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For Professor Holly








Chapter 1

I arrive late to the funeral, wearing black linen and the ugliest ballet flats money can buy. Fellow stragglers crowd the vestibule, heads bowed, listening to a muffled version of the service behind chapel doors. I slip sideways between polyester shoulders, mouthing Sorry, and press close to the rose window above a bench dedicated to a student who died in the Civil War. Inside are disguised figures, washed violet by the Gothic glass, but I know it is him up there delivering the eulogy. The sound of his voice still makes me feel like I’ve sat on a stick of dynamite.



I go out into the courtyard with my hair gathered in my fist, fanning the back of my neck. It’s the third week of April and eighty-seven delirious degrees in the Finger Lakes region of New York state, two hundred miles closer to Toronto than Manhattan. There are no direct flights from Los Angeles to the town where I attended college twelve years ago, and the hypervigilance required for this day is now mazed with jet lag. I am digging through my bag for sunglasses, debating whether to walk or drive to the repast, when someone grabs me from behind. I do not scream. I’m told there is no such thing as normal, but how else to describe myself other than not?

“Hey, asshole.” I turn and shove Campbell in the chest. A boy with red hair stands solemnly by his side. Four years old? Six? I can never tell the ages of children.

“Tookie,” Campbell says. “This is Daddy’s friend Faye, and she’s on TV, so she’s allowed to use bad words.”

“I’m in the movies too, Tookie.”

Tookie gives me a tentative smile. He has small teeth that don’t touch, and he’s wearing linen pants that are too long and too tight, creased around the crotch from sweat. Silently, he slips his hand into his father’s and crosses his legs at the ankles like he needs a bathroom.

Overhead, the chapel bell tolls like a rebuke. “I missed most of the service,” I admit. “I got delayed for two hours in Detroit.”

Campbell grimaces. “Brutal, Faye.” He reaches out and relieves me of my shoulder bag, slinging it over his own. Campbell was assembled in a factory that trademarked 1950s male Americana—block jaw, dimpled chin, a shiny pat of blond hair parted neatly on the side. The manufacturers chipped him with chivalry too, right before they shipped him off for some lucky little girl to unwrap on Christmas morning.

“How did that go?” I tip my head toward the chapel.

“Oh, ” Campbell answers with a sigh, “it was definitely a funeral.” He bends his head, scuffs his shoe on the pavement, loosening a pebble caught in the treads. When he looks at me again I am startled to find him gray-faced and unguarded.

“It’s really good to see you,” I say, staring riveted at the replacement grief has made of my oldest friend.

“Kind of can’t believe you came.” Campbell knocks my shoulder gently with his own.

“Not many people I’d take a multi-leg commercial flight for.” I say this with a straight face and a spike of panic. It is Campbell’s uncle who passed away. He does not need a reason to be here, but I occupy a nebulous realm. If only I could say I came all this way to honor the profound impact that my former film professor had on my life and leave it at that.

“The studio couldn’t spring for a PJ?” Campbell grins, squints up one eye handsomely in the sun.

“Doing my part to minimize carbon emissions.”

A breeze off the lake parts the flowering dogwoods, dusting us with pollen, and Tookie sneezes twice into the crook of his elbow.

“Bless you,” I say to him.

“Thank you,” he whispers back with red eyes.

“We snuck out early to meet the caterers at the house,” Campbell says. He tugs Tookie’s hand and turns to go. “I’ll walk you to your car.”

Behind me the doors to Saint Thomas the Apostle open. People begin to file out of the limestone tower, to tighten around us like a public stoning. “That’s okay,” I say, trying to keep my voice bright. He could be anywhere. “I’m down the street in the opposite direction.”

“You sure?” Campbell reluctantly returns my bag to me. I can tell it goes against every well-bred bone in his body to allow a woman to walk to her car alone, even on a street lined with hydrangeas.

“I’ll see you in a few.” I find my small black sunglasses and walk briskly to the rental car before anyone else can grab me.



