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Prologue


Dr. Nazari’s office, seven years earlier


Everyone who was there, or pretends they were there, says the same thing: the tabloids got it wrong. But they didn’t, not really.


The articles said: Charlotte Colbert escaped unscathed. Which is true. While the others were in surgery or stretched out in the morgue, I was in the shower, scrubbing their blood from my neck and shoulders. The others were carried out; I walked out—or, more accurately, according to the photos, I was walked out, a paramedic hooked under each arm.


But I don’t remember it. Which is why I’m here, as it happens.


They wrote: There were no signs. That’s true, too, unless you knew what you were looking for. Which I didn’t. I was twenty-three, for God’s sake, charmed and clumsily in love. I didn’t know shit.


They wrote, gleefully, about the bloody handprints on the white walls, the crack as the body—bodies—struck the ground. The reams of ivy that clung to the hundred-year-old building. True. True. True.


(That fucking ivy has nothing to do with anything. But this was never a story about murder, was it? Not for them. It was about pedigreed kids and blue eyes and Carroll University School of Journalism’s six-figure price tag. The death toll, that was a bonus.)


Sometimes they wrote, Charlotte Colbert, victim, and sometimes they wrote, Charlotte Colbert, survivor, like they couldn’t make up their minds.


The first thing you should know, Dr. Nazari, is that neither of those things are true.









One


Now


No need to panic. I say it to myself, like a prayer.


“The feedback is consistent,” says Walter Montague, the sixty-five-year-old president of The Chronicle. “Charlotte, we need more pages.”


I take a sip of water before responding, a tip I learned from our May feature about staying composed at work. Don’t answer until you know exactly what you’ll say, our career coach had advised. “Will we be getting more resources to that end? As you know, I’d love to bolster my fact-checking team. And another senior editor could—”


“No,” Walter says. “Maybe next year.”


“Exactly how many more pages did you have in mind?” I can hear my voice getting more upper-crust British by the second. This is something I learned early on: The more you channel the Queen, the more intimidated Americans feel.


“Sixteen,” Walter replies calmly.


Damn.


“Walter, as you know, we’re working with a skeleton staff.” Unfortunately, Walter also knows that if he told me to jump, I’d ask how high. “I would love to be putting out more pages. Our fashion team has some fantastic ideas in regard to shoots.” In regard to? Tone it down, Charlie. “However, at our current capacity, I’m not—”


“Sixteen pages,” Walter says. “Starting Q3.” He glances at his watch. “I need to go. Charlotte, it was a pleasure, as ever.”


It has never, not once, been a pleasure with Walter, who took over the corporation two years ago when his father died. I had just been named editor-in-chief of C, the Sunday supplement of The Chronicle, the nation’s fourth-largest newspaper. Walter took me to lunch and doused me in spittle as he ruminated on the “good old days,” the ones where “men could be men and women could be women.” I smiled with all my teeth, even let him “warm up” my hands between his, but no dice. That was the first time he demanded more pages from my team—more pages mean more advertisers; more advertisers, more money—as easily as he’d ordered his salmon.


Now, I kiss him on each cheek, a trick I learned when I first moved to New York nine years ago. It makes Americans feel flustered and inadequate. “I hope you have a lovely time in Courchevel. Please tell Lianne I said hi.”


As soon as he’s gone, I drop into my seat beside Alicia, my executive editor. “Is he joking?” My voice has returned to its half-British, half–New Yorker twang. “Sixteen more pages? We’re barely filling them as it is.”


“We can squeeze four more pages out of Travel.” Alicia reaches for her Smythson and jots something down. “And we can expand gift guides through Q4… But we’ll have to figure something else out for January.”


“Christ.” I smooth down my trousers and get up. “Can you loop in Kristin and Mira when you get back? I’ll be up in ten. Fifteen, maybe.”


“You got it.” Alicia waves a manicured hand at the elevator bank. “You’re not taking the stairs, are you? It’s, like, twenty floors.”


“Absolutely,” I say. “It’s better than caffeine.”


It is not better than caffeine. It is sweaty and miserable, not to mention creepy. The stairwell is always empty, the only noise my heels click-clacking down the stairs. My team thinks it’s a type-A quirk: You know Charlotte, can’t miss an opportunity to squeeze in a workout! It’s part of the persona I’ve worked hard to cultivate: the dry boss who works harder, stays later, and demands the very best of her staff. Sometimes overeager interns or new editors take the stairs with me, using my habit as an excuse for one-on-one time with the boss, but it never lasts. Thank God.


I stop to catch my breath, rifling through my Chanel for the extra-strong deodorant I keep with me for exactly this purpose.


I’ve been meaning to work on the elevator thing for years. Noor, my therapist, says that overcoming a traumatic memory starts with desensitization: standing in the elevator for a moment, not letting the doors close; next time, taking it down just one floor. But there’s always someone in the elevator I know. I’ve worked at The Chronicle since I graduated from Carroll; I know everyone. And even if I didn’t know them, they would know me. I stand out, thanks to my background and the Forbes profile and the work uniform I never deviate from (dark button-down and black trousers; anything I spill blends right in). Sometimes I think, I could go in on a Saturday and work on it. But I never do.


