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What happens when your worst fear comes true?


When Maggie’s daughter Emma goes away to college, she can’t shake the feeling that something awful is about to happen. She puts it down to parental anxiety, but the feeling doesn’t go away.


And then, just as Maggie starts to relax, her daughter vanishes.


Emma’s dorm room is found completely empty, as if she never lived there, and her roommates are more sinister than friendly. As Maggie combs the campus for signs of her lost child, she finds out more about Emma’s life than she ever expected . . .


An unforgettable, chilling page-turner about heartbreak and betrayal, and the secrets that come to the surface when the person keeping them is gone.




For my daughters and all their squads.




one


Maggie


As the woman approached the glass door of Maggie O’Farrell’s salon at quarter to six on a humid Saturday night in early November, all Maggie saw was hair. Not her dark clothes, not the rain gloom of her face. No, Maggie saw chestnut curls, so voluminous they appeared to grow sideways out of the woman’s head, the kind of hair you needed to buy a separate seat for on the trolley. Hair like that traumatized women. They were celebrated as infants—“look at those curls!”—then mocked in middle school for not knowing how to straighten them, control them.


Sometimes Maggie believed she could understand all women’s thoughts and experiences as she massaged shampoo into their scalps. They sat in her chair hour after hour confessing their wrongdoings, spilling their sad histories, but she was seldom surprised. The overarching story Maggie had almost always guessed.


But on that weekend, her bone-deep exhaustion got in the way. Instead of motive, secret, narrative rising from the stranger, there were coiled, springy strands that would take over an hour to smooth, precisely when she was ready to go home and put her feet up.


Why hadn’t she turned off her neon Bubbles & Blowouts sign? Maggie had chosen this location on the edge of the Philadelphia suburbs because of its visibility—all glass, set on an extended curve so people could see it, pink and glowing, in every direction. She wanted women to come in off the street and feel welcome. But not ten minutes before closing at the end of the week.


Maggie’s assistant, Chloe, was putting the last of the empty mini champagne bottles in the recycling. Her blunt bob had been blond last week but was currently strawberry red, and her large, blue eyes scanned the salon constantly, taking in every little thing that needed to be done. A few pink-striped paper straws were scattered on the whitewashed wood floor, bent at unfortunate angles. Chloe picked those up almost the second Maggie noticed them. They reminded Maggie of her daughter Emma’s Barbie dolls, still stored in a box in her crawl space for when she graduated college and had a daughter of her own.


There was no more chilled champagne for this woman approaching the door. Maggie looked back down at the till, counting twenties, planning to announce this as soon as she stepped inside.


The door opened with its wind-chimey jingle, but then Maggie heard something equally familiar. A sound she’d heard late at night, ear tipped toward the door, for years. Holster slapping against hip. Nightstick swinging from a chain, squeaky rubber-soled shoes. Not the tip tap of high-heeled girls at all.


Maggie looked up. Great, she thought, surveying the dark shirt and shiny badge. Huge-haired cop? She’d probably expect a discount, too. Maggie knew the drill. Before her husband, Frank, was killed, he took every advantage being a lieutenant afforded him. They’d laughed about these things, the small flirtations and badge flashing that had resulted in saving the family money. Now? Payback, she thought. Payback.


“Mrs. O’Farrell?” the cop said.


Maggie froze. Every hair on her arms stood at attention at the sound of her name. The formality of the Mrs. The gentleness of the punctuation. What a question sounded like when you damn well knew the answer.


She closed the till slowly, as if she could make time stop. She knew how this would go. When a cop came to your door and said your name, there were only a few seconds before everything changed. And here it was again—the last precious moment, the unknowing.


Maggie knew the next question was not going to be How much for a blowout? but Are you the mother of Emma O’Farrell?


She met the woman’s eyes, which were large and long-lashed and might be expressive under other circumstances. Circumstances that didn’t require you to keep your cool.


“Ma’am?”


“Yes.”


“Detective Carla Frazier. Is your daughter’s name Emma?”


Behind her, the soft swishing of Chloe’s broom stopped. The clock ticked louder. The last shampoo bubbles popped in the sinks. And Maggie’s heart beat against the cage of her chest like a small, desperate bird.


“Yes,” she choked out. “Yes.”


“We were contacted by an officer in the second district, following up on a wellness check?”


