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Dedication

For Saraswati




Part I




1.

Thursday, September 29

There’s a dead girl in the bathroom.”

I look up. Gavin is staring at me, a tray of empties balanced on his left hand.

“Dead?” I ask.

“She’s a corpse. Who the fuck was serving her?”

I shrug. Although the place was packed earlier tonight, only Gavin and I were behind the bar. One of us had served her.

“Deal with her, would you?” he says.

“I was just about to leave.”

He gestures behind him. “Get her out of here, and then you can go.”

“But—”

“Just fucking handle it, Sara.”

Gavin takes off before I have a chance to protest. He’s chivalrous like that. Annoyed, I make my way through the bar toward the bathrooms. It’s just past 2 a.m. and last call was half an hour ago, but there are still a few dozen stragglers finishing their drinks or falling asleep at the tables.

I push open the door to the women’s restroom and find two denim legs sticking out of the far stall. I sigh.

“Hey,” I say. “You.”

I let the door click shut behind me. The girl doesn’t respond and I take another step forward.

“I need you to get up.”

Literally, I need her to get up. I’m five foot three and sure as hell can’t carry her.

The girl groans and I soften. I wonder how young she is. Gavin tells us not to check IDs on weekdays. It’s the reason he’s still afloat.

“Are you OK?” I drop to hands and knees and peer under the stall. The girl is flat on her back, her head resting against the base of the toilet. She’s sporting a dark-wash jean jacket much like the one I’m wearing, and her long, chocolate-brown hair is all over her face.

I reach my hand out and brush it away, and when she still doesn’t move, I crawl under the stall. She’s petite, too, and there’s just enough room for both of us on the ground.

“Hey,” I say, more gently now. I shake her arms. “Let’s get you out of here, huh?”

She lets me peel her off the ground, my arms supporting some of her weight. I flip the lid down and manage to get her on the toilet seat. Her Marc Jacobs bag knocks against my hip.

“Who are you?” she asks groggily.

I smile, thankful she’s waking up. “Sara.”

“Really? My name is Sarah! With an H?”

“No H for me.” I pause. “Where are your friends? Can I get them?”

“I don’t have any friends.”

I open my mouth to speak, but then she continues.

“My friend went home with my other friend,” she says, her voice singsong. “If you catch my drift.”

“So you’re here by yourself?”

Sarah giggles, as if I’m ridiculous. “I’m here with you.”

With my arm wrapped around her waist, I help the other Sarah out through the kitchen exit that backs onto a quiet residential street. It’s a chilly autumn night, and when she starts to shiver, I button up her jacket.

“You’re a fox,” she slurs. We’re eye to eye, and I laugh.

“So are you.”

She leans forward and kisses my cheek, softly. “Do you want to smoke?”

“I’ve got class in the morning.”

“We’ve all got class in the morning,” she says.

“Do you want me to call you a Ride?”

Sarah doesn’t answer me as she fetches a joint from her back pocket. I’m tempted to ask her if she’s sure that’s a good idea in her state, but I’m not her mother, so I stay quiet. Instead, I watch her lean against the brick wall of the building, one foot tucked up beneath her as she lights up the joint and rests it on her bottom lip. She looks impossibly cool. I haven’t smoked in ages, and I don’t even like pot, but when she gestures for me to take a hit, I do.

Within minutes, I’m high. Sarah is an open book and I’m laughing at something I don’t remember her saying. A cloud is enveloping me, pleasant and hot, and I am only vaguely aware when the street lights seem to start flickering to “Hey Jude” by the Beatles. When a black car stops down the road and its lights go off. Then, when Sarah takes my hand.

She seems to think we’re friends. She is speaking in earnest, and I can hear her but I’m not listening. My head lolls back, the night air on my face. There are stars winking at me through the trees.

“Shit,” she says suddenly. “I’m going to go.”

I realize I’m sitting on the curb, and I stand up to join her. She’s fumbling with her phone, ordering a Ride. I’m a twenty-five-minute walk from home, but I’m way too out of it to make the trek, and so I do the same.

Our phones ping at the same time. Our Rides are close.

“Do you ever wish you could be somebody else?” I hear her ask. I look up and find her gazing down the street.

“Yes,” I say. “All the time.”

“Who would you be?”

I don’t have an answer for her. Words are hard to come by; they feel lodged deep in my throat.

“I’d be Lady Macbeth.”

I’m about to tell her Lady Macbeth is a fictional character when a car inches around the corner and pulls up in front of us.

Sarah wraps me in a hug. “This must be me.” My reflexes are all off, and before I manage to lift up my arms in response, she’s gone.

I vaguely consider going back inside to tell Gavin I’m leaving, but then another car approaches. I stumble in, my eyes closing as soon as my ass hits the seat.

“Are you Sara?” a voice asks from the front.

“Yes,” I say, and a beat later, I’m asleep.

The driver wakes me up, grumbling at me to get out. I attempt to sit up straight, but my head spins. The driver yells at me again.

“I said get out!”

“All right, all right.” I fling open the car door. “Thanks a lot, man.”

