,” Brynn said. “Marta told me what happened.”


Eliot froze,
stricken.


“She had no
right to tell you.”


“You weren’t
going to tell me,” Brynn said, spinning around toward Eliot accusingly. “You
didn’t even tell me you had a wife!”


“She should
not have told you.” Eliot’s mind had gone blank, his thoughts spinning around
in circles incomprehensibly.


“Why didn’t
you say anything?”


“I couldn’t.”


“You didn’t
care about me enough to tell me the truth.”


“Brynn—”
Eliot reached out to touch her arm, but she pulled away, backing toward the
kitchen door.


“You treat me
like a child! Like I don’t deserve to know anything!”


“That’s not
true—”


“I can’t just
stop caring about you, Eliot!” Brynn’s voice trembled, and Eliot could see the
streaks that the tears had left on her cheeks, two damp tracks stained slightly
with makeup. “Not when you keep doing this. Not when you leave me and then
chase me. Not when you tell me you’re going back to America and then kiss me
like you might stay. Please…”


They stood
apart from each other. Eliot wanted with all his heart to go to her, to cross
the space between them and embrace her body with his. It wouldn’t be right,
after all of his efforts to keep her distant, and she deserved more than he
could ever give. He forced himself to stay put.


“I’ll call
for a cab,” Eliot said quietly. Brynn turned her face away from him and for a
moment he thought she might break down into tears again, but when she lifted
her face it had hardened into a neutral expression.


“I’ll wait
outside,” she said. “I’d like to walk through the snow here one more time. If
that’s alright with you.”


Eliot nodded.
“Let me get you your coat.”


He went to the
entryway to get Brynn’s wool overcoat, each step heavier than the last. Losing
Brynn tore at his heart, but he thought that it must be the right thing to do.
She could never be happy with such a man as Eliot, distracted and heartsick as
he was. His own happiness could not be further from his mind.


When he came
back, her red coat draped over his arm, he saw that she had already gone out
back. His gaze swept the immediate gardens, but he could not see her. Then he
found her trail. Brynn’s footsteps dotted the pathway out toward the forest,
dark but already filling back up with snowflakes.


“She must be
mad,” Eliot muttered under his breath. He threw the coat down onto the chair
and stared out of the window. He might have run after her immediately but for
the fact that he was barefoot. He turned to go find his shoes, but then paused.


No. I shouldn’t run after her.


He stood
there in indecision. The woods were filled with poachers at this time of the
year, and he knew it was dangerous. Still, if she stayed on the trails clearly,
her dress should be enough for her to be seen even far off. But it was so cold
out there, and she had no coat…


“Enough,
Eliot,” he said to himself firmly. She would be fine, and the cab would be only
a few minutes anyway. He had made up his mind not to worry, when from the woods
and over the frosted lawn came a high-pitched cry.








 


 


 


 


 


 


CHAPTER NINETEEN


 


He had
abandoned me, and I would do what I normally did when I felt lost and alone and
abandoned.


I ran.


It was cold,
but I did not want my coat. I wanted to feel the aching chill inside of me, the
way I had when I first arrived in Hungary. Before the weeks of anticipation and
disappointment, before I had turned into someone different. Before emotion
strummed my heart and left me vibrating in unreciprocated desire. All anybody
wanted was to be understood, and Eliot didn’t understand me. I thought he had,
I thought that maybe he could see past the surface and into the deepest cracks,
the hidden and imperfect parts of me. Now I fled his gaze. I couldn’t replace
the perfect memory of his dead wife.


I stumbled
across the field, my feet leaving darkened tracks behind me in the light
dusting of snow. Low branches brushed my face, and the wind whistled high above
in the trees, promising a storm. My feet brought me closer to the place Eliot
had showed me before, the rocks by the stream.


I did not see
the doe until I was upon her. Her hind legs kicked as she jumped over the copse
and then stopped in her tracks. We had both been running from something and now
we stood facing each other across the small clearing. It was only a split
second that we stood there, but every interval of time contains within it
infinities, and now I felt the world slow down as the doe’s black eyes locked
on mine.


The snow was
beginning to fall, or had it been falling already? Her tail flickered out and
brushed off a dusting of snowflakes from her pelt, the crystals hovering for a
moment in the air as though they were weightless.


A high
ringing tone pierced my ears, and before I could recognize the sound the arrow
shot through the clearing and into the neck of the doe. The shot was true,
piercing her pelt cleanly. She took one step forward and stumbled on the next,
falling forward on to one knee as though kneeling before me. The sound that
escaped her mouth into my ears resembled nothing so closely as a baby's cry.
She stumbled and fell, shock in her eyes.


Blood pooled
underneath the deer, the snow melting into a bright red pool. Her chest still
rose and fell, but her breathing was shallow. Her hind leg kicked in a short
spasm.


I stood,
frozen in place. Steam rose from the hot pool of blood in the cold air. A chill
ran down my spine. I heard the hunter’s footsteps before I could see him, and
then he tramped into the clearing, his bow held to one side. His figure loomed
large before me, his dark features hidden behind bushy eyebrows and a beard,
but it was his eyes that made my blood run cold. For when his gaze fell upon
me, it was full of a hard, mean want that I had never seen before. A
realization that I was there, and alone, and there was no one around to protect
me. It was a hunter's gaze, and he had his sights on new prey.


I did not
stop to think. If I had I might have been lost. But there was something in this
man’s eyes that drove me back as surely as Eliot's kindness had drawn me toward
him. I turned and ran, my feet sliding on the slick carpet of snow just
covering the grass.


I heard him
behind me, and for one horrible second I thought that he might nock another
arrow to his bow and shoot me down like he had the deer. I had desperation on
my side, and was gaining ground, but my foot slipped just as I was crossing the
small stream and a sharp pain shot up from my ankle, tearing through my entire
leg and thigh muscles. I let out a shout and fell, my hands bracing my impact
onto the snowy bank. My hands slipped on the icy rock and I tumbled into the
shallow stream. My dress soaked through instantly with icy water and I cried
out in shock as much as in pain. The chill pierced me through my skin and
muscle and my lungs seized up with cold. Blood ran from several cuts on my
hands as I tried to scramble up the other side of the riverbank.


