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			For my parents

		

	
		
			1.

			Nobody deserves anything. I can promise you that. Maybe you think you earned what you’ve got, but I can guarantee you someone else has worked just as hard for the same thing and they don’t have it. They probably think they deserve better. And then there are those who’ve been served a real shit sandwich, wondering to themselves What the fuck have I done to deserve this? They don’t deserve that either. Nobody gets get what they deserve, because nobody deserves anything. Nothing happens for a reason. Good shit, bad shit, it all just happens. Justification is nothing more than counting sheep, a way to get to sleep at night.

			Alison didn’t deserve to die.

			I don’t deserve to be sitting here typing this sentence. And yet.

			The night Alison was murdered, I could have stopped it. But retrospect is as useless as justification. That night, there wasn’t a tab in my brain that suddenly opened up to inform me that in one hour someone will drive Alison to a remote pond and hit her head on a rock. Would you like to stop what you’re doing right now and save her? For the record, I would have. If I had known someone was going to kill her, I would have saved her. I mention that because, at some points while you’re reading this, it’ll probably seem like the opposite is true.

			On the night in question, in the fall of 2016, I saw her leaving a campus party. It was a Saturday night and there were dozens of people around, so why do I feel like I was the only one who watched her leave? But it was always this way. She was always in the corner of my eye, like one of those fucking floaters, trapped in my vision. I couldn’t help it—whenever she was around, it was like I didn’t know who I was anymore. I’d only ever known myself in relation to Alison.

			The party was hosted by my boyfriend, Cam. Alison wasn’t supposed to be there. As far as I knew, the two of them had never met. Most of the girls at Cam’s parties were either the girlfriends of his friends or freshman girls who didn’t know any better; they hadn’t yet been invited to more exclusive parties or learned to be wary of Cam’s antics. Alison didn’t fit into either of these categories, plus she lived in the chem-free dorm, but there she was, nonetheless, drinking a hard seltzer and talking with some guy with heavily shellacked helmet hair whom I didn’t recognize. But I never knew who anyone was. The two of them were leaning into each other because “American Girl” was blaring, even though I’d told Cam a thousand times that Tom Petty wasn’t party music. Perched alone on a windowsill, I wasn’t talking to anyone, so I watched Alison and the guy flirt. What was she doing in my world? Why had she infiltrated it? I spitefully pondered these very questions while swigging Bacardí Limón from the bottle.

			Once again, I’d allowed myself to get far too drunk. Not pacing myself was becoming a pattern. Back then, I was one of those people who drank to feel more sociable, but I’d gotten into a routine of drinking past sociability and straight back into introversion. Cam wasn’t paying attention to me; he was holding court behind his makeshift bar, pouring marshmallow Smirnoff directly into the mouths of freshman girls. I didn’t really know anyone else besides Alison, though we didn’t make a habit of talking to each other. I suppose I could have known more people if I’d made any effort at all, but it was senior year and I’d long since told myself it was too late. There were three girls, my colleagues on the newspaper staff, whom I considered friends. I think they considered me a friend, too, but it’s no secret they all had closer friends than me. Lindsay and Brie had said they might come to the party, but they’d let me down. I knew they had been secretly hooking up since last semester. And Jen wouldn’t be caught dead at one of Cam’s parties. She was probably already in her pajamas, reading Audre Lorde.

			Alison, at one point, was also my friend. Ages six to twelve. I think she would have considered me her best friend back then, but at Cam’s party, she pretended not to see me, even though we could not have been more than ten feet apart. Instead, she laughed performatively, a little drunk, to the musings of this random guy, who’d spilled beer down the bottom of his blue shirt. I barely noticed him, only scoffed when his eyes stayed glued to her tits, large milky mounds, still a little tan from her summer in Rome, peering over the soft cotton of her flowery dress. When she started talking about life after college, I squinted, hoping that impairing my vision would improve my hearing. Harvard, I heard. And Fulbright. She’d have her pick. Her life was charmed like that. The short, flowery dress swayed as her head bobbed in explanation. I watched it caress the tops of her thighs, remembering how she used to dress when we were girls: wide denim shorts and oversize Disney-themed T-shirts to hide her big boobs from the ridicule of all the boys in our class. Just then, the guy leaned in and whispered something in her ear. She laughed again, both timid and flirtatious.

