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Chapter One

The phone wakes me as if it were sounding an alarm inside my chest. What now, it rings, what now what now what now.

I know it’s Rudy. The phone is set to ring for only two people—Harmon and Rudy (At least I made the short list, Harmon once joked)—and Harmon is next to me in bed. Besides, what has Harmon ever brought me but comfort and safety? But Rudy . . .

The phone has stopped ringing by the time I grab it but there is a text on the screen.

Mom?

I’m here, I text back. My thumb hovers over the keypad. If he were here maybe I could slip in baby, like I used to call him when he woke up from nightmares, but you can’t text that to your seventeen-year-old son. What’s up? I thumb instead. Casual. As if it isn’t—I check the numbers on top of the screen—2:50 in the freaking morning.

I watch the three gray dots in the text bubble on the left side of the screen darken and fade in a sequence meant to represent a pregnant pause. The digital equivalent of a hm. What tech genius thought that up? my Luddite husband would demand.

I get up, shielding the screen against my chest so the light won’t wake Harmon, and go into the bathroom. When I look at the screen the text bubble has vanished.

Damn.

I try calling but am sent immediately to voicemail. I type a question mark, and then stare at its baldness. Will he read it as nagging? If I can hear his eight-year-old voice in a single typed word, he can no doubt see my raised eyebrows and impatient frown in one punctuation mark.

I add a puzzled emoji face and then a chicken and a helicopter. Mother hen. Helicopter parent. If I make fun of my own fears maybe he won’t get mad. And maybe they won’t come true. I am propitiating the jealous gods, spitting over my shoulder, knocking on wood.

I wait, sitting on the toilet seat. Where is he? What’s happened? A car accident? A drug overdose? A breakup with his girlfriend? I should be more worried about the first two possibilities but it’s the thought that Lila has broken up with him that squeezes my heart. She’s been such a good influence this year. Lila Zeller, a sweet vegan, straight-A student from Long Island, who likes to read and cook and hang out on our front porch. Who makes eye contact with Harmon and me, unlike the Goth horrors Rudy dated in tenth and eleventh grades. Under Lila’s influence Rudy has done better in school, quit smoking, joined the track team, taken a lead part in the senior play, got it together to apply to college, and even stopped having the nightmares. Aside from stocking the fridge with almond milk and tofu, I’ve tried not to let on how much I like her lest Rudy decide she’s one of my enthusiasms and give her up the way he gave up violin, soccer, judo, and books.

It’s too much pressure, he once told me, when I see how much you care.

Maybe I’ve played it too cool. Lila hasn’t been around much in the last few weeks. I’d chalked it up to finals week and play rehearsals. Lila is directing The Crucible and Rudy is playing John Proctor. Tonight was the premiere but I didn’t go because Rudy said he’d be too nervous if I were in the audience. I am “allowed” to go to tomorrow’s performance. Jean Shire, Haywood’s headmistress and a good friend, texted earlier to tell me that the play had gone well and that Rudy had been outstanding. She sent me a picture of Rudy smiling jubilantly. What went wrong between then and—I check the time—3:01 A.M.?

Eleven minutes have gone by since he texted. Where is he? I picture him lying in a burned-out squat in Lisbon Falls or Lewiston, one of those inland towns that run like a dark afterthought to the coastal villages the tourists favor. When we landed here in this pretty harbor town with its sailboats and white clapboard houses I’d thought we’d come to a place where we’d always be safe. But Rudy has always had a nose for the darkness.

I do have a way of locating him, I realize. Because we’re on the same phone plan I can use the Find My Phone app to track him down. I try not to use it because I know Rudy would consider this surveillance, an invasion of his privacy. But this is an emergency.

I’m opening it up when the text alert pings.

Can you come get me?

Sure, I text back. I can imagine Harmon saying, At three in the morning, Tess? You don’t even know where he is. But what does that matter? If he texted me from California I’d get in the car and start driving.

Where are you? I text.

I wait as the three dots pulse at the rate of my heartbeat. The police station? The hospital? A ditch by the side of the road? Where has my wayward son found himself tonight?

SP, he types back.

The safe place.

It was a code we came up with when Rudy was four. If things are bad, go to the safe place and wait for me there; I’ll come get you. We haven’t used the code in years. Haven’t had to. What’s happened that Rudy has to use it now?

OMW, I type back, which the phone transforms into an overly cheery On my way!

WHEN I GET out of the bathroom I notice Harmon isn’t in bed. No doubt he’s gone to the guest room, where he often goes when I’m restless. Rudy isn’t the only one who has nightmares.

I’m glad now that I don’t have to answer any questions. Harmon will be sympathetic but I don’t think I can bear the look of disappointment on his face. The what’s-Rudy-gotten-himself-into-this-time look.