On the bright side, my calves are like rocks.


Back on floor eighteen, Mira is waiting for me in my office. She’s the head of the Travel department, a curly-haired force of nature that can and does move mountains, but only if she thinks she’ll get all the credit. I can’t believe Julie, my assistant, just let her wander in. We’re going to have to have another talk about people making appointments, Julie.


“Four more pages?” Mira says as I come in. “That’s crazy, Charlotte. Q3? I don’t even know where we’d begin.”


I sit down and wait. I’ve worked with people like Mira before; I know how to handle this. I only wish I were enjoying a nice cup of tea while I do it.


“It’s just not feasible, Charlotte!” Mira’s voice is becoming more of a whine. “You know how low our shoot budget is. Art never pulls images that are strong enough, and some of the copy we’re dealing with—”


“I hear you, Mira,” I say. (This is something my first boss at C taught me: the “I hear you,” followed by a meaningful silence. Works wonders, every time.) “I understand it’s a big ask.”


“It is,” Mira says mournfully. “I just—”


“I believe we’re meeting Wednesday.” For effect, I click my mouse and stare at the screen, as though examining my calendar. The monitor isn’t even on. “I’d like if you could bring some ideas for how we can fill these pages. I know we can find a way.”


Mira just keeps staring at me.


Christ. “I know we can do this,” I repeat. “And I very much appreciate your hard work in advance.”


There it is. Mira’s face softens into a look of vindication. “Thank you,” she says. “You’re right. We always find a way, don’t we.” She pronounces “you’re” the British way, yore, rather than the American yure. I don’t know if people realize how often they veer into bad British when they’re trying to impress me. I can never decide if I’m annoyed or tickled by it.


After Mira leaves, I turn on my monitor and flick my eyes over my email. Julie has divided my messages into folders: “Urgent,” “Invites,” and “Ignore.”


At the top of the Urgent inbox, there’s an email from Jordan Ford. Subject line: “Some news.”


“Julie?” I call, my voice shaking only slightly. “Cup of tea, please?”


The emails, they’re a new development. Hey, Charlie, the first one started, a little more than two years ago. I could hear him say it, the way he came down hard on the ar in my name. I get if you don’t want to hear from me, the second admitted. I hope you’re OK. Then, bland congratulations on my promotion to editor-in-chief, and—what was the last one? God. The eight-year anniversary. Shitty day, he wrote, but he must have known I wouldn’t reply to that, either.


I run the cursor over his name. I don’t even realize I’ve clicked until the message opens.




Hey, Charlie,


I don’t think you read these. So. Hey, Charlie’s assistant. Charlie should read this one, it’s about Carroll.





Julie appears with my tea. I open my mouth to say something about the email—how dare Jordan bring up Carroll with my assistant?—but then I close it again, uncharacteristically lost for words. It’s enraging. I never get tongue-tied in the office. Is my ex-boyfriend going to follow me around for the rest of my life, clawing away at the trappings of my grown-up, gotten-past-it-thank-you-very-much self?


“Thanks,” I mutter to Julie, but she’s already closing the door.




I saw Steph last night. She says it’s time to set the record straight. Her words, not mine.





I wrap my fingers around the mug. It’s burning hot, the way I like it. The china stings the undersides of my fingers. It helps, but only a little.




She wants to produce a movie about it. A “based on a true story” type of thing. For the ten-year. She already has a studio and a director signed on.





I picture an actress, someone springy and self-conscious like I was at twenty-three, sliding down the wall of a small room, her eyes wide with shock. Someone else yelling, “Cut!”




She says all of us should be involved. Says it’s our story too. She’s pretty intense about the whole thing, I guess because of what happened to Cate.





I’m breathing too quickly. The edges of my vision are starting to blur. Go home, a voice in my head says sternly. Pull yourself together. Figure it out. You can figure this out.




I asked about you. She said you wouldn’t want in.


But I thought you should know.


Jordan





I fumble for my phone. “Hi,” I say when the familiar voice answers. “I, I need to see you. As soon as possible.”




Interviews conducted by Aaron Katz for his book The Fall: The Definitive Account of the Carroll Tragedy


Stephanie Anderson, host of KBC’s This Evening with Stephanie Anderson: That night changed the course of my life. It was terrible, but it also made me who I … Wait, let me say that again. It was a tragedy. It changed me, but it also … No, let me try again, thanks. Living through something like that, it humbles you, and I came out of it a better reporter, a better human being. Use that, please.


Gunnar Korhonen, Weinhart award-winning investigative journalist: It was extremely surreal. We spent so long studying reporting, and then we are the story.


Jordan Ford, managing editor, WNBC: I don’t remember a lot from that time, obviously.


Gunnar: Things like this happen all the time, but because of the way it happened, because of the people involved, it became so big.


Jordan: I do. Sorry, not a full sentence. I still get recognized. Yeah. You can tell because they stare. Don’t say anything, just stare.