			The intimacy of this scene was so grotesque I dropped my gaze down to the dark gray carpet tiles, but then the tiles started spinning, so I closed my eyes. When I opened them, the room started to tip and tilt like a fun house. I closed them again and rested my head on the window, instructing myself to breathe. A few deep breaths and I’d probably, just about, be able to get myself back to Cam’s room and into his bed. I inhaled, counted to four, then exhaled and counted to eight, just like the school therapist had taught me to do.

			My eyes opened when the song ended and I heard the front door unlatch. Alison and her guy were leaving. Suddenly I was up from the windowsill and feigning sobriety. Several people stopped what they were doing to witness my sudden movement. As straight as I could, I walked past Cam’s bar, where now the freshman girls were pouring the Smirnoff into his mouth, to the front door. I didn’t think Cam had seen me, until I heard him shout out, “Babe, where are you going?”

			I ignored him. I flung open the door of his suite and let it slam behind me. Down the end of the hallway, Alison and the guy spun around.

			“Woo-hoo, Alison!” I shouted, waiting for her to engage. She turned away from me, just shook her head.

			When the guy put his arm around her waist, they continued walking away.

			“Be nice to her!” I shouted even louder, addressing him, but determined it was she who should acknowledge me. “Don’t be like Brad Hutchins!”

			She didn’t turn around, but I swear I could detect a chill emanating from her body. That’s when Alison’s stranger glanced over his shoulder and grinned at me. Did he wink, too? Or was I just making that up? He pulled her down the hall and they disappeared around the corner.

			When they were out of sight, I let my back hit the corridor wall and I slumped down to the floor. I closed my eyes and let all the colorful dots spin. The suite door opened again, and Cam came out. “Nardelli, you’re fuckin’ hammered.” He laughed. “Get in here.”

		

	
		
			2.

			I found out Alison was dead when Brie came running into my dorm room on Monday afternoon. I’d just returned from Physics for Poets—the study of the physical world for the metaphysically minded—the last of my two required science credits needed to graduate. But who was I kidding? I didn’t understand poetry either, so I was barely passing. I hadn’t even set my books down, when Brie came barging in. “Did you know Alison Petrucci’s roommate reported her missing?”

			I wasn’t sure I heard her right. It was one of those moments where my brain couldn’t compute the question. But my body understood immediately. I froze, dropped my notebook and my copy of Galileo’s Sidereus Nuncius on the floor. “No.”

			“They’re pretty sure they just found her body at some nearby pond.”

			I sat down on the edge of my bed. A million Alisons paraded in front of my eyes, from first grade all the way to Saturday night. “What pond?” was all I could manage.

			Brie shrugged. She was from New York City and, like most students, had seen little of Maine beyond campus. “Pleasant? Do you know it?”

			Yes. I’d only been there once, on the final day of eighth grade. I remembered the sun was shining that day. We kids all smelled of tropical sunscreen. Alison was lying on her towel far away from all the rest of us, wearing a black one-piece and a large straw hat that shaded her face. She was reading her dog-eared copy of The Hunger Games.

			I winced, then nodded to Brie, hoping to block the lingering memories from that horrible day. I thought I was over it, then last year at Cotillion it all came flooding back. That was the night when Brie and Lindsay found me passed out drunk in a bathroom stall. They’d shaken me until I woke up, then I’d proceeded to vomit all over both of them. According to Brie, I put my head in her lap and kept saying, “I wish it never happened.” When she asked me what happened, I kept saying, “Everything.” And it was washing over me again, all because Brie said “Pleasant.” Why not the ocean or a lake or any other pond, Alison? What was she doing there?

			“Some of my crew teammates went there this morning to row,” she said, stuffing her hands in the front pouch of her Denman hoodie, where the string of a navy blue Denman lanyard hung out. Brie was the kind of person who wore all her loyalties right out in the open. Her corkscrew blond curls were tied in a tight bun and tucked into her Yankees cap. Like the words that came out of her mouth, her clothes said what they needed to say and nothing more. “The cops were there. I guess a dog walker found her body?” When I flinched again, at the word body, she intuited that I needed her to stop. “You alright?”

			“I’m fine.”

			“Rach, your eyes are bloodshot. What’s up?”

			I was hungover. Badly hungover. Two days in a row. I’d barely made it to my one p.m. class. The night before, I’d hung out at Cam’s and drunk what was left from Saturday’s party. I’d spent all day wondering what Alison was doing at Cam’s party. Had I imagined her? Had I shouted something at her? I’d only intended to have one hard seltzer and to ask Cam what she was doing there, but he was in a mood so I didn’t. I drank by myself on his sofa.