It’s dark and I’m cold. I pull my jacket tighter around my body as I try to figure out on which side of Hillmont Road the driver has dropped me. The street is tree-lined, but nothing feels familiar. The trees are taller, leafier. And the houses . . .

I blink at the one in front of me. It’s three stories high with a cherry-red door and window shutters to match. It’s what rich people might call colonial. I swivel around, as if my small, shitty house will magically appear across the street. My heart sinks. It’s another mansion.

“Fuck!” I squat on the curb, more awake now. The cold is clearing my head. Was the driver screwing with me, or did I get into the wrong Ride? I open the app, and sure enough, my Ride is on its way to Hillmont Road, probably with the other Sarah in tow. I scroll outward on the map. The little blue dot tells me I’ve been dropped off in a rich suburb on the other side of Windermere.

I try to order another Ride, but the app locks me out and tells me my credit card has been declined. Just my luck to max out when it’s after three in the morning and I’m miles away from home.

Suddenly, a light turns on in the house and there’s a buttery glow from behind one of the shutters. When I think I see a shadow move past the window, I admit defeat and start walking. I wind my way through the suburb, the first of autumn’s leaves crunching beneath my sneakers, and finally, I find Main Street.

At this end of town, the stores are all selling baby onesies made out of organic fibers and kitchen gadgets that zest lemons and other fruits I didn’t know could be zested. I rarely come out this way, and I find myself staring through the windows at all the things nobody needs but everybody wants. At a women’s clothing shop, there’s a cardamom-green gown on display. I wonder who in this sleepy university town would need to buy a cardamom-green gown.

Slowly but surely, the streets change. There still isn’t a single car on the road, but now Main Street is lined with a mix of coffee shops and restaurants, used book stores, gyms, grocers and other businesses, like the movie theater, that rely on students. I cut through the intersection that would lead toward campus or back to Gavin’s bar, but I keep heading north. It’s quarter to four in the morning, and I still have a way to go.

I walk block after block, and finally I’m getting close. Not much has survived in this part of Windermere. Besides the occasional nail salon or convenience store, most storefronts are shuttered. When I get to Hillmont, I head east. I’m only two blocks away now. I pass a block of rundown apartment complexes, then a daycare, and then I stop. Something feels off.

I look up. There’s an odd hum coming from up ahead. Lights, too. Are they flashing? I squint, trying to make it out. I can’t tell if one of my neighbors has left their headlights on or if I’m still high.

I cross the final intersection before my house, slowly. I’m only fifty feet away now, and the flashing lights come into focus. It’s a police cruiser.

“Hello?”

The word comes out as a croak, so I clear my throat and keep walking forward.

“Hello?” I try again.

My house is tucked away beneath a broken streetlight, and it’s dark as hell. A shadowy figure emerges from my front walkway, and I tense as it draws closer.

“Who are you?”

“Ma’am, I’m going to need you to stay back.”

“Why?”

“Ma’am, my name is Officer Reynolds, and I’m going to need you to stay where you are.”

“But that’s my house. I live there.”

The officer comes into full view. He’s blocking the walkway with his large frame.

“You live here?”

“Seventy-two Hillmont Road.” I pause. “Why?”

Just then, somewhere in the distance, a police siren wails. And then another one. And another after that.

My heart pounds as I realize they’re getting closer, and I step off the pavement and push past the officer.

“Ma’am, no—”

He grabs my arm, but it’s too late. I see her.

The familiar denim jacket. The mess of chocolate-brown hair dripping down the stoop.

I buckle. I feel two arms catch me as I slide down to the pavement.

“Do you know her?” Officer Reynolds ask.

“Yes,” I say, right before I black out. “Her name is Sarah.”




2.

SARAH ELLIS

Three years earlier

Everyone is pissing me off today.

I just got home from Journey’s house. She, Felix and I were studying for this math test I’m pretty stressed about, and my mother called to check if I’d be home for dinner, and I don’t really remember what I said, but after I hung up the phone, Journey told me I should be nicer to her. Then I told Journey she should wax her eyebrows once in a while, even though she has perfect eyebrows, and, well, she kicked me out.

We’ll be fine by tomorrow, or maybe Thursday. She’s been my best friend for eleven years, since the first grade, and I swear we’re fighting half the time, but neither of us has sisters, so there’s that. It’s nice to have Felix around when Journey and I really get going, because even though he can be the most immature and annoying of the three of us, at least he’s a good buffer.

To be honest, I’m feeling a little guilty about the fight, so I just texted Journey an apology. I can be a tad bitchy when I’m stressed, but I’m not that strong at algebra and I really want an A. They don’t fuck around at Bishop Bailey Hall, because they know the parents’ biggest fear in life is that their children won’t be as successful as they are. That’s why I have to be a doctor one day, and why my brother, Adam, just left for Stanford, and why my mother goes through my shit to make sure I’m not on drugs, and why I have to type this diary entry into a password-protected notes app in my phone, rather than writing in one of those tacky Anthropologie notebooks she buys me every Christmas.