Gunnar: All right, maybe these things do not happen all the time. That was an exaggeration. That night, it was unique. I do not know a better word for it.


Jordan: They wouldn’t leave us alone.


Gunnar: The press, they treated us like zoo animals. Prodding, poking. The way they shouted at us. Gunnar! Gunnar! What is the last thing you remember?


Stephanie: Every time I cover a crime on the show, every time I interview someone accused of something terrible, I see her face.


Despite numerous attempts to reach out, Charlotte Colbert did not respond to requests for an interview.












Two


Now


When I get to the office marked “Dr. Nazari,” hidden inside a labyrinth of rooms in a Columbus Circle doorman building, I swap my heeled boots for sneakers—I’ve been in America so long, I don’t even think the word “trainers”—and pull an old sweater over my button-down. I’ve found I need a physical transition between my C self and my therapy self. Otherwise, I find myself talking to Noor in clipped tones, saying things like, “That’s part of my projected growth in Q2.” I’m exaggerating, but only a little. I’m paying a lot of money for someone to help me untie the knots in my head; I need to make sure it’s worth it. So, the sneakers and sweater.


“Charlotte,” Noor says in her gentle voice. She beckons me inside.


“Hi.” My voice is different when I talk to Noor, too—more low-key, more like I used to sound. C me, brusque and plummy, has to be shaken off like old skin. “Thanks for squeezing me in.”


“Of course,” Noor says. “You said it was an emergency?”


Gingerly, I lower myself onto the sofa. The movement—the feeling that I’m about to break—reminds me of my mum. “Steph wants to make a movie about it,” I say without preamble. “For the ten-year. I don’t know what to do.”


This isn’t exactly true. I spent the last few hours coming up with a Plan A, a Plan B, and a last-ditch emergency measure. But it’s not like I can tell Noor about those.


“This is Stephanie Anderson?” Noor says. “The KBC anchor?” She writes something down. “She was at Carroll University with you? The twin sister of …” She trails off. The word Cate—one of several we don’t use in this room—hangs between us.


“Yes.”


“And somebody would play you in this movie?”


“Of course.” It feels like there’s something stuck in my throat. There isn’t, obviously. It’s just what happens when I talk about Carroll. “Steph would cast someone, I guess.”


“I see.”


“I can’t,” I tell her. Usually I’m clear-eyed and composed in these sessions; I like to think I’m Noor’s most articulate patient. “I can’t,” I repeat.


“What can’t you do?” Noor asks.


“I can’t relive it. Not again.”


It’s the truth. There’s more, of course. But that much is true, too.


“You survived … it before,” Noor says carefully. Early on, I made her a list of terms to avoid. Scarlet Christmas. Gunnar Korhonen. Cate Anderson.


“But, this …” I try. Then I stop.


There were parts of me that did not survive. This, I can say to Noor. What I can’t say is that if my lies are uncovered, I have no idea what will be left.


“This is different,” I say finally.


“Is it?” Noor says mildly. “Let’s talk about that. When it happened, you survived. When the book came out, you survived that, too.”


The book. I didn’t know it at the time, but Aaron Katz was building a time bomb from the moment it happened. In the weeks and months afterwards, the story was everywhere, complete with the moniker I do not say and never have. Just when I thought it had all died down, Katz got his book deal. The Fall came out on the two-year anniversary: the first complete account of a tragedy that transfixed a nation, told by the people who were there. And like an idiot, I read it.


It shattered me.


Months later, when I could leave my apartment again, after the prescriptions and the therapies and all the debt, I realized I no longer wanted to be a writer. There weren’t any words for what had happened. It wasn’t that I couldn’t find them, it was that they didn’t exist. Instead, I decided to become an editor: I wanted to work with words that already existed, not fish around for my own. Not when it felt so frustrating, so pointless.


I decided a lot of things that year. Like: I would never allow myself to break like that again.


“Things are different now,” Noor is saying. “We’ve been working together, what is it, seven years? Think of the skills you’ve developed. The ones you didn’t have when we first met.”


When we first met. Before Tripp, before C, before the Upper East Side town house and my green card. Tripp likes to talk about the moment he first saw me: “Drinking by yourself, making eyes at the servers,” he says. “I saw you and I thought, She has to be the most interesting person in the room.” (Then I say: “And then I started talking,” which always gets us a laugh at dinner parties.) But I prefer when Noor tells me about the first time she saw me. Masochistically, I like when she tells me I was bone-thin, gray, eyes darting around the room like a trapped animal. It reminds me that I am no longer that girl. That I could not go back to being her.


When I say that out loud, Noor gives me her usual spiel about how we are all only evolved versions of our past selves, that we carry all of them around in us like Russian dolls. I don’t often ignore Noor, but I do then.


She says, “Let’s talk about the building blocks of your life.”