			“Nothing,” I said to Brie. “Stayed up late finishing a paper. Do Lindsay and Jen know?”

			“Not yet. I’m on my way to the newsroom.”

			Me, Lindsay, Brie, and Jen comprised the senior editorial team of our campus newspaper, The Denman Weekly Review. Freshman year, we started as lowly reporters, but by junior year we all held assistant editorships. Now, senior year, it was ours. For most reporters, the newspaper was just a club, an extracurricular activity, but juniors and seniors with positions on the editorial board were eligible for academic credits, and for English majors with a concentration in journalism, like me and Lindsay, these credits were necessary to graduate. This made it difficult for us to publish stories that criticized the administration. “Let’s not bite the hand that feeds us” was Lindsay’s constant refrain. She was our editor in chief, voted to that position by a committee of her peers the previous spring, ahead of me, the only other applicant. I’d been crushed, but secretly, I understood why I didn’t get the job: I lacked big-picture vision and was far too easily overwhelmed and discouraged. Lindsay, on the other hand, was patient and methodical, not easily defeated like me. Plus, under pressure, she had these epic giggling fits that endeared her to everyone. Like me, Lindsay had also been the editor of her junior high and high school newspapers. But growing up in an affluent Boston suburb, she’d had a lot more competition for these achievements. Where I grew up, in Waterbury, Maine, there was no such passion for anything that didn’t involve a ball. When we arrived at Denman freshman year, these differences were immediately evident. She was the daughter of a brain surgeon and psychiatric-nurse-turned-full-time-mom. I was the daughter of a special-ed teacher and a seamstress. Her parents were friends with the editor in chief of The Boston Globe. Lindsay had had internships at The Vineyard Gazette, where her family summered. I had once, in seventh grade, taken a tour of the newsroom at The Waterbury Sentinel with my advisor, Mr. Beal, and ten other students who only came because they’d been promised Applebee’s after.

			By senior year at Denman College, I’d landed as the news editor, the supposedly fearless scoop-getter, though I was far from fearless. Given how long I’d been at it, I should have been more intrepid, but if anything, I’d become more fearful over time. With each passing year, I’d found myself growing more skeptical of my journalistic impact. Did anyone read my stories? Did anyone care at all about what happened on campus? Did I? I could barely summon the courage or the necessary hunger to chase down any story. If something wanted to remain unseen, I was happy to let it. I’d found myself passing the buck, giving tough article assignments to younger, more eager reporters. The big problem being, of course, that this was my major, my supposed passion: English with a concentration in journalism. And given that it was my senior year, I couldn’t change my mind unless I wanted to delay graduation by another year or two. But I didn’t have the money for nor the interest in doing that. Being a reporter had become my fate.

			As managing editor of the paper, Brie was queen of the details. She set deadlines, chased down reporters, and frequently asked the paper’s other editors: Did you leave your beer-soaked brain in the bottom of a Solo cup over the weekend, because what the fuck is this? Her no-nonsense approach to journalism was perfectly complemented by her no-nonsense approach to fashion. Her athletic build and jockish persona meant that people often forgot she was affiliated with the paper. For this reason, she was our biggest asset. People who would never confide in me or Lindsay would confide in Brie. That she knew Alison was dead before I did hadn’t surprised me in the least.

			I didn’t want to be alone, so I went along with Brie to Prescott, where our basement newsroom was located and where Lindsay was likely holed up. It was on the other side of campus from my dorm, a twenty-minute walk past endless brick buildings that were blazing red against the cerulean sky of autumn. We walked most of the way in silence. I appreciated this about Brie; she never spoke unless she had something to say. Sometimes I thought she was my favorite friend at Denman. I would never have said best; we didn’t know each other well enough for that. She just seemed to accept me as I was. She didn’t prod, nor did she judge me, though it had crossed my mind on occasion that maybe what I’d perceived as acceptance might have actually been apathy. She always let me off the hook, just as she had done back in my room when she noticed my bloodshot eyes. She’d accepted my first answer. My lie. In the same situation, Lindsay and Jen would have narrowed their eyes at me, tossed out their penetrating questions: Really? Are you sure? Does this have anything to do with Cam?