I drive through campus with the air-conditioning blasting, trying to get my skin to stop buzzing. On the lawn of the last standing fraternity house, two shirtless guys toss a lacrosse ball back and forth, feet sliding around in battered brown leather flip-flops. I slow in front of the small yellow house where I lived my senior year with a group of girls who always felt more like colleagues than friends, then come to a complete stop when I see the front door open. One brunette, one blonde, their hair in matching high ponytails, come bounding down the stairs with tennis rackets strapped to their backs, laughing and bumping hips in a way that more or less foretells their future. They’ll be roommates in a moldy prewar building in Back Bay, maids of honor three or four Septembers after, then, by the time I’m forty, they’ll be gifting each other the most expensive item off their baby registries, the white oak crib or the NASCAR stroller, whatever the in-laws didn’t snap up first. It’s not longing with which I watch them. I would not be who I am now if I were able to trade affection so easily, and I happen to like who I am.

I turn right at the President’s House, a stereotypical white stately thing, and coast alongside the deepest and largest of the Finger Lakes, the water so clean you can open your eyes four feet deep and see the kelp swaying like worshippers. A single sailboat ruffles the gray-blue surface, and on the dock a couple of girls are sunbathing with their shirts thrown over their faces. Aside from the sign posted at the water’s edge that provides the number for a suicide and crisis hotline, everything is as I remembered it when Campbell called me last week with the news.

I was finishing a late lunch with another writer (I write and direct the movies too, Tookie) when I glanced at my phone to see two missed calls from Campbell and a text. Call me when you can. Few things more ominous than that.

I excused myself and went into the bar garden, where phone calls are permitted, but both couches with the green botanical print were claimed, and in the smoking garden, people were smoking, so I went outside on the street by the valet and called Campbell back from there. The whole time I was running through the possible scenarios of what could have happened. Campbell is one of the few people I’ve stayed in touch with from the colleges, and we do not speak that often. Technically my alma mater is a women’s college that merged with the men’s campus down the hill around the time the Nineteenth Amendment was ratified, and so everyone refers to it as the colleges, though doing so makes me feel like an awful poseur. I wondered if Campbell was calling about the scholarship student whose script I had agreed to read in what can only be described as a full-circle moment, because I attended the colleges on the same writing scholarship. My former professor had emailed me about it last week, and because the former professor is also Campbell’s uncle, and because Campbell is still involved in the happenings at the colleges, it seemed conceivable it could have something to do with that, until Campbell picked up the phone and I heard the worn-out quality of his voice, like I was the fifth or maybe tenth person he’d had to terrible-text today to get them to call him back.

“Sorry,” he said. “I hate to send a message like that.”

“What’s going on?”

Campbell cleared his throat, started to speak, and had to clear it again. “PT passed away two nights ago.”

“Campbell,” I gasped. I was pacing the street, and I had just pivoted and was facing the valet, where Melanie Griffith was getting out of her car. It struck me as fitting, that I would hear about PT’s death while watching a Hollywood legend fish through her bag for her car keys. Professor Toner, or PT as I would come to know him, was the reason I was a member of this members-only club in West Hollywood that requires guests to cover the camera lens on their phones with branded stickers so that people like Melanie Griffith can eat their chop salad without fear of being photographed with their mouths open and one eye closed. People like me too, I suppose.

“What happened?” I asked in a high, nasal voice.

“It looks like he had a heart attack at some point Sunday evening. The house cleaner found him Monday morning.”

Vaguely, I recalled that PT had some sort of inherited heart condition, and this is why he walked everywhere and avoided red meat and, though it took great effort, eventually kicked the Pall Malls. He was tall and trim, and he looked like he belonged in Los Angeles, which he tried out for a few years before his prodigal return to the East Coast to inaugurate the film department at the colleges. When I made it here myself, I found tons of other industry people, just like him, who were fastidious about their health but would never turn down a light.

“I’m so sorry, Campbell.” I was trying to picture PT lying dead on a bathroom floor. In what, a robe? Pajamas? Death seemed beneath him somehow. I don’t think I ever saw the man wearing anything but a slim-fitting black T-shirt, even at his cabin on the lake during the summer. I used to see PT all the time in the summer, because Campbell’s family has a cabin on the same lake and so does his cousin, Henry Spalding, who is the one with the voice that makes me feel like I’ve sat on a stick of dynamite.

“I’m sorry too,” Campbell said back. “I know what he meant to you.”

My nose felt peppery. “Yeah” was all I said.

“You two were in touch about the scholarship student, right?”

I groaned. “He sent me her script a week ago, and I never even wrote him back. In my defense, she turned it in a week late.”

