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For Leena







Who are these gods that govern us?
 Is there no limit to their powers?

—ARUNDHATI ROY, The Cost of Living







Prologue

BY THE TIME WE found out Kyle was gone, news outlets had already reported the details: the white Tesla, the Norfolk Southern railroad bridge, the unnatural sight of the car dropping seventy feet. There was the rescue crew. The latched seat belt. The victim: male, six foot two, athletic. Pulled onto the riverbank, what was once a promising young life would soon be a collection of organs. They would be extracted, put on ice, and airlifted to people who still had a chance. 

The one image I could never get out of my head was a witness account of the car levitating, suspended between bridge and river, steel and water, civilization and abyss. Standing on the riverbank with a miniature poodle in her arms, the witness was speaking to a WTAE reporter.

“I’m not a religious person, but…”

“But what?” asked the reporter, with a twang of genuine curiosity. 

“I don’t know,” she said. “It was odd.” The poodle leapt from her arms to sniff something in the grass.

According to the woman, the car had slowed, then stopped, suspended in air. She blinked, and it hit the water. “It was only one second, maybe more,” she said. It would have been easy to dismiss her observation as magical thinking, except she went on. “I got the distinct feeling that I was watching an event unfold as if it had already happened and would happen again, like it was somehow overlapping.”

“Overlapping what?” the reporter asked.

The woman stooped to pick up her dog, and the interview ended.

Of course, she could not have known that the boy dying in the ambulance was Kyle Murphy, a St. Ignatius senior. She would not have considered Colton Brooks, who was a St. Ignatius sophomore at the time of his death, four years prior. And if she’d heard about Woolf Whiting, the star hockey player, who had died under suspicious circumstances in the spring of his senior year, eighteen years before Kyle, she would not have made the connection. And yet these three deaths were almost certainly overlapping. Not just in the woo-woo, all-things-are-connected, spiritual sense. But in the sense that St. Ignatius had a problem, and we needed, finally, to acknowledge it.

Kyle Murphy took his life during my own final semester at St. Ignatius, nearly three years ago. I remember the events that followed as if they happened yesterday, only to a different version of myself. I’m home from college now to witness the end of this story—not justice, exactly, but something much more personal. 
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WHEN PEOPLE ASK where I’m from, I say Pittsburgh, or, if I feel like being precise, Sewickley, a town located twelve miles northwest of the city. 

The late-nineteenth-century industrialists built their weekend estates in Sewickley, to escape the choking pollution of the Steel City. Sometimes I imagine them looking back across the river with pride, observing from a distance the clouds billowing from their mills, the bridges and buildings blackened with soot, evidence of unyielding production and profits beyond even their wildest dreams.

Then I think about their kids. They breathe their clean air. They play on their safe streets. But they cannot escape the smog their fathers created, not entirely. Because kids know what’s on the other side of the river. They may not know they know, but they do. They are told, “You are so fortunate.” But it’s not really fortune, is it? The direction of the wind, the separation of the river, the gardens and the great rooms—it’s all intentional. 

While the robber barons built their Sewickley “cottages,” the Jesuits built St. Ignatius on a hill above the town. Coeducational from the outset, it was a place of high ideals, a 150-acre oasis within an oasis, an institution dedicated to the formation of Character and the pursuit of Truth. At the bottom of the hill, two massive brick columns, topped with ornate ball finials, were erected to hold the iron gates to the school. The original gates remain—cast in Pittsburgh, transported by train to Sewickley, raised into place by rope and pulley. Like all gates, they are a symbol: What lies within is worth protecting.

AFTER KYLE MURPHY died, Father Michael stopped by to see my mom. When he arrived, I was sitting at the kitchen table, working on my laptop. 

Father Michael didn’t normally make house calls. He was my Philosophy teacher, which alone would have made the situation awkward, but the priest vibe was next-level uncomfortable. He wore a black shirt and a clerical collar under a gray tweed jacket. When he greeted me, he pulled on his beard, which had grown long and somewhat untidy—a beard that telegraphed wisdom. In other words, he looked like a Jesuit priest, which, of course, he was. 

It was Father Michael who had convinced Mom to join the St. Ignatius faculty two decades prior, when she was barely twenty-five. They often had tea in the faculty lounge and discussed books in his classroom. Occasionally, they prayed together. 

It didn’t matter that I had grown up around him. Because he was a priest, he was intimidating, even though he was also soft-spoken and kind, and—I’m just going to say it—a lenient grader. 

Mom offered to make tea and invited him into our small living room, just off the kitchen. I escaped to my bedroom but stayed there only until I heard the kettle sing. Then I stole to a dark perch at the top of the stairs, where I could see them and hear most of their conversation without them noticing. 

At one point, Father Michael wept. Mom cried too, but I’d seen her cry many times. It was jarring to hear such a banal human emotion coming from a priest. Priests are often surrounded by criers—at funerals, during vigils, while performing last rites—and in my experience, they never, ever reveal even a smidgen of what we laypeople call sadness. Compassion, yes, consternation, sure, but never regular old sadness.