Maggie knew from all the years married to Frank that the second district was the farthest reaches of North Philadelphia. Where Semper University was. Where Emma was, on what the city called a blue scholarship, for the children of officers killed or gravely injured in the line of duty. Not a full ride, because so many officers were killed or hurt nowadays, Maggie supposed they couldn’t afford it, but full tuition and half room and board, and that had been enough to make her grateful. Emma had always planned to go there—a state school was all they could even think about, and Maggie couldn’t bear her being far away in Pittsburgh—but she was facing work-study and loans or possibly a gap year to work and bank some money. And then, suddenly, it all melted away. Semper meant always in Latin. And Emma had pointed out that meant their school slogan—“Once a Semper, always a Semper”—made no sense. Her smart girl. Her witty girl. A child who was wholly deserving of a scholarship.


The day the mayor announced Emma’s scholarship, on a podium in front of half the police force of Philadelphia, Maggie sat in the front row and wondered if the reporters there would ever print the real story, the reason for this generosity. That Frank had been gunned down in front of his mistress, who was also his newly assigned police partner. So two of Maggie’s deepest fears had come true at once.


She had found out about his affair not by going through his pockets or finding texts on his phone but by being ambushed in an interrogation room. Could Maggie tell Captain Moriarty about her own whereabouts that day? Had she known where her husband was and what he was doing with a female detective in that car parked in an alley? Had that bullet missed its intended target, the woman next to him?


She’d had to admit, with tears streaming down her cheeks, that she hadn’t known Frank was having an affair. That she’d had no idea. She had to confess not to being a murderer but to being a goddamned fool. And then the look on Moriarty’s face. That he’d spilled a secret about another cop. That he’d broken the goddamned code. Did he think she wouldn’t notice his guilt?


That woman, her husband’s partner, would never be called by her actual name in their house. Maggie referred to her as Salt. As in salt in wound.


“Is she dead?”


The officer looked around the salon.


“Is there somewhere we can sit?”


“Is she dead?”


“No, but—”


“Is this your first time?”


“My first time?”


“Delivering bad news?”


“I never said it was bad news.”


“You asked me to sit down.”


The woman took a pen and notebook out of her pocket, scribbled something. Maggie wanted to hit her over the head. Taking notes, like that was important right now. How would she feel if Maggie started sweeping?


“Look, my husband was on the force, so just spit it out. Now.”


“Your daughter’s friend Sarah—you know her?”


“Yes, Sarah Franco.”


Sarah was the only person from Lower Merion High School who also went to Semper University. The girls were good friends but thought it might be a bad idea to room together—after all, college was about meeting other people, expanding your horizons. But that decision had cost them—their dorms were far apart, anchoring the ends of the sprawling campus. Sarah in Graystone, Emma in Hoden House. How they’d groaned when they had gotten their housing assignments. A big campus was always so exciting until you were hungry, late for class, or in need of a friend. But the girls had vowed to meet midquad in their pajamas if they had to, to keep in touch. Emma’s dorm was near Bairstow Stadium, and given the school’s fanaticism over the football team, the Semper Sabres, Sarah said she’d be over there all the time anyway. Maggie had been happy, thinking of the two girls dancing with the sabre-toothed tiger mascot, faces painted yellow. In Maggie’s mind, they looked like something lifted from the college brochure. Still, Maggie was a pragmatist, and yes, a worrier; the sheer number of students, the ring of frat houses, the jogging paths obscured by trees—were there enough blue emergency lights in the world to make up for all that? She had loaded Sarah’s number into her phone, just in case. If she couldn’t reach her daughter; if she didn’t respond to repeated texts or calls, she could call Sarah, and she could run and check on her. Wouldn’t Sarah’s mother want the same safety net? She still remembered the set of Emma’s lips when she’d asked Sarah for her contact info. She was embarrassing her daughter. She was being ridiculous.


But now this.


“This afternoon, Sarah contacted Emma’s RA, said she hadn’t answered her texts last night, hadn’t shown up for any of her classes, and her phone went to voicemail all day. She said this was completely out of character.”


“She had perfect attendance in high school,” Maggie said dumbly. But she was thinking why the hell hadn’t Sarah Franco called her, in addition to the RA?


“So the RA opened the room and called 911.”


“What . . . was in the room?” Maggie said slowly.


“Ma’am, I really think we should sit down.”