We’ve done this exercise before. It’s meant to remind me that if one block falls—Tripp and I break up, for example—the others will stand. To be honest, it makes me feel like my life is a series of dominoes waiting to fall at once, but Noor says that’s my brain playing tricks on me. “Work,” I say immediately. “I am respected and admired at work. I was on the Forty Under Forty, a Person of the Year, I’ve won two awards for innovation in media, I was profiled by Forbes.” I’m starting to feel more like myself again.


“What else?”


“Well, Tripp. This time next year, he’ll be my husband.” I picture Tripp: his boyish, toothy grin, the way his hand shook when he held out the box with his grandmother’s ring. I remember it because it was so at odds with Tripp’s famous certainty. He loved me enough to be afraid. Until then, I had never seen him afraid. “And my family in London, of course. My sister.” Felicity, eighteen years old and the person I love most in the world. “My mum and dad.”


I’ll never forgive myself for what my family had to go through because of me. The reporters beating on Mum’s front door, the Daily Mail headlines, the kids in Felicity’s class asking questions until she cried. I was numb at that point, living in a thick gray cloud, but I can’t bear to think of it now. As if my parents hadn’t been through enough.


“My mum and dad, they love Tripp,” I say abruptly. “They’re so proud of … everything. They special-order The Chronicle so they can read my magazine, even though it comes, like, a month late.” My mum, I know, tells everyone about me: the grocer, the neighbors, Felicity’s occupational therapist. Charlie’s still in New York with her big job, you should see where she lives now, she’s getting married, can you believe it?


“That’s sweet,” Noor says. “What else?”


“Well, Olivia, of course.” My friendship with Liv was one of the few things to survive what happened—I think of it like a nuclear blast, raining down on parts of my life—and only because she wouldn’t leave me alone. To this day, my best friend calls at least once a week and visits once a year, staying for exactly four days each time, Thursday through Sunday. She’s hasn’t visited this year, but that’s because she just had a baby. I’ve met it over FaceTime. It’s sort of weird-looking.


“Anything else?” Noor says.


“Well. New York.”


I wouldn’t tell anyone but Noor this, because it’s too cheesy. But after everything went down, I fell in love with the city. Before, I didn’t see the big deal: it was too hot or too cold, it was dirty and brash and expensive. It was like London, but meaner, pricier, and with a harsher climate.


“I could never leave,” I say now. “I love everything about it, even the ugly parts.”


It’s a survivor’s city, New York. People wander around dressed like Smurfs and Spider-Man, singing to themselves with snakes wrapped around their necks, but they’ll grab hold of your hand if you have a panic attack on the subway (Londoners would never). This city makes you feel immortal, because when you get screamed at, fawned over, and given a free coffee in the space of a half hour, you feel like you must be. The brisk pace is like a sea tide, always ready to sweep you back on your feet. They say you’re a New Yorker when you’ve lived in the city a decade. I have eight months to go.


“I have a few things to add,” Noor says. “You take care of yourself in a way that you didn’t before, Charlie. You eat, even when you don’t feel hungry.” Noor knows that hunger is the first thing to go when things get the best of me. “You take plenty of supplements.” Tripp, who believes that the key to a well-lived life is a combination of golf and supplements, is behind that one. “You work out.”


“I didn’t take care of myself before because I was young,” I clarify in defense of my younger self, who subsisted on dollar pizza slices and twenty-dollar cocktails.


“Yes. And now you’re older, you know how to care for yourself better,” Noor says.


I think, but don’t say: I also have so much more to lose.


Sometimes, I wonder if any of it—my job, Tripp, our life—would have happened if it didn’t happen. I can’t imagine having any of these things otherwise. The way I used to be—happy-go-lucky, naïve, and open—somehow doesn’t fit with Tripp, who is so type A that his brothers call him the Hammer (it doesn’t help that Tripp has quite a square head). It doesn’t fit with my job at C. But I think everyone feels that way about their younger self.


“I wonder,” Noor says, “if now would be a good time to talk about it.”


“We are talking about it,” I shoot back, like a child.


She ignores me. “We could start at the beginning.” Her voice is still gentle, but animated now. “When you arrived in New York. We can work our way to that night. Slowly.” She waves a hand around the room. “Safely. Whenever you need to stop, we stop.”


“Why?” I croak, though I know. Noor has been pushing this—trauma processing, I think it’s called—on me for years. Our work, it can only go so far, she’s said, gently at first and then more sternly, if we don’t talk about what happened.


Now she says, “Think of your brain as a factory.” This, too, I’ve heard before. “Most things that happen—your brain can process them, turn them into memories. But when something terrible occurs, like what you went through, Charlie, the factory doesn’t know how to handle it. The machines break. Everything shuts down. The memory is never processed, and it becomes—what did you call it?—a black hole.”


I said that during my first session. Dr. Nazari, that night, it’s like a black hole.


“Your brain is trying to protect you, by not letting you remember. By reacting like it does in certain situations.” Elevators. Sudden movements. The first snow of the season. “It doesn’t want to shut down again. But if we break down that year into pieces, over a number of sessions, in a safe and supportive space …” Her voice is so hopeful. “Your mind can process the events of … the incident. It would become memory—a terrible memory, of course,” she adds quickly. “But one you’d be more … desensitized to.”


