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who fears neither cold water nor deep revisions


PROLOGUE







I never meant to see what was in his drawer.

I was never a mother who snooped.

Not even when I thought a little snooping would help me better understand my stoic son. No—I’d drawn the line. Trust was more important.

In our household of two, trust meant that drawers and doors stayed closed. And yet, there I was on an unseasonably warm spring day, sweating through my tank top and baggy gym shorts as I packed up the apartment, alone, venturing into Benjamin’s room to take care of the chore he’d neglected while he was off at the pool attending a lifeguard-hiring information session. It was all he talked about—when he talked. Improving his swimming. Getting a pool job. Saving money, most likely for a car, though any expenditure that promised greater independence would do.

I pushed the toothed edge of the tape dispenser against the newly assembled box to bite off the final piece of tape, feeling irritated by how little he’d done but also guilty that we had to move at all. The new place was only two miles away from our old apartment, and it wasn’t a step up by any measure. No backyard. Smaller bedrooms. One bathroom instead of one and a half. Dark.

I dragged the empty box next to Benjamin’s bureau and pulled the drawer open. The T-shirts inside were folded more neatly than my own. He’d been selectively tidy since turning fourteen, insistent on doing his own laundry, obsessive about showers.

I pulled out a stack of shirts and flopped them into the big box, grabbed the next stack . . . and then I looked down, puzzled by a satiny feel. I held up the skimpy fabric with two fingers. Sexy. Small. Barely enough to cover any woman’s private parts, front or back.

I winced, wishing I’d left this box untouched. But then the feeling shifted, from embarrassment to something even less comfortable. As far as I knew, Benjamin had never had a girlfriend.

On closer inspection, the underwear didn’t look new. Possibly not clean, either. I didn’t think—not that it would have alarmed me—that he was curious about cross-dressing. Maybe he’d ordered them online from some woman who wore them for five minutes and then sold them at ten times their value. But Benjamin always laughed at people who fell for online gambits like that. Plus, he was broke. Like his mom.

The more likely answer was one I didn’t want to name. With the underwear still in my hand, I took three steps back, trying to block the picture that was forming. It was my fault for looking. My fault for thinking . . . and there was that ringing again, the edges of my vision beginning to darken.

A truck rattled past the open bedroom window and I startled, fist closing tighter around the satin souvenir, if that’s what it was. I didn’t like that word. Souvenir. Or trophy. Even so, I left Benjamin’s room and hurried to my own, headed for the closet and that shoebox I’d kept for years, the place for things that couldn’t be forgotten.
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“Think of it as a mental health break,” our dean, Kimberly Duplass, told me ten minutes into our private emergency meeting, tugging at the lapels of her white bouclé cardigan as she boosted herself higher in her chair.

“I’m sorry. A mental health break for who?”

“For you, Abby.”

I loosened my grip on the dented folder in my lap. Inside was the printout of a speech I expected to deliver to an allschool assembly the next morning, reminding students to be kind and observant, to watch out especially for anyone who needed to talk. Summit High was a community, albeit a new one. The death of a student was a shock, but we’d get through this.

“I’m confused,” I said to Duplass. “You want me to go home early? We have a lot to do, the sooner the better.”

Glancing at her cell phone, which was vibrating for the third time in several minutes, she said, “A well-executed plan is better than a hasty one.”

I could hear the air quotes around that phrase, like she was repeating a line from an entrepreneur’s how-to book. Summit was like that—businessy, private, highly focused on the bottom line.

“Hold on, let me take this.”

Behind the dean, tall windows framed a sun-dappled lawn backed by giant oak trees. Students on break from their exams gathered in loose circles. Girls laughed and brushed back long strands of gleaming hair. Boys roughhoused and fist-bumped. None of them looked devastated. But wait until they went home and lost themselves in their phones, where gossip and misinformation would distort their first suppressed pangs of grief. They hadn’t assimilated the news yet. I hadn’t, either. Come back, I wanted to say. Never mind an assembly tomorrow. We needed to round them up and answer their questions now.

Duplass gave short, reassuring replies during her phone call—yes, of course, absolutely. After hanging up, she explained, “Worried parent. A mother who was texted a few minutes ago by her daughter. She wants to know that we’re doing enough.”

“My concern exactly.”

I started to open the folder, but Duplass held up a hand. “Don’t forget, you’re not the only one our students can turn to. You’re part of a team. A growing team.”

A good friend of the dean’s, Dr. Shields—an MD/PhD, Duplass had already said twice, as if I didn’t understand what psychiatrist meant—would be sharing my office beginning tomorrow. To prepare for his arrival, I’d been asked to empty one drawer and half of a small bookcase. I still didn’t understand how we’d collaborate or why he needed shelf space for only four more days of school, unless it was to display honors or publications to impress visiting parents.

“Is he a grief expert?” I asked. “Does he work with teens?”

“He’s a friend of the board.”

That’s what mattered. Not just his pedigree, which outshone my recent master’s degree in counseling.

“Graduation is days away,” I reminded her, as if she needed reminding. “There isn’t enough time for him to establish trust. A lot of kids won’t talk to him.”

I paused, on the edge of an uncomfortable insight. A lot of kids won’t talk to him. Is that what Duplass and the board actually wanted? To prevent a long line to the counseling office from forming, so she could assure parents that every needy student was being seen and there was nothing more to be done?

“You’re being defensive,” she said. “That’s not helpful. Take the afternoon. Go home. I imagine you need some time to think about your role in this.”

I folded my hands across my lap to stop them from trembling. “I didn’t have any suspicions that Sidney Mayfield was considering harming herself.”

“As you’ve made clear.”

“No. I think you’re misunderstanding me. I’m not saying I missed the signs. I’m saying there were no signs.”

“Every kid has problems.”

“Small ones. Nothing she couldn’t handle.”

“But she had weekly sessions with you.”

“Which is why I can say it with confidence.” I kept remembering the way Sidney looked when she dropped into the comfy blue chair in my office corner, looking relaxed and content, like she’d only come to show me her latest high-cadence Spotify playlist so that I’d have better music for my biweekly runs. “No apparent depression or anxiety. No agitation. No long-term preconditions. No self-injuring behaviors, not even . . . not even—”

“Abby.”

“Not even promiscuity. No sign that she wanted attention.”