“What. Was. In. The. Room?”


The detective’s mouth hung open, like she needed an infusion of air, more breath, to form the words.


Maggie ripped her apron off, told Chloe to lock up, and ran to the door.


“Where are you going?”


“I’m going to Semper, and you’re driving me there.”


“Ma’am, this isn’t my jurisdiction. I’m simply—”


“Don’t ‘ma’am’ me. The first hours are critical, and we’re now a whole day behind.”


In the car, Maggie clicked on her seat belt. The detective radioed ahead to the second district, asking for campus escort, then pulled out of the parking space and headed east on Montgomery Avenue.


“Put on your lights. It’ll be faster,” Maggie said, and after a few seconds, the detective reached down and flicked the flashing light bar switch.


The streets were still wet from the morning’s rain, and the traffic lights and neon signs looked like blurred watercolors as they picked up speed. That, or maybe Maggie’s head was about to explode, and this was what the world looked like right before. A colorful, swirling send-off.


“I guess you’ve picked up a lot being a cop’s wife,” the detective said as she crossed City Line Avenue, touching the far edge of Philadelphia.


“No,” Maggie replied, rubbing her temples. “I picked up a lot watching Dateline while my husband slept with his partner.”




two


Emma


Years before Frank O’Farrell was killed, someone had already taken him away. Even Emma could see her father had been performing a slow vanishing, a marital sleight of hand for years. Once when they’d all gone to the Jersey shore for the day—a rare Saturday that Frank didn’t have paperwork to do or a case to work—Emma and Maggie had sat on a dune, watching Frank walk up and down the beach, and her mother had told her that she thought of marriage as driftwood: constantly reshaped by time, water, wind. But Emma knew driftwood didn’t stay put. It ended up in the bottom of your backpack with a pile of sand. It floated away for someone else to pick up the pieces.


The morning after her high school graduation party, Emma couldn’t sleep, woke early. In the kitchen, small gifts and envelopes still sat on the island, and balloons waved their bouncy congratulations in the corner. Half of a yellow-and-gray sheet cake—her college colors, but was there anything grosser than gray frosting?—waited on the counter, her name sliced in two. Ma, it said.


She stopped, surprised to see her father bent over, crouching, rooting in the dishwasher for the silver cake server. Cake and coffee for breakfast, his favorite. But why was he home? He stood up from his crouch, then stared out the window, oblivious to her or even to the coffee maker, singing its last gasp of steam. His eyes were fixed on something—a pattern in the lawn her mother had neatly mowed for the party, a bird settling into the weeping cherry tree. Beauty out there, past the patio with the last of the Solo cups and dewy crepe paper, all the stuff she’d have to clean up, something bright that held his attention. She’d always thought her father’s job kept him separate. A lie to help her believe it wasn’t her fault he stayed away. But that day, two weeks before his death, she saw that it was something else. Even when he was home, his mind and heart were elsewhere.


And then, just like that, he was actually gone. Her mom started watching crime shows while pretending it wasn’t because she missed him and wanted to stay close to his world. But there was no way for Emma to do the same. What was she going to do—play cops and robbers? Sign up for a criminal justice class?


She didn’t like thinking about the way he’d died. Didn’t like picturing the crime scene photos or imagining how the witness looked—the female detective with a blood-spattered blue shirt half torn off her body by something that wasn’t a bullet. Blood, sex, guts, drama, blended together with teddy bears and rocking chairs, and all of it, the total, made her father loom larger than ever, like those monuments in Philadelphia parks that were twice life-size. She’d looked at them as a kid, those Yankee soldiers on horseback, and wondered where there were stallions that big, huge as dinosaurs.


The day before he died, Emma had fallen ill with stomach cramps and vomiting and was taken by ambulance to the hospital. Maggie called Frank three times, five, ten, from behind the thin curtain of the ER. No answer. Finally, she begged Emma to call him from her phone.


“Maybe he’s not picking up because it’s me,” she’d said. “Maybe he’ll pick up for you?”


But he hadn’t. As they prepped her for an emergency appendectomy, Maggie assured her that her father loved her, that there was an explanation. Covering for him still.


And her mother’s secret prayer, that Emma had heard her whisper just before the morphine drip sent her into sleep: that if something had to go wrong, please, dear God, let it be her husband and not her daughter.