It’s not just the notebooks. It’s the floral dresses she keeps buying me to wear to church, even though we never go, and the mother-daughter spa appointments she makes for us and almost always has to cancel because of work. It’s the freaking room I’m in right now, which she decorated for me like it’s some kind of dollhouse. We moved into this house when I was too old to want a playroom, but she wanted her little New England Barbie to have one anyway. She decorated it with baby-pink wallpaper, fluffy cushions, a vanity mirror. I swear, the armchair I’m curled up in right now costs as much as some people’s cars.

My bedroom is much more my style, but I came down here to make my mother happy, I guess. Sometimes she looks at me like she doesn’t know who I am, and I feel angry and sad that I always seem to disappoint her, that whatever I do never seems to be good enough. So I run my mouth and make her cry, and then come down here and wiggle my ass into this fucking armchair and play Adele loudly from the Bluetooth speaker, and this is my way of apologizing to her. Of telling her that I am still her little, darling girl.

Even though I’m not. I haven’t been in a long time.

Ugh, this is so stupid. What am I even doing?

Journey’s the one who put this diary thing in my head. Last week she bragged to me and Felix that her parents were concerned about her anxiety over college applications and had started sending her to therapy. We were in the lunch hall and she totally wanted everyone to overhear, because she got so many sympathetic looks and sighs and now she’ll tell anyone who will listen all about her therapy sessions, that she’s been advised to “write things down” for the sake of her mental health.

My parents are both doctors, but they only believe in physical ailments. Daddy once told me that basically all cases of depression could be fixed “if those lazy asses went to the gym once in a while,” and when Grandma died a few years ago, no one could understand why I was sad all summer. They got over it so quickly. They delayed the church funeral so they didn’t have to cancel their couples’ trip to Palm Springs, and whenever I cried, or reminisced, or even so much as mentioned Grandma, like total jerks, all they did was remind me that I barely even visited her.

My parents named me and Adam to make Grandma happy, you know, back before she got dementia and forgot how much she loved Jesus and her grandchildren. But my parents had to pick the most common biblical names, didn’t they? How about Lydia? Miriam? I’d even have taken Delilah. Anyway, I only let Grandma call me Sarah. Everyone else just calls me Ellis.

Daddy is home from the hospital. I can hear them talking in the kitchen, and pretty soon they’ll call me down to dinner and grill me about my homework while they half-listen and read the news on their iPads, so I better get to my point:

Not that I’ll ever admit it to Journey, but I’m going to try writing things down, too. I’m also going to work a bit harder at not making my mother cry, and actually caring about things the way Adam does, rather than just pretending to all the time.

I also wonder if I should start going to the gym. Ugh. I freaking hate the gym.




3.

Thursday, September 29

I’m in the back of a police cruiser, numb. The other Sarah’s body is still on the pavement, covered in a white tarp, and there are at least a dozen officers, paramedics and firemen crowding the sidewalk. It’s still dark outside, but I can see the first touches of light hanging like fog over the east side of town. I don’t know how long I’ve been here. I wonder if I fell asleep.

A brisk knock on the glass snaps me upright. It’s a man, mid-thirties, with black hair and sharp features. Even though he’s in plain clothes, I can tell he’s police.

I push open the door just a crack, and the guy sticks his head into the opening.

“I’m Detective Kelly. I understand you know the victim.”

“Sort of,” I say. “I only met her tonight.”

He nods, stiffly. “Officer Reynolds mentioned you said her name was Sarah. Do you happen to know her last name, or anything at all that would help us identify her?”

“Yes,” I say, remembering. “I think she lives on the south side. Where all the rich people live.”

“The Orchards?”

“That’s it. And her house—it’s white, the biggest one on the street. The door was red.”

Detective Kelly gives me a look, crouches down so we’re eye to eye. He seems excited, and I can’t help but wonder when was the last time someone was murdered in this town.

“You’ve been to her house?”

“It’s a long story,” I say, and Detective Kelly tells me to save it for the station.

A different officer drives me over. I’ve never been to a police station before, but it’s largely what I expect from what I’ve seen on television. Very few windows and fluorescent lighting. A sad, empty waiting room full of furniture that looks like it hasn’t been replaced since the 1980s. I sit there until Detective Kelly appears and waves me through a secured door. I follow him down a hall. The carpet is brown, dark. I wince. It’s the exact same color as Sarah’s hair.

Detective Kelly stops in front of another door. “Coffee?”

“Sure.”

“Black?”

“With milk,” I say. “Please.”

I go into the room and wait for him. There’s an old table and four chairs, and nothing on the walls except chipped blue paint. No one-way mirror. I wonder if that sort of room is saved for the suspect.

Detective Kelly returns with two paper cups, and I remember how tired I am when he presses one of them into my hand, the scent of bitter coffee hitting my nostrils. I thank him and guzzle half of it down in one go.

“So,” he says, taking the chair opposite me. He has a pen and legal pad with him now, and I watch him scratch September 29 on the right-hand corner of the top sheet. “I’m going to need to take a statement from you. What’s your full name?”

“Saraswati Bhaduri. But I go by Sara.” I shiver, thinking of the other Sarah. “With no H.”

“You a local?”

I shake my head. “I’m from Boston, but I’ve lived here for two years. I’m a law student.”