“Wasn’t meeting with you regularly exactly that—a sign of wanting attention?”

Grace, the dean’s secretary, rapped on the door once, opening it a crack to whisper, “He’s here.”

I smoothed my skirt, expecting either Dr. Shields or the detective who’d already talked with us this morning, returning with another round of questions.

Duplass mouthed the word fuck. In my year at Summit, I’d never even heard her say darn.

She closed her eyes and briefly steepled her hands in front of her lips. “Another reason I wanted to let you slip out and go home. Jack Mayfield is here, an hour early.”

“But that’s fine.”

She leveled her gaze at me. “It’s not fine.” To the secretary she said, “Tell him—”

There was a small commotion at the door, Mayfield’s hand on Grace’s shoulder, which made her turn in surprise, stammering apologetically. Which is what we women do. Apologize for the touch of large, pushy men. We aren’t supposed to let them know they’ve done anything inappropriate. We’re supposed to make them comfortable.

In seconds, Mayfield was through the door, leaving Grace standing behind him, eyes wide, mouthing the word sorry.

“No, no,” Duplass said, rising and stepping to the side of her desk with a warm smile pasted on her face. “Please, Mr. Mayfield, we’re so glad to see you. The timing is perfect.” She gestured to the empty chair next to mine. “I brought in Abby, our counselor, so we could all talk about this together.”

“Of course I know Abby.”

I stood and extended a hand, but Mayfield didn’t take it, only looked me up and down, making me suddenly aware of the damp circles beneath the arms of my secondhand blouse. He, in comparison, looked fresh and well-dressed. Tucked-in polo shirt, belted khaki pants. Dark brown hair, damp and gelled. He even smelled good. But we all deal differently with shock and grief. Some people wilt and withdraw. Others don armor.

Jack Mayfield pulled out his phone, pointing to the screen. “This is all you’ve got?”

“I’m sorry,” Duplass said, patting her chest for missing reading glasses. “You’re showing us what?”

“Some stupid checklists.”

He shook the phone in her face, then mine, too fast for us to see, but I didn’t need to.

“The digital counseling forms,” I explained, waiting for Mayfield to sit, then lowering myself slowly to my own chair, positioned uncomfortably close to his. “Those are the ones we sent to Detective Hernández, after he talked with us this morning.”

They were terrible forms—Duplass hadn’t let me change them—with room for little more than a “presenting problem” and one or two “action(s) taken.”

Topic: Friends/family

Action: Explore feelings. Develop trust.

“His partner sent me copies,” Mayfield said. “You might have done me the courtesy.”

“We planned to,” Duplass said. “But it didn’t seem right to send emails until we’d talked to you first. We’re so deeply sorry. We can’t even imagine how you’re—”

“I want the rest of it,” Mayfield said, turning to me, his face so close I could see one bright red shaving nick, the size of a staple, on his neck. “Don’t you scribble things down, beyond the checklist stuff? I want to know what you and my daughter were talking about week after week.”

Duplass threw me a cautioning glance. Did she think he’d sue? But Mayfield loved Summit. Maybe he could sue me alone, and not the school.

“Most of our conversations were about career interests and general well-being, not acute mental health concerns.” I hesitated. “But I can get those notes to you.”

Mayfield slumped for a moment in his chair, like he’d been itching for a fight and was disappointed I’d given in so quickly. “Good. Email me everything. I should get to see it first, don’t you think?” His ire was rising again. “Didn’t that occur to the two of you? Show the family first?”

Another glance from Duplass. It’s what I’d proposed to her this morning. Family first, and promptly. But she’d had her own ideas.

“Did Sidney talk about her mother?” Mayfield asked.

“She was sympathetic to her mother’s history of neck pain, but she was a little concerned Geneva was overusing prescription drugs.”

What can I say? My mom’s self-medicating. We all do, one way or another.

Sidney had made that comment while pointing to my desk drawer. In one of our first sessions, Sidney had complained of cramps and cravings. I’d told her about my dark chocolate supply. She’d asked if we could open a bar to share. I relented, warning her that if she told every other girl in school, I’d never hear the end of it.

Our secret, she’d said. As long as you keep the good stuff coming. Orange peel or almond, next time, please?

In that moment, I’d caught a glimpse of the daughter I’d never have.

Mayfield was still staring at me. “You’ll confirm Sidney was upset about Geneva’s pill problem, if the detectives ask?”

The impression I got from Detective Hernández was that they already knew, but I nodded. As Mayfield himself said, there was no doubt where the pills came from. The question was why. I had no answer for that.

“Did Sidney say anything to you about me?” he asked.

It’s not his fault. Apologies from Sidney—for her father’s attitudes, behaviors, absence. But she seemed resigned, even relieved, that the charade of her parents’ marriage would end when she left for college, in a year. I personally think they should separate now, but hey, it’s up to them.

“She loved you, Mr. Mayfield. And Mrs. Mayfield, of course. She loved you both.”

His eyes grew glassy. His lips parted. The aroma of whiskey, half masked by cologne, settled like a warm fug between us.

“Small consolation,” he muttered. “My daughter still killed herself.”

The assumption of suicide seemed premature, but I bit my tongue. I wasn’t a criminologist. I certainly wasn’t a cop. But even I knew that crime scene assumptions could go disastrously wrong, especially when it came to supposedly self-inflicted tragedies. It had happened in Waukegan, where Benjamin and I lived before moving to Pleasant Park—the hanging of a sixty-year-old man, later ruled a murder, a case I only followed because it happened in our building and the man had been an upbeat, easygoing neighbor. I hoped local detectives wouldn’t make similar mistakes. But a beautiful seventeen-year-old girl, found in her beautiful bed, empty bottle of prosecco on the nightstand, several types of pills missing from her mother’s bathroom—it could give anyone tunnel vision.

When Mayfield swiped at his eye, I thought we were reaching a truce. But then he leaned closer. “You’re a real piece of work, you know that? Fucking diploma-mill counselor. Summit deserves better than you.”

I nodded, as if he’d just given me some helpful professional feedback. Then I cleared my throat. “Will there be a full autopsy?”