I dress quickly and warmly: jeans, turtleneck, sweater, wool socks. It’s been mild for the last few days but the Maine winter hasn’t let go of the nights yet, even in late May. Rudy won’t be dressed for it. Downstairs, I grab a folded sweatshirt from the top of the radiator in the mudroom. I left it there for Harmon so it would be warm for his morning run, but he and Rudy wear the same size and I’ve long since lost track of which XL purple-and-gold Haywood Academy sweatshirt belongs to whom. I’ll replace it when I get back before Harmon wakes up.

The clock above the stove tells me it’s 3:06. Almost twenty minutes have gone by since Rudy’s first text. Twenty minutes he’s spent sitting in the cold.

When I get outside I see that it’s not only cold, it’s foggy; a thick white blanket obliterates the village and bay. The coast road will be dangerous to drive. But except for a footpath that cuts across campus there’s no other way to get to where Rudy is. I feel better when I slide into the Subaru Forester’s heated seats, grateful for the warmth and the solid bulk of the car as I navigate down our steep driveway and out onto the coast road.

Although I can’t see more than ten feet ahead of me, the reflective markers on the median guide me to the flashing red light before the bridge that connects the village to the school grounds. As with much of coastal Maine the land here is broken up by waterways and pieced together by bridges and causeways like a tattered garment that’s been darned. Like me, I sometimes think, like the life I’ve pieced together for Rudy and me. No wonder Rudy doesn’t trust it; no wonder he’s prone to outbursts. When I get really mad, he told me once, everything goes black.

The thought of Rudy lost in that darkness had caught at my heart. We came up with a strategy. We agreed that whenever he felt angry he’d just walk away. Go someplace where he could be alone and cool down. That must be what happened tonight. He’d fought with Lila and then walked away to the safe place and waited for me. Because that’s what I’d always told him to do. I made a promise to Rudy once that I’d always come find him in the safe place. I’ve broken many promises over the years but never that one.

Through the fog I can make out a blaze of light coming from Duke Hall. The percussive boom of rap music and a high-pitched scream make me wonder if I should call Jean Shire and alert her to the after-hours partying, but then I’d have to explain what I’m doing on the coast road at three-fifteen in the morning. Besides, last night was the cast party for The Crucible. And it’s finals week. They’re just letting off steam.

Duke’s a horrible party dorm, Lila had complained, I’m so glad I can hang out here.

I had been thrilled she wanted to hang out at her boyfriend’s parents’ house—even though both those parents teach at her school. Two years ago when we agreed to let Rudy live on campus I had promised both him and Harmon that I wouldn’t “hover over” Rudy. He could totally ignore us, which is what he did until he met Lila, who, homesick for her close-knit family back on Long Island, was charmed by the idea of having access to an off-campus house. She was the one who had suggested to Rudy they buy food and cook in our kitchen and bring their laundry over.

“I thought we were going to be empty-nesters,” Harmon had complained.

“Shut up,” I told him. “She’s a good influence.” And in fact, Harmon had grown fond of her too, even volunteering to help her with her essay for the local historical society scholarship contest.

I park in the lot behind Duke and in front of Warden House, so called because it was the warden’s house back in the nineteenth century when the school was the Refuge for Wayward Girls. Rudy and I had lived here when it was faculty housing. Behind the house a peninsula juts into the sea, one of those fingers of land that clutch at the ocean along the Maine coast. This one ends in a promontory called the Point, perhaps because it seems to be pointing directly to Maiden Island, a bare rock separated from the peninsula by a quarter-mile sand-and-stone causeway that’s only passable at low tide. Every year the coast guard holds an assembly about the dangers of crossing the causeway that only seems to increase its appeal.

When I get out of the car I can hear the dense pines that stand sentinel over the peninsula creaking in the salt-laced wind . . . and something else.

A sound like a girl crying.

I freeze and listen. It could just be the wind in the trees or the mournful sigh of the tide retreating over the rocks below the coastal path, but then, peering through the fog, I catch a glimpse of something white that looks like a girl running through the woods.

What if it’s Lila? I think.

I walk in between the trees, wending my way slowly through the fog until I come to the clearing with the stone circle where students build bonfires and tell ghost stories about the spirits of the nine Abenaki sisters who drowned on the causeway. Tonight the circle is empty, but as I stand here I remember the ghosts who are said to haunt these woods. I can almost hear them . . . I shake myself and check my phone. It’s 3:29. I’ve wasted ten minutes wandering in the fog while Rudy waits for me.

I look around, remembering that there’s a path that cuts straight down the middle of the peninsula to the Point, but the thought of plunging into the fogbound woods unnerves me. There’s also a path on the south side of the peninsula but it’s rockier and more dangerous. I head to the path that hugs the north side of the peninsula instead, which is fairly level and well cleared. Still, I walk carefully. It’s a significant drop to the rocks below.