I can tell he’s impressed, even though he shouldn’t be. Not with my current academic record.

“And you met the victim—”

“Do we have to call her that?”

“No, we don’t.” He pauses. “You said you met the other Sarah last night. Is that right?”

“I work four nights a week at Gavin’s, that bar over by campus. She was there.”

“What time did she arrive?”

“I don’t know.” I rack my brain, trying to remember when I first saw her. “I started at six thirty. Wednesdays are Wings Night, so it was packed. And I remember seeing her around a bit. I might have served her a few times, but I’m not sure.”

I watch Detective Kelly scribble furiously on his notepad.

“And then around two-ish, maybe, I was packing up my things, getting ready to leave, and Gavin tells me there’s a girl passed out in the bathroom.”

“Sarah?”

I nod. “He told me to go deal with her.”

“Did she have a purse or backpack with her at that time?”

I press my eyelids tight, picture her down there on the floor. “Yes.” I flick my eyes open. “It was a black cross-body bag. Marc Jacobs.”

Detective Kelly looks confused by my description, and so I describe the bag and then tell him how I took Sarah outside. That we smoked a joint and talked for a while about nothing in particular, nothing I could really remember. I say that we both ordered Rides and must have mistakenly taken one another’s, because the next thing I know, I’m in the Orchards.

Detective Kelly nods as I speak, occasionally jotting down notes. When I’m done, he folds his hands together on the table.

“You’re claiming that you and Sarah took the wrong Rides home?”

“Yeah. That’s exactly what I’m saying.”

He furrows his brows.

“I mean, we must have, right? She was at my house,” I stammer. I’m tired and suddenly I’m nervous, too. “And why else would I have ended up in the Orchards?”

“You don’t think you could have punched in the wrong address?” he asks me, like I’m a toddler.

“No. I don’t.”

“And as to why she might have been on Hillmont—”

“She looked rich,” I tell him, although I don’t tell him why I think so. Her clear, bright skin. Perfectly highlighted hair. Brand-name bag and clothes. “There’s no way she lived around there.”

“There are plenty of reasons why a young woman of means might be on Hillmont Road.”

I purse my lips. My neighborhood isn’t exactly Park Avenue. Hillmont is the shithole where the worker bees live, and its residents make sure our picturesque New England university town stays the white-bread wonderland that it is. They paint and clean the townies’ houses. Pour the students’ beers.

Some of them are also known to sell drugs.

“I know,” I say, finally. “But I don’t think that’s why she was there.”

“What do you know?”

Detective Kelly is trying to trip me up. I press my feet into the floor, annoyed.

“Two doors down,” I say. “Number 68. There are always nice cars parked outside, every night. And they never stay long.” I pause. Detective Kelly is eyeing me. “I know they deal. But I don’t think Sarah was there to buy drugs. I think she took my Ride by mistake.”

The detective scribbles something on the pad, covering the paper with his hand. I wait for him to press me on the subject, but then he veers off course.

“Let’s rewind to before you left Gavin’s. Was there a bouncer or another member of staff helping you take care of Sarah?”

I grimace.

“No?”

I shake my head. “We don’t have bouncers.”

“How many people were at Gavin’s last night?”

“I don’t know about the whole night, but at its peak, I’d say a hundred and fifty people. Give or take.”

“Is that over capacity, would you say?”

“I don’t know,” I lie.

“And how many of you were working?”

I tell him that it was just me and Gavin front of house, plus the three guys in the kitchen who cook, wash the dishes, bring out food orders and clean tables.

“Why are you asking me all of this?” I say. “Talk to Gavin.”

“I’m trying to get a mental picture of the evening.”

“It’ll be busy again tonight.” Thursday evenings he discounts shots. Although I’m desperate for the cash, I’m thankful I’m not on the schedule. “Go see for yourself.”

Detective Kelly stares at me a beat, and then looks down at his notes. He’s moved his hand, but my eyes won’t focus, so from where I’m sitting it just looks like scribbles.

“Let’s go back to Sarah. You helped her outside after your shift was over. Can you tell me why you took her out through the kitchen exit?”

I purse my lips, trying to remember. But I don’t. Fatigue, the weed—the whole night feels groggy.

“No. Honestly, I can’t remember,” I say finally. “Maybe she was embarrassed by how drunk she was. Maybe I suggested the kitchen exit because it was closer, or she might have. I really don’t know.”

Detective Kelly doesn’t look convinced.

“Do you remember who she was with last night?” he continues. “If she was there with anyone?”

“She mentioned her friends had left without her, but I didn’t see her with anyone.” I shrug again. “Like I said, it was packed. But you know what—there should be CCTV of all of it.”

“Yes, there should,” Detective Kelly says. “We’ll be heading down to Gavin’s as soon as we can get a hold of him. But I’d still like to see things from your perspective a bit first.”

My perspective. I try not to snort. What other perspective could there be?

“Did Sarah mention anything else when you were talking outside?” he continues. “Did anyone leave through the kitchen exit while you were back there?”