But there he was: a priest, a human being.

“Tell me, Alice, how can it be that we’ve lost another boy?”

“When Colton died, I thought, ‘Dear God, not again.’ But I never imagined…”

Colton Brooks took his life the spring before I started at St. Ignatius. Mom had tried to avoid the subject, because she’d wanted to protect her eighth grader from all things ugly and sad, but I’d sensed her distress. By the time I arrived on campus for my freshman year, everyone had seemingly forgotten about Colton. Life went on as if he’d never existed at all. 

I heard Mom say something about “spiritual famine,” and she asked Father Michael if St. Ignatius was still the place he’d shown her when she had agreed to teach there. If he responded, it was with a gesture I couldn’t see. Then he said something about the culture, how it had tipped further from center each time deep-pocketed donors opened their checkbooks. Their conversation drifted to Woolf Whiting.

Father Michael said, “I’ve never told anyone this, because I couldn’t admit I should have done something different. Woolf came to me a few days before he died. I’d just stepped off the ice. We sat down on a bench outside the locker room, where I always unlaced my skates. He spoke about a decision that was troubling him, with an unknowable outcome, but would not go into more detail. When he looked down at his hands, I had the sense that he was the bystander at the trolley switch. But he was blind. He could not see the bodies on the tracks. He could only hear voices, or echoes of voices, and he knew if he pulled the lever something bad would happen, but it was something he needed to do.”

“Pull what lever?” Mom asked.

“I don’t know,” Father Michael said. “I didn’t ask. Whatever it was, he carried the burden alone. I had noticed that his girlfriend had stopped hanging around outside the locker room. And his friendship with Vince had gone cold.”

“Susanna.” Mom said her name like it alone was a statement of fact. I assumed Susanna was the girlfriend. Would Woolf have taken his life over a breakup? People broke up all the time. I was in the middle of— I told myself not to think about it.

Woolf had been gone for eighteen years—easy to remember because he died the year I was born; Colton had been gone just four. Even though Colton had been mostly forgotten, the memory of Woolf remained evergreen. The Woolf Whiting Memorial, a bronze plaque featuring a hockey player in motion, mounted on a waist-high stone pillar, was positioned prominently near the front entrance of the hockey arena. Players touched Woolf’s name for good luck as they walked by it. People still said Woolf was the best player to ever wear the green jersey, and that included the two St. Ignatius alums who were in the NHL. 

But hockey stardom wasn’t why Mom cared so much about Woolf. I knew she agonized over her inability to reach certain students, second-guessing whether she could have given more of herself. But was she still tormented by Woolf’s death after so many years? If that were the case, I didn’t see how she could continue to wake up in the morning and whirl around the house, reciting her lessons and humming to herself, as she packed our lunches.

“What was behind that big smile?” Mom said. “Whatever it was, his own mother couldn’t see it. Maybe she was the least likely person to see it.”

“I never thought…” Father Michael’s voice trailed off.

“Nobody did. I worried about his sister, Madeline, sometimes. She was so… mercurial, I suppose. And Vince had problems at home. But Woolf sauntered around like the world belonged to him. Like he knew exactly what he wanted and how to get it.”

“I keep searching my mind for even the vaguest recollection of what I said to him that day—it would have been the last time we spoke. I couldn’t have offered any meaningful advice, since he was unable to tell me what was on his mind. After I tucked my skates in my bag and put my shoes on, we stood up. He extended his hand. I can still feel his palm pressed against my mine. He had huge, strong hands. When I looked him in the eye, I saw a young man looking forward. No missed opportunities. No regrets. I’d seen it before—pure potential.”

Father Michael might have seen me the same way. In high school, I did everything right. I was smart and reasonably outgoing. I took care of my body. I never complained. Upon reviewing my application, my college counselor referred to me as a “model student.” But potential was external, a thing other people saw. Inside lurked its less dignified germs: hunger or self-doubt; most days, both.

Toward the end of their conversation, Mom said, “Aren’t you going to tell me to read Job?”

Father Michael replied, “Are priests always so on the nose?” Then he laughed a little, which broke the tension. 

I couldn’t fully make out their final exchange. Mom had moved closer to him, positioning her body next to his on the couch. I heard Susanna’s name again, and Woolf’s. Mom said, “It doesn’t change what happened, but it does have something to do with the matters beyond our understanding.” I thought she was talking about the mystery surrounding Woolf’s death. Later, I realized she was talking about the divine mystery.

But I didn’t hear what she revealed to Father Michael, and I couldn’t inquire about it directly, because I wasn’t supposed to be listening. When we were alone again, I did ask her about Woolf, who, until that night, I knew only as the legendary St. Ignatius hockey player who overdosed in the chapel. 

“What was Woolf like?” I asked. 