When I reach the Point, a bank of fog laps up against the rocks like a ghostly sea. But then the mist parts like a curtain being drawn and moonlight silvers the stone and sand causeway that leads to the island.

I turn my back to the sea and climb a narrow path to Rudy’s safe place, a shallow cave in a rock ledge above the sea. You can see for miles but no one can see you, he’d told me. It is the perfect hiding place. If I didn’t know where to look I could easily miss him—but there he is, hunched in a tight ball, his dark purple sweatshirt hood up, head down. He’s made himself so small that for a moment I’m sure this can’t be my gangly seventeen-year-old son. Instead I see a five-year-old boy, huddled at the prow of a rowboat.

“Rudy?” I whisper.

He doesn’t stir. I reach out and touch his arm. His sweatshirt is damp and cold to the touch.

“Rudy!” I grab his arm and shake him. He flinches and flails an arm that catches me on my cheekbone. I step back and nearly topple down to the rocks.

“What the hell, Mom!” Rudy grabs my arm before I fall. “You scared me. I was asleep and you’re on my bad side.” His voice is aggrieved.

How could I have been so careless? He’s deaf in his left ear from an ear infection he got when he was five. I am always explaining to his teachers that they need to remember to be on his good side when talking to him and that he startles easily if approached from his bad side.

“I’m sorry,” I say. “I was just surprised by how cold you are. Here, take that off. I brought a dry sweatshirt.”

He does as I say for once, peeling off the sodden sweatshirt and tossing it aside. I pick it up. It’s not just damp, it’s soaked.

“What happened?” I ask.

He shrugs and pulls on the dry sweatshirt. Before he can pull the hood up, I examine his face. The moonlight casts deep shadows beneath his eyes and under his sharp cheekbones. When did he get so thin? A splatter of acne scars his cheek—or is that a scratch?

“Let’s get you home and warmed up,” I say. “Or do you want to go back to the dorm?”

He shakes his head. “Nah. The drama crowd is having a party.”

The drama crowd. As if he’s not a part of it. “Jean said you were great tonight,” I say. “Didn’t you want to go to the cast party?” I hold up his wet sweatshirt and give it a surreptitious sniff to check for alcohol, but it smells merely salty, like ocean and sweat.

He shrugs again and gets to his feet. “For a little while . . . but only because Lila was there. I had a couple of beers . . .” He looks away from me and hunches deeper into his hood. Because he’s lying about how many beers he had or because he doesn’t remember? A couple of times in the last few years Rudy drank so much he blacked out and couldn’t remember later what had happened.

“Did you leave Lila there? What happened? Did you guys have a fight?” I ask.

“She can take care of herself,” he says, his voice cold. “Besides, she won’t text me back.” He holds up his phone. His cracked screen shows a record of text bubbles all on one side. So I wasn’t the first one he texted. And he must have done something to really piss off Lila if she won’t even respond to him.

“Maybe she turned off her phone,” I say. “We could stop by the dorm.”

“Stop hovering, Mom.” He shoulders past me to walk down the path. “I’m not going to stand under her window with a boom box like in some dumbass, lame nineties rom-com.”

“Hey,” I say as I follow him on the narrow path. “That movie was 1989 and let’s not diss John Cusack.”

He laughs and I feel a swell of relief. It will be okay, I tell myself again. But just in case, I’ll call Lila in the morning.

WHEN WE GET home I drop the damp sweatshirt on the radiator and offer to make Rudy something to eat. He declines and slopes off to his room. I listen for the sounds of bedsprings, but instead I hear the ping his laptop makes when he opens it.

I think of going upstairs, but then I hear the door to the guest room open and Harmon’s footsteps head down the hall to our room. If I go join him he’ll ask me what happened and I don’t have it in me to tell him that Lila and Rudy had a fight, to see the look in his eyes that says he didn’t expect it to last.

Instead I open my laptop and spend the next few hours grading papers. Twenty-two research papers on The Scarlet Letter. Most of them have done a pretty good job. This was a good group. I’ve gotten through half of them when a ping alerts me to a Twitter notification. I follow so few people on Twitter that I click on it, thinking it might be from Lila and that I’ll get some feeling for her state of mind from it, but the tweet’s from Jill Frankel, the drama teacher.

Congratulations to all the people who made last night’s performance of The Crucible such a success!!!

I see she’s tagged Lila, so on a whim (and not, I hear myself explaining to an invisible audience, because I’m stalking my son’s girlfriend) I click on Lila’s Twitter profile. I’m touched to see that one of her most recent tweets is a photograph of her and Rudy in front of the Maiden Stone. Rudy is actually smiling in the picture. Oh please, I think, let this not be a real break-up!