I rub my eyes, trying to remember. Although the coffee is starting to kick in, everything is hazing together, and it occurs to me that I’ve been awake for nearly thirty-six hours straight; I have trouble sleeping at the best of times, but the night before last I didn’t even try to go to bed. I had an essay due and pulled an all-nighter.

“Sara?” Detective Kelly prompts.

“Yeah,” I say. He looks impatient, and so I start thinking out loud.

“The back street is always quiet. It’s residential.” I close my eyes, trying to picture it. “There may have been a car around.”

Detective Kelly sits up straighter.

“It might have been parked. Maybe it drove up while we were there. I don’t really know.”

“Was it still there when you left?”

“Look, I have no idea. And I don’t remember what we talked about, either. OK? I was exhausted. And high.”

“Right.” He taps his fingers. “Well—”

“Can I ask you a question now?” I interrupt.

“Depends on the question.”

I hesitate. “What happened to her? How did she die?”

“I’m sure you know I can’t answer that. It’s an open investigation—”

“Well, why would someone do this, then? Christ, she’s just a kid.”

He pauses, his gaze intense as he considers me. Finally, he speaks.

“Statistically—and I’m not saying this is what happened—but the vast majority of female homicide victims are killed by someone they know.” Detective Kelly frowns. “Sometimes an acquaintance, but more often a lover. An ex. A jilted ex.”

I nod and widen my eyes for him. The detective continues.

“But the victim—sorry, Sarah—wasn’t found with that purse you described. Her phone was missing, too. Now, it’s possible that she left it in the Ride.” He pauses. “It’s also possible it was taken from her. That this was a mugging gone wrong. That she was simply in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

On Hillmont Road, that wouldn’t be hard. The other Sarah could have been attacked by any number of people who frequented the area. Drunkards or hitchhikers from the sleazy bar out by the truck stop. Overly friendly, often unstable residents of the halfway house up the road. Any one of my meth-head neighbors.

My throat closes up as I think of Sarah. She’s white and I’m Indian, but from what I remember, our skin tone and hair are nearly the same color. We’re the same size. We even wore a similar jacket.

What if Sarah was in the wrong place at the wrong time because she was in my place?

What if . . . the victim was supposed to be me?
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A brisk knock interrupts us. Officer Reynolds barges into the room and whispers something to Detective Kelly, and then leaves just as abruptly. I don’t hear what he says.

“Can I go home now?” I ask, as the detective stands up from his chair. I’ve drained my coffee, but I can feel a headache coming on. I need more caffeine and a Tylenol immediately.

“Soon,” he says vaguely. “I might have a few more questions for you. Would you mind hanging around a bit longer? I’ll have someone drive you afterward.”

I don’t respond. The clock on the wall says it’s nearly 8 a.m., and my first class starts in less than an hour, but I’m too shaken to go in today anyway.

“And before you leave, we’re going to need to take your phone so we can verify your story.”

Verify. Right.

“If the night played out as you say, we’ll need to speak with the driver who took Sarah to your house. I’ll leave your phone at the front desk in a day or two. Sound OK?”

“I guess it has to be,” I say.

Detective Kelly leaves the room, leaving the door ajar. I sigh, and then tap on one of the few numbers in my call history these days: my parents’ work line.

“I called you last night,” Mom says, answering. I can tell I’m on speaker by the echo. “I was worried.”

“Sorry.” They say this to me whenever I forget to call or check in every single day. “I was studying late. And then I fell asleep.”

“You work too hard.” Dad’s talking now. I can hear him stocking shelves in the background. “Are you sleeping enough?”

“Yes,” I lie.

“And eating?” Mom asks. “When are you coming home?”

“Soon.” I leave it at that, and then I ask them what’s going on there.

I don’t consider my constant lying to them a bad thing; it’s for their own protection. My parents, Rama and Mira Bhaduri, have enough to worry about and work too hard for too little as it is, but I suppose so do most immigrants. When they first moved to America, they took on the low-skill jobs that needed filling, learned English, and embraced the American ways of eating things like ketchup on macaroni, and macaroni with cut-up hot dogs, and hot dogs with ketchup, and mustard, too.

They saved. Pennies and nickels at a time. And in 2007, just months after they invested every penny they had to set up the neighborhood’s first Bengali grocery store, the Great Recession crawled into town.

Bhaduri’s Delights stayed afloat, but only just, and only because Mom and Dad began catering to everyone in our ethnically diverse neighborhood. Their dream of creating a home away from Kolkata or Dhaka for their fellow Bengalis to gather became a distant dream, and the store is now full of everything from dosa mix to plantains, family-size bags of barbecue chips to vermicelli noodles. Vodka, too. And it’s the vodka that keeps the lights on.

“You must go get ready for class,” I hear Dad say, after they tell me about the new light fixture above our store’s frozen food section.

“I’m already at school,” I say. “I was here early, studying.”

“We’re so proud of you, beti.”

I nod, ready to get off the phone. “Thanks, Mom.”

“One more year of studies, and then our daughter will be lawyer!”

“Right,” I say. “Anyway, I need to have my phone fixed. So, if I don’t call the next few days, don’t worry.”

“What happened?” Dad asks.

