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To my family











There is a powerful fascination of belonging to an organization [designed for] literary recreation, glorious friendships, high social culture, and manly honor, as well as mutual help and good fellowship through after years.


—An anonymous alumnus’s response
to Princeton University’s ban on societies,
New-York Tribune, January 22, 1876


Human nature being what it is, it is inevitable that secret societies should be used for evil purposes.


—Trustee Reverend Charles Hodge, Class of 1819,
New-York Tribune, January 6, 1876


Princeton’s first eating club was founded in 1879.












Prologue


SURROUNDED BY WILD LOOKS AND SHUDDERING BODIES, I dance. Everything is elevated, intense, like none of us want this night to end. The air hangs thick as smoke, floors sticky with champagne as heads tip back and arms rise overhead. To my right, strobe lights flash against nineteenth-century doors, their glass panes fogged over. A handprint drips down the glass as a guy presses his date against a wall, her legs wrapped around his waist as they kiss. The place feels charged with electricity, excitement, maybe even fear . . . if they’ve been paying attention.


Tonight is the night I’ve waited for my entire life—our initiation into Sterling Club, Princeton’s most prestigious eating club. It’s not just a place to have fun, it’s also a golden escalator to our future. Once inside, we’re bound by our secrets . . . and that creates a deep bond. It feels dangerous, cultlike, but isn’t fun always a little bit reckless?


Pulling my bra strap back up my shoulder, I step onto the patio and into the cool night air. Tonight feels endless, as if nothing matters but this moment, this feeling of belonging to something greater than myself. It’s exactly what I need right now, after everything that’s happened.


Standing very still, I gaze up at the mansion, which, with its ivied brick and rows of glossy windows, seems to be staring back at me. I shiver. It feels alive, this place. Underneath the shouts and laughter, there’s something dark lingering in the shadows—but I don’t want to think about that. Feeling uneasy, I turn to go back inside when a hand reaches out of the darkness.


“Come daaaance!” My friend passes me a drink and drags me back to the party. Her face is lit up, eyes winged and glittered, torso draped in the same Sterling Club silk scarf as mine. Closing my eyes, I take a long sip of champagne and sway in front of the speaker. The music booms so loud it takes my breath away. I want to find someone to spend the night with, to escape, to forget everything else.


After finishing my drink, I approach a guy I met earlier, and let my fingertips graze his forearm. “Hey.”


He smiles and reaches for me.


A song later, our bodies are flush, his broad back hot under my fingertips. After several songs, I’m dizzy and slick with sweat, but more energized than ever. The bodies around me blur into an amorphous, pulsating mass and I close my eyes, imagining us melting together. I’m lost in a trance when something traces the curve of my neck like a cold finger.


My eyes snap open.


A good-looking guy is watching me, his eyes so intense it’s like they’re pulling me in. He runs a hand through his long blond hair. He’s a student, another Sterling member I vaguely recognize . . . but . . . there’s something different about him, something unnerving.


“Do you know him?” I whisper to the guy I’m dancing with, nodding in the stranger’s direction.


“Who?” He lifts his head as a couple slides past, but in a flash, the stranger is gone.


I blink, unsettled. Did I imagine him? Frowning at the now-empty spot where he’d been standing, I shake my head. “Oh, nothing. Never mind.”


After the song ends, I find my friend nearby. Slip my arm through hers. “I need another drink.”


SEVERAL HOURS LATER, I’M CATCHING MY BREATH ON THE UPstairs terrace overlooking the back lawn. The late February air hangs cool and still, and it hasn’t snowed in weeks—maybe the worst is over.


Exhaling a cloud of breath, I lean over the banister. I like watching people out here: new lovers sneaking off into dark corners, young men sharing a bottle of whiskey, a guy kissing someone who is definitely not his girlfriend.


I’m watching a girl stumble down the back steps when a shadow slides over me from behind. A hand touches the bare skin between my shoulder blades, and I go still.


When I turn around, the guy I saw watching me is there, tall and confident. Attractive. His lips curl into a cocky half grin.


He leans closer, and when his hand touches my waist, I feel a current of electricity, my skin warming under his fingertips as if his touch could burn straight through me.


He leans down to whisper in my ear, and what he says makes me freeze: “You’ve been tapped for Greystone Society.”


I look at him, goosebumps rising over my skin. Greystone Society is so covert that most people at Princeton don’t know they exist. But I’ve been fascinated by them for years.


He looks at his watch. “You have thirty seconds to decide if you want to accept. The moment I leave, the offer’s done. So what do you think, are you in?”


As the reality of his offer sinks in, I grow aware of the shakiness of my breath, the rush of blood in my ears, the exhilaration and fear. In front of me is a door to another universe. Another life. I imagine my mother saying from wherever she is now to take every strange adventure life presents to experience the world, not shy away from it.


But in spite of the pride I feel at having been chosen, there’s another instinct telling me to run. I bury it, steel myself, and take his hand. “I’m in.”


He smiles. “Then come with me.”
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CHAPTER ONE
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MAYA


May 2023


A BLUR OF LIGHTS AND GUESTS STREAK PAST AS I SPIN MY FIVE-year-old daughter through the cool night air. Dani giggles, smiling with pure childlike joy as golden-brown curls bounce off her flushed cheeks. I hope she never loses this feeling of wonder. I don’t want her to know about the bad things in the world—the bad people.


The band switches to Rihanna’s “Umbrella” and all around us, alumni dance faster to the beat—old friends and classmates whom I haven’t seen in years, their faces now only vaguely familiar. Every May, in the days leading up to commencement, alumni return for Princeton Reunions, where, in over a dozen tents, they host parties all over campus. We bring our partners and kids to show them this place that made such an impression on our lives . . . It’s also an excuse to show them off to one another.


I wonder if my old classmates recognize me now with my proud mane of curls, so different than the flat-ironed hair I’d hidden beneath in college. It took me far too long to embrace my unique set of features, and now that I’m a mother, I want to set a good example for my daughter.


“All right, Dani, Mama’s arms need a break.” Shoulders burning, I set her down and she runs off, disappearing into the crowd. My heart flutters when I lose sight of her, but moments later, she reappears next to Daisy’s daughter, Susie, and I find my breath again.


I have to admit, I’m not at my best tonight. It never feels good when my sister and I argue. Naomi is the only family I have left aside from my husband and daughter, and it’s usually my fault when there’s an issue between us.