He was upon
me before I could scream, and as I drew a breath to do so he flipped me face up
and cupped one hand roughly over my mouth, his body shoving mine down into the
cold earth. I beat at his chest with my fists, and tried to claw his face with
my fingers, but with his free hand he blocked my attempts easily. Blood ran
down my palms and wrists and I slipped with slick red fingers as I tried to
push him away.


My screams
were muffled by his palm. He was suffocating me, his weight pressing on my
chest. His free hand moved to unbuckle his belt, leaning forward. I reached out
to get at his eyes but he grabbed my wrists and wrenched them above my head,
pinning them brutally against the snow. He leaned forward, his eyes like black
coals flecked with burning white embers at the edges. I closed my eyes to hide
myself from his expression: he was smiling.


Above us in
the trees, the wind howled. I thrashed underneath him, my legs sweeping the
snow, but I was no match for his size. His breath was hot, the steam filling
the air white above my face. It smelled sour, like old coffee, and my heart
raced.


I felt
something then, something I have never been able to fully explain. The sense
that Eliot was watching me came over me. It felt like the sun’s rays bursting
through the snowy branches in the morning, the warmth of the day now starting
to creep into my chilled skin. I knew he could tell that I was in danger, and I
knew he would be there to save me.


This strange
feeling of trust that flooded my body made me relax, and the man above me
pulled my wrists up tighter, but I did not feel the pain. Drawn back into
myself, drawn further away from agony, I felt at peace, like I was hovering
above myself, watching a terrible scene unfold that involved some other person.
Watching terrible things happen to some character from a legend, and not me at
all.


 


 








Eliot flew over me in a blur. The heavy shock of his
impact made a resounding thud as it knocked the hunter off, and when the two
men crashed into the tree next to me snow tumbled down from the shaken
branches. I pushed myself sideways, out of the man’s reach. One of my shoes had
been knocked off and the toes were white with cold.


Fists flew,
and I saw the hunter reach back with one large hairy fist. Before I could
scream, Eliot had butted his head into the man’s chin with a sharp crack that
might have been tooth or bone or both. I felt dizzy at the sound, faint. It was
as though my entire body had been drained of blood.


A large
stone, a bit bigger than my fist, lay near me on the stream bank. I reached for
it as a weapon. My hand pulled on the stone, loosening it from the frozen earth.
When I tried to grab hold of it, though, my fingers were too slick with blood
to grab on. The cold was too much. My fingers tensed, hard and clumsy, unable
to lock around the stone, and my teeth chattered like machine gun rapid fire.
My hand slipped on the surface and I tried again to get purchase, but it fell
from my grip once more.


Come on, Brynn. I reached again for the stone and grasped
it in both of my hands, lifting it up carefully. A shadow fell on me from
behind and I twisted around, holding the stone up in defense. My eyes blurred
with snow and tears, and for a second I did not know who stood before me. Then
I blinked away the fog and saw that it was Eliot.


“My god,
Brynn, you’re soaked,” he said, kneeling down. I clutched the stone to my chest
and sobbed as he balanced me with his arms.


“It’s
alright,” I heard him say as though from a distance. “It’s going to be
alright.” The hunter lay a few meters away, not moving. I let the stone tumble
from my hand and back into the icy water. A ringing in my ears made his words
unintelligible. As his hands moved over me to check for injuries, I let myself
lean into his strong body, looking down at the ground to keep my balance
steady. I saw something strange, and my addled mind seized onto it as my body began
to shut itself down.


“Eliot,” I
said. “You’re not wearing any shoes.”


Those were
the last words I said before passing into darkness.


I saw the
world going back to the house in slow, distinct flashes. The white of the snow
on the branches above me, the scarlet drops on the snow—blood? From the
deer?—and the tightness of Eliot’s arms around me, carrying me as though I were
the most precious thing in the world. My dress was hard, frozen to my skin, and
I heard the ice crack in the seams as Eliot clutched me closer. I lay my head
against his chest. A terrible thunder made my eyes rise to the sky to look for
clouds, but it was Eliot’s heart I heard, the heavy beating as he stumbled
through the trail toward the house.


“Brynn,” I
heard him say. “Brynn, my Brynn.”


Dark again,
and I woke to blankets surrounding me. My body felt heavy, numbed. Eliot stood
not far from the couch where I lay, his ear pressed to his phone.


“Yes,” he
said in Hungarian, and then his words lost themselves, floating upward in the
air and out of my hearing.


Dark again.
Complete darkness and complete peace. I heard singing, the soft notes of Satie’s
Gymnopedies, and then Eliot’s voice in my ear.


“Brynn, wake
up,” he said. “Wake up.” My eyes opened to his worried face. He pulled off my
blankets and picked me up as though I weighed nothing, walking down the hall to
a stairway I had never seen. It led downward, lit dimly by a soft orange glow
that reminded me of candles.


“Where are we
going?” I murmured. My head lolled against his arm.


“We have to
get you in warm water,” he said, stepping down carefully to avoid knocking my
head against the wall. “We have to get you into the baths.”


“I’m not
cold,” I said, and I wasn’t.


“You’re
nearly frozen,” he said. “Don’t worry, we’re almost there.”


As he said
the word, we stepped out of the stairwell and down onto a platform. My breath
caught in my throat, and the air, hot and wet, burned my lungs. I gasped at the
sensation, and at the sight before me.


The room was
huge, five times as large as the bedroom I had stayed in on my first night
here. The walls shimmered gold, and at first I thought they were made out of
gold itself. The dimmed lanterns hanging over the room reflected golden light,
and marble columns and statues lined the walls, leading the way down to the
center of the room, where the floor seemed to be made entirely out of mirrors.