“I dropped it.” I pause. “Where’s Tina? Can you tell her . . .”

I trail off when I hear something thud out in the hall. I stand up. There’s a commotion. Yelling. I can’t quite make it out.

I tell my parents I have to go, and I quickly end the call and walk over to the open doorway.

“You incompetent son of a bitch!”

I recoil. The voices aren’t that far away.

“You’re telling me our daughter was strangled, and you idiots are sitting around here picking your assholes doing what exactly?”

I know it’s none of my business, but my curiosity gets the best of me. I lean forward and chance a look. Detective Kelly and Officer Reynolds are down the hall, with a couple who I can only assume are Sarah’s parents. They look like they’re in their early fifties, and the mom is crying hysterically. The dad looks like he’s about to punch someone.

“I need to know,” the mother sputters. “Before she died. Was she—”

“No,” Detective Kelly says, and she sobs even harder. “There were no signs of rape.”

“Thank fucking god.” The dad smacks the wall behind him with a clenched fist, and I can feel the reverberations from where I’m standing.

“Sarah was—”

“Detective,” the mom interrupts. “She hates being called Sarah. Everyone calls her Ellis. I would appreciate it if you got her name right. Like my husband has said, you haven’t gotten a damn thing—”

“Bev,” the dad interrupts. “The detective was speaking.” Suddenly, he’s as cool as a cucumber. “What were you saying?”

“Your daughter, Ellis,” Detective Kelly continues, “was at Gavin’s last night. It’s a student bar—”

“I know that place, and she certainly was not, Detective. She was at study group. After dinner she . . .” The mom looks to her husband. “Wasn’t she?”

“She’s twenty years old.” The dad glares at Detective Kelly. “What the hell was she doing there? Was she drunk?”

“We believe so.”

“And one of your ‘theories’ is she later went to Hillmont to buy drugs. Are you out of your fucking mind? No. She would never go to Hillmont.”

I lean my head against the doorframe, so as not to be seen. My knees shake as I try to imagine my parents in their shoes. What it would be like to come down to a police station and find out that their daughter is dead. That their daughter wasn’t where she was supposed to be.

If I hadn’t gotten into the wrong Ride, would they be here instead?

After Ellis’s father has finished his rant, Detective Kelly continues. He sounds less sure of himself than before.

“We’ll be canvassing the neighborhood, the campus, the bar. We’re going to talk to everyone who knew Ellis, everyone she texted or came into contact with in the past few days.”

“Do you have her phone?” the dad asks.

“No, but—”

“Then how the hell do you plan on—”

“Ryan, that’s enough.”

The men glance over at Ellis’s mom. Her voice is final and clear, and she’s stopped crying completely.

“You know as well as I do, Ellis’s messages will be backed up to the cloud.” She glares at her husband, and then turns her gaze on the detective. “But there will be no need for any of that. I already know who you should be questioning. I know exactly who killed my baby girl.”

I hold my breath, waiting.

“Ellis’s ex-boyfriend,” the mother says coldly. “Tommy Eagle.”
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SARAH ELLIS

Three years earlier

I had this weird, rumbling feeling in my stomach the night before this school year started. At first, I thought I was sick, and I texted Journey and Felix to see how they were feeling because we ate that huge platter of nachos for dinner, but they were fine. It wasn’t food poisoning. In retrospect, I think it was a gut instinct, you know? I just didn’t know what it was yet.

It’s tradition for the junior class at Bishop Bailey Hall to get saddled with three scholarship students from across the state. Every year on the first day of school, the principal parades the new batch in front of the whole school and talks about racial and socioeconomic diversity and underprivileged youth like they are our collective charity projects.

The speeches, the scholarships, it is never about them. It is about us. It’s about how our families’ tuition makes these important scholarships happen, how it looks good that we attend a school that is just so gosh darn benevolent.

I’ve heard from upper years that it’s always hit or miss with these scholarship students. You have this tight-knit class for basically your whole life, and then bam! You’re stuck with three new kids until graduation you better hope don’t suck.

This year was our turn, and I wasn’t really sure what to expect from the first two students, Nathan Price, who struck me as totally average in every way, and Andrea Chan, who seemed OK, although it’s embarrassing to think about how there’s only, like, two other Asian kids in our whole school.

Anyway, the third student—Tommy Eagle—he caught my attention, and not just because he’s hot. Tommy rolled into assembly late and everyone saw. Apparently, he’d slept through his first-day-of-school alarm in the guest room of the family he’d been billeted to. And even when our principal made a joke at his expense, in front of the whole school said it was nice of him to show up, Tommy didn’t seem fazed. He looked like he didn’t even care about being here. About this new life the private school had given him, the advantages it would afford him when he applied to colleges, and jobs, and even country clubs.

And why should he care? It doesn’t matter. Nobody else believes me when I say this whole world our parents are paying for is bullshit, but it is, and honestly, it was pretty sexy to see someone else think that, too.

“I’m Ellis,” I announced after assembly. I’d stayed behind, waiting for him by the exit as everyone else shuffled back to class.

“Tommy.” He smiled politely and extended his hand. The formality of this made me want to laugh out loud, but I didn’t. I shook it.