Mom squinted, as if she were trying to see into my soul, and said, “Sometimes, when kids are high-functioning, their parents and teachers don’t know what’s really going on with them.” 

“But his friends must have known,” I said. 

That’s when she mentioned three other people: his sister, Madeline Whiting; his girlfriend, Susanna Mercer; and his best friend, Vince Mahoney. They were the ones who knew Woolf best, better even than his parents, because parents can never really know their children, not fully, not the way they think they do. 

To this day, I can’t quite explain how Woolf went from a legend I had only considered in passing to a full-blown obsession so quickly. It had something to do with Father Michael’s surprise visit. The hushed tone of the conversation. My sense that they were talking about Woolf when they should have been focused on Kyle. I suddenly saw certain forgettable moments anew: Mom crossing herself and bowing her head in prayer in front of Woolf’s memorial. The time she asked if I wanted to accompany her to bring flowers to his gravesite. (I did not.) I became aware that my mom had a private life, even though it had been there, right in front of me, all along. Mothers have secrets—such a revelation to me then!

I stayed up half the night scouring the internet for anything I could find about Woolf. I landed on websites devoted to high school hockey stats. On a subreddit about NHL players who were superstars in high school, someone argued Woolf would have been the next Mario Lemieux. What a tragedy, everyone agreed. 

Few details about Woolf’s death were released to the public. He died of asphyxiation resulting from synthetic opioid overdose on a cold Wednesday night in March of his senior year. His sister, Madeline, discovered his body in the school chapel. She had exited the hockey rink to look for him at seven o’clock, just as the referee dropped the puck at center ice. His best friend, Vince Mahoney, was on the ice, protecting the net. The team played a period and a half without Woolf, before the coach received word of what had happened, and St. Ignatius forfeited. At the end of the season, Coach Danny Perone resigned. 

No charges were filed in the case. 

Woolf’s mother, Monica Whiting, never wavered in her pursuit of justice, begging anyone who would listen to help bring her son’s killer to account. She organized vigils on the anniversary of his death. In recent years, her announcements on Facebook garnered fewer and fewer likes. 

A mother’s love is a desperate thing, never prepared to let go. I knew this because Mom and I were going through something I didn’t understand in my final months at St. Ignatius. All the walls between us, some hers and some mine, the things we didn’t talk about and pretended weren’t there, felt like they had been arranged into a maze. The only way I could get to the other side was to figure it out on my own. Why did Mom care so much about Woolf Whiting? Why was Father Michael her confidant? How well did I know my own mother, anyway? 

I wondered if biological parents and their children were strangers to each other too, or if they always recognized traces of the other in themselves, even those parts of themselves they hated the most. Adopted as a newborn, I did not—do not—have that luxury. Everything Mom kept from me, from her enigmatic spiritual longings to her enduring love for a former student, felt charged, like a mystery I needed to solve. 
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AT 10:40 THE next morning, I approached McDonnally Dining Hall (a.k.a. Mickey D’s, no golden arches in sight), a one-story brick building on the west side of the quad. I’m not sure how they got away with calling a meal that started during the ten o’clock hour lunch, but everybody had to eat, and we couldn’t all do it at the same time.

A hockey player held the door for me as he hollered to a group of teammates sitting at the farthest end of the room at one of the long, rectangular tables. Then he disappeared into the lunch line.

Lunch at St. Ignatius was all-inclusive, like a cruise ship but without the crab legs. A lady at the end of the line, who remembered everyone, simply checked a box next to your name and the lunch fee appeared on your parents’ bill. Didn’t matter what you took or didn’t take. Everyone who walked through the line paid the same. Their parents did, anyway. 

Shivani had arrived first, because her second-period class was in the Ruth B. Sweetland Center for the Fine Arts, which was closer to Mickey D’s. Sweets was erected our freshman year, a steel-and-brick building with large windows, tastefully modern with a nod to the past, situated adjacent to the Simmonds Center for Performing Arts. 

Shiv sat by herself at one of only a few small circular wood tables, eating a bowl of raisin bran. Single-serving boxes of cereal and cartons of milk were a daily option, which might seem appropriate given that we were eating at breakfast time, but Shiv’s mom had just been charged the flat fee. 

I threw my bag on the floor and dropped into the chair next to her like I’d walked a hundred miles across the desert. 

“I’ll buy you a big box of raisin bran for your locker,” I said.

“Are you also going to buy me a mini fridge for the milk?”

“You’ll have to take your cereal dry,” I said, pulling out a brown bag. 

Before I had the chance, Shiv reached over and opened it. She pulled out the sandwich, which consisted of white bread, mayo, and two slices of American cheese, and dropped it on the table. Next, she extracted a baggie with two homemade cookies, opened it, and removed one. “Your mom’s chocolate chip cookies are my favorite,” she said, taking a bite.

“Why do you think I packed two?”

“But she needs to up her sandwich game,” she added.