Eliot walked
down the stairs, still holding me. When he stepped down I realized that what I
had thought were mirrors was actually water, and his steps sent ripples across the
entire golden floor. He stepped down the submerged stairs until his pants were
soaked, and then lowered his arms slowly until my body touched the water. I
cried out in pain and clutched at Eliot’s arms. My feet and arms felt as though
they were being stabbed with sharp needles, the pain wrenching my body. Eliot
let me grip him but stepped down further so that my whole body was under water,
and only my head above.


The pain sent
tears to my eyes even as I began to shiver in Eliot’s arms. My dress loosened
and flowed in the hot water, and steam rose from the glassy surface. My lungs
struggled to breathe in the humid air and everything hurt all at once. My toes
and fingers burned with the heat. Molten, I thought,
with the golden light bouncing off of shined surfaces all around me. Molten like the sun. Too close to the sun. My head spun.


“Brynn,”
Eliot said. His hand held my neck above the surface, his other arm encircling
my waist. My hand reached out as if of its own accord and touched his cheek,
traced his scar.


“I love you.”
I heard myself say, the words mere whispers floating over the steam of the
water. My eyes were closing, the fuzziness in my mind threatening to take over.


“I love you
too,” Eliot said. His fingers slid through my hair, but I could barely feel
their touch. He loved me.


“Brynn?” He loved me. He loved me.


“I’m sorry,”
I said, and let myself fall back into darkness.


 


 


 


 








I remember the way my mother washed my
hair in the tub when I was little, rinsing the soap out with tepid water as I
wrapped my arms around my knees and tried not to shiver. She sat behind me, and
I remember most of all the large rust crack that ran down the side of the tub
from the top, marring the old white porcelain with an ugly streak of red.
Sometimes I scraped at the rust with my thumbnail to try to get it off, but it
always came back worse. Some cracks can’t be fixed easily, I guess.


Evil things happen, and good things happen, and in neither
physics nor religion is there an explanation that makes any kind of sense. When
the world decides to hurt, there’s no way around it, no magical words that will
save the day or turn back time and bring the dead to life. There’s no such
thing as fate, or wickedness, or girls who can be princesses and girls who
can’t. There’s only people, and we all do the best we can.








 


 


 


 


 


 


CHAPTER TWENTY


 


She’ll be okay. She’ll be okay. She has to be okay.


Eliot fielded
questions from the policemen while his private doctor examined Brynn in the
other room. Her breathing had returned to normal, but she slipped in and out of
consciousness, whispering words that he could not understand. Once she cried
out for her mother, and then fell into a sleep. He trusted the family doctor
with his own life, but he couldn’t help but glance over nervously through the
doorway as the police asked him for the hundredth time to explain the order of
events. The hunter he had knocked out was not dead but close to it; Eliot
frowned upon hearing the news. The policemen were suspicious, but Eliot’s
surname and his family’s reputation were enough to grant him some amount of
protection from overly enthusiastic officials. Once the police left Eliot
hurried back to Brynn’s bedside. Her lips were a pale, pale pink and she was
breathing shallowly.


“How is she?”


Dr. Toth took
off the warm cloth from her forehead. His old hands still were steadier than
Eliot’s, and Eliot waited in rapt attention for his verdict.


“She’ll be
fine with proper rest. We’ll pay close attention to her extremities to make
sure nothing is permanently damaged. It looks like you got her into a warm bath
in time.”


“But she’s
unconscious.” Eliot bent down to Brynn, watching her chest rise and fall under
the covers.


“Not
unconscious, just sleeping. She’s had a hard time and when she wakes up she’ll
probably need to speak with another doctor.”


“What
doctor?”


“A therapist,
Dr. Herceg.” The old physician looked up at him over his spectacles. “The
girl’s been through a hard time. She should talk to someone about it.”


“Of course.”
Eliot hadn’t even thought about it, so worried was he about her physical
health. Brynn would get everything she needed to recover. He would see to it.


“I have a
friend who specializes in trauma recovery. I’ll leave you her card.”


“Thank you.”


The old
doctor rose and snapped the buckles of his bag shut.


“Wait,” Eliot
said. “Are you leaving?”


“She’s stable
and sleeping,” Doctor Toth said, a kind smile on his face. “She’ll be fine
without me.”


“When will
you come back to check on her?”


“It really
isn’t necessary,” the doctor said, but he saw the worry in Eliot’s eyes. “I’ll
check in tomorrow morning just to be safe.”


“Is there
anything I can do?”


“Make sure
she gets plenty of rest. That’s all she needs now. Rest and care.”


“Thank you,
doctor, I will.” You’ve no idea how much I care. Eliot
walked the doctor to the door, then returned to Brynn’s side. The kitten,
Lucky, found them and jumped up on Brynn’s bed, nestling down into the covers
between her ankles. No harm in that, Eliot thought, and let the little gray
ball of fur remain purring at her feet.


She woke in
the middle of the night, twisting in the bed under the sheets as though she was
fighting someone off. She woke Eliot with her thrashing. Lucky had already
abandoned the warm covers in favor of a bed that didn’t move.


Eliot pulled
the sheets back over her body, averting his eyes in the dim light. After the
hot bath, he’d had to undress her, stripping off her wet clothes. Remembering
the way her body looked, naked and beautiful, made him ache with desire as well
as shame. He should not have seen her, but he had. The curved lines of her
hips, the pinkness of her skin… Eliot shifted his weight on his feet,
uncomfortable with the longing, entirely too familiar, that strafed his heart
whenever he saw Brynn. It was some time before he could fall back asleep at her
side.


Brynn woke up
the next morning after the family doctor had already left. Eliot was dozing in
the chair beside her bed, a book in his lap. He heard her stirring and leaned
forward to see her eyelids flutter and open slightly.


“Eliot?” She
coughed slightly.


“Brynn.”
Eliot placed his book on the end table.


“Where is
he?” She looked around, as though expecting someone to jump out of the shadows.
“The hunter. What happened?”


“He’s gone.
The police took him away. How do you feel?”


Brynn
coughed. “Awful.” She coughed again, clearing her throat, and looked down, then
quickly pulled the covers up to her neck.