“Don’t beat yourself up, Faye. You’ve got a lot going on.” I could picture the kindness in Campbell’s face as he said this. Though it goes against every rule in Central Casting, Campbell is as decent a human being as he is handsome. In college, he remembered that orange was my favorite flavor of Gatorade, and he got a husband pillow because I had one, and we would fester on the floor together watching marathons of Project Runway. When I broke up with Henry—not just Campbell’s cousin but his constant companion since they were in diapers—he sent me a text: I love him but I get it.

“Have you made any of the funeral arrangements yet?”

“This weekend. At the chapel on campus. I was wondering… if you might be willing to speak?”

A warm, buttery feeling enveloped me. I was always on the periphery at a place like the colleges. Even after I became a frequent guest in PT’s home, I would suffer lashes of self-consciousness, wondering if I was only included because I was dating Henry. Fame has done an all right job of soothing my fears that I don’t matter to the people who matter to me, but having your name listed on the funeral program of a person who loved you the way your parents should is more of the elixir I’m after. “You want me to do the eulogy?” I said, touched.

“Sorry,” Campbell said, because I’d misunderstood. “Not the eulogy. Henry and I are doing that.”

“Oh.” Melanie Griffith had found her car keys, and she was laughing with the valet, something about how she’d lose her head if it weren’t attached to her body, probably.

“I think we are going to do some sort of ceremony on the dock the day after the funeral. He wanted to be cremated and have his ashes spread in the lake where Sarah is.”

I had dipped my head, swallowed hard, the totality of the tragedy summed up neatly in one sentence. PT had a wife who drowned herself in the lake just before I graduated. She had wanted children, noise, mess, chaos, and instead her life became too quiet to tolerate.

“I was thinking you could speak at that,” Campbell said, and when I didn’t respond right away, he spoke to the thing that we both knew was giving me pause. “I know it’s awkward with Henry being there, but he’s coming with his wife and kids, and honestly he’s, like, a totally different person now.”

A pleasant electricity lifted the soft blond hairs on my forearms, thinking about seeing Henry again. Besides my head, my eyebrows, and my lashes, grown thick and dark with one of those serums that is probably also making me blind, my forearms are the only place left on me with hair. This was the year I got everything lasered, vanquished. You could slip me on like a cashmere glove and my husband has no idea.

“But…,” I said. “The show.” I played a small but zeitgeisty role on the first season of a show created by a thirty-year-old sitcom star who had enough of reading canned lines set to a laugh track. People liked me enough that my role went from recurring to regular. In the third season, I wrote and directed an episode based on my breakup with Henry that made a viral, career-making splash.

“Faye, he didn’t watch it.”

I didn’t think he would have, but put so bluntly I was instantly reminded that there was a whole world out there that did not give a shit about me, that I could disappear into thin air and it would be news for about a week. “But he must know what it was all about.”

“He has two under four. He’s underwater.”

In theory, I understand that children are a cover for everything. It’s just that I do not aspire to understand in practice. I had looked down at my nails, realized I needed a manicure. Did I have enough time to get my eyebrows done before I left? It didn’t matter that Henry and I were both married to other people now. We had shattered each other. We would be checking, inspecting, merciless in our appraisal. “Okay,” I agreed.

We spoke for another minute or two and said goodbye. Inside, at reception, Melanie Griffith was spelling the last name of her guest for a staff member in a green-piped blazer. She put her hand on my elbow as I walked by and told me in her sweet, seductive voice that she was a fan.





Chapter 2

I drive around in circles for too long, and by the time I feel ready to face Henry, there is no space left on PT’s street, or the street before that, or the one before that. I park in the lot for the science building, an almost-too-long walk from PT’s waterfront painted Victorian at the edge of campus. For a while, when PT talked about his lake house, I assumed the Victorian was the house he meant. But when Henry and I became a couple toward the end of sophomore year, he explained that when PT said he was going to the lake house, he meant the one located on the shores of Lake Wanika, a private community in the Adirondacks, about four hours west of the colleges, to which Henry’s and Campbell’s families also belong. I was envisioning a cushy chalet with snow-covered eaves until Henry brought me there and introduced me to the curious nuances of East Coast generational wealth. The cabins were only accessible by boat, and they were humble, sure, but not without antique Turkish rugs on the floors and thoughtful finishes in the kitchen. There was limited electricity by design. Just enough to power some interior lights and the fridge, and even that they could only run a few hours a day. That was the first time I realized that not only will wealthy people pay to live like they’re poor, but they’ll call it a vacation too.