But coming back here always sets me on edge. This place brings with it so many memories, and not all of them are good.


Still, Naomi is graduating in a few days, so I need to pull myself together and try to have a good time for her sake.


Speaking of that, where is my sister? She was supposed to be here hours ago.


I’m checking my phone to see if Naomi has called when an alert from campus safety pops onto the screen: Washington Road Bridge and the Lake Carnegie towpath are closed due to police activity. Please use alternative routes. And then my phone dies. Great. Now it’ll be impossible to get hold of her. Why didn’t I charge it earlier? Why couldn’t Naomi be on time for once?


“Having fun?” Daisy asks, making her way over.


Daisy looks effortlessly beautiful even after several hours of dancing, wearing her signature pearls and an orange linen dress, copper-brown waves perfectly falling around flushed cheeks. She’s my best friend and one of the kindest people I know, and after what we’ve been through, she’s basically family.


I sigh. “Naomi isn’t answering, and now my phone’s dead.”


Daisy gives me a sympathetic frown. “She still upset?”


I shrug. My sister hasn’t returned my calls or texts all day, probably because I hung up on her when we spoke yesterday morning.


It wasn’t my best moment, but we had plans to spend time together on Friday. I was looking forward to seeing her. Nate and I had even booked the hotel room an extra night just so I could spend time with her, and it wasn’t cheap. So when Naomi said something came up last minute and she’d see us Saturday instead, the anger rushed up, and I couldn’t stop it: Fine, I guess I shouldn’t miss work, then.


She began saying something, but I’d already ended the call.


I sigh and close my eyes. All I want is for her to be happy, but sometimes I feel like the more I try to connect with her, the more she pushes me away.


“She’s probably out with her Sterling friends or getting drunk with some new boyfriend,” Daisy says, and when I flinch at the thought, she adds, “Oh, come on, relax! I’m sure she’ll be here soon.”


I take a deep breath and return her smile, pushing away any doubt. One more day. One more day, and she’ll be done with this place. We just have to make it one more day.


I’m searching for my husband when something on the other side of the crowd makes me freeze. The profile of a face, one that looks the same as it did ten years ago: porcelain skin, high cheekbones, long red hair . . .


But it can’t be her.


And yet the way she’s leaning into one hip, quietly observing the crowd, the black jeans and the Doc Martens . . . it looks just like—


At that moment, she turns, and I step back. It’s not her, it’s just another student. Probably someone who’s graduating with Naomi. My heart falters and my body slackens with relief.


I exhale. Breathe. Maybe it’s time to cut myself off.


I’m turning to look for my daughter when a loud bang rips through the air like an explosion, and my heart leaps to my throat.


“Fireworks!” Dani screams, rushing past. She grabs Susie’s hand and scampers out for a better look, holding her tiger ears in place on her head. I press a hand to my chest as people around me cheer, my heart kicking against my ribs. Relax. Everything’s fine. Dani is safe. You’re safe. Everyone is safe. Naomi will be here soon.


Outside the tent, vibrant bursts of light and color fill the night sky. I’m gazing up at the fireworks, finally able to appreciate the grandness of it all, when I hear Daisy say my name.


“Maya?” Her voice is strange, and when I turn, she’s lowering her phone slowly from her ear. One glance at her face and I know something is wrong.


“What is it? What’s going on?” I ask as I walk toward her, the boom and fizz of the fireworks suddenly deafening in my ears.


Daisy’s hand covers her mouth as she stares at the phone in her hand. Her face is pale. “Margaret called.” Daisy is never one to scare easily, and the fear in her eyes as she looks up at me sends a chill down my spine.


“What is it?” I ask again, more urgently. Margaret is Naomi’s guardian, a no-nonsense Englishwoman to whom I’ve grown close over the years. I talked to her this morning. She knows we’re here. Why would she be calling this late? What could be so important that she called Daisy when she couldn’t reach me?


Daisy grabs my arm and pulls me away from the crowd. Her breathing is uneven, and she’s on the verge of tears.


I glance back, keeping an eye on our girls as panic flares across my chest. Something is definitely wrong.


“It’s Naomi,” Daisy says in a choked whisper. “She’s—” She can’t seem to get out the rest.


“What about Naomi?” Is she sick? Hurt?


“Oh, Maya, I’m so sorry.” She starts to wrap her arms around me, but I pull back, shaking my head, a horrible feeling growing in the pit of my stomach.


“Is she okay? What happened?”


Daisy shakes her head, hesitates, and somehow I know what she’s going to say before the words leave her mouth. “I’m so sorry, Maya. Naomi’s dead. She’s gone, I’m so sorry.”









CHAPTER TWO
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MAYA


May 2023


WHEN WE GET TO THE POLICE STATION, I LEAN OUT THE DOOR and dry heave onto the pavement. It feels like my body is made of lead as I follow Nate across the parking lot and up the steps of the building. How could this happen? I was supposed to protect her. I promised her I would protect her.


“Maya!” In the waiting area, Margaret sobs into a tissue. The woman who raised Naomi, loved her, baked her a raspberry cake every birthday. The woman whom I once saw pull a bee stinger from Naomi’s pinky toe and another time, rush her to the hospital when she fell off her bike and chipped a tooth. The woman who always made me feel like I wasn’t alone in looking after my sister.


When she sees me, she leaps out of the chair and runs over, short black hair a stark contrast to her pale, tear-stained face. “Thank God you’re here.” She pulls me into her arms. “I don’t understand. How could this happen . . . Why . . .” Her words spiral off as she chokes on her tears.


“Did they tell you anything more?” I ask. It still doesn’t feel real. Somehow I half expected to see Naomi here, too, even after what Daisy had told me.


Margaret says something about drowning. Lake Carnegie. Suddenly I remember the text alert on my phone and realize it must have been closed so the police could retrieve Naomi’s body. A wave of nausea passes over me as suddenly it all feels very real.


“But what was she doing by the lake?” I ask, more to myself than to her, just trying to understand.


Margaret looks at me, eyes filled with tears. “I spoke with the detective, but she wouldn’t tell me much. They plan to do an autopsy.”


Now my tears come. I squeeze my eyes shut and let her hold me as they spill from my eyes.


I remember when Naomi was born, the moment I first saw her in our mother’s arms when she came home from the hospital. And when it was my turn to hold her, the unexpected lightness of her. The smoothness of her skin, softer than anything I’d felt. Her milky baby scent and tiny fingers curling around my pinky for the first time, nails like rice paper, barely formed.


