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PROLOGUE

GRACIE Liu has been having nightmares these days. Like when she’s awake. The same one. Over and over. She pictures death, murder. A fraternity of white pricks.

It always starts at the school’s remote waterfront on Hourglass Lake. Far from the eyes of the faculty and the students at Tolchester who haven’t been tapped for society membership.

There’s this gang of teenage boys. Old-school preppies with haircuts like you see in yearbooks or in movies about boarding schools. A lot of bushy, longish hair. Tucked behind the ears. The way white boys in prep school let it grow when they’re feeling too lazy or busy or defiant to get haircuts. Blond, sandy tones. She doesn’t know how she sees that. It’s always night in her dream when the killing starts.

Gracie is seventeen, willowy, Chinese.

But in the nightmare she’s this guy. James Aaron Epstein. It’s 1957. Initiation night. And she’s being herded by the upperclassmen, in their chinos, Weejuns, orange fraternal sweaters. Driven into the freezing April water. Pushed off the docks at the boathouse into Hourglass Lake with eleven other boys who wish to pledge with Mystery & Mayhem. One of the oldest societies at Tolchester. They’re in their tighty-whities, nothing else.

The splash as she hits the lake blinds her. The cold of the water cuts her, a thousand tiny razorblades, slicing her feet, her legs, balls, heart.

The bottom of the lake is too deep for standing.

“Let’s see how long you little fucks can tread water.”

Several of the brothers have begun throwing rocks at the pledge class, driving them away from any chance of hanging onto the docks, bullying them farther out into the lake.

She feels the flailing of her fellow pledges, the random bumping of arms, legs struggling for warmth, buoyancy.

“This is bullshit,” says some kid next to her. She thinks he could be her hero, this Holden Caulfield, this rebel. “We ought to storm those fuckers and pull them in here. Show them what mystery and mayhem really is.”

“Ready when you are,” she says.

“No talking!” One of the brothers on the dock throws a stone. It stings her in the ear.

“Hey! What the hell?”

“Shut up, Jewboy.” A couple of boys throw stones at her.

She tries to float on her back, kick out of range. Holden is beside her.

Shit it’s cold. Her fingers, toes buzz with pain.

“Screw these jokers!” says Holden. “Let’s get out of here.”

“Right,” say several other boys in the water. “Let’s get out of here before somebody dies. Those bastards just want to see if we have the balls to defy them.”

Holden turns toward shore, starts stroking. The others follow. All those WASP boys. And her.

Until another stone wings her in the back. “Not yet, Epstein. Stay the hell where you are.” Shit it’s cold. Her legs and arms are tight as iron. “Yeah, show us how a Jew suffers.”

She wants to shout, wants to scream. Fuck you. Take your stupid, secret, white-boy society and stick it up your asses.

But her throat is too frozen to do anything but wheeze.

“I think the yid’s in trouble,” someone on the dock says. The voice sounds very far away.

“Naw, it’s just a cheap-ass kike trick.”

She looks around for Holden, for help. But it’s like she’s seeing the world through the end of a long straw starting to fill with water. It’s in her nose now. Her ears are ringing. As she sinks.

Once upon a time there was a famous and wicked prep school … in a rich, little town on the fringe of Boston.

That is to say, two famous wicked prep schools, one for girls and one for boys, that merged in 1981. Domains of privilege, power. American castles built on old money and secret societies. Proving grounds for two centuries of merchant kings, statesmen and warriors. Ivory princesses locked in towers … And quite a few racist pigs.

The story’s started. Rising out of some black place beneath Gracie’s liver, some secret cavern where the ghosts of white boys spank each other silly.

She squints through the darkness at the Helvetica shouting at her from the laptop screen. Her eyes ache, feel on the verge of shriveling from the terminal dryness of the February night in Massachusetts. The purgatory of steam heat.

And she’s wishing she were dead. Like in the nightmare. Really. Or at least asleep in a glass coffin for a very long time, waiting for a prince to show up and release her from this new hell.