The front door to PT’s home-home is propped open to welcome mourners, and at the threshold time collapses in on itself. I can see straight back to the patio doors that open to a private dock where PT’s wife used to keep their sailboat shrink-wrapped in winter. Sarah was the coach of the girls’ crew team, and the foyer was usually jammed with rowing shoes that clipped into racing shells. During the pandemic, when my husband and I acquired a Peloton along with every other intially optimistic workaholic in the country, I would look down at my feet in my red-and-black cycling shoes and think of all the evenings I stepped out of my snow boots in this foyer. PT and Sarah used to host movie nights, usually between Thanksgiving and Christmas when PT would receive DVD copies of either movies that had been in theaters but weren’t available to rent yet or, even more exotic, movies that had not yet come to theaters. Now that I’m a member of all the guilds—actor, director, writer—I get them every year between Thanksgiving and Christmas too, though now instead of DVDs they send you QR codes to scan.

PT’s dog, a tubular, squat thing already memorialized in the brass doorstop next to my foot, throws back his head and howls as an ambulance races north on Main. The house is packed with people, but for a moment the grim revelry wanes as everyone listens to the dog lose his mind with small, sad smiles. The irony that the tragedy is already here.

The president of the colleges notices me, comes over, and embraces me with open arms. We exchange condolences for the various ways we get to call this our loss.

“Professor Toner was our longest-serving member of the faculty,” the president tells me. For a moment we stare silently at a photograph of PT and Sarah on their wedding day at the courthouse down the street. Sarah was fifteen years younger than PT, and normally that sort of thing irks me, but there was something about the pair of them that looked right together. Sarah was a stout woman with muscular legs and a big, booming voice, messy topknot, and chewed-off nails. Even on her wedding day she did not have a manicure.

“They were happy,” the president says now. The grief on his face is acute, and I look around the room at all the people gathered here, and it soothes me to see that you don’t need to have children to matter deeply to people.

I am introduced to a trustee in a sweat-wicking golf vest whose daughter is a fan, and on our way to the bar, we collect the director of financial aid, and then at the bar another trustee in a baseball hat. I still remember the first time I was the only woman in a standing conversation with all men in a professional setting. It was the moment I realized I’d gone from being someone recognizable to someone who had financial influence, and that those two things were decidedly not the same and I’d been an amateur to think they were. I had swayed on my feet, dizzied like I’d woken up in a different body, Freaky Friday style. I don’t dare look around, but my private hope is that Henry is watching me float through the room like a lightning bug, invisible until my sudden flare attracts yet another board member holding a mason jar. My captors deposit me in the dining room, where Corrine Holland is sedating herself with a clear, deadly drink.

“Faye, wow,” she says with bland surprise, though she must have known I was coming. “It’s good to see you.” Corrine is the lucky little girl who married Campbell straight out of college, an aloof blonde who eschews makeup in favor of a tan, a real one that has prematurely crinkled the skin beneath her eyes. She is tall and triangle-shaped, like an Olympic swimmer, and nowhere near as good-looking as Campbell. I might ascribe this to Campbell’s decency—the sort of guy who falls for what’s on the inside—only that Corrine is a rarefied bitch.

“You too,” I say, and then we stall out, wondering if we should hug, and whatever we decide we wait too long and miss the moment. We stand there, smiling unpleasantly at each other, until Tookie comes bounding through the room to save us.

“Mom,” Tookie pants. He looks like he’s been running around outside, screaming in that way children do that could mean they’re having fun or someone needs to dial 911. “Where’s Dad?”

“I don’t know, Tooks.”

“But he has my wand.”

Corrine stares at Tookie’s grass-stained knees, chewing hard on a piece of ice. “Have you seen Uncle Henry?”

Uncle Henry. My pelvis throbs like an open wound.

“He’s in the kitchen.”

“He’s probably with him.”

Tookie dashes off. “His wand?” I say. “Is he into magic?”

“It’s his lacrosse stick,” Corrine says with a snort. “He’s not very good. He used to have blond hair,” she adds, apropos of nothing. Here she takes out her phone and begins to show me images of Tookie from when he was first born. “He was the most stunning baby.”

“Beautiful,” I agree, and then I ask her to show me more, but what I’m really doing is studying the wistfulness in her face as she gazes at her child before he entered his awkward stage, and I’m trying to commit the moment to memory because, of all the things I do, I consider myself a writer first and the steal never stops.