Some mothers say the love for their child is more intense than anything else, and now that I’m a mother, I understand what they mean. But the moment I held my baby sister, I felt that same innate feeling rise up in me. I loved her more than anyone on this earth and I wanted to keep her safe.


There’s a widening gash inside me now as if a knife were tearing me apart, flaying strips from my heart. It was my job to protect her. And I’d failed.


“Maya Banks?” I look up to see a stern-looking female detective with a sturdy frame and a slick low ponytail.


My eyes run warily from her jacket to the gun at her waistband, but I try my best to remember she is on my side. “Yes.”


“Detective Simmons. I’ve been assigned to your case.” She holds out a hand for me to shake and I’m struck by the strange formality. “I’m sorry for your loss.”


I stare back, unable to respond. The most I can manage is a small nod.


“If you don’t mind, I’d like to ask you a couple of questions about your sister.”


I glance back at my husband, Nate, who is standing with his broad shoulders hunched, hands in pockets, clearly uncomfortable to be the only Black man waiting in the lobby surrounded by white officers, but he nods.


SIMMONS LEADS ME TO A SMALL ROOM WITH A TABLE AND TWO chairs and gestures for me to have a seat. After sitting across from me, she sets a folder on the table.


I stare at it, bile rising in my throat as I imagine what images might be inside. Naomi’s body bruised, injured. Her eyes swollen shut, lips cracked and bloated. The room sways.


When Simmons speaks, her voice is gentle yet firm. “Margaret St. Clair has already identified the body.” The body. I shudder.


“We understand she was Naomi’s legal guardian prior to her eighteenth birthday, is that correct?”


I nod.


“There are just a few more things I’d like to go over with you. When was the last time you were in contact with your sister?”


“Um, I—I spoke to her yesterday . . . around ten that morning.” I fold my hands in my lap to try to get them to stop shaking as I remember our argument on the phone. “We just got in this afternoon. Naomi was—” The words get caught in my throat. “She was supposed to meet us at the Reunions tents, but she never showed . . . What happened?”


She clasps her hands on the table. “We received a call from a member of the rowing team this evening around six and recovered your sister’s body from the lake shortly thereafter. Given the circumstances, we requested an autopsy right away.”


I stare at her blankly, picturing my sister floating in the lake, the way I’d seen her float on her back in Margaret’s pool, and my chest aches, as if my heart has burst, the pain leaking into my arms, my legs. Then the water drains away, replaced by an image of Naomi lying on an autopsy table, and I feel myself struggling to hold on to consciousness.


The detective says my name again, and I drop my face to my palms. My forehead is slick with sweat. I can’t do this. “Can I get you some water?” she asks.


I concentrate on taking a deep breath, shake my head no, and after a moment, Simmons continues. She speaks slowly and carefully, the way people would sometimes speak to my mother. “The final autopsy results can take weeks, but the preliminary toxicology results show drugs and alcohol in her system as well as evidence of drowning.”


The room is pulsing with the beat of my heart. Drugs? Naomi never told me she did drugs . . .


“When we investigate a drowning, there can be contributing factors. Impaired judgment, coordination . . .” Simmons opens the folder, slides it across the table.


It takes a moment for me to make sense of what I’m seeing, but after a moment my eyes focus on the first word: Benzodiazepines. Okay, Naomi did take medication. She had trouble sleeping. Maybe the detective meant they’d found prescription drugs in her system.


But when I reach the next line, I stop. Ketamine.


“Are you aware of any recent events that could be relevant to the investigation?” She hesitates. “Ms. Banks, how much did you know about your sister’s life?”









CHAPTER THREE
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NAOMI


October 2022, seven months before her death


A DULL THROBBING HEADACHE CREEPS IN LIKE A DRUM, PRODding me from sleep. I blink my eyes open as the bright morning light cuts through the blinds. My phone, thankfully, is on the nightstand, the screen smeared with glitter. 8:07. Shit. It’s past eight already?


Next to me, Liam is still asleep. Why does he look so hot with his arm over his head like that? Who sleeps like that?


As I take in my ex: his blond hair, tousled, his shirt off, I suddenly remember his hands running down my back last night, his lips pressed against mine, and feel my whole body flush.


It was almost as if he were himself again—but no. He was just drunk. We’d hardly talked. This definitely wasn’t supposed to happen.


Trying to be quiet, I slip on my jeans and gather the rest of my things that are scattered around his room. Where is my shirt?


Liam’s phone vibrates on his desk. It’s a message from someone saved in his phone as Mollie Field Hockey.


I look away, trying to fight the urge to pick it up and throw it at him. We’re not together. I need to remember that. He can text whoever he wants now; last night doesn’t change that. We broke up last spring after his brother passed away unexpectedly earlier that year. It was horrible. Impossible to imagine losing a loved one like that, until I saw it firsthand. And I felt awful, sick to my stomach seeing him in pain like that. I did everything I could to be there for him—bringing him food and water when he refused to leave his bed, writing his papers, waking in the middle of the night and holding him until he could breathe again—but it wasn’t enough.


For a few weeks after the funeral, I thought he was doing better. He was going to tennis practice, going to class. He’d stopped drinking and was seeing a new therapist. Though he was grieving, as he should’ve been, there seemed to be moments where the sadness would lift, and I thought that, eventually, he’d be okay.


But then one night in April, he didn’t come home. We’d planned to meet up, so I was waiting for him in his room. Instead, I found him outside his dorm at the bottom of the stairs, wasted, his face bruised and bloody like he’d gotten in a fight. He wouldn’t tell me what happened, and he wouldn’t let me take him to the student health center to get looked at.


That weekend, we argued about it. I can’t watch you do this to yourself. I was trying to get him to get help when the words slipped from my mouth—I love you—and I immediately regretted it. He blinked at me, stunned, and I could see he was shutting down.


I can’t do this, he said as he walked out the door.


I stand frozen in place as the hurt I’d felt that day swells.


Since we broke up, I’d focused on dance, my friends, our nights out. I tried seeing other people, but no one could fill the gap he’d left.


I can hear my sister’s voice as though she’s standing right next to me—He’s not good for you, you deserve more—and I know she’s right. But that’s the thing about love, isn’t it? When you find someone who sees you in a way no one else does, who understands you and makes you feel like you can’t be whole without them, it wraps you in a vise and makes you forget how to live life without them.