Duplass raked her neck with eggshell-colored fingernails. “Forgive the question. I’m sure it’s too early. You and Mrs. Mayfield must be—”

“It’s goddamn clear what Sidney took. And in what frame of mind.” He was referring to a final text message from Sidney to her mother—the only form of a note detectives had been able to find. Don’t come into my room. I don’t want you to see. The detective had explained to us that the housekeeper had found the body, just after arriving at the house for her Sunday afternoon shift. Geneva had been hailed from a private tennis lesson, where she hadn’t seen the text.

Mayfield added, “The timing was purposeful. Sidney waited until she was alone. She knew her mom wouldn’t be checking her phone until it was too late.”

I nodded, eyebrows lifted, trying to restrain myself from saying what came to mind. That if I were the parent, I’d wonder why there was no note, aside from the brief text. The majority of people leave notes. Young women, especially.

“It’s obvious she was getting back at Geneva,” he said, waiting for me to confirm.

I couldn’t. If anything, Sidney seemed to favor her mother over her father. No part of the scenario rang true.

He kept staring at me, disdain etched on his face. “You don’t think my daughter meant to kill herself.”

“It doesn’t matter what I think, unless it helps you feel better about the situation. The detectives and the medical examiner would be the ones—”

“So why are you fucking looking at me that way?”

Why indeed. Maybe because he reminded me of someone I hadn’t seen in a long time and hoped never to see again. The arrogance. The narcissism. The temper.

Mayfield pulled a piece of paper from the tight pocket of his khakis. A list of names. “Sidney wouldn’t have done something so harebrained unless another kid gave her the idea. I’ve heard about contagious behaviors.”

“Nothing like this has ever happened to any other Summit student,” Duplass reassured him.

“Just show me her best friend’s records, then.” He jabbed a square finger at the top of the list. “Izzy.”

“We can’t do that,” I said, not bothering to look to Duplass for confirmation. “You have a right to Sidney’s records, but the others are confidential unless they’re subpoenaed. I’m fairly certain of that.” I wasn’t certain. I just hoped the word subpoena would allow him to back down and save face.

“They belong to the school, too, don’t forget. Which means the board. I’m on the board, and I’m sure my fellow board members would agree I should see them.”

“It’s irrelevant,” I said. “Isabella Scarlatti hasn’t come to my office.”

Thankfully, it was true. Not to my office, though we had talked once, in late September—my third week on the job—on a bench outside the east wing’s doors. It was one of my tricks, meeting students wherever they gathered. I’d stroll down the hall to the nearest women’s bathroom and mix with the girls who were pausing at the mirror to reapply their makeup. More than once, that’s when a student had started confiding to me for the first time, from the next sink over.

Can I . . . talk to you for a minute?

Of course.

In Izzy’s case, it happened outside, where she was sneaking a cigarette. I ignored the infraction and listened to her over the course of one full smoke, then a second. When she stood to leave, I asked her to make a follow-up appointment, but she wouldn’t, and I knew why. Because she’d caught me judging her, in light of the stories she’d told. I’d failed.

“I think we could all use a cup of tea,” Duplass said. “Actually, Abby if you could just pop out and ask Grace.”

Grace wasn’t at her desk. When I came back to the dean’s office, Mayfield was already on his feet, readying to leave, the creased list of names planted in the center of Duplass’s desk. Duplass and I listened as he marched down the echoing hallway. Nearing the exit doors, he barked at someone—a janitor, probably—before slamming the crash bar unnecessarily hard to let himself out.

Duplass opened her desk drawer, unwrapped a tiny mint, and popped it in her mouth. We waited a moment longer, two women ready to pretend our minds hadn’t just called up memories of other angry, unpredictable men.

“Isabella didn’t come to school today,” Duplass said. “Several of Sidney’s friends didn’t show up.”

“They must have heard the bad news before the teachers.”

On the five-minute drive to school, Benjamin had been glued to his phone, but I hadn’t thought to question why.

Duplass turned her back to me, hands on her hips, staring out the big windows. “Geneva told me a month ago that she was close to leaving Jack. She’ll blame herself for what happened, and she’ll roll over in divorce court. Jack has what he wants. Why does he need student records?”

“Because his theory about Sidney makes no sense.” From the annoyance on Duplass’s face, I could see she’d been asking rhetorically. I continued anyway. “But I’m less worried about Sidney’s parents at this moment than her friends. They might be struggling. We need to talk to Izzy and anyone else who skipped today. All the more reason I should come in early tomorrow.”

Duplass turned back to face me, kneading the side of her neck. “Do you really think Sidney Mayfield didn’t mean to kill herself?”

“It wouldn’t be my first guess.”

“You’d stake your reputation on it.”

“No,” I said quickly. “Of course not. I don’t have all the facts.”

When Duplass frowned, I should have left it there, but I was feeling judged. And I was getting angry.

I said, “If there’s a reason you don’t want me to counsel Sidney’s friends—if you’re worried there’s something going on you’d rather people not know about—just tell me.”

She looked shocked. “Such as?”

“Drugs, bullying, sexting. I don’t know. Something Summit parents would prefer to pretend doesn’t happen here.”

Duplass’s eyes looked pink and pouchy. I instinctively looked around for a tissue box, because it’s what I did in my office when a student was about to cry. But she didn’t cry. She hardened.

“Do you know why the board got rid of your predecessor?”

Rita, my friend who taught Spanish, had informed me. “Because she told one of the top-ranked students he could afford to spend spring break relaxing instead of studying.”

“Not just any top-ranked student. He was the son of one of our founding families, and they did not send their son to Summit in order to slack off. We are not a public school.”

That I knew. They paid only 60 percent of what a public secondary school pays. That also meant they were willing to hire someone straight out of grad school. It furthermore meant they could fire employees for minor infractions or even smaller misunderstandings.

“Sending you home wasn’t a punishment,” Duplass said. “It was a tactic. To remove you from the board’s sight. Just for now. In the hope they’d forget about you until we’re through the worst of this. But you don’t understand that, because you’re—”

“Worried about the students,” I interrupted.

“No. Because you are inexperienced, I was going to say. And far, far out of your depth.”

I waited a moment for her to go further, as Jack Mayfield had. To say that I was unqualified. The closest thing they had to a scapegoat.

I said, “A girl like Izzy won’t make fast friends with an older male psychiatrist she’s never met before.”