“Anyway.” Corrine puts her phone away and rolls her eyes at herself. Enough of my mom shit. “I haven’t seen you in forever. Congratulations on, well,” she laughs, uncharitably, “everything.”

“Thank you,” I say in the same half-assed tone that she used to congratulate me.

“I keep meaning to go back and watch your show,” she says. “It came out right when Tookie was born, and I could barely keep my eyes open. Nothing personal—I missed like three seasons of The Bachelorette. It’s still streaming, right?”

It is. On the big one. But I wave her off. “It won’t be your cup of tea.” The show is about a group of young women trying to make their way in Los Angeles. They live in seedy first apartments and date unkind men and work soul-crushing assistant hours that leave them with vitamin D deficiencies. It was a full-scale cultural phenomenon because it touched on something true, though not for everyone, and certainly not for someone like Corrine, who arrived at the colleges more or less betrothed to Campbell, her boyfriend since freshman year of boarding school. Not that long ago, my interior designer dragged me to some art show—I have a staircase landing with a blank wall begging for a statement piece that can be seen from the front door—and I got to talking with the artist and discovered she had grown up with Corrine. Does she still write? the artist had asked me, and for a moment I was sure there had to be a mix-up, something to do with Corrine’s maiden name, that we were not in fact speaking about the same person, but the artist had been resolute. Corrine Holland was the editor in chief of their boarding-school literary magazine, and not only that, but her father published the Newport Daily, Rhode Island’s oldest newspaper, and her mother was their art critic. That’s a shame, the artist said when I told her that I never knew Corrine to be a writer. I think she met Campbell and decided she wanted a different kind of life. Really, it’s less that my show isn’t Corrine’s cup of tea and more that she does not want it to be.

“You might be right,” Corrine agrees, no offense taken. “But you know who loved it?”

I stare at her indifferently.

“My brother. Who is demanding we bring you to Sig Phi after this.”

“Oh God,” I say with a shudder. “How can he live at Sig Phi when he’s only twelve years old?”

Corrine nods in a commiserating way. “We got old, Faye.”

It must be something children do to you, make you feel like your time is over and theirs has just begun. Because I don’t feel old at all. I’m in it, this is my time, and what floors me is the people—the person, really—who is watching time bleed me dry like that is his kink. To waste me. Maybe, partly, that’s why I came.

I feel light fingers on my elbow, turn to find a woman with her gray hair held back in a satin headband, introducing herself as Marjorie, the head of student outreach whom I have emailed but never met. “May I borrow you?” she asks with whispered reverence. “I’d like you to meet Emma King.” When I give her a blank look, she elaborates with just a touch of reproach. “She’s the scholarship student who submitted her script to you.”

“Yes, of course,” I say quickly.

Corrine raises her glass in a Gatsby-like send-off. “We’ll grab you later,” she promises.



At every turn, I brace myself to come face-to-face with Henry, but neither he nor Emma are anywhere to be found.

“I just don’t know where she could have gone,” says Marjorie. “I know she was over the moon to meet you.”

“Will she be at the lake tomorrow?”

“I can’t imagine she’d miss it,” Marjorie says. A corollary of the scholarship is access to PT in a way that breeds an almost paternal bond, particularly during your senior year, when you work closely with him on a feature-length script to be submitted to his other former star student, Jonathan Granger. Jonathan graduated seventeen years before me and has gone on to produce a canon of award-winning content as well as fund the scholarship that allowed someone like me, and presumably someone like Emma, the opportunity to attend the colleges to begin with.

Marjorie says we will try again tomorrow. Dinner is being served buffet style, and I must escape, must not see Henry for the first time since I left him in a near-catatonic state on the side of a country road while we are ladling balsamic vinaigrette onto our mixed-greens salads. The downstairs bathroom is occupied, so I sneak upstairs and into the guest bedroom that Sarah had briefly set up as a nursery and where Henry put his hand down my pants for the first time.

I use the en suite bathroom. Wash my hands. In the mirror, I adjust the drape of my asymmetrical blouse and smooth my hair. It’s fuller and bouncier at the ends than it is at the roots, a unidimensional light brown that has suddenly become trendy. I stare for a moment at my face. I have oval, alien eyes; a heart-shaped upper lip; high, plump cheeks. Some days it feels flat-out greedy to wear makeup. A women’s magazine once described me as “superlatively beautiful” and now every time I ask my husband how I look, that’s his hokey answer.