			In lieu of conversation, Brie jangled the lanyard in her hoodie pouch. The sound was just distracting enough to keep me from forming succinct memories of Saturday night. What happened that night wasn’t entirely clear to me. It never would be. All that Bacardí, the hard seltzer. Was I the last person to see Alison alive? Had I seen her leave with some guy? There was also the freshman plastered on marshmallow Smirnoff who fell off the coffee table while dancing to Drake and sprained her ankle. Did that happen before or after Alison left?

			“Did you know about this?”

			“Huh? What?”

			I must have looked panic-stricken because Brie scrunched her face and smiled the way someone would at a skittish dog. “Dude.” She pointed down to the long stretch of pathway in front of the library, covered in thick chalk-scrawled proclamations. Future Dicktator was just ahead of me. I was standing on Hail Twitler.

			“Oh, yeah. Jen texted me about this last night. I was just about to come here and take pictures when you showed up.” Another lie. Jen had texted me, but I had completely forgotten. The route to my physics class didn’t involve going past the library.

			“Think Jen wrote them herself?”

			“Probably,” I scoffed. The Democratic Socialists, the Feminist Society, the Anti-Racism League, and the Queer-Straight Alliance were all regular sidewalk poets and Jen was a member of all these groups.

			I pulled my phone from the pocket of my denim jacket and took a photo of Love Trumps Hate, written in blue chalk inside a red heart.

			“Just in case Lindsay still wants a story,” I said. “Though it doesn’t seem important now.”

			“Maybe it is,” Brie suggested. “Maybe one of these people saw her.”

			“Alison?”

			“Yeah.”

			At the suggestion, I felt a wave of relief. Here I was worrying I was one of the last people to see her alive, but maybe she was here last night with the Feminist Society and a giant stick of blue chalk in her hand scrawling the word Love.

			“I’ll ask Jen who was here.” And suddenly I felt like I had a job, a real journalistic pursuit, not just a mind littered with drunken, shameful half memories.

			A couple minutes later, we wove our way down the stairwell into the basement of Prescott, an administrative building that also housed our newsroom and a dining hall most students avoided. In the newsroom, Lindsay was lounging comfortably on our ancient, gray sectional sofa, reading the recent issue of InStyle, her pale pink fingernails wrapped around a cover image of Michelle Obama. In bold letters, it read: Powerful. Tucked into the sofa’s corner, the always serene-looking Lindsay was only moments from falling asleep.

			Lindsay smiled sleepily at the sight of us. “This fucking sofa,” she said, pulling herself into an upright, seated position. On layout nights we had a ritual of shouting “NO!” to stop each other from falling asleep on it before the paper was finished. When Lindsay read the looks on our faces, her smile dropped.

			Brie explained. I still couldn’t.

			“Suicide?” she assumed.

			The same thought had crossed my mind, but then I remembered Alison’s smile on Saturday night. The smile of someone happy to be alive.

			When neither Brie nor I answered, Lindsay asked, “Did anyone know her? The name isn’t familiar.”

			The obvious answer to this question was yes. Yes, I knew her. And yet that felt so complicated. How much did I really know Alison anymore, except for the fact that she hated me?

			The conveyor belt of Alisons-past once again paraded in front of me: frizzy-haired Alison with the high-waisted jeans, the Alison whom the boys in junior high called a “dog,” the Alison who had the biggest boobs and the first visible period stain on her jeans, the one all the girls referred to as tragic, the Alison who always started every sentence with “Did you know…?” The Alison who kept a plastic unicorn named Guinevere peeking out from the front pocket of her backpack “so she could breathe.” The Alison who was the heir to Maine’s eponymous camping brand and Central Maine’s largest construction company. (The girl who grew up around so much wealth her parents bought her two of every Barbie: one to stay pristine in the box and one to play with. Back when we were friends, she’d play with her favorite All That Glitters Barbie, but she would always let my Basic Bitch Barbie with hand-me-down clothes drive her pink Corvette.) Later, the Alison I told—around the end of seventh grade—that I would be sitting with Callie Hamel at lunch, and there wasn’t enough space at the table for Alison to join us. She’d smiled back, pained, and said it would “give her a chance to catch up on her reading.” The same Alison, a day later, offered me a piece of gum that I rejected for fear that it would infect me with her inherent uncoolness. And last in the parade, Saturday night Alison, who I’d pretended to ignore until I’d practically chased her out Cam’s door.