Emma woke up; Frank didn’t. She’d come out of surgery, woozy and feverish, and knew just from looking at her mother’s face that her father was dead. She was missing a part of her body and a part of her family, but she felt heavier, a weight on her chest. It was all on her now.


After that, she saw her family as driftwood, too. Three whittled down to two, and two wasn’t enough. Two was a broken triangle; two was a roof without walls. Two was barely holding on.


From that day forward, Em had promised to always let her mother know where she was. She’d seen what it could do to someone, the untethering, the where are they. Even when she went to college, that first few weeks she’d texted her mother every night before bed their shorthand—NILY. Short for Night, I Love You. She’d say it to Maggie, and Maggie would say it back. Even when Emma was shit-faced. Even when she was totally exhausted. Even when someone looked over her shoulder and said, “Oh my God, you are not texting your mom again.”


Their phones autocorrected to NILY the moment they typed in the N. Maggie had even knit Emma a pillow that spelled out NILY in pink and white for her narrow dorm bed.


Emma cried a little when Maggie gave it to her and said, “Mom, if I ever get a tattoo, it’s gonna be NILY.”


And Maggie replied, “Em, if you ever get a tattoo, I’m gonna kill you.”


Later in the fall, when Maggie had stopped by her dorm with two dozen oatmeal chocolate chip cookies she’d probably spent half the night baking and cooling, then drizzling with yellow icing, Emma opened the box and thanked her, then gently told Maggie that a lot of the other girls’ mothers didn’t text them three times a day. That the other local moms didn’t “drop by” on a Sunday because they were in the neighborhood. (No one was ever in Semper University’s neighborhood unless they were lost or buying drugs or heading north to another city.) Also, she added, “No one here really eats cookies.”


Everyone in her dorm knew about the freshman fifteen, which could just as easily turn into thirty if you weren’t careful. Already, there were girls selling their too-small jeans on Poshmark. Some of them drunk ate, but no one ate sugar when they were sober. Emma had seen how boys liked girls who were lean but muscular, how their gazes held when a certain body type walked by. The thought of them looking at her that way, the possibility, tasted sweeter than frosting.


“Maybe girls don’t eat them, but cute boy athletes do,” her mother had said. “Don’t a lot of the football players live next door? In Riordan?”


Her roommates were bent over their phones, but she knew they heard her mother’s chirping. And yes, she’d seen the boys moving in next door, boys so tall and wide, they looked like another species, lifting carefully packed boxes of books effortlessly, palming pillows in one large hand. But Maggie’s gaze had lingered on them a little too long. Cougar-ish, she’d thought. Emma didn’t say anything, but her mother was being totally embarrassing. Boys. Cookies. Jesus, was she twelve?


So even though they were separated by only a dozen or so miles, Emma’s “here” and Maggie’s “here” had to slide away from each other. Emma still missed her mother but forced herself to let go. She’d seen her roommates let their mothers’ phone calls go straight to their vacant voicemail boxes. They didn’t even seem to miss their moms when they were puking and needed ginger ale.


Emma pictured the divide between her and Maggie vividly sometimes, when she had trouble falling asleep, when she worried about a paper she didn’t understand or a party she wasn’t invited to, but didn’t want to rely on her mother’s voice to rock away her problems.


In her mind, where the dangerous edges of campus gave way to the beauty of the city and City Line Avenue held the suburbs from spilling in, she imagined that long boulevard as a kind of border wall, with her happy but clueless childhood pinned to it like a memorial. Turquoise Beanie Babies and red plastic barrettes, pink tutus, Pokémon cards, and Justin Bieber posters. The demarcation of before and after.


Maggie got the message. Emma didn’t have to spell it out, didn’t have to break her heart completely. And she’d just begun to back off. At Halloween, no decorations and frosted pumpkin cookies arrived at Emma’s door. Two days passed, sometimes three, before a heart emoji popped up in her text alerts. Emma had suggested a Sunday afternoon phone call, trying to anchor things, instead of FaceTiming every time they each saw something that reminded them of the other—a funny episode of Friends, a macaron decorated like a flower, a dog wearing goggles on the back of a motorcycle. Her mother had to learn to enjoy those things on her own for a while.