“I’m sorry,” Duplass said, eyes boring into mine. “Did she become ‘fast friends’ with you?”
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It was one fifteen when I left the school—a half hour after Jack Mayfield had slammed through the exit doors. I crossed the parking lot, squeezing the banker’s box filled with books and framed photos, careful to peek around one side to watch for careless student drivers backing out without looking. If I’d known what my day held in store, I wouldn’t have worn a pencil skirt, too tight around the knees for quick walking. When my ankle turned, I nearly dropped everything.

“Shit,” I said. “Shit! Shit! Shit!”

I stifled a sob, focusing on the twinge in my ankle. I couldn’t break down here. Pain was better than tears. Indignation was even better. I should be screaming. No one was listening to my concerns for our students.

I hobbled in search of my parked car, scanning the parking lot to see how many people had witnessed my stumble. Then I saw him. Standing near the bumper of his black car, arms crossed over his tight polo shirt, eyes hidden behind expensive-looking aviator sunglasses.

“Hey,” he said from fifty feet away. “You owe me the rest of that conversation.”

It felt wrong to say nothing, but any reply would embolden him. Keep walking.

“Bitch,” he called out. “You talked to my daughter for months. You know something.”

I kept my eyes focused on my silver hatchback, only three cars away. Over my shoulder I started to say, “I’m sorry—”

But then I saw him take a step, shouting, “You think an apology brings my daughter back?”

I opened the driver’s door, shoved my boxes of office stuff onto the passenger seat, and pulled my door shut, locking it before I reached into my purse for my antismoking tablets. I hadn’t had a cigarette in sixteen months, but the pills did triple duty: anticraving, antianxiety, and antihypertension.

Just when I was about to step on the gas, something slammed against the car’s thin metal roof. I shrieked. Jack Mayfield’s face appeared in my window, mouth open in a ragged, wailing expression of unprocessed grief. He motioned for me to roll down the window.

“No,” I shouted through the glass. “Step away. Please.”

“You’re not even trying to help!”

I went back to college at the age of twenty-seven. I neglected my own child for nine years. In grad school, I took on a ridiculous amount of debt. All because I wanted to help. But not at this moment. Not with that raging face so close.

He ordered, “Roll down your fucking window!”

Sidney’s father drummed his fist twice more against the car’s roof, delivering a final pound on the hood even as I backed out. I kept going, turning the wheel fast, knowing I was doing a shitty job checking my blind spot.

I couldn’t focus on the parking lot ahead. I didn’t want him following me or knowing where I lived. He’d have easy access to my old address, but not the new one we’d just moved to, a week ago.

When a slow-moving police cruiser came toward me from the direction of the parking lot’s main entrance, I jammed on the brake and waved my hand. The officer stopped and rolled down his window.

“There’s a man,” I said breathlessly once I had my window down, too focused on the rearview mirror to make eye contact. “He was threatening me.”

“Abby?”

I turned. “Robert?”

“You don’t sound thrilled to see me.” He half grunted, half laughed, the way he used to when he was feeling shy. “Someone bothering you?”

I gestured back toward the parking lot. “Jack Mayfield. Sidney’s father. Big guy next to a black—what do you call it?—maybe a BMW.”

“Oh,” Robert said. As usual, he sounded relaxed. “I know Jack. And that’s a Bentley.”

We both watched as Jack Mayfield brought a phone up to his ear. I wondered who he was calling. Board president. Chief of police. Maybe one of his famously well-connected siblings. The Mayfields co-owned a major baseball team and a trendy bar popular among Chicago aldermen.

“We’ll let him finish,” Robert said. As he’d told me more than once, a lot of good policing was just giving people time to come to their senses.

That aura of strong calm was the first thing that attracted me to Robert. It was the opposite of what I’d grown up with after my mother died and my father remarried. A house filled with bickering and cruelty.

“Your day going all right?” I asked him, trying not to sound as jittery as I felt.

“Only started. I’m on until nine.”

Without taking his eyes off Jack, he asked, “Where’s Benjamin, anyway?”

“He only had two exams today. I signed a slip to let him leave early.”

“I’m just asking because I wouldn’t want him wandering the parking lot while this guy is having a temper tantrum. He might want to take it out on the counselor’s kid.”

“You’re right,” I said, taking a deep breath, reminding myself that Robert wasn’t being nosy, just cautious. “Benjamin took his bike. He should be at the pool by now.”

“Public pool’s open already? I thought they opened Memorial Day weekend.”

“No, private. The Dartmoor.” Fancy names. There are no moors in our part of Illinois. No summits either. “It opened three weeks ago. He goes there as a guest. And yes, the Mayfields belong.” Everyone belongs, I resisted adding, except people like Robert, Benjamin, and me. “But I’m not worried about Benj while he’s there.”

“And how’s he taking all of this?”

“I don’t know. I couldn’t find him at lunch. But I don’t think he knew Sidney very well.”

“Summit’s small. Two hundred students, tops?”

“Hundred sixty.”

“Probably only twenty girls in Benjamin’s grade, then.”

“Sidney was a year above Benjamin. But thanks for the math lesson.”

“You’re welcome.”

Both of us kept watching Jack Mayfield.

A pressure had been building in my head all day, and now I heard the first telltale ringing in my ears. My childhood had infected me with a dizzying distaste for crime scenes—the yellow tape and spinning lights, the endless questions. That volatile past felt closer at times like this. My finances were a mess. My employment was in jeopardy. And yet, who could think about money? We’d just lost a student. An incredible girl.

Smart, pretty, popular Sidney Mayfield, who thought she might become a psych major at her future college, either Vassar or Brown, hopefully. Which would you pick?

Sidney, who wanted to know more about helping people, the marginalized and misunderstood ones most of all—and of course, friends, too. Izzy Scarlatti, for starters. And some person Izzy was dating. The additional problem being: Izzy was dating more than one person.

How to help.

Asking for a friend.

Sidney was aware of the therapeutic cliché—that someone will ask, pretending it’s for a friend. But in Sidney’s case, she really was asking for other people. She had to be. Or I’d misunderstood her completely.

Despite that disturbing thought, I was starting to feel a little calmer. Maybe it was the deep breaths I kept taking, waiting for Jack to finish his call. Maybe it was the clonidine tablet kicking in. Maybe it was Robert’s composure, reminding me. I was safe. Benjamin was safe.

I reached into my purse for a mental health hotline card.