I blink tears from my eyes and, unable to locate my shirt, grab Liam’s instead and throw it on. It smells like him, damn it.


“Hey.” He props himself up on an elbow and watches me. “Where are you going?”


“I have dance.”


“Naomi. Last night—”


“Don’t. It’s fine.” I don’t need him to explain that it meant nothing to him. That I mean nothing to him. “I have to go.” On my way out, I hide my face so he can’t see my tears.
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I TAKE OFF ACROSS CAMPUS AT A JOG AND DON’T STOP UNTIL I arrive at Dillon Gym, where BAC, the Black Arts Company, is rehearsing. Sweating and out of breath, I try to slip in unnoticed.


“What the hell, Naomi?” It’s Zalikah, my roommate. We met freshman year in the BlackBox basement nightclub in line for free Red Bull and have been best friends ever since. Zee choreographed today’s piece and is pissed I’m late because she’ll have to teach it again just for me.


I square my shoulders and take my place in the formation. “Sorry I’m late! Keep going, I got it.”


She rolls her eyes and finishes teaching the eight-count. I match her movement as she runs it again slowly, watching me.


“Okay, at tempo, from the top. Let’s go!” Zee yells.


She starts the music, and the room shakes with bass and the rhythmic steps of the dancers. I dance in the middle, flowing through the moves, blood pumping through my veins.


Dance studios are where I feel most at home. My mom died when I was eight, and I never knew my dad, so home became the friends that kept showing up, the spaces that welcomed me.


When I was eleven, after living in San Jose with my aunt Ella and having a close call with child protective services, Maya sent me to stay with the St. Clairs, a family she’d met through friends at Princeton. I moved from San Jose to Greenwich, Connecticut, from a futon to a bed fit for a princess.


Margaret and John’s house was enormous, marble-floored and high-ceilinged, with gilt-framed landscapes and antiques from their travels. It had a unique smell too, like a museum or an old library. People were everywhere—cooks and cleaners and drivers—and they had more books than a person could read in a lifetime.


Their friends would come over for dinner parties and stare at me like I was a new pet, speaking in high, careful tones, or commenting on my beautiful skin and wild hair. But Margaret would tell them off without missing a beat. She was an odd, quirky woman, and my eleven-year-old self had never met anyone like her before. She was obsessed with tennis, gardening, and the Brontës. Grew up in South London and lost both of her parents when she was a kid too. Over time I realized how much she cared about me, and I grew to love her in return. She and John gave me everything, even though I didn’t have many friends or feel fully at home at the new private school. But when I was fifteen, I finally found a place where I belonged.


It was at the dance studio—in those humid, sweaty, overcrowded rooms with their blown-out speakers and mirrored walls—that I found space to breathe. I met other kids like me, a bunch of misfits who wanted to escape their hometowns as much as I did. By sixteen, to the horror of my ballet teacher, I’d gotten several piercings and started wearing my hair in an Afro. He told me not to come to class like that, but I didn’t care. I was in heaven—working at the studio with my friends, eating take-out Thai in the splits on the dance floor, taking hip-hop, contemporary, West African, and jazz funk classes. And when I was too tired to dance, I read. I read so much that I got myself into Princeton, just like my sister had.


“Here we go. Full out this time!” Zee resets the music and counts us in. She bends to the left, long ombré twists flying over one shoulder as she dips her head and winds her hips to the beat. “More attitude, ladies. Come on!” She moves so fast that all I see is a blur, then points to a girl on my left. “Ayyyeee. I see you, Chichi!”


After another eight-count, Zee cuts the music. “Naomi, I know you can give me more than that.”


I bend over, catching my breath. She’s right. I’m hungover but I’m also distracted, stuck on Liam. “I’m working on it.”


AFTER REHEARSAL, I GRAB MY GYM BAG AND HEAD FOR THE door, eager to get to class.


“Hey, wait up.” Behind me, Zee waves, running to catch up as I exit the dance studio. “I didn’t mean to call you out back there . . .”


I shrug. “It’s okay. I’m just tired.”


“I bet you are,” she teases. “What’d you get into last night? You disappeared.”


Outside, the air is brisk. Students study on the lawn, surrounded by autumn leaves and Gothic towers, trying to squeeze everything out of the last warm days before the brutal winter months ahead.


I don’t feel like admitting I’d lost all self-control and slept with my ex, so I change the subject. “Did you grab some mixers for tonight?” We’re throwing a surprise birthday party for our roommate, Amy, and Zee volunteered to handle the setup.


“Of course, got everything we need—hey, what are you going to wear tonight? And I got a new hook-up for guest passes. Where do we want to go after the pre-game?” Zee asks. “DJ Tongo is playing at BlackBox, and Sterling’s members only.” Being in several different circles, Zee always has a hook-up to get us into any of the clubs. But lately, she’s had her eye on a guy who frequents BlackBox, a student-run nightclub where a lot of our friends hang out, and even though Zee loves Sterling Club, she also likes the more chill vibe of BlackBox . . . and the chance to spend more time with Trey.


“Shit, I don’t even know,” I tell her, thinking of the pile of clothes in my room. I haven’t done laundry in a month.


I’m running through the options in my head when Zee grabs my arm. “Hey, who is that gorgeous guy?”


Across the quad, a good-looking Asian guy—tall, tan, shirtless—is jogging past. It takes me a moment to realize I know him. “That’s—Ben. Ben Wong,” I tell her. “He’s treasurer of Sterling. We’ve sat next to him at dinner there before.”


“Ohhh, he’s men’s soccer, right? Wow. He looks . . . good.” Zee looks at him appraisingly, a smile forming on her lips.


I remember sitting next to Ben in psych freshman year. He had these cute glasses and was always doing his engineering homework during class, penciled numbers packed to the edges of his notebook. But I don’t remember him looking quite so fit—did the guy spend all summer working on his abs?


Ben notices us staring and smiles at me. My stomach flutters.


“Girl, I don’t know what you’re waiting for,” Zee says. “Invite him tonight!”


I laugh. “I barely know him.” But Zee’s got me thinking . . . maybe someone new would be the perfect distraction from Liam.


THAT EVENING AFTER CLASS, I’M DOING LAUNDRY IN THE BASEment of our building when movement in the corner of the room catches my eye. Ben is at the far machine, noise-canceling headphones on, peeling off his socks and tossing them one by one into the washing machine. Unaware of my presence, he takes his shirt off too and throws it in after. He glances my way and shrugs, gesturing to the washer.