Shiv pointed with her thumb to a group of freshmen sitting at the table to her left. Their trays all looked pretty much the same. Chicken patty, white bun, fruit cup, chocolate cake. She gestured toward her bowl. “More nutrients for the money. By the way, have you ever noticed how everything is pizza?”

“Looks like a chicken sandwich to me,” I said.

“Right, which is basically pizza: bread, sauce, toppings,” she clarified.

“Yesterday, they served burritos,” I said.

“Rolled-up pizza,” she said.

“Monday was beef Stroganoff. How is that pizza?”

“Noodles are flour and water. Essentially pizza dough. Plus, sauce and—”

“Toppings—I get it. And is your cereal pizza too?” I asked.

“It doesn’t hold for snacks.”

“Exactly: Cereal is not a meal,” I said. Shiv had ideas, and when I let them soak in, at least half of them made sense. Sometimes they were profound. She should have taken Philosophy with me, but she chose Design. “We need to talk about—”

The way Shiv braced herself against the table meant she thought I was about to bring up Ingo. I’d been talking about him nonstop, and though Shiv’s patience ran deep, I feared the murky bottom. “Not Ingo,” I said. 

Ingo and I had started hanging out toward the end of junior year. Once we’d made it through the summer, it became obvious that we were exclusive. It wasn’t something we ever talked about, because talking about relationships was embarrassing, but we both knew where we stood. For most of senior year, we were Frankie-and-Ingo, a unit. Then, out of nowhere, after a hockey game, Ingo acted like he didn’t want to talk to me. He didn’t say anything; it was just a body language thing, a turning away. He avoided me for about a week. When I finally confronted him, he suggested we “take a breather.” 

Me: “You mean break up?”

Him: “I mean a breather.”

Me: “What’s a ‘breather’?” 

Him: “A long, deep exhale, during which you figure out what you want.” 

I wasn’t sure if you meant me, or if it was more of a royal you, meaning him. 

What did Ingo want? Hard to say. He had everything a guy his age could want. What did I want? I wanted more, but I was unable to see or admit that, so I was the one being told we were taking a breather, and feeling rather hurt. Okay, gutted. Like a taxidermist had pulled out all my insides and tossed them into a metal bowl before stitching me back up and mounting me on the wall of a hunting lodge for everyone to admire on their way to supper. I imagined Ingo walking by with a buddy saying, “Ain’t she a beaut.”

Three weeks into our long, deep exhale, I was pretty sure Ingo was hooking up with someone else. 

Shiv lifted her bowl and slurped down the remaining milk. “I’m waiting.”

“What if there’s a reason Kyle mentioned Woolf Whiting on his Insta?” 

Kyle’s account had been removed, but not before someone had screen-grabbed his final post and passed it around. Posted minutes before his car hit the water: a picture of Woolf performing a hockey stop, ice shavings flying like confetti, stick on the ice, helmet off, revealing his wide, winning grin. If Woolf Whiting couldn’t survive it, how can I? @KMurph87 (RIP).

“They were both hockey players,” Shiv said. 

“Nobody talks about it, but Colton Brooks played hockey too,” I added. The rosters and stats were online. “He played in just two games his freshman year. By the next season, he was off the team. Either he got hurt or he wasn’t good enough.” 

In the spring of his sophomore year, a security camera at the 7-Eleven captured Colton walking through the parking lot toward the railroad tracks in the early morning, before light. Minutes later, he stepped in front of an oncoming train. Fourteen years had passed since Woolf’s death. Nobody saw a connection. Woolf Whiting, captain of the hockey team, was simply too different from Colton Brooks, unassuming everyman. 

“Three dead hockey players,” Shiv said. “Might just be a coincidence.”

“What if it goes deeper?”

“Deeper how?”

“I don’t know. Father Michael came over to my house last night. I overheard him and my mom whispering something about Woolf. And when I asked her about Woolf later, I could tell she was holding back.” 

Pushing her face closer to mine, Shiv’s eyes widened slightly. I felt a part of me zipper into a part of her, our inside jokes and shared grievances operating like tiny interlocking teeth. 

Shiv’s parents’ marriage had been arranged when they were teenagers in India, and for a long time, they seemed neither happy nor unhappy. Sometimes they fought; sometimes they laughed; sometimes they were together; more often they were not. Then, the day after Shiv’s sixteenth birthday, her dad left. Her situation made me feel like she understood me—understood how it felt to be adopted, which obviously had nothing to do with arranged marriage or separation, but it had something to do with accepting circumstances as they are and not asking too many questions. 

“Check this out,” I said, pulling my phone out of my bag. 

A sketchy news site had run a segment on teen suicide. After a trigger warning, cell-phone footage of Kyle’s white Tesla hitting the water appeared on screen. Then it cut to Monica Whiting, on set with the host. Shiv and I stared down at my phone together, our heads touching. The host asked, “What do you make of the fact that your son and Kyle Murphy were both on the St. Ignatius hockey team?” 