“You could give Jack Mayfield this.”

Robert took one look and snorted without taking his hands off the wheel. “You kidding me? That guy isn’t going to be interested in counseling. Not after what happened to his daughter.”

My hand floated above the windowsill, card still clasped between finger and thumb.

“You’re right.”

“Owe me a drink at Ray’s.”

“No, I don’t,” I said, no patience for that long-expired game. “I can’t owe you anything, Robert. We’ve talked about that.”

And then I left them at it—one enraged father, one laconic ex-boyfriend, one school that couldn’t wait to get rid of me, because what was the point of counseling when it couldn’t prevent a teenager from ending her life?
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She’d never felt this happy—happy and warm, both inside and out, sitting in the back seat alone, while the guys joked and argued about music, sports teams, whether girls (women) minded having sex during their periods, which should have made her embarrassed but didn’t, because they talked and joked as if they trusted her not to be disgusted. They didn’t ask, “Have you . . . ?” or “Would you . . . ?”

The only question she got from up front was, “Too breezy back there?”

“No. It’s great.”

“Let me know if you want the window up a bit, or we can close them all.”

“No, it’s good!”

Nothing to worry about, hair whipping in front of her face, loving the humidity, the darkness, the view of cornfields lit up by a half-moon once they got past the suburbs, the smell of cigarette smoke, which she liked, sometimes more than cigarettes themselves.

“You don’t smoke?” he asked when they stopped at a liquor store to pick up another case of beer.

“Occasionally.”

“Smoking is bad for you. And it’s worse for a girl. You’ll have wrinkles before you’re thirty.”

“You hear that?” came the familiar voice from the front passenger seat. Less kind, but not enough to ruin her mood.

“Yeah, I heard it.”

“When I tell you not to do something, you talk back.”

“No, I don’t,” she said, wishing he’d stop, wishing he wasn’t here at all. But that was part of the package. Sometimes he’d let her come along with him and his friends. Sometimes he wanted to show her off. Sometimes he wanted to pretend she didn’t exist. Whatever. She planned to have her own fucking great time.

The car was noisy and the back seat vibrated as they drove farther west, toward a forest preserve along a shallow river that smelled like mud on hot nights. The state cops rarely bothered people for hanging out there, as long as parties stayed small and quiet.

When her eyelids grew heavy from the beer and the heat, she forced them open. She pulled the can from between her legs and took another sip, even though it was the drink itself that was making her tired. She must have pulled a face, not a fan of beer but only of beer’s effect, because he started laughing. It was a good-natured laugh.

She looked up in time to see his eyes in the rearview mirror, staring. She wiped the grimace from her face and sipped again, trying to hide her distaste. He was still staring. She looked down again, bashful and tipsy, the tips of her ears blazing hot, but he wouldn’t be able to see that while driving. The back seat was her place. The better place.

She rubbed her sweaty palms on the thighs of her jeans. No doubt her face was shiny, her hair a mess of tangles from the wind. She was grateful for the darkness. All the windows were still down, and she liked this, too—the rush of air, the noise that covered the guys’ voices so that she only got snippets, curse words, howls of laughter.

Back home, she’d stepped out the front door just as a new argument was brewing. That’s why they’d let her go, even though it was late, because they wanted time alone, without an audience. Things were bad. They didn’t ask questions about where she was going or when she’d be back. No mention of curfew at all.

Normally, she drank wine coolers, and never too many at a time. Two firsts, then. The beer, the no curfew.

No, three. Riding in a car with a much older man who had bought her the beer, let her choose the music, even if it was mostly drowned out by the roar of the wind. A man who was still looking at her in the rearview mirror, which made her nervous and excited at the same time.

You’ll hit a deer if you keep doing that, she thought.
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I was glad that Benjamin was at the pool when I got home, not that I thought of this new apartment as “home” yet. I needed time alone to recover from feeling threatened and shamed, and also to think. Was it my fault? What did I miss?

Suicide is multicausal. There are “distal and proximal risk factors.” Fancy words. I was proud when I’d first learned how to use them in grad school.

The blinds were down, and when I walked in, I was struck by a wave of damp, dark heat. Only May, but we’d already had a string of eighty-degree days. I could open the blinds to the blazing summer sun. I could leave them down, but even with several lamps turned on, the low popcorn-ceilinged room was abysmally dim.

I raised the blinds halfway, checking the street for any sign that Jack Mayfield had followed me home. The distance from our neighborhood near the railroad tracks and his stunning Sheridan Road faux-Tudor mansion was only a half mile. Everything was close here, which was nice if you were walking around, grabbing a bagel, or hitting the secondhand boutiques before seeing a movie at the quaint second-run theater. And not at all nice when a neighbor wanted to remind you that you tragically failed his family.

I pulled the cord hard, blinds catching on the corner where a few of them were dented. Did Jack Mayfield know that Robert would be keeping a close eye on me? Did he know that Robert and I had dated for nearly a year? By the end, Robert’s overprotectiveness had left me feeling stifled, but if he insisted on adding my new address to his patrol route now, I’d try not to think of it as stalking.

When the coast seemed clear, I gave the cords a final yank, working them up another six inches. Then I opened the room’s only sash window. Even with my face up against the screen, I felt no hint of a breeze.

Our biggest standing fan was in Benjamin’s new bedroom, but I didn’t want to enter uninvited. I’d learned my lesson a week ago, and anyway, it was too easy to set him off.

Correction. It was too easy to think I might set him off, but that might have been projection on my part, as someone who had grown up without the privacy I craved. I had a habit of reading too much into things that may have been random. The day before, it had been a school notebook. On the back cover, he’d written a quote in all caps, decorated with a border of spiky triangles: “A harmless man is not a good man. A good man is a very, very dangerous man who has that under voluntary control.”

I’d googled it, thinking it might be a lyric by some chestthumping singer. It was a quote by a bestselling author and psychologist. A good man is a very, very dangerous man. I wanted to send him an email, scolding him for trying to rack up more followers with that toxic masculinity garbage.

Part of me wished I had a male partner who could be there for Benjamin when he needed to talk about guy stuff, so he wouldn’t turn to loudmouth authors and podcasters. And part of me was glad I didn’t. Better to have no husband or boyfriend than the wrong one.

You don’t really like guys, do you? Benjamin asked me once, when he was twelve.