And Emma was seeing other things, new things. More differences between her and these party girls than just how often they spoke to their mothers. They drank like boys and danced like strippers. Shotgunning and twerking, skills Emma hadn’t mastered during her time on the high school yearbook staff. And some boys wanted more than cookies after parties, a lot more. There was shit going down in the dark stairways and cramped bathrooms she not only wouldn’t share with her mother but couldn’t.


Because Emma wanted to figure it all out on her own. Because after what had happened to her father, Emma would have to be a complete bitch to make her mother worry about the small crimes of college. The in-between offenses, the misdemeanors of he wanted, she didn’t; of he filmed and they laughed and she cried.


No, she couldn’t worry her mother.


But wow, yeah. Look how well that had worked out.




three


Maggie


Maggie hadn’t gone to college, but she had a picture of it in her head, and the day she’d moved Emma in, everything she had imagined in her mind, she saw on campus. Yellow Frisbees sailed in the air; boys in long shorts ran across clipped green lawns. Clusters of girls sat in the shade of trees, their nervous giggles absorbed by the low, weeping branches that brushed the shoulders and collarbones peeking out from their carefully chosen shirts. Burgers grilling, balloons waving. And table after table of older kids offering instant friendship in exchange for signing up for something. It was like a street carnival filled with clean-cut teenagers performing the roles of clean-cut teenagers. And the dorm rooms! Brightly decorated with photo boards and fuzzy throw pillows and colorful desk lamps blinking on and off, a friendly coded hello.


How could anything but fun happen in a place like this?


On her subsequent visits, fueled by episodes of crime shows on Investigation Discovery, she was slightly more aware of the fringe-y neighborhoods she drove past before she reached the waving banners that trumpeted Semper’s accomplishments. The yellow-and-gray flags flapped their welcome in the wind, like the United Nations, like an Olympic village. She supposed they were designed to assuage the realization that you’d driven through the most economically depressed, drug-torn part of Philadelphia to get there.


The campus itself was a mix of new, towering buildings named after generous alumni (once a Semper, always a Semper, at least if you had money) and old stone structures meant to signify tradition. There were unusual sculptures like the fifteen-foot-tall light bulb outside the liberal arts building and modern pulsing fountains scattered throughout, to remind you of the prestigious college of art. Decades ago, Maggie remembered they had dyed the water in the fountains yellow to celebrate a football victory, and they’d been widely mocked, with kids posing for photos, pretending to pee into them.


Many of those yellow canvas banners used photos and quotes from famous alumni. Emma hadn’t known who half the people were, but Maggie did, and that, she supposed, was the point. To impress parents, who paid the bills, and not kids, who wanted to know whether the food was good and the other kids were attractive.


But college looked amazing to someone who had never been, whether that someone was eighteen or forty-six. Some of Maggie’s friends and Maggie’s own sister, Kate, had mocked higher education as a rip-off, thought it unnecessary. Go to a trade school! But Maggie had always wondered what it would have been like to be young and free but still safe. Half in, half out of adulthood, instead of being thrust into the work world at eighteen.


The fact that Maggie had wanted to be part of it, to share it with her daughter, wasn’t all that surprising. But what surprised her more deeply was how she’d glossed over all of it with optimism, how much she’d bought into the brochures, the videos, the campus tour led by a perky brunette. How a smart, savvy working mother could be blinded by a campus tour guide who could walk backward and answer questions at the same time.


It wasn’t till the day in November when she arrived with an entourage that Maggie saw things differently, through another lens. Walking with Carla and Kaplan, a policeman from the district, the RA—Tim somebody or other—and a burly campus security guard whose name badge simply read J was like cutting a swath with the grim reaper. The way the crowds parted and kids ducked away guiltily. For that was college too, she realized. What rule or law or mother’s promise should I break today? What can I get away with and try to hide?


Maggie’s heart pounded as the security guard swiped his badge and held the door, letting them in to the first floor of Hoden House. Four stories high, a simple brick building that had always been a dorm, unlike some of the others that had been retrofitted over the years as Semper grew. Horowitz Hall, which used to be the English department, had a soaring room on the third floor the kids called the Ballroom and a parapet on top that was only available for study by reservation. Hoden House was nothing like that, no-nonsense, each floor precisely the same, stacked like pancakes, smelling like beer.


They went in single file, past the check-in desk where a security guard who couldn’t be older than college age himself nodded at them. As they waited for the elevator, kids made a quick detour for the stairs; no one wanted to be trapped in a small space with the official-looking entourage. Three badges, two passkeys, and a mom? No thank you. Not with tequila breath or red eyes or stolen bananas from the salad bar.