The tweet has been retweeted and replied to with jokes along the lines of Nothing to worry about—that rock only disappears virgins and Who’s holding who back? I recognize most of the responders as Haywood students. But there’s one that I don’t recognize—IceVirgin33—who has written, The daughters of the sun kissed the boy, trying to thaw him and wipe out the kiss given him by the queen—

“You’re up early.”

Harmon, dressed in sweatpants and T-shirt, is standing right over me. I guiltily close the laptop. Bad enough that I’m on Facebook; I really don’t want him to see me stalking my son’s girlfriend’s page.

“Did you sleep on the couch down here when you came in?” He kisses me on the forehead and then gives me a closer look. “Or did you not get back to sleep at all?”

I shrug, a motion I’ve cribbed from Rudy’s playbook. “I figured I might as well get some work done.” I hold up the folder of essays that I’ve only gotten half through. “Bet I’m ahead of you.”

“Did you have to go out and get him?”

“There was a loud party at Duke. That cast party. He said it was keeping him up. I picked him up in the parking lot.” The lie slips easily from my lips.

Harmon looks like he wants to say something else but then thinks better of it—a look that’s become familiar over the years. I know that Rudy’s behavior has driven a wedge between us. But what can I do? I love Harmon, but he doesn’t have kids of his own. He’ll never understand that Rudy always has to come first.

I try to make it up by filling his water bottle and getting his sweatshirt for him . . . and realize I never washed the one Rudy was wearing last night, which I’d left on the radiator. I go to fetch it and find a stain on the right cuff, but it’s hard to make out against the purple. At least the sweatshirt is dry. I hand it to Harmon and he puts it on. The sweatshirt’s too big on him; he’s lost weight these last few months from all the running he’s been doing.

“Don’t work out too hard,” I tell Harmon. “I like to have something to hold on to.”

He laughs and nuzzles his hips into my ass. When was the last time we had sex? I try to remember. Letting Rudy live in the dorms was supposed to give us more time alone, but having two teenagers hanging around the house hasn’t been conducive to our sex life. Maybe, I think, it will be better if Lila and Rudy aren’t here all the time.

The thought makes me feel so disloyal to Lila that I decide to text her. Although it’s only 6:34, I know that Lila goes jogging early in the morning. I find the last message Lila sent to me, three weeks ago (Do you have any cumin at the house? I’m making curry for dinner!), and type: Hey, just wanted to see if everything’s okay . . . Then I realize this might seem like prying so I erase it and type instead: I hear the play was a great success! Congratulations! I add a smiley face and a lilac because it’s Lila’s favorite flower and hope that if she responds she might volunteer some information about what happened between her and Rudy.

While I’m waiting for a reply, I continue grading papers. I’ve just come to Lila’s paper—“Slut Shaming in Puritan New England and the Age of Social Media”—when my phone rings. It will be her, I think, picking up the phone without checking the screen, and I’ll tell her how funny it is that I had just started her paper—

It’s not Lila, it’s Jean. “Oh, thank God!” she says. “I was hoping you were up.”

My heart thuds against my rib cage at the thought that she’s calling to tell me something has happened to Rudy before I remember that Rudy is asleep upstairs. “What is it, Jean?” I ask, resentful that she’s given me such a scare. I love Jean—I owe her my job here and my life—but sometimes she takes her job as headmistress too seriously. She is probably calling because some parent has complained about the senior class’s unorthodox production of The Crucible (I’ve heard it includes references to rape culture) or that Haywood Hull has made some new demand in return for financing this year’s historical society scholarship.

But it’s not about The Crucible or Woody Hull.

“The body of a student was found below the Point this morning,” Jean says instead. “I’m afraid it’s Lila Zeller.”





Chapter Two

I am on the cold tile floor, my back against the wall, without knowing how I got here. I don’t remember sitting down. The phone is in my hands and Jean is still talking. What is she saying? Something about Lila? Lila found dead on the rocks below the Point.

“Are they sure it’s her?” My voice sounds like someone else’s, someone calm, not someone who’s had her guts turned inside out.

There’s a pause and then Jean says in a choked voice, “They called me down to identify her.”

“Oh, Jean,” I say. “I’m so sorry you had to do that. Do the police know what happened?” I ask. “Was she . . . attacked?”

“I don’t know. I only saw her face. I suppose . . . I know that she went jogging in the morning. That path is narrow and slippery and there was a fog this morning. She could easily have tripped and fallen onto the rocks below.”

I’m remembering walking there last night, how easily I could have fallen . . . or how easily Rudy could have. I feel a wave of nausea at the thought it could have been Rudy, followed by the dreadful guilty relief that it’s Lila, not him, who’s dead. Someone else’s child, not mine. Then I think of Rudy being there, so close to where she died, and the nausea sweeps over me again.

“When was she found?” I ask.

“At six-thirty. By an early-morning jogger.”