Men? Yes, of course I do.

Other single moms go on dates.

You think I should?

I tried. To find someone for me, someone for him. But it was especially hard when you went on every date worrying if the man would be a good enough role model for your son. I already regretted things he’d seen. Bad behaviors, normalized—including my own, when I’d failed to draw clear lines for fear of bruising a man’s ego.

I wished I could erase the times I’d let Robert talk his way into our house, even on nights I’d already said I wanted a quiet evening alone. Or the first time I let Robert stay the night, even though my heart told me it was too early in our relationship for a sleepover, simply because Robert was too tipsy to drive and wouldn’t call an Uber. Or the times we argued, and I made peace and shut things down quickly, capitulating, because I was embarrassed our disagreement would be overheard by an impressionable teenager. I should have demonstrated that it was okay to take a stand. Okay, also, to disagree, even argue, respectfully and without shame.

I couldn’t be the only parent with a scale in my head: on one side, good memories and smart choices. On the other, mistakes and moments I didn’t want to think about, now or ever.

A thick strand of hair had fallen in front of my eyes. I blew it away, wrinkling my nose at my own hot breath. On the next exhalation, I blew out more slowly, trying to ground myself as I contemplated the clutter of boxes occupying half of our small living room. I chose the easy ones first: kitchen glassware and extra towels, no complicated sorting. By the fifth box, momentum was building. I was about to reassemble a computer table I’d taken apart when the phone rang.

It was Duplass.

“Isabella Scarlatti was found in Wadsworth, near the Wisconsin border. She died from some sort of drug, a day before Sidney.”

Duplass paused, like she was waiting for my reply, but I couldn’t form a reaction. Izzy? Dead? Wisconsin border?

I parroted her last phrase back to her. “Before Sidney?”

“Her parents were out of town on Saturday and her older sister didn’t raise any alarms, so she wasn’t officially reported missing until Sunday night. It’s our second suicide, Abby.”

“No,” I said, insensibly.

“Izzy left a note that hinted at a suicide pact.”

“But Izzy and Sidney weren’t even close friends anymore. They had a falling-out.”

“So, you do have information you haven’t shared.”

Duplass seemed to be suggesting I was hiding something, intentionally. Even a hint of an accusation sent my blood pressure rising.

“Did I miss a checkbox I should have ticked? Normal teen drama?”

“You didn’t mention it to her father.”

“Breaking off a friendship is common. They were kids.”

“It might be important, a girl getting cut off from her friend. It might lead her to do something she wouldn’t normally do. So much for your theory.”

“It wasn’t a theory.”

“Your doubts, then. It looks like these girls had a plan.”

In the mirrored closet door, I saw my reflection. Mussed hair in a ponytail. College T-shirt, damp with sweat. I still looked and felt like a student, not an experienced counselor by any means.

Duplass said, “Don’t come to school tomorrow. Let’s call it a soft suspension. You’ll get your final paycheck. We’ll call when we hear more.”

“Yes, keep me in the loop, please,” I said. “Dean Duplass—”

But she’d hung up.
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I was grateful to have an hour to myself before Benjamin arrived home, face pink with sunburn, shaggy dark hair still slightly damp from his swim.

“I have to tell you something,” I said as soon as he closed the door behind him.

He evaded my glance, slipped his sockless feet out of his big running shoes, and proceeded directly toward the refrigerator. “I know about Sidney. Everyone knows.”

“There’s something else.”

My plan was to deliver the news calmly and then embrace him, but he scooted away too quickly. I sank down into the couch and called out, “When you’re done grazing, please come in here.”

The apartment was tiny. The living room and kitchen formed a nondescript rectangle bisected by a laminatecovered peninsula. No entry hall. No front closet. No dining room. It looked more like a motel room with a kitchenette than a family apartment.

Finally, the fridge door closed and Benjamin made his way to the living room where he stood in front of me. Generic soda in one hand, turkey lunch meat in the other, dark brown eyes still pink ringed with the impressions left by his swimming goggles. He’d been in the pool a long time, but I could never tell if those endless laps were a sign of discipline, frustration, or something else he wouldn’t share with me.

“Isabella Scarlatti was found dead,” I said.

He pushed the lunch meat into his mouth. His expression didn’t change.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t know how to break the news. It must be terrible for you.”

His eyes went to the ceiling, like he was thinking. Or angry. Or maybe just trying not to cry.

“Were you close to them?” I asked. “Sid, or Izzy? Both?”

“Not really,” he said, his jaw moving. He hadn’t swallowed the turkey completely. He was in shock, I told myself.

“I need to explain, or you won’t understand tomorrow, when I drop you off and don’t come in—”

“I can bike to school.”

“Maybe. Or I can drive, but let me finish.” I tried to sound matter-of-fact. “The dean doesn’t want me to come to work.”

“Students kill themselves and you get vacation?”

I closed my eyes at the ugly sound of kill. I opened them again and tried to look . . . not happy, of course, but collected. Solid enough that he could afford—if he needed—to be less solid.

“I wouldn’t call it vacation. Duplass called it a ‘soft suspension.’”

“How is that different from a hard suspension?”

“Honestly, I don’t know.”

He pulled his phone out of his back pocket and started typing with one free hand, left hand still occupied with the soda.

“‘Soft suspension’ only leads to car websites.”

“Benjamin,” I said, waving a hand to get his attention. “Hey. It doesn’t matter what they call it. Our community has lost two girls. Schoolmates of yours. Girls I knew, and cared for, as well.” My voice faltered. “People are upset.”

“At you?”

“I meant upset in general.” I tried to catch his eye, but he was still staring at his phone. “But yes, upset at me, too.”

“Did you do something wrong?”

I hesitated. Too much to say and too little. But also, my mind had stopped turning smoothly. It was like Benjamin’s old bike and the chain that kept dropping when he tried to shift. He’d long ago stopped telling me, but I always knew it had happened whenever he came home with black, oily hands. I wanted a new bike for him. I wanted lots of things.

“You didn’t ask me how Izzy died,” I said. “You said ‘students killed themselves.’ You assumed it was suicide.” “What about next year?”

“Sorry?”

“What about next year, when I’m a junior. It’s the most important year.”

“I don’t know about that yet.”

“Even if you don’t work at Summit anymore, I still want to go there.”