“Did, like, something happen?” a passing girl asked the RA.


“No,” he said. “Just a precaution, Robin. Don’t you worry.”


The girl’s face lit up at the sound of her name. He remembered her!


“Is Robin on Emma’s floor?” Maggie asked, and he shrugged. “You don’t know?”


“I have three floors. It’s hard to keep everyone straight.”


Upstairs, the north corner. A passkey swipe and they were inside Emma’s suite. Two double rooms and a single, plus a bathroom, small kitchen, and living room. Empty. Quiet. All three bedroom doors shut. So different from the bustle of that first week of class. Maggie had met all these girls at move-in, memorized everything she could about them. She repeated their names to herself: Annie and Morgan, first door to right. Taylor, the end of the hall. And straight ahead, the minute you walked in the entry, Emma and Fiona, the roommate her daughter didn’t know, the lottery she’d chosen to play. How happy Maggie had been, hearing the Irish name and seeing the tiny cross around the girl’s neck; how relieved Emma had seemed when she’d seen how clean Fiona’s side of the room was and how pretty her clothes. Fiona was taller, but they were the same size. They could borrow. They could share. What had they shared now?


The door of Emma’s room had paper still taped to its door—a colorful Magic Marker rendering of the girls’ names, drawn by the orientation team on the first day of school. A childlike contrast to the way the girls—who’d all moved in before Emma—had decorated their small living room. Two fuzzy white throw pillows. A blue butterfly chair by the window. An end table shoved up against the wall that held nothing but a blender and ten shot glasses, each from a different college. Painted wooden plaques from T.J.Maxx mounted above it, announcing It’s wine o’clock and #TequilaTuesday. And although Maggie had been shocked by the alcohol shrine, she’d been calmed by the art on the door, a kindergarten teacher’s kind of welcome.


As the RA unlocked the door with his key, Maggie noticed the paper curled at the edges, and the ink had run down the F in Fiona, bubbling the fibers, blurring the word.


“No crime tape?” Maggie’s voice was as authoritative as she could make it.


“No crime,” Kaplan said, and the word yet hung in the air.


“Where are her roommates?” Maggie asked, their memorized names a chorus waiting in her throat.


“Still trying to locate,” he replied.


“All of them?” she said, eyes widening.


“Yes. Along with her boyfriend.”


“Boyfriend?” Maggie spat it out like a stone in fruit. “Emma doesn’t have a boyfriend.”


The glance exchanged by the four others made Maggie feel sick inside.


“Using the term loosely, from the looks of things, Mrs. O’Farrell, I think she does.”


The door swung open, heavy, banging against the wall. It hurt Maggie, that banging. It felt like a bruise.


On the left side of the room, messy, tangled sheets, an odd woodsy smell in the air. A pair of handcuffs on the pillow, unlocked, beckoning. A condom wrapper on the floor, opened, spent. The bright blue of the package calling to Maggie, signaling her own naivete, her own stupidity. It was the same brand as the five-pack she’d tucked into her daughter’s suitcase with a note: Semper means always . . . be safe! A smiley face below. A heart. Astroglide on the nightstand, squeezed in the middle grotesquely, violently, like someone in a huge hurry.


But all of that, added together, multiplied, divided, and symbolically rendered in any way imaginable, wasn’t the part that would stay with Maggie.


What haunted her was the right side of the room. The side of the room that was completely empty.




four


Emma


Emma didn’t know what she wanted to be when she grew up. She just wanted to grow up.


She’d always been the youngest in her class—born in September but not held back a year in kindergarten like so many others. Perennially a little smaller, more naive. Coming up short, always running after a piece of knowledge the others had first. Not school, but other things. Personal things. She’d pretended to have her period for a whole year before she’d gotten it, carrying tampons in her backpack, complaining about cramps and PMS based on symptoms she’d Googled, without any real understanding of how bad, how devastating it could be. When she’d finally gotten it, on a Thursday afternoon that was stained into memory, she’d wept like a child in her mother’s arms, in disbelief that it could be this gruesome, this painful, and last for forty years! Like a prison sentence! How do you stand it, Mom? Every month? she’d cried. She couldn’t believe every woman in the world she’d ever met, seen, or known had endured this, had carried this secret. Her friends, their teachers and neighbors, strangers on the bus, her mother, her aunt Kate, her freaking grandmother who still had it, all walking around like the cool girls at school, as if it was nothing. And it wasn’t nothing.