Embarrassed, I look down, continue pulling my clothes from the dryer as if I wasn’t just staring at him. I’ve turned away and am sorting my socks into pairs when, out of the corner of my eye, I see Ben pull his athletic shorts down and toss them in too. I suppress a laugh.


“Something funny?” To my surprise, Ben is somehow standing right behind me, naked except for his banana-print boxers.


“Oh, sorry, just wasn’t expecting you to strip down,” I say, flustered, trying not to stare at his perfect torso. Blood rushes to my cheeks, spreads up my ears.


As I distractedly gather my things, my hand manages to knock a pile of clothes onto the ground, lacy thongs and socks scattering everywhere. Oh god.


I bend down to grab them. He kneels too, and our heads nearly collide. “Sorry,” we say at the same time.


“I was just messing with you,” Ben says as he hands me a sports bra that had fallen onto the ground, expertly avoiding the brightly colored thongs that are inches from his foot. “What can I say, I waited a little too long to do laundry.” He laughs and his smile lights up his eyes.


“Thanks.” I laugh, taking the bra from him. I gather the rest of my clothes from the floor and stand. “I didn’t know you were in this building.”


“Well, I’m actually in Foulke, but all the machines are full, and I couldn’t afford to wait another day.”


My phone vibrates loudly where I’ve left it on the machine. I glance at it, expecting it to be my sister calling me back, but instead DOUCHEBAG—DO NOT ANSWER lights up the screen. Liam.


I silence it.


When I look back at Ben, I can tell he saw the name by the slight smile playing at his lips. He seems like he’s going to say something but then doesn’t.


“You going out tonight?” he asks instead.


“Yeah—actually, we’re having a surprise party for my roommate, if you want to stop by. Bring whoever.”


“Cool. Yeah—I’ll see what the guys are doing.”


My phone vibrates again, and I rush to silence it.


“You gonna get that?” he asks, a subtle teasing in his tone.


I tug at one of my hoops. Look away. “Nah—it’s . . . nobody.”


My phone vibrates with a text. We both look.


“Looks like Nobody’s really trying to get your attention,” he says.


I can’t help but smile. “Well.” I release a breath. “Exes tend to do that,” I admit. “But I really don’t want to talk to him right now.”


“Ah,” Ben says, with a knowing nod. “Been there.”


“Yeah . . .”


“Well.” He grabs his empty basket and gives me a salute as he makes his way for the exit. “See you tonight. What’s your room number?”


“Right. Vital information.” I smile. “We’re 211.”


“Cool. Well, see you later, then. And, hey, I hope Nobody lets you finish folding your laundry in peace.” Ben gives me a broad smile and disappears down the hall. I bite my lip, surprised by the giddiness I’m left with as I grab my basket and make my way upstairs, grinning to myself like an idiot.









CHAPTER FOUR
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MAYA


May 2023


KETAMINE.


I press a shaking finger to the page and look up at Detective Simmons. “This one, here. Ketamine? Isn’t that an anesthetic? My sister could have been prescribed the others . . . but not this.”


Simmons’s lips form a thin line. “Perhaps your sister didn’t share what drugs she was using with you . . . Ketamine has been popular with young people lately.” Her tone is dismissive. The disbelieving sister, unwilling to accept the truth.


“Excuse me?” How would she know what my sister would or wouldn’t tell me?


“Did your sister ever show signs of recreational drug use? Excessive drinking?”


“No.” My face warms. Am I being irrationally defensive? Sure, my sister liked to go out, but ketamine? No. Never. It wasn’t her style.


“It could explain—”


“She was in college, she liked to have fun, but she wasn’t stupid. She wouldn’t have tried a drug like that.”


“Ma’am.” She takes a breath, clearly used to this type of reaction. “We’re trying to rule out all possibilities. We’ve seen an uptick in drug-related fatalities lately. Especially among young women who fit your sister’s profile. Were there any signs of isolating behavior?”


I feel myself stiffen at her use of the word profile. “No.”


“I need you to be honest with me. Did your sister—”


“Stop. Please, stop.” I clench my jaw. “My sister . . . was not a drug addict, she wasn’t living a ‘high-risk’ lifestyle.” I squeeze my eyes shut and take a breath.


I think of Naomi, so full of life, always dancing and laughing with her friends. She wanted to see the world, help people, do something important with her life; she had so much left to do. The anger seeps out of me, replaced by a deep, empty, aching loss. I want to go home.


I don’t realize I’m crying until Simmons offers me a tissue.


“I’m sorry.” Simmons looks me over with a sympathetic frown. “I know this must be extremely difficult. I think I have what I need for tonight. We can talk again another time, when you’ve had a chance to let things sink in.” She closes the folder and slides it back toward her.


“No, wait. Do you have any other theories about what happened?”


Simmons goes still. There’s something she’s not saying. She inhales sharply and when she speaks again she proceeds slowly, carefully. “When dealing with an overdose, we have to consider the possibility . . . that it may have been intentional.”


NATE DRIVES US TO THE HOTEL IN SILENCE. I STARE OUT THE window, eyes swollen, thinking of everything I could have done differently. If only I’d been easier on her. If only I’d called more often these last few months, insisted she tell me what was going on. If only I’d been there for her.


“Almost there,” Nate says, a concerned hand reaching over to squeeze mine. Beneath it, I dig my nails into the seat, concentrating on the tiny scar on the base of his knuckle. “You doing okay?” Nate asks, and I cut my gaze to him.


Do I look okay? I want to ask. Naomi is gone. I’ll never be okay again.


But I’m too exhausted to respond, so I lean my head against the window and close my eyes. Breathe, I command myself. Breathe.


When I open them again, we’ve turned down a street on the edge of campus, one I recognize for all the nights we’d stumbled down it arm in arm after a night of partying. Set back from the road are the university’s eating clubs, stunning mansions that house the upper-class coed social clubs that much of Princeton life revolves around. I remember all the times I’d warned Naomi to stay away from them, especially the one that drew me in, Sterling Club. And she’d ignored me, of course, always intent on doing exactly the opposite of what I’d said.


As the clubs float past one by one, I’m struck by a strange sense of déjà vu. The conflicting evidence, the way her body was found—the guilt—reminds me of that day ten years ago when another young woman died and it was dismissed as an accident.