			I wasn’t going to say any of that out loud. Instead, I said the one thing I knew would explain why Lindsay didn’t know her: “She lived in chem-free.”

			“Right. Huh.” Lindsay shivered and added, “Is it cold in here?” She pulled her strawberry blonde hair down from its ponytail and let it fall over her shoulders, as though her thick mane could double as a blanket.

			Brie rubbed both of Lindsay’s arms, vigorously, up and down, to warm her. The two suitemates and best friends were an odd couple, so odd, in fact, that they hadn’t actually come right out and admitted to any of us that a bona fide couple was what they were, but everyone knew. “We need to get someone down to the pond,” Brie prompted. “I bet all the other news outlets are already there.”

			Lindsay regarded me. “Can you get there?”

			“I don’t drive.”

			“Right. Shit. Well, you and Jen can go together.”

			“No,” I said. “Give her something else to do. I’ll ask Cam for a ride.”

			“He’s not on the paper, Rachel.” She scrutinized me and added, “He’ll make it worse.” Then, because she’d had to pull rank, she started giggling.

			I wanted to strangle her.

			“Jen and I going together is a waste of resources.”

			Jen was the features editor, promoted last year from arts and entertainment editor. She should have been writing longer pieces about campus life, stories that gave the bigger headlines some context, but despite the promotion she still only wanted to write about music and poetry.

			Lindsay sucked her cheeks to stop the giggles from undermining her authority. She narrowed her eyes at me.

			Until the spring of sophomore year, I had considered my former roommate, Jen—a sulky, speculative, Goth-adjacent introvert with a temper—my best friend on campus. She was a Chicago native and I was a local Maine girl, but we both felt like outsiders on a campus where everyone else seemed to know each other from the twenty-minutes-outside-of-Boston high school sports leagues. We were both curious and judgmental in equal measure. And we enjoyed making fun of our classmates, whom we found to be shallow. For two years, we’d been inseparable, but things changed at the end of sophomore year, when Jen told me she wanted to get a single room. She’d claimed it wasn’t personal, but it wounded me deeply. That was the year she’d joined the Feminist Society, the Queer-Straight Alliance, and the Anti-Racism League. I’d tried to tag along, but I never really felt like I fit in with those clubs. They didn’t like that I was a “journalist” (Jen writing about music and poetry was okay), and whenever I hung out with her new friends I felt so stupid for not knowing about historic events like Stonewall or the Tulsa race massacre. But I didn’t know, and I was too ashamed to ask. I tried once. It was at lunch with Jen and her friend Chantal from the Anti-Racism League. They were talking about Juneteenth. “June what?” I’d asked. I’ll never forget the look Jen gave me: I’m embarrassed to know you. This, I was certain, was the reason she didn’t want to be my roommate anymore. Ultimately, I hid behind the paper, gave Jen’s new friends a wide berth, claiming journalistic neutrality. Of course, this blew up in my face spectacularly when, in the fall of junior year, I started dating Cam, poster boy for the Denman Conservatives. This is what Jen would point to as the demise of our friendship. Cam was her mortal enemy, but also a guy who never made me feel ashamed of not knowing, mainly because he was eager to explain everything.

			“Can’t she stay here? Get the mood of how students are feeling?” I suggested to Lindsay.

			She appeared to be mulling this over when Brie’s phone dinged. “They’re going to hold a press conference in the gym in an hour. Press conference first? Then divide and conquer? Where is Jen anyway?”

			“Poetry class,” I said. “Until four.”

			Lindsay looked at her pink-strapped Apple Watch. “We’ll pick her up on the way.”

			

			—

			Her poetry class was sitting in a circle on the freshly mown grass of the Humanities Quad. Staring down at their notebooks, the class was reading along as one kid recited the end of his poem:

			
				And so it goes, it seems to me.

				The thing you already knew that night

				And so it goes, and so it goes

				That Billy Joel is always right.

			

			The young man looked up, trying to gauge the reaction of his classmates. Most of them nodded in quiet contemplation. A few offered a light round of applause. Jen was gazing at him, his curly dark brown hair, his small, serious eyes. She was pining. As I knew well from having been her roommate, Jen had a long-standing crush on a young Billy Joel. She was very clear about this. She had no attraction to him in his present form. Still, I always found her love of Billy Joel bizarre, given her otherwise sulky and anarchist demeanor, but she insisted it was because of her dad, who’d raised her on a steady diet of “Only the Good Die Young.”