Mrs. Whiting’s expression settled into a scowl. Her natural gray hair was cropped short, which might have been stylish, but with her brow furrowed and her lips turned downward, gave the impression of austerity. 

She folded her hands on her lap, adjusted her posture, and looked directly at the camera. “I’d like to express my condolences to Kyle’s family. I know what losing a child feels like. I share their anguish. But—”

I hit pause and said, “There’s a ‘but.’” Then I hit play again.

“Eighteen years ago, my son, Woolf Whiting, was murdered on the St. Ignatius campus—poisoned with a lethal dose of a synthetic opioid. The investigation was not thorough. Woolf’s girlfriend, Susanna Mercer, never accounted for her whereabouts that night. To my knowledge, she was never interviewed by police. And—”

“Suicide can be too painful to comprehend,” the host said. “Let’s talk about Kyle Murphy. For his final Instagram post, he shared a picture of your son. Why do you think he—”

Monica Whiting became agitated and walked off set. The segment cut to commercial. 

Ms. Guerin, my Latin teacher, had just entered the dining hall. She approached and said, “Frankie, please put the phone away at the table.” Without waiting for me to comply, she walked off. 

“That mother can’t face reality,” Shiv said.

“But what if she can?” I put my hands on Shiv’s shoulders and squared our bodies. “I mean, what if there’s more to the story?”

“A good, old-fashioned cover-up?” She smiled. 

I released her shoulders. “We could investigate Woolf’s death for our project.”

Shiv was my partner in Community Journalism. For our final project, we had been asked to pick a topic that affected the local community and explore it through the medium of our choice. A couple of the teams had already announced their projects, but we’d been struggling to come up with an idea that excited us. One team was building an interactive map to visualize gentrification and displacement in Pittsburgh, starting with the leveling of homes in the Hill District to make way for the Civic Arena. Another team was writing an exposé on a town councilman who had taken money in the form of campaign contributions from a local developer, the lucky recipient of fast-tracked building permits. 

Shiv turned her body back toward the table and began tapping her spoon against her empty bowl. She said, “I’m game.”

Shiv was an easy sell. Her need to solve every puzzle she was presented with probably had something to do with her inability to figure out the puzzle of her own parents. 

My sandwich was untouched, the mayonnaise having lost its appeal. Shiv was working through my second cookie. She looked around. The freshmen sitting at the next table were close enough to hear us if they tried, but they were busy talking about something else. “You should eat. Do you want me to go through the line again and grab you a chicken sandwich?”

I shook my head. 

Shiv stood up and walked over to the dish return, where she handed her tray to two disembodied gloved hands that appeared through the window. I always thought they should at least make us sort our own trash—like maybe always having someone clean up after you didn’t build the character of future leaders, as St. Ignatius purported to do. But it was probably easier for the staff to do it right the first time.

When she returned to grab her bag, she said, “See you at track, Frankie.”

I looked across the dining hall in the direction of the hockey players. One of them mimicked a robot as he stood up. He stooped over, back stiff, arms herky-jerky, and lifted his tray from the table with mechanical-pincer hands, while the others laughed and hooted. Have you no respect? I thought. Kyle was your teammate! But then, who was I to question the gods?
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THE FOLLOWING MORNING, Mom and I arrived at the main gate. Entering the grounds meant leaving the outside world behind, which seemed like a good thing—to separate from the world to learn about it. Politicians loved to talk about the shining city on the hill, but to me, Pittsburgh was of little consequence; I had a school on a hill, and it was my city, state, and country—indeed, my whole world. For a time, it did shine.

When we reached the quad, my eyes lingered on the chapel at the crest of the hill, the center of everything, like a beating heart. The campus shimmered in the morning light, making it impossible to behold the darkness that must have been there all along. Even now, despite what I know, and having walked among ivy-covered buildings, Gothic arches, and gargoyles for two and a half years of college, St. Ignatius remains the most beautiful place I’ve ever seen. 

We pulled into the teachers’ lot and crawled toward the widest spot available. I was going to miss carpooling with Mom. I was really going to miss not answering her questions. She was always asking about Ingo, even though I never told her anything, least of all that we were taking a breather. Sometimes I reminded her about boundaries, but then she’d say something corny, like “Can’t I be your mom and your friend?” and her eyes would smile with those cute crow’s feet that she said made her look old but were really her best feature. 

As we rolled to a stop, she evangelized the virtues of parking needlessly far away. “Those extra steps add up,” she said. Really, she was scared someone would ding her fifteen-year-old lesbian car.

Mom often mentioned what a great perk it was that faculty kids got to attend tuition-free, but when she said it, she smirked, because she was so underpaid. Hence the old Subaru. 

She turned off the ignition, but her seat belt remained buckled. Hands resting on the steering wheel, she turned her head to me like she had something to say, but nothing immediately escaped her lips.

“I’m fine, Mom.”