“Eliot, I
don’t have any clothes on!” Her voice sounded shocked with indignation.


“I’m sorry, I
had to… you were entirely soaked…” Eliot stammered. He hadn’t expected her to
react like this.


“Well, get me
something to put on!” Brynn had the covers up to her chin, and was flushing
bright red.


Eliot brought
her the underwear that had already been through the dryer, and a robe.


“I don’t have
anything too suitable for you,” he said. “But I’ll call the apartments.” He
kicked himself mentally for not already having done so.


“Have you
told them? The other students?” Brynn seemed mortified.


“No. Well, I
told them that you had fallen on my property and were being looked after by my
doctor,” Eliot said. “Not quite the truth.”


“Not quite a
lie,” Brynn said. Her fingers clutched the robe above the blankets. “Can you
look away?”


Eliot averted
his face. When Brynn gave the okay, he turned to find her bundled in the robe,
standing at the bedside.


“The doctor
said you should rest,” Eliot said.


“I’m fine,”
Brynn said, but her stance was unsteady.


“For my sake,
please, stay lying down.”


“You have to
go, don’t you?” Brynn asked. “You’re leaving.”


“Brynn—”


Tears
streamed down her cheeks and she hugged her arms to her chest tightly.


“You said you
loved me,” she said. Eliot stepped over. At first he thought she would shy away
from his embrace, but she leaned into his chest. Her shoulders moved only
slightly as she sobbed. In his arms she felt so fragile, like a beautiful,
ornate vase already broken and repaired once, ready to shatter. He could not be
the one to shatter her.


“Oh, Brynn,”
Eliot said. He pressed his cheek down onto her hair, caressing her shoulders,
her back. Her sobs grew quiet, slow, and then stopped altogether. When she
pulled away, he dug into his pocket for a handkerchief to offer her.


“I’m ruining
all of your handkerchiefs,” Brynn said, a noise between a laugh and a sob
escaping her throat as she pressed the fabric to her face. He waited until she
had wiped her nose dry. She stood before him so sorrowful and proud that if he
had not fallen headlong for her already he would have done so again in an
instant. Her eyes shone brightly underneath a glaze of tears, her hair damp and
wavy, stuck to her cheeks in places. Eliot felt the last of his resolve melt
away as he looked at her.


“I’m not
leaving, Brynn,” he said. Inside his mind he heard the gates drop, letting
himself open up. He took her hand in his. “Please. The doctor said that you
need rest.”


Brynn sat
down on the edge of the bed, her hand trembling under his.


“You won’t
leave?”


“No.” Eliot
sighed in relief as Brynn tucked her legs up back under the blankets. She spent
a few seconds arranging the pillows behind her, then leaned back.


“Okay, see?
I’m resting.”


“I don’t see
your eyes closed.”


“Are you
really staying here?”


“Yes. I’ll be
right here.”


“Eliot?” The
way she said his name sent shivers through his arms, his hands. He longed to
take her up passionately and kiss every piece of her, every last beautiful
part, every crease and curve. Instead he sat down on the edge of the bed beside
her and clasped his hands on his lap.


“Yes?”


“I’m sorry.”
As Eliot looked up toward her another flood of tears brimmed her eyes and
spilled over. She had the handkerchief to her face. “I’m so sorry, I shouldn’t
have gone off, you said it was dangerous and I didn’t listen, I—” She choked on
the last word and wiped her nose again between sobs.


“No,” Eliot
said, over and over as she talked. “No, no, no. Brynn, no. This isn’t your
fault, not ever.”


“But I—”


“You didn’t
do anything wrong. Listen. You did nothing wrong.”


“If something
had happened…” Brynn’s voice trailed off into an awful silence during which
Eliot felt the adrenaline of anger rush through him.


“You’re going
to be okay,” Eliot said. “That’s all that matters.”


“Yes. Okay.”
Brynn closed her eyes, her brows furrowed, and Eliot couldn’t bring himself to
imagine what nightmares must be going through her mind.


Silence
filled the bedroom, and Eliot thought Brynn might have dozed off. But when he
rose from the bed, her eyes snapped open.


“Eliot? Can
you bring me my math stuff? So I can do the problem?”


“You really
want to work on math?” Eliot raised his eyebrows.


“Yes,” she
said firmly. “It will take my mind off of everything.”


“Then we can
work together,” he said. “I’ll bring your notebook.”


“Eliot?”


“Yes?”


“Why are you
staying?”


He leaned
over and caressed her forehead, his hand pressing back her hair.


“So that I
can keep working with such a brilliant mathematician.”


“No. Really.”


Eliot
considered the question. He hadn’t thought about it, but the second he knew
Brynn was in danger, it was like a switch had flipped in his mind. Nothing else
mattered. Nothing but her. Any obstacle between them was only an illusion,
something put there by the world to make him lose sight of what he cared about.
In the middle of the night, he had known that he would not be able to leave her
side until he was sure she would be okay without him. And even then…


“Really?” he
asked.


“Really.”


The gate was
down, his past worries forgotten. All that mattered was Brynn, right now. She
looked up at him expectantly.


“I’m staying
because I love you.”


Brynn’s mouth
dropped open slightly, her pink lips parted in disbelief.


“I’ll get you
that notebook,” Eliot said. He stood and left before she could say a word.


 








He loved me.


It wasn’t a
dream anymore, not another fantasy I had imagined in my head. He said that he
loved me, and meant it. Air stopped moving through my chest; I had forgotten
how to breathe.


He came back
with a notebook I took carefully in my hand. His eyes were kind, and despite
the horror of the past day I trusted him to keep me safe. He looked at me as
though he expected me to say something, but I turned my head down to the
mathematics. I did not want to break the delicate bond that had stretched out
between us by talking about it too much. In any case, I did not know what to
say.


We worked for
an hour, and then he fixed me breakfast. As I waited for him to return, my
chest tightened with fright and did not relax until he came back into the room.
I could not eat very much, only a bit of bread and honey. The honey tasted
sickeningly sweet in my mouth, and I gulped down water to relieve the
stickiness of it.