“And I’d remember all of it.” It comes out accusatory.


“That I don’t know.” Noor gives me a tiny smile. “But it could help. It would help, Charlie, in my opinion.”


Your opinion is not what I pay you for. I think it. I don’t say it. Hundreds of dollars, every week, as you well know, so I can learn how to orbit around it: how to breathe, how to speak to myself, how not to drown in feeling. Your opinion isn’t—


But she’s still talking. “The ten-year, it was always going to be a challenge, Charlie. Even before this. That night, it’ll be back in the news. People will ask you about it. They’ll be far more demanding than me.” Another gentle smile, like we’re sharing a secret. “This work, it could make it easier on you. When Stephanie’s film comes out—”


“If her film comes out,” I interrupt.


“Yes. Of course.” Noor indicates the wall clock. “We’re at time, Charlie. Think about it. Either way, I want you to remember this: Whatever happens next, you will be able to survive it. You’ve come a long way.”


I wish I could tell her the truth. I usually do, you know. You’re right, Noor, I have come a long way. I have so much farther to fall than I did when I first started lying about this.


There’s an electronics store with a TV in the window close to the Fifty-seventh Street subway. It’s always set to KBC, Steph’s station. Usually I see her only in previews—my sessions with Noor are between six and seven, and Steph’s show doesn’t start until eight—but our emergency session ran late, and as I walk towards the subway I can feel Steph’s eyes on me, green and glinting like her sister’s.


Sometimes I cross the road so I don’t have to see her. But tonight I don’t bother. She’s all I can think about, anyway. Tonight on This Evening with Stephanie Anderson, Steph is wearing a fitted navy dress—Pyer Moss, I think—and pearl earrings. She hasn’t aged much in nine years, though I’m sure she’s had plenty of work done for that effect. She could be twenty-five. I remember Steph as icy and more than a little terrifying—it was her charm, the way she could turn it on and off like a light—but on camera she looks soft, almost benevolent.


I stop to watch her. Her guest says something and she tilts her head back, laughing, her blown-out hair stroking her shoulder blades. Like she doesn’t have a care in the world.


I think of Jordan’s email: Steph says it’s time to set the record straight.


Steph says it’s time.


Watching her, I think of my own sister. My mum and dad. If Steph does this, it will start up again. The paparazzi in the bushes, the grainy Polaroids in the tabloids. My parents are sixty-three and sixty-nine, but they look a decade older; their grief over Adam aged them, left them frail and slow-moving before they turned forty. My dad forgets to take his blood pressure medication. My sister is old enough to ask questions they won’t be able to answer. It will be too much for them, if it happens again.


But it won’t happen again, I realize.


This time, it will be worse.


Nine years ago, I was a nobody. Now, I’m an editor-in-chief, a soon-to-be heir, a person who has been professionally photographed in high definition a hundred times. The only living member of our group who hasn’t spoken out. That’s what they’ll write, over and over again. There’s nothing more tantalizing to the press than a shiny, pretty person who won’t spill the beans. They were annoyed before that I wouldn’t talk. This time around, they’ll be furious.


I watch Steph’s lips move as she fixes the camera with that classic Steph stare: a hint of a smile, flecked eyes staring straight at you. For Steph, this film is a vanity project, a way to humanize herself. The opening credits will build to a title card: For Cate, the words shimmering and then disappearing. Because it isn’t enough to be successful and beautiful and unencumbered. Even I know that. You need a tragic origin story, or half of America will flick to a different channel, muttering to a spouse, “Kind of pushy, isn’t she?”


I curl my hands into fists at my sides. I can’t let her do this.


I won’t.









Three


Then


Text from MSNBC digital article




Breaking: Carroll University Students Found Dead


Dec. 24, New York City—Six current students of Carroll University’s Graduate School of Journalism were found in serious or critical condition on Sunday evening. All were discovered on campus and taken by ambulance to Bellevue Hospital, where three of the students were pronounced dead.


Authorities have not released the names of the students, nor the nature of their injures. Two additional students were taken to Bellevue and treated for shock. A spokesperson for Carroll University noted that the incident did not involve gunfire, as was initially speculated, but declined to provide further details.


The university has been closed until further notice.


This is a developing story and will be updated.






Now



It takes longer than it should for the Q train to huff and puff its way to the Upper East Side. Tripp doesn’t understand why I don’t use a town car—my predecessor at C, Tabitha, hadn’t set foot on the subway since 1987—but I hate it, the prolonged silence and the tight, bland interior. Most days, I like the blaring and groaning of the subway, the scattered conversations and terrarium-style lighting. It soothes me. Drowns everything else out.


Today, though, I just want—to quote my mum, on her good days—a moment of bloody peace.


Because I know, have known from the moment Noor brought it up: I have to go back. Not just because I’m tired of the panic that whips through me every time someone says, Hey, remember that story … or Hey, you look just like … Not just because I’ve spent years forcing myself to exist in the world without putting pressure on the part of me that once broke. No, the reason I need to do this is because the records are public now, were quietly released on the seven-year mark. Sealed during the first crush of coverage and for the release of Aaron’s book—a judge ruled that private interviews with our classmates and the parents involved could “invite more intrusive attention”—the records became public almost two years ago, available to anyone who might file a FOIA request.