“Are you a junior, too?”

“Guilty,” I replied.

“So we’re classmates.”

“Friends, too, maybe.”

“I already have a lot of friends.” Tommy smirked, and I totally blushed, because I couldn’t tell if he was flirting or being an ass, and I keep thinking about that moment, and I still can’t tell. He must have been flirting. Right?

We’re three weeks into the school year now and the rumbling feeling is back, comes on in waves. It’s not food poisoning, and this time it isn’t a gut instinct, either.

I think I’m . . . in love.

The way my parents flip out at each other, I didn’t think I believed in love, and I definitely didn’t know it felt like this. It’s sickening, honestly. My stomach hurts all the time, and if I say something stupid in class I can’t sleep at night, wondering if Tommy heard, if he thinks I’m just some dumb girl, if he thinks about me at all.

I don’t want to sound conceited, but I am used to guys fawning over me—the guys at school who grope at me and pretend it’s a joke and who I’ve known since before their voices dropped. The guys I meet at Model UN and fundraisers who say things like “when I get into Yale” to try to impress me and “I bet you like it from behind, don’t you, Ellis” to cut me down. Guys who aren’t really guys, but middle-aged men, like a few of Daddy’s golfing buddies, who have been staring at me ever since I hit puberty.

Tommy’s pretty shy and hard to get to know, but you can just tell he would never treat a girl like that. He would never treat me like that.

Deep down in my gut, I just know it. I just know one day he’s going to love me, too.
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Thursday, September 29

I don’t feel right without my phone. Like I’ve skipped a meal, or forgotten to wear a bra. The same officer from this morning drives me home, and I keep reaching into my back pocket expecting to find it. Besides the information from my Ride app, Detective Kelly won’t find anything useful. The number and phone itself are only two months old. I bought it secondhand off Facebook Marketplace.

Finally, I get home. There are still a handful of police officers and crime scene investigators lurking around, but thank god they’ve taken away Ellis’s body. It’s easier to think of her that way, as Ellis rather than Sarah. Someone different from the girl I met. I duck under the police tape cordoning off the house and keep my head down as I pass them. I live in the basement apartment, and a narrow, overgrown path takes me around back to my entrance.

Once inside, I lock the door behind me, kick off my sneakers and starfish onto the bed. I close my eyes, waiting to be overcome with fatigue. My body is bone tired, but sleep escapes me.

I can’t stop thinking about her.

I was one of the last people to see her alive, and the thought of it chills me to my very core. Could I have stopped it? Would Ellis still be alive if I had noticed her getting into the wrong Ride? If I’d taken her outside through the main door, where the street is always full of college kids?

I open my eyes, roll over and stare blankly at the ceiling. Again, I try to play out everything that happened last night. I don’t remember Ellis arriving at Gavin’s, but I do remember her. She was beautiful, effervescent. I remember seeing her and thinking how nice it would have been to be a young, carefree student—mindlessly running from class to a frat party, the library to the bar, with no responsibilities other than taking care of number one. Pressing your credit card into the bartender’s palm and telling your friends, “It’s fine—I’ve got this round” because it is fine; your parents pay the bill.

Ellis was twenty years old, eight years younger than I am. When I was her age, I was living at home and still sharing a bedroom with Tina. I worked in my parents’ store evenings and weekends, around the undergrad classes I managed to squeeze in. It took me six years to finish my bachelor’s in economics, but I finished. It took me two more to get into law school with a first-year scholarship, but I got here. And now . . .

My toes curl in my socks. They’re cold, dried sweat sticking to the skin.

Now I don’t know what I’m doing.

My laptop dings, startling me. I roll onto my side and scrounge around beneath the covers until I find my year-old MacBook Pro buried deep beneath the duvet. I have several notifications. Another pissy email from student administration, which I delete without reading, a few texts from Tina, and a new email from Ajay.

Ajay Shah

9:54 a.m.

Subject: Where r u

Professor Miles doesn’t look happy . . .

I groan softly into my pillow. I am in my third and final year of law school, and more than half my classes are seminars. Right now, I am missing Corporate Financing. There are only sixteen students, and Professor Miles notices when we don’t show up. She expects us to be there early and come prepared with pointed observations about the readings she assigned, to spend all ninety minutes in feverish debate about the case law and rules that enable rich companies to keep getting richer.

I am going to get a lecture for skipping. At least today I have a reason not to be there.

Long story. Tell you later.

Shivering, I sit up in the bed and close the window. I know I shouldn’t leave it open in this neighborhood, but I have a south-facing apartment, and it can get hot down here during summery afternoons.

I hear a thud above me and wonder if I should go upstairs and check on my landlady. Zo is elderly and quiet as a mouse, so I only ever hear her when she drops things, which is happening more frequently these days. I know I got lucky with Zo. Rent is dirt cheap, even for Hillmont Road, and when I showed up two years ago with a few cardboard boxes full of clothes and a kettle, she let me furnish the apartment with odds and ends from her own house, which she claimed she no longer used. Dishes and crockery, yellow with age. The desk and office chair that her sons used to do their homework in the eighties. A paisley duvet cover she sewed herself.