			The professor, a gray-haired man in stonewashed jeans, noticed the three of us standing behind Jen. “Sorry,” Lindsay said, “we need to borrow Jen. It’s an emergency.”

			“The fuck?” Jen mumbled, startled. Quickly getting to her feet, she glared at me. Everything was my fault.

			We pulled her away from the circle, not wanting to alarm her classmates. Jen busied herself swiping the grass off her black jeans, but she spun around when Brie said, “Alison Petrucci’s body was just found at Pleasant Pond,” with the tone of a local news reporter.

			Jen started to say Who? but something about Alison’s name must have registered. I’d complained to her about Alison early in our freshman year, the rich girl from my town who was too good for everyone. Jen squinted like she was trying to recall this, then her dark brown eyes met mine, causing me to look down at my feet. When Jen looked at you, it was never just a look of concern. She mined your soul through your eyeballs. Instead, she asked, “Where’s Pleasant Pond?”

			“About twenty minutes away,” I answered, remembering the long dirt path, then the stone steps that led into the pond. I thought about teenage Alison, wading into the water, then, just as quickly as someone flicking a switch, I imagined her body floating there, lapping up against the stones.

			“Fuck. What do you need me to do?” Jen asked Lindsay.

			Lindsay regarded me and I stared back at her, hard, until she relented. “We’re all going to the news conference, then I want you talking to students. What do they know? Let’s gauge the general level of fear on campus. That kind of thing. Rachel’s heading to the crime scene. Brie, you need to work on layout. The entire paper will need to be restructured. The two of us can work on what to cut, and I’ll call the printer and see if we can get an extension on tonight’s deadline. We’ll need every minute we can get.”

			We all nodded at our instructions, then something struck Jen and she grabbed my arm and asked the one question I’d hoped she wouldn’t: “Wait, didn’t you know her?”

			It was just a matter of time until she twigged. The only things about Alison that I’d ever shared with Jen were unkind. I couldn’t say, Yeah, I hated her. I shoved my hands deep into the pockets of my jacket. “When we were kids.”

			“Rach! Why didn’t you say that earlier when I asked?” Lindsay said.

			“Sorry. Just shock, I guess. I mean, we didn’t hang out here or anything. Barely talked.”

			All three girls were suspicious of why I’d neglected to mention something so obviously important. They did this thing they’d been doing a lot recently, sharing glances, as though I were blind.

			“Are you okay to do this?” Brie asked. “You can sit this out.”

			“I’m fine,” I said. My gut told me that if they could do this article without me, then they could do any article without me. There would be no point to me. I suspected they’d already come to this conclusion.

			“Was she at the chalking last night?” I asked Jen.

			“I don’t know what she looks like, don’t think so. Why?”

			My heart sank. “Just thought maybe we could place where she was last seen.”

			“I can go with you to the pond?” Jen suggested. “You need someone to drive you.” The fact that I didn’t have a driver’s license was usually something Jen would tease me about, but not then.

			“Cam’s taking me.” I’d texted him on the way to meet Jen. He’d responded, Bring money for gas.

			“Christ. Seriously?”

			I knew what Jen was thinking: He’ll distract you. He’ll fuck everything up. But in truth, there was nothing for Cam to fuck up because Jen and I both knew I didn’t have a clue what I was doing. This wasn’t the usual Denman Weekly Review news story. The lead article the week before was “Students Rate Chapman as Their Favorite Dining Hall.”

			This was some serious CNN shit going on right now. And fuck. It was Alison.

			It dawned on me then that everything from this point on would be defined as before or after the moment I learned Alison had died. Before Alison. After Alison. Not only would everything be tinged by the knowledge that she was dead but also, maybe, the awful possibility that I could have done something to stop it.

			“Rachel, maybe you should call Fishman?” Lindsay prompted. “Get a quote.”

			I had a standing, weekly meeting with the dean of students, Dr. Lorraine Fishman, so this should have already occurred to me. The dean and I hadn’t really gotten off on the right foot that semester. Our meetings had become a stalemate. Most weeks, I’d arrive in her office armed with the most recent campus security blotter, and I’d unsuccessfully press her for more information on each of the logged incidents: simple assault, simple assault, sexual assault, theft, theft, theft, sexual assault, simple assault, simple assault. It was a roster of crimes that no one took seriously, including me and Lorraine. It was my job to ask and her job to dodge the questions. I knew she could tell my heart wasn’t in it and she was relieved. If anything, I attended the meetings to keep up appearances and to safeguard my academic credits. I’d become complacent about Fishman’s evasive answers. Once, when I asked her to explain the prevalence of harassment complaints made by female students, the dean responded that female students often “perceived threat” where there was none. “Off the record,” she’d said, “some young women go as far as to harass themselves.” I should have published the quotes. But I was thinking about my credits.