A couple of journalists did. I started taking Klonopin again, popping one like a breath mint whenever I checked my Google alert. Stopped eating, again, for a little while.


But nothing happened. Slowly, I unwound once more.


Steph, though—she knows what she’s doing. She’ll use quotes from the interviews—my interviews, recorded in the days that followed when I was stupid and privileged enough to not even have a lawyer present. She’ll have entire teams to pore over primary documentation, eyewitness reports, and time-stamped photos, hungry for material. Which they’ll find, if they look hard enough.


If—when—they stumble across the discrepancies, the details that don’t add up, I need to know more than I know now.


Sitting on the Q train, I think: Why wait?


Then


No need to panic. I said it to myself, like a prayer.


“I said,” the JFK border patrol officer repeated, his voice bored, “what’re your intentions in the United States of America?”


I couldn’t seem to speak. Partly because of the thick gun strapped to the officer’s hip, but also because I somehow expected him, or somebody else in charge, to tell me the answer. “Graduate school, sir,” I said finally.


“Yeah?” The officer scratched his face. “What school?”


I couldn’t stop looking at the gun. “The Carroll University Graduate School of Journalism. Sir.”


“Four fingers of your right hand up against the scanner,” the officer said. “That’s it. Hold, now. S’good school, Carroll. Isn’t it?”


Carroll’s journalism school: the Harvard of J-schools, the equivalent of saying, “So there” when someone asks snootily about your credentials. I never thought I’d get in, never even seriously considered applying. But after a bad date, I found myself filling out the online forms—I kept thinking about how the guy had said, Don’t you think you’d be getting paid to write by now if you were any good?—and afterward I thought, God, that was stupid, and forgot all about it. Until the letter came.


The hard part was telling my sister. Felicity was nine, a waiflike kid with long, Bambi-like lashes and a service dog named Five. (She’d picked the name because she was five when she got him. It sort of made sense at the time.) The year before, when I’d graduated from university and moved back into my parents’ house in London, she’d been ecstatic. “Now we’re real sisters,” she said. To Felicity, moving to America might as well be moving to the moon. “But Charlie just got home,” she told my mum, her voice bewildered.


I was thinking of Felicity’s muffled howl at the airport, her little head pressed into my chest, as I tried to find the graduate dorms among the leafy chaos of the West Village. By the time I found the building, marked by a large flag in Carroll’s trademark olive green, I was holding back tears. A sleepy-looking doorman handed me a set of keys labeled “4F” and directed me to a small, shadowy room on the fourth floor. There was a battered-looking bed frame and mattress, a wardrobe, a tiny en suite, and—was that … ?—a cockroach lying on its back. Oh my God, I thought. As I stared at it, one of its legs twitched.


“Wait, you’re here!” A voice made me jump. “Oh! That’s a big one.”


I turned to see a girl about my age standing in the doorway. Edging out in front of me, she pulled off a fluffy yellow slipper and nudged the cockroach. “Like, fully dead,” she confirmed. Darting into the bathroom, she grabbed a chunk of loo roll and wrapped it up. Then she slid open the window and dropped the mummified cockroach out onto Third Street.


“Thanks,” I mumbled. (What if it hit someone?)


“Oh my God, you’re British!” The girl slid the window open further. “It’s musty in here, isn’t it? You know, I spent a semester in France. Bordeaux!”


“Cool,” I said, not quite following.


“I’m so glad you’re here. I was just going to the bathroom. Fate!” The girl plopped herself down on the bare mattress and beamed at me. She had nice eyes, flecked and friendly. “You’re the last one on this floor? Floor three is the business school people—they’re not much fun, I did try—and floor two is med students. Oh, also, I’m Cate?” For all of her confidence, the girl’s voice rose uncertainly at the end of sentences, like she was perpetually asking a question. “Cate Anderson? I’m from near here, well, sort of. Greenwich. I’ve never lived in the city before, though. I just moved in yesterday?”


It took me a beat to realize she’d stopped talking. “I’m Charlie. Charlotte. People call me Charlie.”


“Let me guess,” Cate said excitedly. “You’re from London! Do you want a muffin?”


I did, in fact, want a muffin. I also wanted to sleep for the next forty-eight hours, but I’d take a muffin. “Yes? To both?”


Cate disappeared and returned with a muffin and a napkin. “You probably want some tea, too,” she said. She had one of those bright, open faces, pockmarked with acne scars and pink with excitement. “You know, being British? Our TA, Dee—she’s on this floor, too—she has an electric kettle, you should get one. You’re so lucky to have an en suite, the communal bathroom is the worst. Which stream are you in?”


“Magazine,” I said, munching. It was quite a good muffin. Apple cinnamon.