Back in the dark bedroom, I stand at the window and take in the scene down below. The caterers have erected a large white tent in the backyard, installed those temporary interlocking tiles that function as a dance floor at outdoor weddings, and I watch people file out from the house and disappear under the covered space, balancing dinner plates and drinks in their hands. My eye trails the border garden that runs along the side of the house and lands on two figures, gesturing animatedly. It is Henry, I realize with a shot of adrenaline to the heart, and his wife. She is a monochromatic towhead with inoffensive features. I do not know her name and I’ve tried here and there to find out, but neither of them appear to be on social media, at least not any account I can find, and I’d rather a root canal than ask Campbell. In my mind the wife is a genuinely nice person who initially found Henry’s idiosyncrasies charming, then annoying, then exhausting, an impediment to a good marriage that she would gladly trade away. I can’t live in a world where he ended up with someone who knows what to do with him.

The wife is wearing a clingy, shirred-jersey black dress and unbranded black flats. She carries an overpacked tote bag with a short canvas strap that keeps sliding off the slippery material. I can tell by the way she keeps hitching the bag up her shoulder, the tight shapes of their mouths, that they are fighting. I am in thrall. They do not at all fight the way we used to fight, that tense and terrifying two-step that always ended with my back against some wall, Henry goading me in soft tones—Keep crying, Faye. Keep fucking crying—as he undid his belt and slipped inside of me like we had already spent hours on the kind of foreplay I have always begrudged. I don’t need someone’s tongue drawing endless figure eights between my legs, just someone who knows what to do with me too.

The room is suddenly flooded with overhead light. I whip around to find a guy with his fingers on the switch, one foot in the room and one out, unsure of what to do next. Down in the garden, Henry is staring up at his spotlit audience. He rubs the arch of an eyebrow with a knuckle, exasperated but tender too. What do I do with you? That’s what the gesture means. He used to make it when I was bent over the back of the couch and sometimes just with my hands on the wall, welted and whinnying for more. I step back, mortified.

“Didn’t realize anyone else was in here,” the guy says, and maybe I’m imagining it, but I swear there’s a droll edge to his words. He’s student-aged, with dark eyebrows and unruly blond hair, wearing that peculiar uniform I’d forgotten about—blue khaki shorts and dark blazer, loafers with no socks, his longish hair tucked wet behind his ears after his shower so that the ends have dried flipping out. He has not moved from the doorway and I need to get by.

“Excuse me,” I say, and he turns sideways so that our bodies brush as I squeeze by him. My linen blouse crackles with static electricity, and he smiles down at me in a lascivious way. I swish my hips for him on my way down the stairs.



I am seated at a table with Campbell, Corrine, their formerly blond child, two trustees, and their wives. My presence at the table, once I’m seated, has an effect that I once relished but is now so commonplace the novelty has worn off. The conversation about schools peters out. I am asked about a scandal with the mayor of Los Angeles that briefly united the nation, if I am planning on renting out my house three years from now when the city hosts the Summer Olympics. Even for a week, I could make a killing.

“Now is the show done?” the trustee in the sweat-wicking golf vest wants to know.

“Yes. That’s been done for a while now.”

“To be honest,” this trustee says, “I didn’t watch it. I think it would have gone over my head.” He sails a hand hence and we all laugh.

“That’s okay,” I say. “I think what makes something great is when it’s not for everyone.” This is a platitude exchanged by fellow creatives to buffer us against future bad reviews.

“Don’t sell yourself short.” Campbell pats the man’s arm the way you would a dog’s flank: hard and with affection. “We loved it.”

We. No way. I glance at Corrine, who is using her thumb and index finger to coax a bone from her piece of salmon. She wipes fishy pink foam from her fingers with a curled upper lip. If she’s embarrassed to be caught in such a juvenile lie, she’s a better actress than some of the scene partners I’ve been paired with over the years.

“What are you working on next?” the trustee’s wife asks. I am so glad she asked, because it is behind her that Henry sits with his family, and she has provided me the opportunity to observe them through zoo glass while I answer her question.

“I’m directing my first feature,” I say. Henry is cutting his daughter’s food into small pieces. She is in a high chair and eating straight off the table. I did not know children needed high chairs once they could walk. What I know about children is limited to the certainty that I could not handle having any.

“How exciting. And you wrote it?”

“I’m still writing it, actually.” I tell her how, after this, I’m headed to an Airbnb in Ithaca, where my goal is to hunker down and finish, alone and without distraction.