			“She’s probably too busy to talk to me now. I bet she’s getting panicked calls from parents all over the country.”

			“I’m sure she is, but we still need a quote. It’s a place to start.” A giggle crept out before she composed herself. “Do you need me to do it?”

			“No, I got it.” Taking out my cell phone, I moved away from the group and located the dean’s number in my list of Recents. In the last two weeks, I’d only called four numbers: Cam, my mom and dad, and Dean Fishman’s office. It was Fishman’s assistant, Debbie, who answered. “Hi. This is Rachel Nardelli. Would it be possible to talk to Dr. Fishman?”

			“Hi, Rachel, honey,” Debbie said in her syrupy voice. It was Jen’s belief that Debbie had been directed to talk this way by Fishman to lull callers into a false sense of security. “Can I have her call you back? She’s inundated right now.”

			“Yeah, that’s fine.”

			I looked back at the other three, huddled fifteen feet away, staring at me. Briefly, I considered telling them I thought I’d watched Alison leave with some strange guy on Saturday night, but they’d have too many questions. They were already suspicious about my neglecting to mention I knew her. I’d have to tell them I’d blacked out.

			Snippets of that night were coming back to me in cloudy bursts. Did I follow them into the hallway? Did I shout something at her?

			“Great, honey. How you holding up? This is all pretty scary, huh?”

			A quick flash: a guy’s arm around Alison’s waist, him looking over his shoulder at me, smiling. I shouldn’t have been asking Fishman for a quote, I should have been telling her what I’d seen. I tried again to conjure the image of Alison that had comforted me earlier, the vision on her writing Love in blue chalk. “Yeah, thanks, Debbie, I’m hanging in there.”

			Lindsay raised her hands in the air as if to say, Any news?

			“Sorry, when can I expect her call?”

			“I’ll make sure your message is top of her pile, sweetie.”

			Rejoining the others, I said, “My request is top of the pile.”

			“You should have stayed on the line until Fishman picked up,” Brie said. “That’s what I would have done.”

			Angry, I offered her my phone. “Knock yourself out.”

			“Guys, let’s not fight,” Lindsay said. “We need to stick together today. Otherwise, we don’t stand a chance.”

			Don’t stand a chance of getting the story, that’s what Lindsay meant, but we all looked at each other, each wondering if the others had also heard the other meaning—that no woman was safe.

		

	
		
			3.

			Positioned in front of the gathering crowd of students and local reporters, I readied myself for the news conference, pen in hand and notepad open. Lindsay had her phone, ready to record. Brie and Jen flanked the two of us like bodyguards. In front of us, a podium stood at the free-throw line of Denman’s basketball court.

			The folks filing in and taking up the bleachers at the side of the gymnasium were the Denman locals. I’d have recognized them anywhere. The local men, in their unironic, fleece-lined flannel shirts, their Carhartt’s, steel-toed boots, and buzz cuts. With them were their wives in flare-cut Lee Riders jeans and pink sweatshirts with Old Navy written across the front, straight from the sale bin in Augusta—I’d riffled through it myself a million times. We were only thirty minutes down the road from Waterbury, where I grew up. Their presence among the Denman student body made me uneasy, like my past life was encroaching on my current reality. The locals didn’t flood the gym floor as the Denman students did. Rather, they clumped together on the bleachers, reminding me of what my dad used to say about bees: “They’re more afraid of us than we are of them.” Still, they all looked so familiar to me, like I knew each of their names. Some of them were probably employed by Petrucci Construction. For these local residents, this wasn’t just the murder of Denman student; it was the murder of a Maine girl, a Waterbury girl. Except, would they have considered Alison one of their own? After all, she’d had things many Waterbury girls didn’t: opportunities, money.

			It was hard to imagine why she’d even stayed in Maine for college. If I were her, I’d have gone as far away as I could. I recalled seeing her in the student union during freshman orientation. I knew full well she’d be at Denman; I’d seen it on her Instagram. I didn’t follow her, but her feed wasn’t private either. (She had 638 followers to my meager 182.) In the spring of 2012, she’d posted a photo of her acceptance letter to Denman, then one month later, she’d posted a photo of herself in a Denman College sweatshirt with the caption Denman, here I come!