“You haven’t said a word all morning, Frankie.” Her voice registered concern. I worried about her sometimes too. Not all the time, but whenever I wasn’t thinking about myself or something Shiv said, or whether Ingo was hooking up with someone else. 

“I’m just thinking,” I said.

“What are you thinking about?” she asked.

“Nothing. Kyle, I guess. I feel like I don’t know anything anymore.” 

Mom moved her hand from the steering wheel to push my hair back. She examined my face, in the way a mother does. “Oh, Frankie,” she said. “You know too much. That’s the problem with kids these days.” She shifted her body slightly, deeper into her seat. “This is your last semester. You should be having fun.”

In high school, fun was a foreign concept to me, like near-death experiences and alien abductions, and the more germane but equally elusive experience: sex. Fun was something other people had—or they said they did—but not me. Partially, Mom was to blame, because she was the least fun person I’d ever met. She did not know how to have a good time. Or maybe she did know, but she denied herself—and, by extension, me, her only daughter—the vast multitude of fun experiences available to humans in the suburban not-quite-Midwest, out of an abundance of caution coupled with the inability to apply statistical probabilities. STDs! Car accidents! Lightning bolts! Seriously, lightning—Mom would not allow me to take showers or baths during thunderstorms. 

Mom sighed. “Come to me if it gets too hard.”

We were late for assembly. In exactly twelve minutes, the bell would ring, and Mom and I would both find ourselves in class. Most days, we walked side by side from the car to Carson Hall, which everybody called HQ. That day, I dawdled three steps behind, thinking about Kyle, then trying to think about something else. 

Mom hurried along the paved path. She could have saved a minute by trampling a small section of grass—shorter, as the crow flies—but she never did. In a few minutes, she would write the class agenda on the board before her students entered. Housekeeping, she called it, a humble name for the kind of planning that maintained order and created anticipation, and probably enhanced learning or did something she would call pedagogical. She’s too smart to teach high school, but places like St. Ignatius exist only because of people like her.

She paused to hold the door for me, but when she saw how far behind I’d fallen, she smiled and waved, letting it shut behind her. Everyone else was already inside. I thought about what Mom had said about the problem with kids: You know too much. But nothing could have been further from the truth. 

HQ WAS QUIET until everyone spilled out of the Great Hall after assembly. Soon, the lounge buzzed with a manic energy, as people grabbed their stuff in preparation for first period. 

I overheard someone say what a lot of people were probably thinking: “Why would Kyle kill himself after getting into an Ivy?” The Ivies had released their decisions the week before, all on the same day. Kyle Murphy had been admitted to Brown, but he would never set foot in Providence.

Another guy—no need to name names—hadn’t gotten in anywhere he’d applied. One of the college counselors was pulling strings to get him into a safety school for safety schools. And yet there he was, across the lounge, enjoying his gentleman’s-C average, happy as a Buddha. Nobody asked, “Why didn’t that guy drive off the bridge?”

People didn’t talk about where they were admitted, but somehow everybody knew. Gabby told Harold, who told Lawrence—not where Gabby had been admitted but where Iris was wait-listed. People nodded at me approvingly, the prep-school equivalent of giving high fives. I was headed to Princeton. 

The college counselors had instructed us that under no circumstances should we post college-acceptance videos on social media. Their concern was that these viral videos might negatively impact the mental health of the people who did not get into their top-choice school, or any school at all. And maybe because we were conscientious, nice kids, who took cues from our teachers and counselors, we came to see these videos as extra. But we all watched the ones that were posted. Some of them had millions of views. We watched to see the kinds of people who were going to our future colleges. Or we watched to see the kinds of people who were going to the schools we didn’t get into. Or we watched to see how we were supposed to feel when we logged in and received news about the thing we had been working toward for our entire lives, which was, I guess, the reason I scrolled through the videos. Our counselors were worried about the kids who didn’t get in, but what about the ones who did? 

I acknowledge this, not to complain (I know, I know!), but to explain my headspace at the time. When I watched those strangers squeal and dance and cry tears of joy, when I saw their moms in the background egging them on—maternal expressions intoxicated with vicarious satisfaction—I thought something was wrong with me. When I found out I had been accepted to Princeton, I clicked out of the portal, closed my laptop, and went for a run. I felt numb. 

The lounge emptied as quickly as it filled up. I had class like everybody else, but I stayed behind for a few minutes. Light streamed in through the east windows. It hit my face, causing my eyes to pinch shut. On the backs of my eyelids, I saw the white Tesla levitating—one second, maybe more. Then it was gone. 

I thought about the witness on the riverbank, and the unusual word she’d used: overlapping. There was this thing our journalism teacher, Dr. Zapatero—Zap, when he wasn’t in the room, and sometimes when he was—always said: “Without the truth, the community cannot survive.”

Shiv was already in class and not looking at her phone, but I texted her anyway: Let’s make a plan.