I look at the time on top of my phone screen. It’s 8:00. I’ve been grading for an hour and a half. Where is Harmon? Shouldn’t he be back? Suddenly I have a horrible thought. “Was it Harmon?” I ask.

“Was it Harmon what?”

“Who found the body? He went out jogging over an hour ago and he’s not back yet.” Harmon never carries his phone with him; he’s probably at the police station right now. . . .

“No, it was someone from the town,” Jean says. “So you know the story will be everywhere by noon. I wanted to give you a heads-up, since you were so close to her. I’ve also called Woody Hull to see if he can use his influence with the police to get some information. They’re not telling me much.” Jean’s voice betrays her annoyance. She was Haywood Hull’s assistant when he was headmaster and he still treats her like a secretary even though she’s been headmistress for seventeen years. But Jean is a pragmatist; she uses the resources available to her. Woody Hull is rich—old-money-Boston-blueblood rich—and has endowed many a scholarship for a needy Haywood student. It was Jean who buttonholed him to get me a college scholarship even though it had been six years since I’d graduated from Haywood and I had nothing to show for those years but a five-year-old fatherless boy.

“How did Woody take the news?” I ask

“He was upset, of course, but honestly . . .” Jean lowers her voice even though I’m pretty sure she’s calling from home and there’s no one else there. “I’m not sure he totally got it. He’s been a little . . . vague lately. He asked if I’d called the parents—”

“Oh, Jean,” I cut in. “Did you? How horrible for you.”

Jean doesn’t reply for a moment and I know she’s holding back tears. “Yes, it was, but when I told Woody he said that he would send his condolences because he knew them.”

“The Zellers?”

“Of course he doesn’t know the Zellers. I think . . . I think he’s confused her with a girl who died when he was the headmaster here. I think he’s losing it.”

“Oh,” I say. “Crap.”

“Yes. So on top of everything else I’m going to have to keep Woody from making a fool of himself.” Jean heaves an exasperated sigh. “I’m convening an emergency faculty meeting at noon and an all-campus assembly at one. I thought you’d want to talk to Rudy before then . . . weren’t they . . . ?”

“They were friends,” I say. Not she was his girlfriend. Shit. If the students know, it will be all over their social media by now. I have to wake him up . . . and tell him that Lila is dead. How in the world will I do that and what will it do to him? I pause another second, then add, “I’m glad he spent the night here. The dorms were too loud after the cast party. Thanks for telling me, Jean. I’ve got to think about how best to handle this. I’ll be in by noon.”

I get off the phone before Jean can object or assign me any other duties. I know she’s annoyed. She expects me to have her back and I will; I owe her. But I have to think about Rudy first. I go to the refrigerator and open the door, thinking I’ll bring him a glass of orange juice to help wake him up, and see the new container of almond milk I’d bought for Lila.

I double over with cramps as if I’ve been punched in the gut. Lila is dead. Sweet, funny, earnest Lila Zeller from Manhasset, New York, with all her dreams of ending world hunger, bigotry, and war. She’s dead, hours after she fought with Rudy, who was at the Point last night.

I grip the refrigerator door and right myself, then pour the orange juice and put on a pot of coffee. I have to stop several times to run calming cold water over my hands. Lila is dead and Rudy was her . . . boyfriend? Do kids even use those terms these days? They don’t say dating; they say hooking up, but that seems crass. In fact, I don’t know for certain that they were having sex. I asked Rudy, told him he could talk to me, impressed upon him the importance of consent and the necessity of being safe . . . at which point he winced and shut me down. The couple of times Lila slept over here, she slept in the guest room. So maybe they weren’t even having sex. They were friends, of course, close friends, but they’d been drifting apart these last few weeks. They had an argument at the party and Rudy left, went for a walk out to the Point and called me to pick him up, which I did at three in the morning—no point fudging on the time; it’s in our cell phone records. No need either. That was hours before Lila would have gone jogging . . . It’s a tragedy, I’ll tell the police, my son is devastated. I’m devastated. But Rudy was here in his own bed since four A.M.

When I’ve run through it in my head three times and my hands are steady enough I pour the coffee and the orange juice. I put them on a tray with a napkin and add a granola bar. Except for the coffee, it looks like the breakfasts I made for Rudy when he was in grade school.

You spoil him, Harmon says.

You don’t know what he’s been through, I always think, but all I do is shrug. A mother’s prerogative. And implicit: You are not his father to tell me how to raise my son.

I am on the first step of the stairs when the doorbell rings, nearly causing me to drop the tray. No one uses the bell—or the front door, for that matter. I turn and see a uniformed police officer through the side panel. We make eye contact.

I put the tray down on the side table by the door—the place where we leave the mail, our keys, notes to one another, a potted African violet that Rudy gave me for Mother’s Day three years ago—a homely pocket of domestic routine that absurdly makes me want to cry out: Stop! Please don’t take this away from me. I’ve fought so hard to keep it.