“Me, too! My sister, she goes here as well, she’s across the hall. We’re not super close, though. You’ll meet her, you’ll get it.” Cate stopped suddenly and twisted a lock of limp hair around her finger. “I’m talking too much, aren’t I? Sorry. You must be, like, so tired.” She peered at me. “I mean, you look really tired.”


“It’s okay,” I said. The muffin was unexpectedly restorative. “You’re fine.”


“No, no, you should rest!” She leapt to her feet. “You have, like, blankets, right? And a pillow?”


“Um. No. But I have some clothes. I can sleep under them, it’s fine.”


“Dude, no.” Cate tore out of the room and returned with a plush blanket and a pillow. “Here, have these. The blanket is Carroll green! My dad bought it from the gift shop, he’s such a goof.”


“Thank you,” I said awkwardly.


“Totally cool!” She waved at me as she skipped out. Each of her fingernails were painted a different color, bright and sloppy. “I’m in 4D, by the way?”


That was how Cate Anderson pinwheeled into my life.


It was a good story, that I up and moved to America because I applied to an out-of-my-league school on a whim. But there were other parts, too, parts that don’t tell as well. Like: I knew I could afford it, because my late grandmother had left me a chunk of the money from her long-ago investment in a French biscuit factory—the “biscuit money,” our family calls it. Also: I kept waking up in my childhood bedroom and staring at the crown moldings and thinking: I can’t live at home any longer.


Not out of principle, mind you; I liked living at home. But photos of Adam are everywhere in our house. I’d see him in his crib while spooning cereal into my mouth, walk past his awestruck expression as I left for my shift at the bar. And every time I looked at his gummy grin—Adam died before his baby teeth had a chance to come in—I would remember that I was using my one and precious life to squelch across a grimy bar to hand gin and tonics to strangers. That I was twenty years older than my brother would ever be and still sleeping in the canopy bed I’d begged my parents for when I was in kindergarten.


My parents. They’re in those photos, too. Even worse than Adam’s smile is their hopeful, happy faces. There are tubes snaking out of their son, but they still look more joyful than I’ve ever seen them. So much younger, too, even though Adam died just a year before I was born. My mum and dad never once said it was up to me to make them proud, to live a spectacular life because Adam didn’t get to, but seeing those pictures, day in and day out, it shamed me. I thought, I can’t keep letting them down.


Then, one evening, close to a year after I’d graduated, I was at a restaurant with a Scottish guy Olivia had set me up with, a trainee banker whose face was so damn smug, and he said, “What do you really want to do?”


I told him, “I want to write.”


Which was true. In the weeks after I’d moved back in with my parents, I’d applied everywhere: the big newspapers, the fashion titles, the up-and-coming websites. “When you have more experience,” a few wrote. “When we have more room to hire,” others claimed. Eventually, a friend of my dad’s offered me a job at one of the pubs he managed, and that was that.


The Scottish guy said: “Well, are you any good?”


“Hope so,” I said, taking a gulp of my wine.


“But if you were, wouldn’t someone be paying you to do it?” His watery eyes bore into mine. “You know, by now?”


It stung, but in the same way a paper cut stings. He wasn’t saying anything I didn’t know. Still, over the next hour, I polished off the better part of a bottle of wine and let the righteous rage build. Who the hell did he think he was? Some of us want more than just to make money! And the voice in my head: Charlie, you’re hardly even doing that.


So I said a frosty goodbye and went home and went to bed, and the next day I took three ibuprofen and applied to Carroll’s journalism school. Not to go there, obviously. But to prove to this man, and to myself, that I was going to do something with my life. Shoot for the moon, land among the stars, all of that shit.


I wasn’t expecting to actually land on the moon.


I wrote about Felicity for my essay. How her Down syndrome scared me at first. How I avoided her for the first part of her life while she toddled around, arms outstretched. How, around her fifth birthday, I started letting her climb into bed with me. I fell so hard for my sister that year, lying next to her while she burbled about something or other and I combed her golden hair with my fingers, made her laugh by pulling silly faces. When I left for university, I rang home every evening so she could tell me what she and Five did that day. In three years, I never missed a night.


I cried while writing the essay. I’d never been so aware of what my life might have been like without Felicity, how much joy she’d brought all of us. I knew I could never leave her behind. But it was Carroll, it was bloody Carroll, so I wasn’t going to have to.


And then I got in. And then, before I’d thought it through, I told my parents.


“But it’s too expensive,” I said.


“Biscuit money,” my dad said quietly.


“Felicity,” I said.


“You can still ring her,” my mum said. “As much as you like.”


“Kiddo,” my dad said, “we’re just so proud of you.”


The only person I ever told the truth was Dee. That if it hadn’t been for my dad’s streaming eyes and my mum’s quiet awe, I would have stayed exactly where I was. That I wasn’t brave, wasn’t ambitious, just afraid of letting them down. I thought Dee would understand. Which makes me wince, now. I should have known, even at twenty-three, that the hopes of my grieving parents and the dreams of Dee’s Indian American father were not the same.