Tucked under
Eliot’s arm was a record; he placed it on the old-fashioned player in the
corner of the room.


“I thought we
could use some inspiration,” Eliot said. I closed my eyes and heard the
familiar strains of the Gymnopedie amplified in the air.


“Do you want
to take a break?” Eliot sat next to me, moving my half-eaten plate to the
nightstand.


“No,” I said.
“I mean, maybe just for a minute.” I put my hand over his, praying that I was
not too presumptuous. My heart soared when his fingers twined themselves into
mine. We rested, listening to the dissonant chords, the elongated coda, the
resolution in the last few phrases.


“Brynn.”


“I love you
too,” I said, turning my eyes down to my notebook. My heart twisted inside my
chest. I had never allowed myself to hope, but Eliot was here and real and not
at all a fantasy.


“Are you
reading that out of your notes?”


“Sure am,” I
said, chuckling lightly. “Right under the section on equivalence relations.”


“Is love an
equivalence relation?” Eliot put on his serious lecturer’s voice, and I could
not help but laugh.


“You tell
me.”


“What does it
mean to be an equivalence relation?” Eliot asked me, leading me on.


“It must be
symmetric, transitive, and reflexive.”


“Let’s take
the first one. If love has the symmetric property…” His silence hung
purposefully, and I swallowed at his meaning.


“If I love
you, then you love me.”


Eliot’s lips
turned up into a sly smile.


“Not always
true, but it is in this case. Carry on. The transitive property.”


I only had to
think for a second to find an example. “If I love you, and you love Satie, then
I love Satie.”


Eliot laughed
appreciatively. “And don't you love him?”


“Yes.”


“Excellent.
Two of three already. And now?”


“Now…”


“The
reflexive property.”


I swallowed.
My voice was softer than before. There was only one example possible here, and
I did not know if I could bring myself to say it until I opened my mouth,
turning my head back to the notes.


"I love
myself."


“Yes?” Eliot
took my hands in his; his blood pumped fast through his veins and his skin was
hot on mine.


“Yes,” I
said, and for the first time in a long, long time, I really did.








 


 


 


 


 


 


CHAPTER TWENTY ONE


 


“Perfect numbers, like perfect men, are very rare.” - Descartes


 


Eliot
insisted that Brynn take her time before getting up and about, and while she
protested, he could tell that she was glad for the forced rest that day. He
made her a hot tomato bisque for lunch and stayed by her side when she napped.
Her dreams were fitful, and she woke up with a scream.


“Where is
he?”


“Who?”


“The hunter!
Where is he? Where is he?” Her eyes were wild.


“Shh, Brynn,
it’s alright. He’s gone, remember?” Eliot smoothed her hair with his hand and
kissed her forehead.


“He’s gone?”


“Gone far
away. You’re safe now.”


Brynn
swallowed water from the glass at her bedside table, her eyes still troubled
and distant.


“Can I do
anything?” Eliot asked. Brynn shook her head and lay silent for a moment, her
breathing returning to normal.


“That book,”
Brynn said finally. “The one you’re reading. It has an English title.”


“It’s
poetry,” Eliot said. She was so attentive. “It’s one of the first books I was
able to read in English.”


“Will you
read me something?”


Eliot began
to object, but thought better of it. He brought the book over to her side and
flipped to the last page he had been reading. Self-consciously he began to
speak, but as the poem went on his voice fell into a natural speaking rhythm.
Brynn closed her eyes to listen.


 


“When you are old and grey and full of sleep,


And nodding by the fire, take down this book,


And slowly read, and dream of the soft look


Your eyes had once, and of their shadows deep;


 


How many loved your moments of glad grace,


And loved your beauty with love false or true,


But one man loved the pilgrim soul in you,


And loved the sorrows of your changing face;


 


And bending down beside the glowing bars,


Murmur, a little sadly, how Love fled


And paced upon the mountains overhead


And hid his face amid a crowd of stars.”


 


“That’s
beautiful.” A tear had slipped down Brynn’s cheek, and she wiped it away with
her finger. “Thank you.”


“Anything for
you.” He put his hand on hers. “Even a poorly done poetry reading.”


“Can I ask
you for something else, then?” Her voice was thin, tired. Scared, maybe.


“What is it?”


“Will you
hold me? Here, in bed?”


A strand of
hope wound itself around Eliot’s heart: that he was not doing things entirely
wrong this time, that he might do some good or be some good to her, that his
guilt might be assuaged. He lay down next to Brynn and she turned into him,
pulling herself tight against his chest. His mouth went dry when he felt her
soft curves touch him alongside his entire body. His arms encircled her
protectively, shielding her from the rest of the world.


Brief as it
was, his kiss against her forehead was meant to be kind, warm. She lifted her
head and he tumbled headlong into her gaze. If he had a soul, it was burning
now, set aflame by the desire he saw in her eyes.


“Eliot?”
Brynn’s hand was on his chest, her fingers toying insistently with his shirt
button. She did not take her eyes away from his.


Eliot took
her hand in his, clasping it chastely. His eyes asked a question and hers
answered. Answering her longing, he bent down and seized her lips against his.


“Oh!” Brynn
let out a soft moan as Eliot deepened the kiss, shifting himself toward her on
the bed. He waited for her to respond, taking each step slowly, carefully,
until she accepted his advances with her sighs, her fingers clutching at his
arms tightly, pulling him.


“Let me know
when you want to stop, Brynn.” Eliot’s lips moved against her cheek.


“I will.”


“Anytime. Let
me know.” Eliot did not want to hurt her, and especially not after what had
happened. If he stepped over the line…he shuddered to think of the pain she had
suffered through.


“Eliot. I
will.” She leaned forward and kissed him, pulling him into her arms. Giving up
any pretense of resistance, he pressed his body to hers. The soft curves under
the robe moved against his palms, sending him into such an aroused state that
for a moment he forgot to breathe.