Later, we assigned ourselves roles. I was the scribe; Shiv was the gumshoe. I would interview the people closest to Woolf—the ones my mom told me about—assuming they agreed to talk. Shiv would track down news, reports, and other witnesses. 

Intuitively, I understood something I was not able to articulate yet: I needed to see Woolf not as a hockey player, not as a dead body in the chapel, and not as a victim, but as a human being—a person who loved and was loved, who dreamed and was dreamed about, a person with a past (brief as it was), a present, and a future cut short, a person whose story overlapped with my own, both in ways that I would soon uncover, and in ways I would never understand, because they are the great mystery, infinitely complex and mind-blowingly simple, the way time can stand still for one second, maybe more. The task in front of us was clear: learn everything we could about Woolf Whiting.
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DR. ZAP SUGGESTED we start by submitting a public records request to the Borough of Sewickley to obtain a copy of the police report. Woolf was eighteen when he died, no longer a minor, so our teacher saw no reason why we would be denied access. But when Shiv filed the request in person, she was informed the report was sealed. The reason given: The case was still open. 

Shiv said, “Just spitballing here: If Woolf’s death was a suicide, why didn’t they close the case?”

Shiv and I debated the word overdose for a while. It was the word most people, including my mom, used to describe the way Woolf died. But overdose implied Woolf took too much of something, either accidentally or on purpose, and there was no evidence his death wasn’t, as Monica Whiting called it, a poisoning, which—in our minds—implied someone else was involved. But these were just words. Everyone, including doctors and cops, used overdose to describe drug-related deaths, so we couldn’t ascribe much meaning to it. We needed more facts. 

Shiv also came up empty when she contacted the Allegheny County Medical Examiner’s Office for the autopsy report. It was available only to next of kin. 

So we couldn’t get the primary source documents—not easily anyway. Shiv determined that the most efficient way to track down information would be to find someone involved with the case—a police detective or a local reporter—who would talk to her. She had online access to the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette’s digitized, searchable archives, which dated from the present back to the late eighteenth century. Dr. Zap suggested she also make an appointment with a librarian at the Carnegie Library downtown, which housed archives of less prominent publications. I don’t know if he really thought she’d find something or he just liked the idea of her having the experience of scrolling through microfilm on one of those old machines.

The alumni database proved useful. Madeline Whiting, Susanna Mercer, and Vince Mahoney were three ghosts with email addresses and phone numbers. In my emails to them, I made sure to mention that I was Ms. Northrup’s daughter. All her former students loved her, and I figured the association would engender some goodwill. 

Madeline emailed me back first, within minutes: I will tell you as much as I can. 

I could hardly believe my eyes. I hadn’t really expected her to respond. Maybe our alumni network was stronger than I thought. Or maybe she’d been waiting to tell Woolf’s story. Whatever her reasons, she agreed to talk on the phone later that evening. 

I DUCKED OUT of track practice early and hustled home to make the call from the privacy of my bedroom. As soon as I sat down, I lost my nerve. I had no idea what to say, so I called Shiv first.

“Talk to her woman-to-woman. Start from the beginning,” Shiv said. “I’ll do the rest.”

“The rest?” I adjusted my body in the seat of my swivel chair, which Mom brought home when St. Ignatius upgraded the computer lab. I used to like rolling around the room on it. I’d pretend it was a horse named Red, because it was covered in red fabric. My desk, a heavy wood library table with a hidden compartment that wasn’t a secret, was an antique, and probably the most valuable piece in the house, a gift from my grandmother when she was simplifying, before she died. Shiv once commented that the furniture in our house was minimalist, which was her way of saying thrifty, but really there was just less of it. When only two people inhabit a home, you don’t need a ton of places to sit.

“Stakeouts. Wiretaps,” Shiv said.

“Wiretaps?”

“Kidding,” she said. “But I do take reconnaissance seriously.”

“Are you going to wear diapers on your stakeouts?” I asked.

“I know how to pop a squat.” 

“On somebody’s lawn? In Sewickley?”

She assured me she would be discreet. She wasn’t joking.

“What should I ask her? Should we prepare some questions?”

“Ask her about Woolf, what he was into.”

According to my mom, Maddie and Woolf’s childhood had been idyllic, the sort of childhood people looked back on and said, “That was a nice way to grow up,” after moving on to some more sparkly place, New York or San Francisco. Later, they’d contemplate returning to Sewickley to push their Uppababy strollers down Beaver Street without getting mugged. 

“People all want the same thing,” Shiv said.

“What’s that?”

“To talk about themselves.”

“Maybe you should be on the call with me,” I suggested.

“You’re going to Princeton next year. You can figure out how to have a conversation with another human being.” This was Shiv’s version of a pep talk.

A Bridge alert beeped on my phone: Call Madeline. 