I open the door and recognize the young police officer. Kevin Bantree, a local boy who came to Haywood on scholarship during my senior year when the school went coed. I remember him as a shy, awkward teenager, miserable at being thrust into a crowd of rich, spoiled girls.

What are you even doing here? Ashley Burton—a mean queen bee from Scarsdale—had asked him one day before class.

Hell if I know, he’d answered, his milky-white Irish skin turning red. The school made some deal with the town that the kid with the highest GPA would get a scholarship.

I’d been surprised when I moved back to Rock Harbor to see that Kevin had become a cop like his father, and his father before him. What had been the point of suffering through a year at Haywood?

Now all I wonder is what he’s doing here. “Kevin,” I say and then, when he blushes, correct myself. “I mean Officer Bantree. I know why you’re here. Jean Shire called me earlier. Come in. You must be on tenterhooks thinking how to break it to me.”

I am talking too fast, and he isn’t talking at all. I remember that about him, how quiet he was. It would be easy looking at him—the athletic build and wide-open, fresh-skinned face—to think he’s a dumb jock, just a small-town policeman, but it would be a mistake.

“I can’t believe it,” I say, unable to stop. “I’m always telling the girls to be careful of that path, but Lila was very headstrong. Do you know how it happened?”

“I can’t say, Ms. Henshaw. I’m here to ask you a few questions about Lila—”

“What about Lila?”

We both look up to see Rudy standing on the stairs. He is rumpled and bleary-eyed, his dark curly hair sticking up—is that a leaf sticking to a lock?—still in his jeans and sweatshirt from last night.

“Has something happened to Lila?” Rudy asks, his voice shaky.

“Honey, I think you’d better sit down.” I turn to Kevin. “I was just going upstairs to tell Rudy. Of course he knows Lila from Haywood—”

“What’s happened to Lila?” Rudy demands more loudly. I can hear the edge of panic and fury in his voice. I move close to him, on his good side, between him and Kevin Bantree. I don’t touch him. He doesn’t like to be touched when he’s upset.

“Rudy, Officer Bantree is here with some bad news. Lila was found this morning on the rocks beneath the Point, right where the causeway begins. It looks like she might have fallen. I . . . I’m afraid that she’s dead.”

A muscle on the side of Rudy’s face twitches. I can tell that he’s clenching his jaw to keep himself from crying but another person, who doesn’t know Rudy, would think he looks angry.

“Dead? Lila is dead?”

“Ms. Henshaw . . .” Kevin is behind me. I can smell his peppermint toothpaste and aftershave. “Could you both please sit down and let me ask the questions?” There’s an irritated note in his voice that makes me remember the time he got annoyed during a class discussion of J.D. Salinger’s short story “A Perfect Day for Bananafish.” Why can’t it just be about a day on the beach? he had demanded.

“Of course,” I say, not taking my eyes off Rudy. “We want to help. Don’t we, Rudy? Why don’t we all sit down . . .” I place my hand gingerly on Rudy’s arm and guide him toward the couch. His face is closed, impassive to an outsider. Only I know that he is shutting down, going inside himself.

Kevin Bantree pulls out a side chair and sits. Rudy and I sit facing him, only Rudy turns his head slightly. It makes it look as if he’s turning away, but he’s only trying to favor his good ear.

“Can you both tell me where you were last night?” Kevin asks.

“I was here,” Rudy says. “I came back here because the dorm was too loud.”

“You live at the dorm?” Kevin asks.

Rudy nods and Kevin makes a note. I know what he’s thinking: Why would we pay for room and board when we live ten minutes from campus? It must seem like a ridiculous waste of money. Kevin will be thinking that Rudy is a spoiled rich kid.

“We wanted Rudy to have the full Haywood experience,” I say, then shut my mouth when I realize that I’ve made it sound as if Kevin, who had been a day student, did not get the full Haywood experience.

“Sure,” Kevin says, “but last night you came back here?”

“Yeah, there was a loud party after the play. I texted Mom and asked her to pick me up. I needed to get some sleep.”

“And what time would that have been?”

Rudy shrugs. “Around two-thirty?” He looks at me.

“Three,” I say, and then get out my phone. “Here . . .” I hand the phone to Kevin. Look at how helpful I’m being! We have nothing to hide! “There’s Rudy’s text to me at 3:01 A.M.” I make a face. “It woke me up but you know what it’s like with kids. Do you have kids?”

“What’s SP stand for?” Kevin asks, ignoring my question.

“Student parking,” Rudy says. “It’s the lot behind Duke.”

I’m startled by the lie—and by how quickly Rudy came up with it—but I immediately, unthinkingly, back him up. “That’s right. I picked him up around three-fifteen, and yeah, it was loud. I considered calling Jean. Maybe I should have . . .”