She groans.

“I can’t do this! I just freaking can’t. Every time I start to write, it turns into some kind of sick fairy tale.” Her bobbed hair is bushed out from static, her glasses nearly slipping off the end of her nose, a half dozen pizza stains on her pink flannel pajamas.

Tory Berg-Dreiser pulls her comforter over her head and screams into her pillow.

“I need Red Bull.”

“Liberty always has at least a six-pack stashed under her bed. She’s addicted.”

“I drank her last one.”

“She’s going to kill you.”

“You think I want to write this shit? I’m doing it for her. And now I’m …”

“Will you shut the hell up and go to sleep? It’s just writing a freaking précis for American History, not Crime & Punishment. I bet Allen never even reads that stuff.”

Sleet taps against the leaded windowpanes of the ancient dorm room. The radiators warble, hiss. Hibernia House is a Gothic Revival mansion-turned-prep-dorm at the Tolchester-Coates School. A faculty starlet resides in nine palatial rooms on the first two floors. The four eleventh-grade girls in her charge board in the servants’ quarters on the third floor. Two gabled bedrooms and a bath surround a central common room with nothing but a TV, a fridge, a broken couch, and a huge fireplace with a nonfunctioning gas log. Above the mantel James Dean keeps watch from a black-and-white poster tacked to the wall with pushpins.

“It’s just not coming out right. I think this place is giving me a nervous breakdown. I swear! Winter in a New England prep school, ugh! I wish … I wish I were back in Hong Kong. Chinese New Years starts tomorrow and—”

“Earth to crazy roommate. You’re keeping me awake and—”

“I used to like this place! Everything was fine until I got into this ridiculous history paper. Why did I ever let Liberty talk me into doing this project with her?”

“Girl, you need a boyfriend or something. Get a life!”

“Me? What about Liberty? What the hell was she thinking researching all of this secret society stuff at the school? So sick! They had names like Mystery & Mayhem, Ryley’s Raiders, Sparta. And we just found another one, I think. Red Tooth.”

“I’m going to Red Tooth you if you don’t shut the hell up!”

“You don’t understand. It’s the underworld taking over my life. Did you know some guy actually died at one of the initiations back in like 1957 or something?”

“Gracie!”

“I mean, the guy—”

“Will you just fucking stop with the Nancy Drew shit?”

“Really. He disappeared during some secret society’s midnight treading water initiation in Hourglass Lake. They found him a week later floating facedown among a mess of lily pads near the dam—”

“Jesus. Stop!”

“He was a Jew. They wanted to see him suffer.”

“No kidding!”

“That’s what brought an end to the secret societies. The school banned them. Just like that. It was a big deal. The dead guy’s parents sued the ass off Tolchie.

“Good. Make them pay.”

“But it wasn’t over … I mean it ISN’T over. Liberty thinks some of these societies went underground. They still exist.”

“Conspiracy theory crap.”

“Yeah, well, tonight Lib found a note tucked in her physics book. A really awful note. You think it was a coincidence?”

“What did it—”

“BACK OFF YOU STUPID WOG, GASH. YOU ARE OUT

OF YOUR LEAGUE!!!”

“What’s a wog?”

“It’s like the British equivalent of the N-word. Your basic upper-crusty racial slur.”

“Oh!”

“Yeah. Oh! I bet Liberty went down to Doc P’s apartment as soon as Doc got back tonight, from like whereever, to talk about this racist crap!”
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“DON’T answer the door!”

“What?” Awasha Patterson pushes skeins of black hair away from her cheeks, rubs her eyes, tries to blink them awake. But she feels strange, still floating in a dream. It is the middle of the night.

Someone is knocking on the door to her apartment, the door leading into the dorm, into the stairwell for the students’ entrance to Hibernia House.

“Ignore it. This is our time. Kids have no sense of boundaries.” A husky voice beside her right ear.