My basement apartment is 320 square feet, the plumbing groans, and the hardwood leaves splinters in my bare feet, but it’s the first place I’ve ever called my own. It’s as at home as I’ll ever feel.

I am restless, and I know I won’t be able to sleep. I check the time on my alarm clock. If I shower right now, I can probably make it to my next class. I might even have time to do some of the readings beforehand. With a sigh, I take my laptop to the desk. I open my syllabus for Civil Procedure. We’re only a few weeks into the semester, and I’m already behind. I pinch my cheeks, hard, and then get to work.

I read rule after case after rule after case. But the information goes in one eye and seemingly out the other, because no matter how much I try to focus, I can’t stop thinking about Ellis.

Last night she was alive. Now she’s dead.

I bite my lip, and on an impulse, I open up a web browser. I type in “Sarah Ellis” and “Windermere, Massachusetts,” and several hits appear. The first is her Instagram profile, which is private. I can’t see anything—her photos, her friends, not even a descriptive caption. Nothing but a tiny profile picture. I can only just make out that it’s her.

I click on the next few hits and read a handful of articles about her parents, where she’s listed next to the rest of their accolades. Her father, Dr. Ryan Ellis, is a cardiologist and professor at Windermere’s medical school. Dr. Beverly Ellis is a family doctor, with a bustling practice on the rich side of Main Street. They have a son, too. Ellis’s brother, Adam, is a physics major at Stanford. I find a photo of the four of them, arms linked, at a hospital fundraiser two years ago. They look like a picture-perfect family, with their sparkling white teeth and white linen outfits. I would be irritated if I didn’t know that one of them was just murdered.

Remembering what Ellis’s mother said at the station, hesitantly, I start a new search.

There’s no Tommy Eagle on social media, at least none under the age of fifty, and there isn’t much of a trace of him on Google, either. The only match I can find is from a press release dated three years earlier from Bishop Bailey Hall, a prestigious prep school just outside of town.

We are overjoyed to welcome this year’s scholarship students to the future graduating class: Nathan Price, Andrea Chan and Tommy Eagle. Bishop Bailey Hall has a rich history of sponsoring three young persons of diverse backgrounds who have shown considerable, demonstrable academic excellence . . .

I click out of the article, my mind racing as I try to fit the pieces together.

Presumably, Ellis went to Bishop Bailey Hall, where she met Tommy. But why does Ellis’s mother think he killed her—because he wasn’t from their upper-class world? Because Tommy was a scholarship student?

I search Ellis’s name one more time, but nothing comes up, and, reluctantly, I return to my studies.

It won’t be long now until the newspapers catch wind of this. Until the entire country has been informed that a rich white girl was strangled. They’ll demand answers. They’ll hound the police until the ugly truth is exposed.

I can’t help but wonder if the same thing would have happened for me.
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I don’t finish my readings, shower or go to class. Still, I’m late for my second job. I need to pick up Benji.

It’s a twenty-minute walk to his school. I only have ten to spare, and so I run, and I’m winded by the time I arrive. Benji is standing primly on the sidewalk, next to his teacher. His black hair is styled into tight cornrows that merge at the base of his skull, but today they’re covered with a baseball cap. He’s in his little uniform, blue pleated pants and a white collared shirt that somehow never gets dirty.

“Sorry,” I say, running up to them. I shoot Benji a grin between breaths. “Sorry I’m late.”

Benji is seven. It’s that age where he still looks like a cute kid but is actually kind of a dick. He walks two steps in front of me the whole way home, ignoring my attempts at small talk in favor of kicking stones and occasionally stomping on an innocent bug or flower bed. I compliment him on his new hat, and he responds by taking it off and hurling it into the street.

I don’t bother retrieving it, and neither does he. I am one thousand percent sure I don’t want to have children. I have a feeling I wouldn’t be a very nurturing mother.

We arrive at the house. It’s at least a hundred years old and vines lick their way across the old brick, beneath windowsills and rain gutters. The lawn has been replaced with a low-maintenance rock garden, a cobblestone path cutting through to the front door. The interior of the house is even more beautiful. It’s like walking into the Four Seasons on Dalton Street.

“Are you hungry?” I ask Benji, as I hang up our coats.

He drops his backpack in the foyer and races to the basement without answering me. Benji is allowed exactly thirty minutes of Xbox before I have to call him upstairs and force-feed him a snack, something healthy like apple and almond butter, or yogurt, or avocado on toast, which he sometimes hides in my backpack. After that, he’s supposed to practice piano and do his homework until his mother gets home. One time I asked him if he wanted to go into the backyard and play soccer with me. He told me to go fuck myself.

I hover at the top of the stairs until I hear machine guns and the blood-curdling shrieks of his video game, and then my shoulders relax. I have precisely twenty-nine minutes to myself, and a luxurious house to spend them in. I tiptoe over to the wide, velvety sectional and make myself comfortable.

I wake up with a start. Groggy, I fumble around for my phone, and then remember it’s with Detective Kelly. I sit up. I pad over to the window and peer through the curtains. It’s
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