“And where was Mr. Henshaw when you were driving to campus?” Kevin asks.

“Mr. Henshaw?” I stupidly parrot. Why is he asking about Harmon? “You mean my husband? Harmon?”

“Yes. Was he at home when you left?”

“Of course. He was in bed.”

“And when you got back?”

“Yes, but why . . .” I’m about to add that I didn’t actually go upstairs when I got home, but I remember that I’d heard Harmon moving from the guest room back to our room, so really, there’s no point. It’s none of Kevin’s business.

“And where is he now?”

“He went out for a jog early this morning,” I say. “At around six-thirty. Harmon goes every morning—” As if summoned by his name I hear the latch of the back door. “In fact, that must be him now.”

I stand up, absurdly happy to see Harmon coming into the room. Harmon will make this all right. He makes everything all right. His face is glowing with the cold air, moisture clinging to his graying but still full hair, sweatshirt damp and smelling of the sea air even from where I am. He’s smiling when he enters the room, but quickly frowns when he sees Kevin. “What’s happened?” he asks, looking directly at Rudy. His expression’s clear for anyone to read. What has this boy, who I took into my home and heart, done now to break them both apart?

“What’s happened?” he asks again, turning from Rudy to me.

I can’t blame him for assuming this is about Rudy; it wouldn’t be the first time. Rudy was caught shoplifting when he was ten, smoking pot when he was thirteen, and spray-painting the town water tower when he was fifteen. Still, the ease of that assumption makes me angry and I answer more sharply than I might have otherwise.

“It’s Lila,” I say. “She’s been found dead on the rocks under the Point.”

“No,” he says, shaking his head. I’ve seen him at faculty meetings give the same curt dismissal when someone says something he disagrees with. But now I see something else in his eyes, something I’m not accustomed to seeing there: fear that he might be wrong. He turns to Kevin Bantree. “Are we sure about this, Kevin?”

“I’m afraid so. In fact, I need you to come down to the station . . .”

“Of course,” Harmon says. “You’ll want me to identify her . . . call her parents . . . ?”

For a moment I’d forgotten that Harmon is the dean of Lila’s class year, as well as her advisor. That’s why Kevin is here, not because he suspects that Rudy had anything to do with Lila’s death. I’m so relieved that when Harmon turns to me I have to reassemble my face to match the shock and grief that are now etched on his. “Does Jean know?”

“Yes,” I say, “she called me earlier. Do you want me to go with you?”

“No,” he says, “you stay here.” He looks at Rudy, who has remained quiet throughout, huddled in his sweatshirt. “I’m so sorry, son. I know you and Lila were good friends.”

Tears prick my eyes; I’m grateful that Harmon has thought of Rudy’s feelings and that he’s not fooled by Rudy’s impassive affect. He even puts his hand on Rudy’s shoulder—which makes Rudy flinch. It must look to Kevin like a shrug.

“Why’d she have to go out jogging every goddamn morning at the crack of dawn?” Rudy says angrily. “Why couldn’t she sleep in like a normal person?”

“It’s natural to be angry,” I say, glancing at Kevin. He’s not looking at me or Rudy, though. He’s looking at Harmon. Harmon commands that kind of respect. People turn to him in times of need. I know I did.

“We should get going,” Kevin says.

“Of course, Kevin, I’ll just go change out of these jogging clothes—”

“No need for that.” Kevin glances down at his watch. “You can come as you are.”

Two lines appear between Harmon’s eyebrows, a sign he isn’t happy being told what to do, but then he quickly smiles. “Of course, what does my appearance matter? I’ll come as I am, sweat and all.” He leans over to kiss me on the cheek and whispers in my ear, “Call Morris.”

I start to ask a question but Kevin Bantree is standing at the door, watching with the same quiet, slightly disdainful attention he used to train on the Haywood girls. Like he’s trying to figure us out . . . or he’s waiting for us to mess up. I’m relieved when he follows Harmon out of the house, but I’m still left wondering why Harmon wants me to call his personal lawyer instead of the school’s lawyer.





Chapter Three

After they leave I hear a choking sound behind me. I turn and find Rudy gasping like someone drowning. I run to the kitchen and come back with his inhaler, but he bats it out of my hand. His face is red, but not blue or purple, so I crouch beside him, close enough so he can feel my body warmth. But not touching him or looking at him. I make my own breaths long and steady to guide his, just as I would when he was a baby and I’d lay him on my chest so he could feel my heartbeat. Back when he still let me touch him. Back when I thought the rhythm of my heartbeat could keep his heart beating.

When his sobs subside and his breathing evens I inch a centimeter closer to him. “We’ll get through this,” I tell him. “Together. The way we always do. I know how bad you must feel, especially since you argued—”

“That wasn’t my fault,” he blurts out. “She’s the one who broke it off with me.”