“Okay,” I said, trying to see the bright side. After all we’d gone through, making the big switch to this high-class suburb, he actually tolerated—maybe even liked—Summit. Even if we didn’t fit in with other Summit families. Even if he didn’t seem to have friends. “But there’s no way we could afford it without a tuition waiver.”

When he didn’t respond, I asked, “But you still have one more exam to take, right? They have a new counselor who will be available for students. You could stop by his office tomorrow, if you want to talk to him.”

“About the tuition waiver?”

“No, Benjamin,” I said, my patience waning. “About the deaths of your classmates.”

When I patted the couch, he looked past me, down the hallway.

“I need to take a shower.”

“You didn’t take one at the club?”

“Not with shampoo.”

He headed down the hallway, out of sight. I couldn’t make him stay in the room. Couldn’t make him open up to me. It didn’t help to think of all the Summit students who confessed their problems and worries to me freely—admittedly, threequarters of them girls. The boys were trickier. Benjamin was trickier yet. But of course, he was my own son. I knew him better and didn’t know him at all, in ever-shifting proportions.

I heard Benjamin’s bedroom door open. A drawer slid open and shut. Then another. And another. I’d put it mostly out of my mind—what I’d found—but as I listened to him search, I felt my own anxiety sharpen. On a different day, one with less bad news, I might have asked. But today was today. I didn’t feel ready. Sidney was dead. Her best friend, Izzy, was dead. My own son didn’t need to talk about it. It wasn’t a question of pushing something under the rug so much as a rug being irrelevant when an entire tornado had just touched down, smashing everything it touched. I could still picture Sidney and Izzy, the last times I’d seen them. I couldn’t reconcile those pictures with the fact that Sidney and Izzy were no longer alive. If it was hard for me—an adult, a counselor—to believe it, how much harder would it be for a child?

When Benjamin came back to the living room, I said, “Okay, so you don’t want to talk about your schoolmates. But when you change your mind, I’m here. For now, we need dinner. I’m thinking pizza. Sound good?”

When he didn’t answer, I answered for us both. “Of course it’s good. Pizza is always good. Especially when it’s too hot to cook.”

I moved toward the refrigerator, where there was a coupon stuck beneath a magnet—a photo in a chipped frame from the last time Benjamin had played soccer, at age seven. He’d stopped after getting a concussion from an overzealous goal shot by a young player who didn’t belong in our non-comp league. A week of nausea, headaches. A hospital trip for MRIs. A follow-up when the headaches still weren’t going away.

There was no long-term damage, but it took me weeks to get over the feeling of almost losing my son. Weeks of making promises. That I’d do anything for him. Benjamin was the only real family I had, the only thing that mattered.

“I’ll be back from Giuliano’s soon,” I said. “Keep the doors locked, okay?”

I’d told him about the deaths. But I hadn’t told him about Jack Mayfield.

Benjamin was still standing in the living room, waiting for me to leave. “Nobody locks their doors here.”

“Nobody who goes to Summit locks their doors, maybe,” I said, not even believing that. “But we live on the other side of the tracks. So listen to me, Benjamin. Lock the doors.”
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Giuliano’s was so busy I could barely get the guys behind the counter to take my order. They said it would take forty-five minutes. That usually meant an hour or more.

I texted Benj. Long wait.

I thought about the talk we still needed to have, how important it was that I stay calm and open, neither fretful nor impatient, neither skeptical nor insatiably curious. He needed to learn that silence and walking away were only temporary solutions. I needed to learn that even an incomplete conversation was worth having.

I added a smile emoji to my last text.

His reply was quick.

I promise not to eat the couch cushions.

I hearted the message.

I was just leaving the pizzeria with a paid receipt but no pizza when a young girl called out from behind me. “Ms. Rosso?”

Her glossy black hair was pulled back tight in a ponytail and she wasn’t wearing the thick eyeliner she usually wore at school. “Chandra. I didn’t know you worked here.”

She wiped her hands on her dirty apron. “Dishwasher. It’s not too bad.”

“Good for you,” I said, wondering if her wealthy doctor parents were using the job to build character or to work off the several hundred dollars of clothes she put on their Visa account without permission.

“I just wanted to say thank you for helping me talk to my mom after spring break. Things are getting better.”

“Oh, I’m so glad.” I wanted to say something more, or maybe I just wanted to hold on to this moment. “You’re sure you’re doing all right now?”

“I am.” She smiled. “I’ll ask my manager to upsize your pizza.”

“It’s already the biggest size you make. But thank you, Chandra. Really.”

She started to turn back, then changed her mind. “It’s really sad about Izzy. Some people didn’t like her. She was—you know—a show-off.”

I didn’t know what “show-off” meant—whether it was something about clothes, money, or grades. But I could tell Chandra wanted to say more.

After a moment, she added, “People tried to hassle her, but they couldn’t really, because she didn’t care about what people thought.”

I nodded, encouraging her.

“There was a photo going around. It didn’t matter, though. I mean, she was still popular.”

Oh, lord. One of those sexting things, probably. Didn’t kids ever learn?

“Do you think Izzy was being bullied?”

“No. She wouldn’t let people bully her.”

That didn’t answer the question.

Chandra added, “Izzy was too—you know. Confident.” She dragged a dusty forearm across her forehead, leaving a spot of flour above one eyebrow. “I’m saying this all wrong—”

“It’s okay.”

“No, what I meant to say—well, I didn’t really mean to say it, but . . .”

I nodded and smiled. Take your time.

“Izzy wasn’t being bullied,” she said. “She was the bully. I mean, sometimes. She could be mean. To some boys, especially.”

Chandra looked at me expectantly, as if we were playing a game of charades and it was my turn to guess. But I had nothing to guess. Nothing to say.

The pizzeria door opened. A middle-aged woman in an apron called Chandra’s name. Our conversation was over.

Back in the car, I replayed Chandra’s cryptic comments, but I could make nothing of them. Izzy. And some boys. I could ask Benjamin, but he’d already been mute about Izzy. They weren’t even in the same grade. He’d never mentioned her—or any other junior or senior girl, for that matter. Summit was small enough for every student to recognize every other student on sight, but individual cliques inhabited separate universes.