She had been a member of our eating club. A friend. She’d had a promising future ahead of her too.


Life before was a blur, like we were running through a dream. And everything after . . . well, it’s as if I’ve been dragging around the weight of what we did for the past decade. We made so many mistakes, and instead of telling Naomi the truth, instead of warning her about what she was getting into, I’d buried it down deep. I’d told her not to join Sterling, but I hadn’t told her why. I hadn’t told her about Lila.


Over the years, I’ve lain awake at night thinking about Lila’s death, running through my years at Princeton again and again, so many times that I’ve come to doubt my own memories.


But now the memories rush in, and as they fill my thoughts, so does the guilt.


“Need some air?” Nate asks, rolling down the window, and I jerk upright, startled by the sound of his voice.


I look at him, unable to speak, and begin to shiver. My nails dig deeper into the seat as my shame grows, crawling over my skin, coiling itself in my gut, the question ringing out in my mind: Did the same thing happen to my sister?









CHAPTER FIVE
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MAYA


October 2010, sophomore year


A MIST SWEPT DOWN OVER THE FIERY AUTUMN LANDSCAPE AS the two-car Dinky train trundled toward the university. I sat pressed against the window, pinned by the large duffel bag the man next to me had stuffed in between us.


I was anxious about the upcoming school year: I wasn’t the most outgoing person in the world, and my thoughts didn’t easily flow into conversation. Most of my life, I’d been quiet and awkward, preferring reading in the library to trying to make friends.


But I’d spent the summer waiting tables, and I was excited to learn again, excited to have determined my major—economics. I liked the sound of it. It sounded important, sophisticated. Things I was not.


As my breath fogged up the window, I caught a glimpse of my reflection—my glasses, built for a more angular face, my dark, gently curved eyes and flat-ironed hair. Over the years, I’d begun to look more and more like my Chinese mother—though my full lips and high forehead reminded me of my African American father, who’d passed away when I was a kid.


I was nine and a half at the time, and what I remembered most about him was the way he’d listen to R&B on the radio while shaving in the morning. The way he’d braid my hair before bed with the same strongly scented blue Ultra Sheen he used on his own.


My parents were the only interracial couple in our town. My father, the only Black man. One time, after he came back from a jog, I heard him tell my mother about the car driving slowly next to him. Another time, about the neighbors who stopped talking on their front lawns. He was too stubborn to move, though, and they were so proud of that little blue house. They’d bought it after several of my parents’ “over-asking” offers were rejected. The previous owner had passed away and no one else wanted it, apparently. But my parents thought the little blue house with its uneven floors and drafty windows was perfect.


THE ACCIDENT WAS SUDDEN AND DEVASTATING. CAR CRASH. Immediate brain damage that left him in a coma for a week. He’d been driving home from work and the roads were slick. They said he shouldn’t have been going so fast. He’d veered off a turn and crashed into a tree.


My mother had been seven months pregnant with Naomi at the time, and for the first few weeks, she sat immobile, eyes swollen from crying, staring at nothing. She stopped cooking and only ate toasted sesame bread with yuk sung, dried pork that had the texture of coarse cotton, or on a good day, a steaming bowl of stale rice with yuk sung and peanut butter.


One day that spring, I came home to find all of my dad’s clothes packed into boxes. It was disorienting, because my mother never parted with anything and seemed to assign emotional meaning to each item she owned. But a few days later the boxes were gone. Only a trunk with his books, records, and albums of old photos remained.


At night, I’d sneak down with a flashlight and look through them, running my fingers over the pictures of the three of us, tracing the lines of his smile. It’s strange how after you lose someone, they start to fade piece by piece, until all that’s left are memories that could slip through your fingers like water.


My sister was born premature. A tiny pink thing that reminded me of a newborn cat I’d once seen. My mother taught me to support my sister’s head, showed me the soft spot on top where you could see her heartbeat and how to bathe her delicate skin. I taught Naomi to ride a bike with orange streamers, braided her hair, and read her Judy Blume in the room we shared. We didn’t have a lot, but we were getting by.


Then, on my eighteenth birthday, Mom passed away too.


Staring out the window, I exhaled a long sigh and shoved down the tears. I’d spent all of freshman year grieving. But sophomore year would be different. It had to be.


“Now arriving at Princeton Station” came the conductor’s voice over the intercom. My limbs tingled with excitement as the train bent around the final curve, and the university came into view.


AS I WALKED TO MY RESIDENTIAL COLLEGE, A GROUP OF GIRLS wearing bright sundresses and heels were laughing, stumbling arm in arm on their way to a party. I watched them. A girl I knew, Taylor, was among them in a gingham dress, French braid trailing down her back.


I gave her a shy wave.


“Oh, hey, Maya,” she said. “How was your summer?”


I thought about how I’d spent the summer working at the restaurant. “It was fun. You?”


“I was getting so behind last year, so I had to do a semester at the Sorbonne. The French boys were trop beaux. Highly recommend. Anyway, are you going to Lawnparties?”


“Oh . . . yeah, of course,” I said, even though I hadn’t planned on going to the outdoor day-drinking festivities that marked the start of fall term. I didn’t have anyone to go with.


Taylor nodded. “We’re meeting at Cottage, and a group of us are walking over. Alex Bain put us on the list.” The list was the only way to get into the eating clubs if you weren’t a member. It was something that I had no access to, not knowing any upperclassmen members well enough to ask the favor. But because Taylor was in a sorority, she knew older girls who could make sure she and her friends could get in anywhere.


I must have looked eager, because after a quick sideways glance at her friends, she added, somewhat reluctantly, “Want to come?”


My heart squeezed. I’d never set foot inside Cottage, but I’d heard stories. It was where F. Scott Fitzgerald had passed out drunk as a student, so of course I wanted to go.


[image: Illustration]


THE SUN HAD FADED OVER THE HORIZON BY THE TIME I SET off for The Street, the nickname for Prospect Avenue, where the eating clubs lined the tree-studded road, stretching a third of a mile into the distance. Princeton didn’t have frat houses but eating clubs, the architectural masterpieces with crystal chandeliers and opulent décor where the upperclassmen could live out their college fantasies. They should really be called drinking clubs, but in the university’s eyes, “eating” was more respectable. And the members did technically eat meals there during the day before the tables were cleared for parties all night. I’d heard rumors of waiters, candlelit dinners, and wild parties.