She broke the
kiss and his heart began to beat again. He ran his fingers under the edge of
her robe at the collar by her neck. Lips pursed, Brynn watched him intently as
he moved his hand down along the curve of her breast, his fingertips just
grazing the silhouette of her figure. Down, down to the navel, where he hit the
line of her panties. He edged alongside the elastic, trailing his fingertips
over her skin, and pushed back the heavy velour robe at her hip, exposing her
breast and the line of her body.


“Such wonderful
curves…”


“Eliot,”
Brynn said, and he paused, looking back up at her face. There was a kind of
curiosity in her face that he could tell was fighting with some doubt. In a
blink of her eyelashes, though, she brushed it away.


“I want you,”
Brynn said. Eliot’s heart swelled in his chest and he raised her hand to his
lips, kissing her fingers.


 








I didn’t know what I was doing, inviting Eliot into bed
with me, but once he held me in his arms every misgiving that I had
disappeared. His touch possessed me completely, but he went slowly, carefully,
so that I was soon vibrating with anticipation. When the robe slipped off of my
body, I held my breath. I was not perfect, far from it, but I wanted Eliot to
see me entirely, to see every imperfect part of me. The fear of rejection, the
doubt that I carried inside of me, made me tense with uncertainty, but I ached
for him to take me.


He touched me
tenderly, his fingertips marking their way slowly among my curves.


“So many
beauty marks,” he said, smiling, his fingers pausing at my hip.


“Moles,” I
said, looking down at the place he had paused. “Those there form a
constellation.”


His mouth
curved as he recognized the pattern from the night sky.


“Orion?” he
ventured. I nodded.


“Are there
more?”


“I don’t
know. I’m not sure.”


“We’ll have
to find them all, then,” he said. He kissed me again, and I forgot all of my
doubts, all of my fears. I only wanted him to stay with me forever.


He kissed me
on the neck, his warm breath melting me into nothingness. His lips felt soft
and hot against my skin as he moved down to my shoulder, following the line of
my collarbone. When he began to move farther down I placed a hand on his arm.
He stopped.


“Wait,” I
said. “It’s not fair.”


“What’s not
fair?”


“I’m
completely naked,” I said, blushing as the words came out. It was the first
time I had been  naked in front of a man, but with Eliot I felt that it was
completely right.


“And?”


“And you have
entirely too many clothes on.”


“Is that so?”
I saw a flash of hesitation in his eyes. “Well. If the lady insists.”


“I do.”


He unbuttoned
his shirt slowly and pulled it off. My breath caught in a soft gasp. The scar
on his face was not the only one he had. His muscled arms and chest were
covered in long, jagged white seams that puckered his skin. The longest one
reached from his shoulder to his waist in a diagonal bolt over his chest. I
reached out to touch it. His eyes tracked mine as they lingered on his skin.


“I’m sorry,”
I said. I did not know what else I could say. He shook his head.


“All
reminders,” he said. I remembered what he had told me in the piano room, back
in California.


“A reminder
to be careful,” I whispered.


He leaned
over me and kissed me on the lips.


“I’ve been
careful for long enough, I think.”


His mouth
moved down to my neck, his teeth grazing my shoulder and sending shocks of
pleasure running through my nerves. I ached for him as he bent his head down to
my breasts. As his tongue slipped over my nipple, I could feel myself growing
slick between my legs, wanting him. I had never felt such a rush of desire as
when he circled my breast slowly with his tongue and grazed the sensitive tip
with his teeth. A scream tore up my throat and stopped there, strangled before
it could leave my mouth.


Eliot felt
hard against my leg, and I did not realize what it was until I slid my leg
slightly underneath him and he gasped. A newfound sense of power swept through
my body as I realized that he was in some small way under my control.


In
retaliation, he sucked on my nipple hard and I gasped as pain and pleasure entwined
together. I froze as his fingers slid over my thigh, nearing my virginity, and
he sensed my hesitation. His body hung above me and his fingers curled back on
themselves quickly as though he’d touched a hot iron.


“We can stop,
Brynn.”


“No,” I said,
the word escaping my lips before I even thought to speak. My desire had taken
control of me and I was no longer able to press down on the feelings that had
been threatening to escape since the first time I set eyes on him. “Please,
no.”


He hesitated,
and I continued softly, embarrassed that the truth should be spoken out loud.


“I want you…
God, Eliot, I want you so badly.”


His eyes went
wide, and I thrilled again at the thought that I could surprise him in that
way. He bent his head and kissed me on the shoulder, whispering in my ear.


“You’re
amazing, Brynn.”


My heart and
body both yearned toward the man whose breath warmed my neck, the man whose
chest was crisscrossed with the tragic reminders of a love he could never bring
back. I could not erase the scars or the memories, but I could help him to look
forward, and we could both move on from our pasts.


Unassuming
and quietly confident, Eliot sat up on the side of the bed and pushed down his
pants and underwear at the same time. Turning again to a kiss on my shoulder,
he let me see him naked for the first time. If there had been a mirror in front
of me I’m sure my eyes would have been perfectly circular with awe and
curiosity. His member stood erect, so large that I couldn’t see how it would
fit into me. Without thinking, I reached out and touched it in wonder. The skin
was so soft, smooth, and as my fingers stroked the tip lightly he twitched
under my hand. I drew my hand back.


Eliot must
have seen my expression.


“I told you,
slowly,” he said. “Tell me if it hurts.”


He reached
over to the bedside drawer, obscuring the light. When he turned back to me he
was sheathed in a condom. His eyes filled with stormy desire and when he placed
his hand on my breast my heart pounded against his palm. He kissed me on the nose,
his erection grazing my hip. I felt myself twist toward him instinctively.


“I’ll take my
time, Brynn, but if you want me to stop, just say the word.”


I was
frightened in the best kind of way, amazed that he still wanted me now that I
was naked and he could see all of me. Amazed that the two of us should be here,
together, under the silken drapes of the canopy bed in a castle. The
candlelight flickered as a draft whispered through the room. If he’d wanted to
make me feel like a princess, he’d done an admirable job of it. Every part of
this seemed like a dream.