“Will you act in it too?”

I shake my head. “The acting thing was kind of a one-off for me. We’ll go out to someone else for the role once it’s ready.” Henry is leaning toward his daughter, with his hands clasped between his knees and his head turned so that she can speak into his ear, and she is telling him something with a protruding lower lip. He frowns and encourages her to say more. Henry knows how to console. That is his singular talent. Sometimes I’d let him whip me up just to bring me down. Not only because I liked it but because I sensed it was the only way Henry knew how to connect with people, that he was desperate for it, actually. I can’t believe it didn’t occur to me before that Henry would make a great father. Kids are so upset so much of the time.

“Sorry to interrupt.” Marjorie is standing tableside, and by the looks of the eager young woman next to her, she’s found my protégé.

“This is Emma King,” Marjorie says, “our senior Granger Scholar.”

Emma is brunette and very tan. She flashes a crisp white smile. “It is such an honor to meet you,” she says to me with a demure dip of her knees.

“I’m looking forward to reading your script.”

There is a flash of disappointment on Emma’s face that I did not immediately devour her magnum opus the moment it landed in my inbox, despite the fact that she turned it in late. “I know you must be very busy,” she says in a sullen tone. The kids are always like this. Champing at the bit to be read, to be discovered. I was out of my mind with impatience at Emma’s age.

“I promise I’ll get to it soon,” I assure her. I glance at her dull shoes. The uneven stitching in the pockets of her pants. I was not one of them either, I want to tell her, and it turned out all right.

“When the torch passed to you,” Campbell says with a grin, “were you like, ‘Now I’ve made it’?” He has his hand on the back of Corrine’s neck, and he’s pulsing the points beneath her ears. She twists her head like she’s trying to direct him toward a sore spot, but there is something like anger in her eyes.

“When they start calling it the Faye Heron Scholarship,” I say, “then I’ll know.” This is the first year anyone but Jonathan Granger will read a student’s script. It’s his scholarship, in name and in funding, but he’s been shamelessly checked out for a while now. Twelve years ago, when I sat down for my feedback session with him, I could not shake the nagging suspicion that he had only read the CliffsNotes version of my script that one of his assistants had typed up for him. I found out I was right when I eventually became Jonathan’s assistant myself and learned all about the time-honored tradition known as script coverage.

“Well,” Marjorie says. “We should take our seats. Looks like the slideshow is about to start.”

“Nice to meet you,” I say to Emma, who dips again at the knees.

I turn my attention to the front of the tent, where the president stands patiently while someone adjusts the gain and dinner conversation dies down. He begins the solemn task of welcoming everyone for a weekend to celebrate the life and impact of his dear friend colloquially known as PT. “The film students wanted to put together the following tribute for their professor,” the president says. “And if I may be so bold—Faye Heron, you have yourself some competition.”

I laugh with everyone else, but my body is tense enough to snap in two. I had not stopped to consider what it might feel like to hear my name spoken in the same room as Henry in a way that acknowledges my ascent. I feel like we are images on one of those infrared cameras, everyone else in blue, us in red. The only two in the room burning with the truth about who I really am when it is just the two of us.

The president steps away as the projection screen fills with an image of Professor Toner as a young man with a beard and gold aviators, a Bob Dylan track playing, though the picture looks to be from the eighties. A voiceover begins, and the camera cuts to a self-tape from Jonathan Granger, talking about the premiere of the first show he ever made, how he brought PT as his date and he wound up on the worst dressed list and PT on the best. The film students managed to dig up a twenty-year-old issue of US Weekly, and a cheer goes up from the crowd, seeing PT in his suspenders and dapper velvet slippers. When everyone settles again I realize that there is a scene unfolding behind me, a child demon-growling the word no over and over. I only dare to glance back when the screaming starts in earnest and only then because a few others do too. Henry unbuckles his youngest from the high chair, her legs swinging and kicking, and carries her into the house without expression. But there is some sort of amplification that occurs once he’s inside with her. It’s like listening to your neighbors fight, wondering if you should call the cops, if that would be overkill, if it will make it awkward next time you run into one of them taking out the garbage. The tribute is going, but everyone is stiff with these kinds of thoughts, and after a moment Henry’s inoffensive-looking wife whispers something to her older daughter, and she scoots off her chair and follows her mother into the house, dragging her rapidly blinking doll by one arm. And with that, Henry leaves without ever saying hello.