Dee’s father. Hunar. I met him only the once. I didn’t recognize him at first: I’d seen photos of Dee’s gentle giant of a father, heard her stories about Hunar’s braying laugh and impromptu speeches, but the man at her funeral was bent over and vacant, his eyes clouded over as he chanted along with the priest. I wanted to tell him the truth. But it was kinder, I thought—I still think—for Hunar to accept the public version of events. Besides, even that day, standing in my stiff white dress while Dee was being turned to ash, I think I knew. That I was beyond redemption.


Now


I can’t—I have to—


The train doors are closing but I throw myself between them and half-fall onto the platform, forcing gulps of air into my lungs, I can’t get enough air—


Then the train is gone and I’m too close to the edge, don’t black out, Charlie, for fuck’s sake, and someone has my elbow—God bless New Yorkers—and is yanking me away from the tracks—“Are you crazy, lady? C’mon!”


“Sorry,” I gasp, “I’m sorry …”


The air is reaching the base of my lungs, now, my heartbeat is slowing, and I’m—oh, God, I’m still holding onto a hairy stranger. “Sorry,” I say again, and stagger towards the exit.


A safe and supportive space, Noor said.


Not the fucking Q train, Charlie. Don’t pull that shit again.









Four


Now


By the time I get back to the town house, it’s almost nine. Briskly, I hang my coat in the foyer, push aside the fronds of the palm tree. Jesus, the palm tree. My first apartment in New York had a shower next to the oven and a line of ants ambling between the bed and the trash, and now there’s a goddamn palm tree in my foyer.


“Hi, baby,” Tripp calls from the kitchen.


I didn’t understand the gravity of Tripp’s wealth until I saw this place. I actually nearly broke up with him that night. The piano, the working fireplace, the eagerness in Tripp’s eyes as he handed me a God-knows-how-expensive bourbon in a crystal glass—it was all too much. “You’re becoming very special to me, Charlie,” he told me that night, a month after our first date, and I wanted to cry, I wanted to get up and leave, but I didn’t do either of those things.


We met through Theo, Olivia’s sister. Theo, who was going by Theodore by then, was in New York for the annual all-hands at Goodman West’s SoHo headquarters. Theo worked—still works—for a small London imprint owned by GW, the New York-based publishing behemoth founded in 1906 by Tripp’s great-grandfather. Its all-hands, Theo told me, was her favorite event of the year; Goodman West flew them all over in business class and put them up at a fancy downtown hotel.


Theo invited me to a GW cocktail party as her plus one. Technically, the plus ones were meant for spouses, but Theo insisted I come. I had a feeling Olivia had asked her sister to keep an eye on me, though it had been two years since Aaron’s book set off what Noor and I call my “episode.” Still, I’d attended enough of those events through C to know that you can eat a dinner’s worth of appetizers if you commit to it, and I was an associate editor living on leftover lo mein at the time, so it was a no-brainer.


The party was held in a Marriott ballroom in the Financial District. I lost Theo quickly, but I didn’t care. There was an open bar and appetizers aplenty, so I plonked myself down at the bar with a champagne flute and accepted any food that passed me by. I was drained from work—I was getting to the office at six then, leaving close to nine, scrabbling my way up the masthead—and it was nice, not having to talk to anyone. I liked watching people flit around, breathlessly forming circles of conversation that dissipated as its members gravitated towards other, louder circles. It’s possible I was a little drunk.


I was jolted out of my reverie by the loud, I’m-so-maligned sigh of the man sitting next to me. He ordered a whiskey sour from a barman who, it seemed to me, rushed over to serve him—nobody had seen fit to refill my champagne, but sure—and he took a loud gulp, like he was making a point. Then he swiveled his stool around so that he, like me, was facing the crowd. I ignored him in favor of my crab cake.


“That looks good,” the man said, his voice crisp.


“It is, thanks,” I said, and took another bite.


“Hey, you’re British.”


“Yup.”


“Been in the States long?”


“A while.” I didn’t bother to turn to face him. I had one objective for the evening, and it centered on appetizers.


“So you work here?”


“No.”


“Oh. So why are you here?”


Clearly, ignoring him wasn’t working. “I’m not really meant to be here.” I turned to face him, just for a moment. He was attractive, if you were into that sort of thing: wide smile, a smattering of freckles. “Don’t tell anyone.”


He looked amused. “Seriously?”


“Yeah,” I said. A server swooped in to offer me something pink wrapped in prosciutto; I took it. “I’m a journalist.”


“You’re writing about Goodman West?”


“God, no,” I said. “That would be so boring. No offense.”


The man laughed, a little too hard. “None taken,” he said.


“Are you from New York?” I asked. I’d heard that people born and raised in the city were mildly unhinged.


“I am,” he said. He had kind eyes, crinkled up at the corners with laugh lines. “Not the city, though. I grew up a little outside of here, in a suburb. Westchester.”


“We have a west Chester too, at home,” I told him between bites of my prosciutto-wrapped … something. The champagne was going to my head. “I keep hearing town names that are the same as the ones in England. Manchester. Rochester. Cambridge.”
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