He bent his
head down again to my chest, this time sliding his hand between my thigh as he
suckled my breast. I whimpered as his fingers stroked me on either side of my
most sensitive area. A rush of lustful power shot through me in increasing
intensity as his fingers moved closer and closer. Each lick of his tongue
mirrored the strokes of his hand, and when he finally circled the hard nub of
my nipple with his tongue I was ready to explode in ecstasy.


Eliot stopped
his fingers withdrawing abruptly, and an agonized cry rose from my throat.


“Incredible,”
he whispered. I could do nothing but watch in a paralysis of lust as he moved
over me, gently sliding between my legs. His fingers found their way to my core
again, this time slipping down and inside me as his lips kissed mine in soft
insistent motion. The pressure, so intensely shocking, had disappeared,
replaced with the slick movement of his fingers testing my depths. He looked at
me, and his face was a question I could only answer one way.


“I want you, Eliot.” I moaned as Eliot shifted himself to
slide inside of me. The cold air of winter had been replaced by springtime’s
blushing warmth, and my entire being blossomed with heat as he gave me my new womanhood.
His lips hovered inches from mine, our breaths mingling between our bodies, and
he paused there, at the crux, letting my body adjust itself to the lovely
invasion that sent thrills through every single nerve I had.


The first
thrust of his seemed to fill me completely, but but as he moved I could feel
myself adjusting, stretching to accommodate his girth. A fiery pain shot
through me, replaced almost instantly with a rush of pleasure as he bore his
body down to accommodate my most sensitive place.


“Oh God!
Eliot!” My cries caught in my throat as he worked himself deeper inside of me.


“Brynn?” He
paused.


“Yes,” I said, pulling him tight against me. He couldn’t
stop now. In my mind I heard the sharp strains of the Satie building into a
climax. The secret part of me that I had kept hidden burst forth in a frenetic
desire, and my body arched itself against his.


We found each
other anew as our bodies came together in twin passion. Eliot’s hands caressed
me, his lips tearing the breath from mine. He rocked faster and faster, his
breath hot against my skin. I found his rhythm and matched it, my body
responding despite myself. Normally I lived in my head, but right now my mind
was lost in the wild rhythm of our lovemaking, every animal sensation too raw
to comprehend on an intellectual level. I moaned passionately as he found an
angle that sent my nerves into sharp thrills.


He thrust
deeper and deeper, sending shocks of pleasure coursing through my body with
each connection. Inside of me my desire rose in waves that came close to
crashing down on me but stopped at the last instant, each wave building on the
last in an intense agony of lust. My fingers scrabbled at his back, pulling him
deeper inside of me. I wanted more, more.


Every second
stretched into infinities, the flickering light dancing shadows on the walls.
His lips caught mine and sucked at my bottom lip as he thrust, and I felt the
wave push past the crest and over, the desire surging through my body echoed by
his own.


“Brynn.” He groaned, calling my name. I could feel him
pressing to his edge and it sent me over mine as he rocked into me once more.


Waves of
orgasm rocked my body and I clenched my eyes shut, sparks of white passing over
my vision even in the darkness as the shudders passed through me. The sparks
whirled around, turning from snowflakes into burning embers as the shocks of
pleasure rolled over my body and I twisted, writhing under the first man to
love me, to make me love him.


He orgasmed
only moments after me, his muscles stiffening above my hips as he spasmed once,
again. I did not know what had happened until he moaned, his eyes rolling back
in pleasure. His lips pressed against my shoulder hard as he thrust one last
time, sending me into another wave of ecstasy. My knees buckled as the shivers
continued through my arms and legs, and I crumpled my hands against his chest.


Eliot’s lips
fluttered soft kisses on my cheek, his hands caressing me in compete
possession. I gazed up into his face and smiled, tears springing unbidden to my
eyes. After pressing another kiss to my lips, he rolled off to one side and
rearranged himself, circling his arm around my body and bringing me close to
him. My ear pressed to his chest, I could hear his heartbeat sounding quick and
hard against his skin. Slowly, carefully, his long fingers stroked my hair.


“Thank you,”
I said. “For bringing me here. For everything.” I tilted my head up to see his
face, and his kind eyes gazed back at me.


“It’s been a
pleasure,” Eliot said, his lips pressing briefly onto the tip of my nose.
“Everything.”


“Even the
damn cat?”


“Especially
the damn cat. He can stay.”


I laughed. “I’m
glad you’ve changed your mind about him.”


“I haven’t
changed my mind about him. I’ve changed my mind about you.”


“Oh?” I
raised my eyebrow in a question.


“No, that’s
not what I mean. I was scared to risk anything with you.”


“Am I so
risky?”


“Yes. But I
had everything to gain from the risk.”


His heartbeat
was slowing in my ear, but I still felt as though every nerve inside of me was
shivering.


“What’s going
to happen? After the internship ends, I mean?” We only had weeks until I had to
go home, graduate, and start my life. I didn’t want it to be over.


“I don’t
know, Brynn,” he said. “What would you like to do?”


“I’d like to
keep studying math,” I said firmly, then laughed at myself. Out of everything,
that was the first thing that leapt to mind.


“The academy
has wonderful programs,” Eliot said. “Of course, with the paper you’ll be
publishing soon, I’m guessing you’ll have offers from any grad school you decide
to attend.”


“Paper?” My
heart beat faster. It was unheard of for professors to share credit with
interns.


“Of course.
Did you think I was going to let you slack off in your last days here?”


I kissed his
skin in response, letting my hands move freely across the raised marks on his
chest. When I reached his face, he looked serious, like he had when I first saw
him sitting on the bench in front of the library cafe.


“Thank you,”
he said. His hands moved in small gasps along my back.


“For what?”
My voice caught as his hand found the small of my back and pulled me against
him.


“For helping
me…to know I can live again. For helping me to find love.”


“You’re the
one who found me,” I said. “Even though you didn’t know my name.”


“That’s
right,” Eliot said. “I had forgotten. A temptress who runs away to hide from
me. What have I gotten myself into?” He smiled.