			We hadn’t even been on campus forty-eight hours when she’d come up to me in the student mailroom during freshman orientation and said, “I bet you weren’t expecting to see me again.”

			She looked just the same, but different. I guess that’s what happens when you spy on someone over social media for several years. She still had perfect posture and long curly brown hair, though by now, she’d figured out de-frizzing conditioner.

			I played dumb. “Alison. Hey!” I tried to sound enthusiastic. “You’re here.”

			“My parents went to Denman, so…” She leaned casually against the mailboxes. I thought she was going to let the sentence drop, but then she continued, “They really wanted me to continue the tradition. I guess Harvard will have to wait until grad school.” She shrugged, then finally smiled at me. It had just a hint of malice behind it. “But I knew you’d be here.”

			“You did?” Was she spying on my Instagram, too?

			“You got a Mitchell scholarship.”

			I nodded and looked around for Jen. We’d come to the student union together and I wasn’t sure I wanted my new roommate, the daughter of two high-powered Chicago attorneys, to know I was a scholarship student.

			“My dad was on the committee,” Alison explained.

			I wondered how big the committee was, pictured her dad’s dissenting vote when my name came up.

			“Oh. Maybe I should send him a thank-you?”

			Alison brushed that off. “What classes do you have?” She leaned in like it was gossip.

			“Composition.” I shrugged; every freshman had to take that. “Intro to Philosophy. Intro to everything, basically…”

			“Are you in Intro to Canine Fiction?”

			“Wait, what? Is that a thing?”

			Alison threw her head back, laughing. “Of course, not! But if it was, you and I could teach it, right?” She gave me a knowing nudge. She was referring to our eighth-grade English teacher, who assigned only books about dogs. White Fang, Old Yeller, Marley & Me, Where the Red Fern Grows. “I told everyone at Exeter about Mrs. Morgan’s dog obsession. What a waste of space that junior high was.”

			Everyone at Exeter. Despite all her Instagram followers, everything about that statement rang false. According to social media, in high school she’d participated in theatre (a club for the perennially uncool) and cross-country (a solitary sport). On her page, there were team photos, cast photos, all heavily staged, nothing candid or intimate. Photos of her cat. Home for the holidays. I felt ashamed thinking it: Alison is still a weirdo. I mean, if she had so many friends at Exeter, why was she being so nice to me? A person who, after junior high, she had every reason to hate.

			“Ha! Right,” I said, hoping it didn’t sound too fake. Spotting Jen out of the corner of my eye, I waved. “I guess I’ll see you around, Alison.”

			It was weeks before I saw her again in the flesh, also in the student union, where she was hanging out with a large group of friends. She hadn’t even noticed me walking by, alone.

			That first semester of freshman year, I must have checked her social media pages probably fifty times a day. Was she at the library? Was she making friends? Met a guy? Every day was pretty much the same: photos of Alison and her crew from the chem-free dorm. There was the girl in the hijab, the redheaded girl, the guy in really wide-wale, mustard cords. Every day a new photo of a dozen freshmen, crowded around the same ugly brown common-room sofa, smiling, smiling, always fucking smiling. I should have been happy for her. I should have been relieved. But instead, I wondered why. Why? Why? Why? What is so fucking great, Alison? What is so great about now that could make you forget about then?

			In the predominantly middle-class Waterbury, Alison’s cardinal sin was that she was rich. In our town, it was possible to be too rich, and because the Petruccis were far wealthier than anyone else, Alison was born with a target on her back. Growing up, I’d heard countless rumors about the way the Petruccis lived: Everything in their house has gold trim. They have a five-thousand-dollar-a-week grocery budget. They have servants who wear French maid outfits. Each bedroom in the house has its own hot tub. The house is so large that everyone needs walkie-talkies to communicate. My favorite was the rumor that every room had a secret passage to another room on the opposite end of the house, like in Clue. None of those rumors were true, of course, but everyone believed them. I’d been to the house countless times. Yes, the outside was stately, set back from the road with a crescent driveway. Yes, it had columns and a wraparound porch. It was probably six times the size of the house where I grew up. But once you were inside, it was just a house. The people in it, a family. But I never said that, I never
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