That was the first lesson she’d learned, that you had to push those feelings down. Her mother stood on her feet for nine hours a day, every day, no matter what, just to keep things together. Her mother’s mother had worked every day except Sunday in her grandfather’s Irish Isle store—correction, their store, she’d told Emma once, declaratively—for the same reasons. Grandma, who worked so hard that she’d had a little breakdown that no one ever talked about, who had gone off someplace to rest for a week. They’d never thrown this in Emma’s face, but Emma knew. Women worked. They worked hard, harder than men. But men like Frank got the gold stars, the Purple Hearts, the mayor’s commendations, the sobriety chips, the whatevers. No one would give her mother a medal for washing hair and paying her bills while enduring cramps. No freaking way. Women had to do more.


As she grew older and the age-related differences between her and her classmates grew smaller, she was convinced these striations would all be gone by the time she went to college. Everyone had a driver’s license, had tried pot and drank beer. Everyone had some level of sexual experience and survived the singular trauma known as high school. Every time she liked a boy who didn’t like her back, every time a teacher redlined a paper for using the wrong word, every time she saw another girl’s outfit in a store and gasped at the price tag—she’d think, College. This will all be erased at college.


After her mom left on the first day, she looked around her suite at the four other girls. Annie and Morgan, who met each other in summer camp but laughingly said they hated each other then, were both in the CGP, College of General Prep, which encompassed most of the education-oriented majors but was widely known as the school with the lowest standards. CGP: crayon, glue, pencils.


Taylor, who was enrolled in the business school but planned to minor in theater, wore vintage glasses and had a sideways smile. Fiona, like Emma, was in the College of Arts and Sciences with an undeclared major. She was pretty and polite and organized, quick to loan out her scissors, lint roller, thumbtacks. We’re all freshmen, Emma thought. We’re all equals. Those first few nights, laughing and passing around a bottle of cheap pinot grigio, she actually thought she’d found some BFFs.


The cracks began to show a few days later, when girls in other dorms invited some of them to pregames but not all of them. Fiona claimed she’d tried to include them but that it was a “whole different squad.” That made sense. The rooms were so freaking small—you couldn’t squeeze everyone in. Even at the big frat houses, you had to have your name on a list to get in.


Annie and Morgan had met other girls from their camp and hung out separately with them, doing nothing but singing campfire songs and drinking s’mores shots (or so it appeared on Instagram). Fiona spent a lot of time doing laundry; she had Shout wipes and a steamer and a lamb’s-wool buffer she kept next to her shoes. Emma had heard her coming in late at night, heard the light clang of the hanger as she put away her dress and the soft swoosh of wool going over her shoes. She’d started looking at her own shoes differently, seeing the road dust, the edges of mud, errant blades of grass. Did Fiona pay such close attention to everything or just her own things? Emma had known girls like that in high school, who asked things like Who does your eyebrows? As if they didn’t already know: No one. God does my eyebrows. But so far, Fiona hadn’t said anything like that. But then again, Fiona didn’t say much.


Taylor left campus often with her drama friends. They went into Center City Philly to see small, up-and-coming shows. They went to New York some Saturdays to go to Broadway. It was as if they had better things to do than hang out in dorm rooms.


Emma didn’t really have a group outside her roommates, but she figured that would come with time. She had one friend from high school—Sarah Franco—who lived on the opposite side of campus and had a work-study job that took up a ton of time. They saw each other maybe once a week. And Emma had signed up on move-in day to write for the school newspaper’s blog and tried to strike up conversations with others at the journalism table. But many of the kids there seemed quieter than she was. Or, they were just awkward or busy, and she was too eager and desperate and blathering.


No one in her suite seemed concerned about this almost instantaneous splintering of the roommates, because they were too busy. They bonded over that at least, the being busy and the being lost. God, how they’d gotten lost. Even kids who went to huge high schools—Taylor had eight hundred kids in her graduating class—even those kids found the campus large and bewildering. They’d all had stories about getting lost and being late and getting yelled at and honked at by professors, security guards, RAs. There was a kind of freshman look; like tourists, they stared at everything with a weird combination of amazement and confusion. And when they relied on Google Maps to get to buildings, turning in circles, looking at their phones? That was a solid giveaway. A few nights in the beginning, they’d taken selfies and tagged them #freshmanface. But they didn’t share them with anyone, not even other freshmen, and their group chat soon dwindled to nothing.