Chapter 3

This is where it starts, really, with my decision to head back to the hotel. Corrine and Campbell try to convince me to come to Sig Phi with them, but I am far too injured to drink tepid beer while bleary-eyed barely legals assure me I’m much smaller in person than I appear in photographs. I slip out the side door, but innocuous little Emma King spots me and asks if I’d mind company. Though I tell her not to leave on my account, she insists in a way that will come to matter later. We tango around the line of cars in the driveway and fall into step. It’s tenish, muggy but mild, and the air is stuffed with the scent of some perennial so sweet it smells rotten.

“I love LA,” Emma declares. She says it on an exhale, and I am in no mood for this brand of youthful whimsy. I want to be alone, to lick my wounds, to think my strange thoughts.

“It’s a great place to live,” I say in a lackluster tone.

“I mean. I’ve only been there once. PT took us to visit Jonathan on set.”

I nod. I remember the year they came. The show was still going, but we were on a hiatus, and my husband and I had taken a trip to Hawaii that went poorly for us.

“It’s not easy to get there,” Emma remarks. “From here.”

There is some suspicion in how she says this. It is complete conjecture on my part, but my brain instantly leaps to a scenario where Emma knows that while of course I went to the trouble of returning to campus to honor PT, I was also hoping for a run-in with the ex who ruined me exactly the way I told him to. Paranoia is also an option here.

“I have a writing retreat planned for myself right after this.” I feel ridiculous, explaining myself to Emma, like I am a teenager whose parent has detected alcohol on my breath.

“Professor Toner canceled all his classes the day before he died. Did you know that?”

This is a very abrupt thing to say, and I don’t know how to react, so I only shake my head. No. I did not know that.

“Do you think that’s weird?”

I frown. Consider it. “Did he say why?”

“He didn’t give a reason. Just sent out an email letting us know and gave us some reading to do.”

“Okay,” I say slowly, fitting this information in with what I know to be true. “He had a massive heart attack. From what I understand, people don’t feel very well in the days leading up to that.”

“He had Band-Aids. All over his hands.” Emma demonstrates, turning her hands front to back.

I stop walking. “How do you know that?”

“I’m the one who found the body.”

I stare at Emma, gobsmacked. She’s lying. To my face. About finding the body of our professor. “I thought it was the house cleaner.”

“I mean, technically, yes. But he had emailed me the night before and asked me to come over first thing in the morning. She was already there when I got there. She told me he was upstairs in the bathroom, and so I ran up to check on him. And he was lying there and he had at least, like, ten Band-Aids, all over his hands, and I mean, clearly he had something to tell me. And then he died before he could.” Emma is wringing her hands, like she’s nervous, but her eyes are also sheened with excitement. Maybe what she is saying is true, but from my vantage point, there is something unbelievable about her story.

“Did you tell the police this?”

“No. I left before they got there.”

“Emma,” I say, firmly, “if this is true, you need to be talking to the police, not me.”

“Come on,” Emma says with sudden, snotty force. And then she has the gall to roll her eyes at me.

“Come on what?” I repeat in a new, icy tone. Emma is displaying that overfamiliarity that I loathe in young people with dreams of becoming somebody. Fear is underrated. It’s okay to show it, to certain people, in certain situations. Fear has taken me far.

“I guess it’s not so much that they don’t care,” Emma relents, “as they’re out of their depth.”

Their depth. Emma no doubt cribbed that from whatever true-crime podcast she listens to on her incline treadmill walks while she tries to burn brown fat. “You’re going to need to talk to someone else about this,” I tell her, and start down the street again.

“Did PT say anything to you? About my script? Because I think that’s why he wanted to talk to me that morning.”

Gross. Is this Emma’s misguided way of trying to pique my interest in her work? “He apologized on your behalf,” I say out of the side of my mouth, “for turning it in a week late.”

“I know, I know,” Emma groans, hurrying to keep pace with me. “I’d been working on something else all semester, and I just knew it wasn’t right, and then it was, like, the deadline was coming up and I switched gears in a panic.”

“I’d carved out time to read it the week it was due. So now I’ll get to it when I get to it.”

“Wait,” Emma says. “There’s something else.”

Emma puts her hand on my arm, trying to stop me so we can have this conversation standing still. She shouldn’t touch me. I give her a look that communicates as much, and she removes her hand, looking startled and a little bit hurt. I don’t feel bad. Would I have touched Jonathan Granger without his permission when I
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