Sophomore year was the year most students’ fates were solidified—either you ended up in an eating club or you didn’t. And something like eighty percent of students . . . did. There were a few who chose to be “independent,” but you had to be confident in yourself and your campus meal plan to make that choice. I could never be independent; I wasn’t brave enough to be untethered. I wanted more than anything to belong to something, to find a place in this world, even if I didn’t yet know where that would be.


AFTER GETTING DRESSED, I MADE MY WAY PAST QUADRANGLE Club or “Quad,” the eating club Jeff Bezos had attended where B.o.B was playing to a cheering crowd, past the plush lawn of Tiger Inn, where tall shirtless waterpolo players had set up tables with beer pong, and Colonial, where a skinny guy with glasses hung from a zip line, aiming his body for an inflatable pool. It was like each of these students had been sorted into their perfect club.


COTTAGE WAS SET BACK FROM THE STREET PAST AN IRON GATE. It towered above the others, all red brick, white trim, and Georgian symmetry. A long line of students spilled out the front door.


Pulling out my phone, I tried calling Taylor. No answer.


An hour later, I finally made it to the front of the line and saw Taylor and her friends dancing in the distance, red cups swaying overhead.


“Name and ID.” A stern bouncer towered over me, holding a clipboard.


“Uh, yeah, here.” I fished my Princeton ID out of my pocket and handed it to him. “Maya Mason.” I was thinking of what to do when I walked in. Would I go up to Taylor and throw my arms around her like we were good friends? Or casually get two beers and hand her one?


“You’re not on the list.” The bouncer looked up from the clipboard, shaking his head.


“Oh, my friend Taylor said she’d put me on. She’s right there. Let me just—” I tried to move around him to get Taylor’s attention, but his large torso blocked my path.


“Ma’am. You’re not on the list,” he said before gesturing to the group of girls behind me. “Next.”


I stepped onto the front lawn to call Taylor. Hello, you’ve reached Taylor Little, please leave a message.


A group of rowdy football players hung out of an upstairs window. One of them, I recognized.


“Alex! Hi,” I called out, waving. He looked down at me with a smirk before turning back to his friend. “I’m not sure if you remember me,” I said, “but we went to Sacred Heart together? I’m Taylor Little’s friend?” Please don’t ignore me.


“Oh yeah, what’s up?” Alex shouted, and his friends laughed and slapped him on the back.


“Yeah, hi! So, uh, Taylor said she put me on the list? But they’re giving me a little trouble. Could you go downstairs and get her? I think there must have been a mix-up or something—”


“You wanna come in?” another guy yelled from the window.


“Oh yes! That would be amazing.”


“Come here,” Alex’s friend said. “If you catch this in your mouth, we’ll let you in.”


Alex’s friend extended a bottle of champagne out the window. I made my way to the window, standing directly below.


“Ready?” he yelled.


I took a breath, tilted my head back, and opened my mouth. Champagne poured onto my tongue. The guys in the window whooped. “Ha! She did it.”


I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand and grinned. I might have been sticky with champagne, but I felt cool as hell.


“All right, that was too easy,” Alex said. “Let me do it.”


I tilted my head back and closed my eyes again, but this time nothing happened. I heard stifled laughter up above, and when I opened my eyes, a torrent of beer poured all over me.


“What the hell?” I shouted, ducking out of the way as the guys emptied the rest of the pitcher.


“Oops, sorry, it slipped,” Alex said. His friends slapped him on the back and hollered.


My hair and dress were soaked. Behind me, a group of sorority girls pointed and whispered, everyone in line staring.


Resisting the urge to sprint away in embarrassment, I turned around and walked away from the club. When I looked back, Taylor was standing in the upstairs window. Our eyes met and she quickly looked away, not moving from where she stood tucked under Alex’s arm. Really, Taylor?


Tears stung my eyes as I pushed through the crowd. I wanted to turn around and yell at all of them, but the pain in my chest was too severe.


Once I was clear, I ran away from Cottage and onto the street, slipping off my heels and running barefoot until my feet stung, tiny rocks cutting into the soles until they bled.









CHAPTER SIX


[image: Illustration]


NAOMI


October 2022, seven months before her death


“HOW’S THIS?” ZEE STANDS ON TOP OF THE MINI FRIDGE HOLDing one end of a HAPPY BIRTHDAY banner. She sticks it to the wall and jumps down.


“You’ve really outdone yourself,” I tell her, taking in the birthday decorations.


“I wasn’t joking when I told you I cleaned out Party City.” Zee had thrown her long ombré twists into a high ponytail with two strands loose and changed into a bustier bodysuit, wide-leg cargo pants, and platform boots.


I put an arm around the life-sized cardboard cutout of our roommate, Amy, and check my phone to see if she’s replied. After class, I’d bought Amy a little birthday present—a novel about a bookshop owner by Gabrielle Zevin, a Totoro sticker to add to her collection of laptop stickers, and her favorite Kasugai lychee candy.


I suddenly realize I haven’t heard from Amy all day. “Hey.” I turn to Zee. “Do you think something’s up with her?”


“Amy?” Zee asks, distracted by the purple eyeliner held carefully against her lid.


“Yeah, has she seemed kind of distant lately?” I always worry about her pulling too many all-nighters, obsessed with trying to spin her internship with The New York Times into a full-time job after graduation, but recently she’s been gone even more than usual, and when she is home, she’s been keeping her door shut.


Zee shrugs. “Not that I’ve noticed.”
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IN MY ROOM, I THROW ON A CROPPED LONG-SLEEVE SHIRT, jeans, and bigger hoops, freshen up my curls, and when I return to the common room, Zee is on the couch scrolling through her phone.


I check the fridge to make sure we have enough beer, and behind some cans of Coors Light and JuneShine is a suspicious-looking mason jar filled with cloudy white liquid. Written in permanent marker is ZEE’S—DON’T TOUCH.


“What is this?” I ask, pulling it out.


Zee laughs. “I made homemade vodka!” She jumps up and swipes it from my hand.


The sound of a key turning in the lock makes us look, and Amy rushes in holding a stack of books and her laptop, looking like she’d slept at the library.


“Surprise!” Zee and I shout, as she takes in our party decorations. “Happy birthday!”


I throw my arms around Amy, books and all, while Zee turns up the music.


As Amy takes in the room, her expression flickers from surprise to confusion and then to a teary smile. “Wait a minute . . . what is going on here?”


“You only turn twenty-two once,” Zee says as she hands us each a shot.