But the truth was, even though she was overwhelmed in some ways, Emma wasn’t as busy as everyone else. She’d gone to a rigorous high school, and compared to it, her classes seemed almost easy. Yes, she had to keep up with the reading and pay attention, but something about the way the subjects were outlined and served up in class reminded her, vaguely, of eighth grade. It was as if her professors were trying to be serious but still bite-sizing everything for the lowest common denominator.


Another difference that became clear right away was that she didn’t have as much money as everyone else. She ate at the dining hall when others went out or ordered in or paid Ubers to deliver. She suggested cooking together to her roommates, pitching in to make chili or Irish stew. They repeated the words Irish stew, as if she had just suggested they eat dog shit. And fucking Fiona, who was one million percent Irish, had not even stood up for her.


The night of the first big football game, against the Ohio Burrs, they’d all had shots of vanilla vodka in their room as they painted their faces. Then the others had dispersed, bouncing off to separate parties. Emma had waved to them and pretended she had somewhere else to go, too. She fake-walked all the way across campus, after white-lying to their faces, saying that she was meeting Sarah even though Sarah had not texted her back and that she’d see them all later at the game. Go Sabres!


As she wove through the throngs of kids coming to the stadium in the opposite direction, she held on to the hope that she’d run into someone from one of her classes, someone she’d met at her dorm orientation, when they’d played those get-to-know-you games. Emma would remember those fun facts! She’d know who had a pet iguana and who loved opera and who thought unicorns were real until she was eleven. She’d recognize those girls in a crowd and shriek “Unicorn girl!” and they’d bond and share whatever horrible alcoholic concoction was available. She’d swallow it gratefully as the price of admission.


But she saw no one she recognized. She wandered around for a while before going into the enormous, pulsing stadium. She knew what her mother would say—Make friends with the people sitting near you! Other people are alone, too! But that was advice that worked in third grade, not now. Drunk friendships didn’t hold. Emma had danced and laughed with a girl at a party the first week, and when she’d seen her the next day and waved, the girl looked at her like she was a stalker. Still. There were thirty thousand people here. Emma had been alone her whole damned life, and she was not giving up.


A few days after the game, Emma received an email asking her to make an appointment with the editor of the Semper Sun. She’d been inside every building on campus—it was a goal she’d set the first week, a freshman bucket list—and Emma saw quickly the disparities between structures. The journalism building was on the far northeast edge of the liberal arts school and dated back to the early 1900s. It was charming on the outside—always featured on the school’s videos—but cold and leaky on the inside. Its computers were old, its desks pockmarked with pencil wounds and burns. In contrast, the new business school campus, with its glass and steel towers, had a juice bar and a sushi restaurant.


Emma had been early for her appointment by ten minutes. She’d shaken the hand of the editor, Jason Cunningham, briskly. She had showed him a link to samples from her high school paper, her column about study habits that kids had ignored but teachers and parents had loved. Jason had glanced at it for two seconds, nodded, then asked if she had ever written anything humorous. Um, no.


Did she have any hobbies that might make good behind-the-scenes pieces, like fencing? Fencing? Funny? Emma had been stunned by these questions—did she look like she did stand-up or jousted? It was only later that night, when she walked away with her one, singular assignment—to find something interesting to write about and then write up a pitch and pitch it to him—that she saw their conversation framed in a different way.


Jason hadn’t assumed anything about her. He hadn’t been sexist or stereotypical or click-bait-y. He hadn’t asked her to do a fluff piece on fall fashion or a stupid college YouTube video series on the fastest way to remove makeup after being up all night. He simply had a list of things that he needed, and without making a single snap judgment, he had asked her if she could fulfill them.


That night, she stared at herself in the bathroom mirror as she brushed her teeth. In the hallway outside came the short taps of high heels, the lower thumps of booties, the sounds of a herd of girls going out for the night. There, in the harshest yellow light, with the odd mix of bleachy disinfectant wipes and peachy Dove deodorant always mingled in the air, she tilted her face up, down, and sideways. Squinting and half smiling.
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