“Oh,” I say, stung for him. “That must have hurt.”

“I didn’t fuck up, Mom. That’s what you’re thinking, isn’t it? That I did something stupid. But I didn’t. I knew how lucky I was to have a girl like Lila want to be with me—”

His voice cracks and I reach out for him, breaking the rules. For once he doesn’t flinch or move away. “Oh, sweetheart, I know. You’ve been doing so well this year. Your grades, the track and field team, the play, getting into college . . .”

“But none of it was enough,” he says, his shoulders tightening beneath my arms. “I was never going to be good enough for her once we graduated. With her at Brown and me at some state school, I’d be her yokel boyfriend. That’s why she broke up with me.”

“Did she say that was the reason she broke up with you?” I ask. I know it had been a sore point. There was never any question that they’d end up at different schools. Rudy was lucky to have gotten into the University of Maine at Orono while Lila, a straight-A student with perfect SATs and summers spent working for Habitat for Humanity, had her pick of top schools. She’d told me she was considering going to Bowdoin, close enough to Orono for her and Rudy to spend weekends together. But then she’d gotten into Brown and the lure of an Ivy was too much to resist. Harmon had taken her aside and had a long talk with her one night and she’d come out of his study with red-rimmed eyes and told Rudy she was going to say yes to Brown, but they would still be able to see each other on weekends because it wasn’t really that far away at all.

“No,” Rudy admits. “But I could tell there was something she wasn’t telling me.”

“So you don’t really know that’s why she broke up with you. Did she tell you last night? At the party?”

He shakes his head. “She wouldn’t have done it in public like that. We met down by the Point.”

“The Point? Did you walk back with her to the dorm?”

“Of course, Mom. I’m not a jerk. I walked her back, but then when I saw the dorm—with everyone there—I just couldn’t face it. I couldn’t watch her with everyone else and pretend. The worst thing is we’d always kept it quiet we were . . . you know . . . in a relationship. So people wouldn’t even know anything was different.”

“Huh,” I say, secretly glad people might not know Rudy was Lila’s boyfriend, “whose idea was that?”

Rudy shrugs. “I dunno. I mean, she knew I’m not into the whole PDA thing, and she wasn’t into the whole cis-normative coupling routine, so we just kind of let people think what they thought. Harmon was helping her with that big essay for the historical society contest so we let people think that was why she spent so much time over here.”

“Well, maybe that’s for the best, sweetie. Now you don’t have to explain to everyone what happened.”

“Yeah . . . only it makes me wonder if she ever really cared for me at all, you know? And whether I ever really knew her.”

I pat his arm, not knowing what to say. People are mysteries, I could say. Sometimes the people we thought we were closest to are the biggest mysteries of all. But he doesn’t really need me to tell him that.

THE FIRST THING I do when Rudy goes upstairs is to call our lawyer, Morris Alcott. I get his voicemail and leave a message that Harmon is at the police station talking to the police about the death of one of our students. Although I’m still puzzled as to why Harmon asked for his personal lawyer, I simply ask Morris to check in with Harmon.

After I hang up, I open my laptop to check emails. There are a slew of Reply All’s from fellow faculty members with the subject line Tragic News. I scroll down to find the original email from Jean, sent out to faculty, students, and parents at 8:13 A.M.

It is with a heavy heart that I share this tragic news with our community. Lila Zeller, an accomplished and remarkable Haywood senior, was found dead this morning off campus . . .

That’s an interesting choice of words, I think. It’s true that the Point and the woods around it are technically state land but most people consider them part of the campus. As I scroll down I see that Jean never mentions where Lila was found or anything else specific about her death. Perhaps the police told her not to. Or maybe it would alarm parents to learn there’s a lethal cliff within walking distance of the campus.

Jean ends with: Our hearts go out to Lila’s family. In times like these we must look to each other for support and condolence. Haywood prides itself on its strong community, and each of us will feel the loss of Lila deeply. My hope is that we will come together in this time of grief. There will be an assembly at one pm, followed by a nondenominational service in the chapel. Attendance is mandatory for all students, faculty, and staff.

I look at the time and see it’s already past ten. The pipes have stopped clanging so Rudy is out of the shower. I should head up, shower, get ready for the noon faculty meeting, but the thought of facing my colleagues does not engender a warm feeling of community support. It’s not that I don’t have friends on campus, but taken together, the Haywood faculty are an exhausting bunch. I already know who will be hysterical (Jill Frankel, of course, the drama teacher), who will be accusatory (Brad Sorensen in math has long campaigned to make the woods off-limits), and who will pat my hand with commiseration and ask, Wasn’t Rudy close to the girl? (Martha James in English). How will I answer that?

Instead of going upstairs, I open my laptop again and go to Instagram. Lila’s face fills
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