“I’m sorry,”
I said. “I shouldn’t have run.”


“I’ll just
make sure to keep an eye on you.”


My gaze
wandered over the room. The candlelight reflected on the windowpane, but I
could almost make out the stars in the sky outside.


“I can’t
believe I’m here in Hungary. Finally. After all these years.”


“I’m sorry
you had to go through so much to get here. I know it’s been hard.”


“That’s the
understatement of the century. But I’m here now,” I said, turning my gaze to
him. “With my prince. It’s a Cinderella story after all.”


“Your life
hasn’t exactly been a fairy tale.”


My hand
reached out to his cheek, my fingers tracing the line of his scar. I looked
deep into his eyes and saw in them the same longing for peace that was in my
heart.


“Neither has
yours.”








I visited my mother’s grave again that
weekend. Springtime had arrived in full force, and the trees around me
blossomed with white flowers. When the wind blew, the flower petals fell like
snow onto the warm ground. Sitting there, I felt like every atom in the wind
moved exactly the way it should. Life would move on with or without me, and I
didn’t need to change myself in order to be beautiful, or happy, or worthy of
love. I already was.


Forget the castle, the crown, all of the gilded trappings of
royalty that shone brightly but meant nothing. Forget the glass slipper, the
horse-drawn carriage. None of that mattered now. Eliot wasn’t a prince, and I
wasn’t a princess. We were just two broken people, half-mended, struggling to
make sense of the world as best we could.


I once thought that happily ever after was only true in books.
Now, I’m beginning to see how the future might play out if my dreams continue
to pale before reality. Every sentence I could think of has already been said a
hundred times over, by people whose words come out perfect and beautifully
formed, where mine die on the tongue or straggle out onto the page, mangled and
imperfect. But my story isn’t perfect, because I’m not perfect. Nothing is
perfect except maybe in math, in the line that extends forever in both
directions. Math is beautiful, I have always known that, but so is life. And I
have grown to accept imperfection.


I am living my own fairytale to which nobody, not even me, knows
the ending. But I can imagine my life written down, all of my past and future
tragedy and triumph and yes, even romance, and the book does not always end in
sorrow. For the first time in my life, I can imagine the reader turning to the
end, the pages already lighter for being finished, and reading the final few
words that an unknown author had scrawled across the last page:


 


“And they lived happily ever after.”


 


- The End -
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Also check out Aubrey Rose’s BIG GIRL Series:


Big Girl Backstage Pass - Book One in the
Big Girl series


 


She's just a college girl who can't help but dream.


 


Shannon
Locklear just won backstage passes to the hottest concert in LA, Wilder Side. She's thrilled to be able to meet the band
backstage, and when the guitarist takes her aside, the sparks that fly between
them could light a bonfire...






He's a lead guitarist who can't shake his inner
demons.






Julian
Bremmer is a musician struggling with alcohol and his band's newfound success.
Girls throw themselves at him because he's a rock star, but all of the
attention doesn't stop him from feeling empty inside. When he meets Shannon, he
can't help but wonder if she's just the next girl who wants him for his fame...



Fate has thrown them together, but will the world pull them apart?
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Insatiable Reads Book Tours
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their sizzling new reads! As one of our author's readers, you qualify for the Insatiable
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If you liked Me,
Cinderella?, you might also enjoy these books:


 


I Married a Billionaire: The Prodigal Son - Melanie Marchande


This book is a standalone
followup to the Top 100 Kindle Store bestseller I Married a Billionaire and I
Married a Billionaire: Lost & Found.


Writing billionaire tech mogul
Daniel Thorne's official biography is no small task. His wife Maddy isn't quite
sure how it fell on her shoulders - but she's not exactly complaining. It's
given her a rare opportunity to learn about the details of Daniel's life that
he's never shared with her before. After a rocky beginning, their relationship
has finally settled into something comforting and secure. After a while, Maddy
begins to reconsider her once-staunch decision not to have children.


Then, one night, a ghost from
Daniel's past appears.


His father, believed to be dead,
has come back in hopes of repairing their relationship. Daniel is devastated by
the years-long deception, and suspicious of his father's motives in reappearing
after so much time. Old Mr. Thorne has his reasons for disappearing, but how
can he possibly repair a relationship that's been so badly fractured by
distance and lies? Meanwhile, Maddy gets some unexpected news of her own, and
she realizes she must find a way to reach her husband and his father, to knit
them all together into a family again.


His Passion, Her Temptation - Malia Mallory


Granger Pharma executive Monica
Granger is hiding her relationship from her family. She has to. Her lover is
the son of her father's biggest business rival. Ben Coron is more than Monica
can resist; he's everything she's ever wanted - including dominant in bed.


But when Coron Health makes a
play for Granger Pharma, Monica's relationship—and her life—blow wide open. She
loses her job, and her family rejects her. Someone's stealing Granger's vital
trade secrets, and worse, Monica's brother is dodging attempts on his life.


Their passion is too strong to
keep Monica and Ben apart for long. They must thward the takeover and heal the
rift between their families. If they don't, they'll never trust one another
enough to pursue the dominance and submission they both need.


Dear Rockstar - Emme Rollins


Sara is obsessed with rock star
Tyler Vincent, and as she works to complete her senior year, she’s determined
to find a way to meet him—although her best friend, Aimee, keeps telling her to
find a different escape from her desperately violent home life.


Complications arise when Dale,
the mysterious new transfer student, sets his sights on Sara, and she falls for
this rock-star-in-the-making in spite of her better judgment. When Sara wins a
contest, she is faced with a choice—travel to Tyler Vincent's home town to meet
him, or stay and support Dale in a Battle-of-the-Bands hosted by MTV.


Their triangulated relationship
is pushed to its breaking point, but there is another, deeper secret that
Dale's been keeping that just may break things wide open...


Turn up your
collar, feather your hair, and splash on some Polo, because we're going back to
the '80's when MTV played music videos, there was no such thing as American
Idol, and becoming a star meant doing nothing short of crazy for that one, big
break."
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