Bridge was a calendar app that most St. Ignatius people had on their phones. Shiv got me using it, and then I downloaded it on my mom’s phone, mostly so I could request use of her car. One of the features was a scheduling tool, which allowed us to send each other options and vote on the best alternative. Shiv had always been really into tracking everything, including time. Even before we had phones, she kept lists—first with pen and paper, tallying by fives, then on a massive Excel spreadsheet. Shiv was an early adopter of Excel, and by early, I mean early for her. By twelve, she was a wizard. She could have been making sophisticated financial models, but instead she was tracking banal life experiences—how many people she interacted with on a given day, the length of the interactions, the quality. When she discovered Bridge, she put everything into the app, including sleep.

After Shiv and I hung up, it occurred to me that when I had pictured Woolf’s situation, I’d imposed my own version of St. Ignatius, and Sewickley, and life generally. In my imagination, Woolf and Kyle had been virtually indistinguishable. Of Madeline, Susanna, and Vince, I’d thought, These people are just like me. But were they? A lot had happened in eighteen years, and I’m not even talking about earth-shattering geopolitical events. I’m talking about the day-to-day art of being human. I’m talking about Bridge. 

I dialed the phone number Madeline had given me, which was different from the one in the alumni database, at 5:06 p.m., six minutes late. She picked up on the third ring, suggesting she was not eager to talk but willing. I stammered through an awkward greeting. Except for Mom and Shiv, I rarely spoke on the phone to anyone. It felt unnatural. 

Immediately, she asked if she could put me on hold, because someone was in the process of delivering a new chair.

When she picked up again, she explained, “Every couple of years, they roll a new chair into my office. Apparently, chair technology operates according to its own version of Moore’s law. Instead of increased processing power, the result is increased sitting time. When the maintenance guy dropped it off, he said, ‘Someone must really care about you.’ No, somebody cares about keeping me where they want me.”

I laughed like I understood corporate angst, and then tried to crack a joke. “Everybody’s talking about the















































































Praise for
 FINE YOUNG PEOPLE

“Fine Young People grabbed me in the first few pages and never let me go. The sparkling prose, robust character work, and expert plotting make this novel perfect for readers of Liz Moore and Rebecca Makkai. An absolute gem.”

—Katy Hays, New York Times bestselling author of The Cloisters and Saltwater

“Bruno uses the framework of a whodunit to drive at deeper questions of faith and family… A winner.”

—Publishers Weekly

“A compelling blend of literary mystery and sharp social commentary… Heart-grabbing, page-turning, and unflinching, Bruno holds us in her grip. An unforgettable novel.”

—Chelsea Bieker, author of Madwoman and Godshot 

“Anna Bruno has such a keen eye and ear for story. Fine Young People is a taut, gripping, and watchful novel—I didn’t want to put it down.” 

—Claire Lombardo, New York Times bestselling author of The Most Fun We Ever Had and Same as It Ever Was 

“An exciting, thoughtful meditation on the importance of success, wealth, and despair, as well as a great addition to anyone’s summer reading list—especially those of us here in Southwestern Pennsylvania.”

—Pittsburgh Post-Gazette

“Anna Bruno’s smart, irreverent secret history of the posh St. Ignatius school is a smorgasbord for Pittsburghers. At once a cozy and a coming-of-age novel, Fine Young People plumbs the true mystery of the Steel City—the chasm between the privileged and everyone else.”

—Stewart O’Nan, author of Snow Angels and Emily, Alone

“[Anna Bruno] artfully weaves an engaging plot with existential questions… Fine Young People doesn’t just expose the perils of sports idolatry. It shows how privilege corrupts.”

—U.S. Catholic

“Fine Young People is, unusually but in more than one sense, a mystery novel… What might be most impressive about it is how much it manages to express without ever laboring for breath. It’s eloquent, but casual about it; moving, but casual about it; funny, but casual about it; suffused with the deep unknown, but casual about it.”

—Kevin Brockmeier, author of The Ghost Variations: One Hundred Stories 

“Fine Young People is unmistakably a Pittsburgh book, both in geography and in spirit. It’s a story of what we carry forward from our teenage years: the places, the wounds, the unanswered questions, and, perhaps most lastingly, the people we never really leave behind.”

—Pittsburgh City Paper

“A superbly plotted and thoughtfully populated novel about members of a sports-loving community seeking answers to mysteries old and new… A book for everyone.”

—De’Shawn Charles Winslow, author of Decent People 

“Bruno combines Nancy Drew sleuthing with the nuanced social commentary of a Henry James novel to offer up something deeper than a typical page-turner. Fine Young People is as much an interrogation of class and wealth as it is a murder mystery.”

—Pittsburgh Magazine


“A Holy Trinity of a novel: the sacred ground of Saint Ignatius ensconced in Pittsburgh’s gritty beauty and industrial history, a captivating mystery that obsessed me at every turn, and complicated, unforgettable characters.”

—Katie Runde, author of The Shore
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“Heart-grabbing, page-turning, and unflinching.”
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