Parked with the windows down, I googled for any news about the girls. Nothing. Our local newspaper covered charity balls and missing pets. No hard news. If a big-city paper like the Chicago Tribune picked up the story then we’d all know much more. But our town fathers wouldn’t want that, and I wasn’t sure I wanted it either, not if the girls’ deaths were sensationalized.

I was still staring at the phone when I realized it was Monday, 7 P.M., the time every week that I called Willa, my late mother’s closest friend. We sometimes called her “Aunt Willa” because she was a surrogate aunt, for lack of a better term. I was her surrogate, too, because she had no one else. Her only daughter died at the age of thirty-eight from breast cancer. As Willa got older, she seemed more regretful about the past—not visiting me often enough during my foster care years, for example. But I didn’t blame her for that. It was enough that she’d tell me spontaneously, especially if she’d already had a drink or two, how much my mother had loved me. As for Ewan, she never mentioned him. I tried asking once, How old was he, when he started getting into real trouble? She said she didn’t remember. I didn’t believe it, but I didn’t push, either.

It was too hot to make the call while parked outside Giuliano’s. I needed to run the car and get the air-conditioning going, even if it meant wasting gas. With another half hour or more to wait until the pizza would be ready, I headed north on Green Bay Road, counting on the dense green trees of yet posher neighborhoods to bring the temperature down by at least ten degrees.

When I could finally put my window up, with the AC fully kicking in, I speed-dialed Willa’s number.

“Happy Monday,” I said, when she picked up. “Go for a walk today?”

“Are you kidding? In this heat?”

“Good point. I hope you’re drinking a lot of water.”

The weekly call was always quick, just enough time to establish that Willa wasn’t broiling to death in her Winthrop Harbor mobile home, or freezing if it was wintertime, or sinking into depression. I didn’t mind. I was grateful she let me feel useful. It’s what I would have done for my own parents, if I still had any, or even for my brother, if things had worked out differently.

“Work okay?” she asked.

“Oh, you know.”

“Pays the bills, right?”

“Some of them,” I said, not even managing a fake half laugh.

“But it’s almost summer, so that’s good. What do you have—a few more days? You deserve a break. Or were you doing a summer school thing for them?”

“Probably not.”

I couldn’t bring myself to mention the student deaths, never mind my abrupt dismissal. She’d find out soon enough, and by then, there would be less irresponsible conjecture. Instead we talked about a book she was reading and a TV series she was rewatching.

“It was boring then and it’s boring now,” she said.

“Then why do you keep watching it?”

“The actor. Whatshisname.” I waited as she cleared her throaty smoker’s cough and complained about how her memory was going. The AC was working but I lowered my window again just to take in the air: green, fresh. It smelled like garden parties and expensive brunches with fancy alcoholic drinks that didn’t count as unhealthy because they were light and fizzy and full of fruit. Like boutiques where women shopped for blood-red Italian leather boots and expensive sweaters that couldn’t go in the dryer. It smelled like not worrying about anything. The cost of private counseling for your child, if he seemed unable to make friends or process grief. The cost of a good lawyer.

When I reached the northern limit of Lake Forest, I turned in to the train station and made a U-turn, wishing I didn’t have to go back.

“That’s the worst thing about this.”

“About what, Willa?”

“Getting old. It’s terrible how much you forget.”

It’s what everyone said. They never seemed to realize. Forgetting wasn’t so bad. Remembering was worse.

I was halfway back to Pleasant Park when my phone started dinging with texts. I glanced over and saw it was Willa, sending me photos of the actor she’d been talking about. Then the phone rang. Willa again. It was her pattern, to send texts and then to call, to make sure you saw the texts. I laughed but I didn’t take the call. I’d already taken longer than I’d meant to, and the pizza would be waiting. When the phone dinged again, I silenced it and pushed the phone into my purse.

I’d just focused back on the road when my eye caught sight of a girl stepping out of a car that was pulled off on the shoulder. My heart leapt into my throat. It was Izzy—same long black hair, same pale pretty face, and she was slamming the passenger door. I stared, incredulous, watching as a muscular, light-haired teenage boy stepped out from the driver’s side, hurrying to intercept her in front of the car.

He’d just grabbed her by a shirtsleeve when I passed them. I checked my rearview mirror. A car was right on my tail. I tapped the brake but it was all happening too fast, and in seconds the girl was out of my view

Izzy. The cops had made a mistake. That dead girl in Wadsworth must be someone else. The police incompetence was staggering. But that was less important than the elation Izzy’s family would feel as soon as someone told them. Izzy is alive!

I looked for a place to turn around, cursing and counting the seconds. One. Two. Three. I took a hard right, into a side street. Up the first driveway and fast reverse, avoiding a mailbox by inches. I turned back the way I’d come, impatient at the stop sign. My shock turned to euphoria, a smile spreading on my face.

Since hearing the news from Duplass this morning, I hadn’t been able to stomach thinking for long about Izzy’s parents, Sofia and Dominic. I’d talked to Sofia Scarlatti only once at a school fundraiser. Sofia, with the jet-black hair, square jaw, and enormous, knowing eyes. Like Sophia Loren, Rita had whispered, coming to take my place at the silent auction table, and I had agreed, wondering if Izzy, too, would blossom into that kind of bold, one-in-a-million beauty.

In thirty seconds I made a left-hand turn and was on Green Bay again, eyes scanning the road shoulder. And there she was, walking toward me this time, on the southbound side of the road.

Izzy.

Except it wasn’t.

This girl was skinnier. A few inches taller as well. The same hair, yes, but not the same hourglass figure. Not even the same face, I forced myself to admit once I’d passed her a second time.

I found yet another place to turn around. More slowly, now, I retraced my route, swallowing my disappointment, checking my rearview mirror to see that no cars were behind me when I passed the girl and pulled up just behind her, on the narrow shoulder.

Opening the door, I called, “Are you okay?”

She didn’t turn at my voice. I stepped out and shouted again. She was wearing rolled-up jeans and a white midriffbaring shirt, rising high enough that I could see a large, blurry tattoo on her lower back. She wasn’t carrying anything. Not a backpack, not a purse.

I jogged forward to catch up with her. At the sound of my feet on the gravel-strewn shoulder she spun around, eyes wild. Her cheeks looked tearstained. One of her wrists was bright red, like someone had been grabbing her hard. Or maybe she’d just done it to herself, twisting
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