I hold it up high. “Happy birthday to one of the smartest, kindest, hardest-working people I know. You deserve to have a little fun.”


Amy smiles, reluctantly accepting a shot from Zee and holding it toward mine.


“Fine, I’ll come out, but I have to be up early tomorrow.”


“What are you working on? I feel like I’ve hardly seen you.”


Amy hesitates. “It’s research for the reporter I’m working with. She liked what I found and wants me to keep digging. They might even publish what I wrote if we can get the editor’s approval.”


“Your first article!” Zee says.


“In The New York Times,” I add. “That’s huge, Amy. Congrats!”


“What’s it about?” Zee asks.


“Oh, it’s—” Amy starts, and rattles out the rest. “Just a little thing about the water quality in low-income neighborhoods.” Her eyes slide away to the floor, as if embarrassed.


“Oh you know, just a little thing with very real impact,” I tease, and she grins.


Amy and Zee are way ahead of me in terms of having their lives figured out. Zee has her heart set on Harvard Law and is likely going to graduate summa cum laude, and Amy, originally from Beijing, was the only international student to intern for the Times this summer. They’d recently discussed offering her a permanent position and sponsoring her visa.


And then there’s me: an English major with no idea what to do with my life, working for Labyrinth Books on Nassau Street and daydreaming about owning a bookstore someday. My sister always reminds me how hard she worked for me to be here, and how I need to think more about my future. But she only sees success in terms of money and career. She wasn’t happy when I ended up in the English department, saying that hardly any six-figure jobs existed for English majors, especially those actually wanting to use their degree.


Maya had interned at a Wall Street bank the summer after her junior year, accepting a full-time position the year after . . . but quickly realized she didn’t fit in. That to be great at investment banking meant to be great at wining and dining people with deep pockets. So when her friend offered her an equally lucrative job at the Hunt Gallery in Chelsea, she accepted and never looked back.


I don’t understand why she feels like she sacrificed so much for me, when every decision she’s made has benefited her. Or why she wants me to work in finance when she hated it. To make her happy, I interned at a hedge fund last summer, but I still haven’t accepted their job offer. It doesn’t feel right.


“Cheers, ladies!” Zee says. We clink our glasses together and down the shots.


Our faces wrinkle in unison. “What was that?” Amy asks.


Zee grins and holds up the mason jar. “Homemade vodka, batch number one.”


“You mean moonshine?” Amy asks, horrified.


I examine my shot glass. “You know, it’s really not bad.”
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AN HOUR LATER, ZEE’S TURNED UP THE MUSIC AND THE ROOM is overflowing with people drinking and laughing. “Hey, Trey! What’s up?” she calls out to our friend as he rolls in the door with ten more people.


I’m grabbing another beer from the fridge when a hand touches my shoulder. “Hey, Naomi.”


I turn around to find Ben leaning against the wall, freshly showered, wearing a denim shirt and black jeans, and feel my shoulder tingle in the spot where he touched me.


“Sweet place,” he says, taking in the disco ball, the wall of Polaroids, and the vintage mirror my sister bought me at a flea market in Brooklyn.


“So Benjamin Wong does wear shirts,” I tease, bending down to pull out a second beer. “Want one?”


Ben laughs as I toss him the can, two dimple lines appearing at the corners of his mouth. He pops the can open. “What you witnessed earlier was a life hack used by only the most efficient launderers.”


“Oh, really?” Now it’s my turn to smile. Suddenly I’m unable to stop myself from picturing him shirtless—his tanned, perfect body as he handed me my sports bra—and I flush.


“Yup,” he says. “It works especially well for getting invites to exclusive dorm parties.” Ben grins when I look up at him and holds my gaze.


For the first time, I notice the fullness of his lips, the way one lock of hair refuses to stay in place, and his eyes, which I thought were black but are actually a deep, warm brown.


I’m normally not like this, but Ben’s confidence is tipping me off-balance. I’m suddenly conscious of how close we’re standing, the clean scent of his deodorant, the way his eyes won’t leave mine. I bite my lip and look away.


“Anyway,” Ben says, turning, and the tension between us eases slightly. “Is that your laptop? I love Studio Ghibli.” He juts his chin toward Amy’s laptop on her desk in the corner of the common room and the Totoro sticker I gave her.


“It’s my roommate’s, actually, but I like Studio Ghibli too.”


“Have you seen Princess Mononoke?” Ben asks, and I shake my head. “Oh, we’ve got to watch it sometime. Miyazaki’s my favorite director. His mind is weird and brilliant.” I catch his use of the word we, and must have paused longer than is necessary because he points to the speaker and says, “By the way, who made this playlist? I don’t think I’ve recognized a song yet.”


“Woah . . . you don’t know Tems?” I throw him a mock-offended look.


He shrugs.


“This woman is singlehandedly changing the sound of R&B.” I throw up my hands and groove for a minute.


He laughs. “If you say so.”


I’M SO INTO OUR CONVERSATION THAT I DON’T REALIZE HOW late it is until the room is almost empty.


“We’re going to The Street!” Zee shouts, pointing to a tipsy-looking Amy wandering out the door in a birthday hat.


Zee’s friend Trey comes over, holding two yellow Cap & Gown passes, likely from Zee’s stash. “They said they’re heading to Cap.”


After nodding at Trey, Ben turns back to me. “You wanna get out of here?”









CHAPTER SEVEN
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MAYA


May 2023


I COULDN’T SLEEP ALL NIGHT. OVER AND OVER, I REPLAYED the detective’s words: Drug use. Excessive drinking. An overdose.


But I know in my gut something’s not right, that there is more to the story. Naomi and I talked on the phone Friday morning. We’d agreed to meet at the Tenth Reunion tent. It doesn’t make sense that she’d go down to the lake alone instead.


The detective said the last person to see her was one of her roommates, Zalikah, but that was Thursday night. So what happened between then and Saturday?


Naomi didn’t drink alone; she’d even admitted once that she was worried about how often her ex did. She didn’t abuse her meds, not after she’d seen what that had done to Aunt Ella. It doesn’t make sense. None of it makes sense.


“Hey.” Nate sits on the bed and gently wakes me from my half-conscious state. “You’ve got to eat something.”


The scent of the food fills the room, a bagel and coffee, but the thought of eating makes me sick. The guilt I have, the feeling that I could have prevented her death, fills my stomach like a fist-sized stone.
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