Danny spoons against her hips, her back from behind. An arm curling around her, tightening across her breasts. The tension of muscles, a body in heat. The scent of oil, her own and her lover’s. Pungent, steely. She is suddenly a child again, cutting open fresh oysters on the shore of a salt pond in Aquinnah. The Vineyard. Her first home.

Downstairs, the door to the dorm stairwell, the students’ entrance, clicks open. “Dr. P? Are you there? Please!” A desperate teenage girl’s voice echoes through the apartment. The student has let herself in.

“Jesus. These girls. Can’t they give us a break? They know I’m in here with you. Are they spying on us?”

She feels Danny’s breath on her ear, smells pinot grigio. Tastes the evening’s wine in her own mouth. It rises in her head again. She floats with it. The sweet brilliance of grapes. Of a new lover. Of someone with eyes for only her. So not Ty. Never Tyrone. So tempting. So tender. For once.

And a little forbidden. A secret tonight. I’m your Danny, sweet. Always your Danny. Your only Danny.

But a child is calling for her. One of her girls. She can hear the pain in the voice. Knows that ache. A tearing loose of the soul. A heart in free fall. The tribal drums. Flutes. Dulcimers. Pounding. Pleading. Satin sheets damp beneath their backs.

“It’s Liberty. I’ve got to go down and see what she wants.”

“Awasha. God!” Danny’s voice half growl, half moan. “Stay with me. I can make them all go away.”

“Not them. Her. Liberty!”

“Please stay.”

Lips kissing along the neck, chest. Tongues hot, sticky. Fingers tracing a cheekbone, jawline. You want to kill me? Kill us …?

“I can’t.”

She tries to peel out of Danny’s arms, slowly. A reluctant rising out of a warm pool. Sitting up in bed, she stares out the window at the light of a streetlamp filtering through the branches of an ancient oak. The light washes her torso in a glow, more aura than light. She is nude but for the curtain of dark hair falling to her elbows. Petite, almost anorexic except for full breasts. Her cheekbones high, prominent. Nose fine and proud. More than a few of her old boyfriends have told her she looks like the actress Penelope Cruz. Except for the skin, of course. Her Indian skin. What her brother, her twin Ronnie, calls “Wampanoag hide.”

But in this pale light her skin’s cinnamon luster—the slight reddish hues of her cheeks, on the bridge of her nose, her lips, her neck—these are only things her lover can imagine.

She feels a hand glide over her left shoulder, along the edge of her jaw, her teeth counting the finger tips as they slide slowly toward her lips. Spreading soft fire.

“Don’t leave me!”

Footsteps downstairs. A sob. “Dr. Patterson???”

“I’ve got to go.”

Lips on her shoulders.

A strong, smooth hand taking to her tummy, to the inside of her thigh. A hand that seems to know her better than she knows herself. This new hand. Gentle fingers. This Danny. Who craves her. Now when the night seems a sea. Restless, warm.

“Dr. P …? Are you awake? I really have to tell you something. I have to … Something happened …”

That voice. The child needs her. The girl’s struggling for purchase.

But this hand. Good Lord, this hand like no other. This hand seizing her body and soul. Fingers of fire. Her brain starting to boil. Until she almost tastes the ringing in her ears. Hears these lips on her cheeks. Calling her back to love. Lips on the edge of her mouth. Jesus. Satin lips. Hungry lips.

She strains. “Liberty …”

The larceny of Danny’s tongue.

“Can this possibly wait …? I was sound asleep.”

“Oh … I’m sorry.”

She tilts her head back, gulps for air one last time. “Tomorrow. OK?”

The wind is up, churning the waves on the south coast of the Vineyard. Coating her skin with brine. It dries almost instantly in the bright sun to leave her feeling scratchy in her yellow fleece pullover and jeans. Eel grass piled up by the waves. With the tide high, the walking is hard. Almost no sandy strand. Her bare feet and thin ankles hurt from the strain of balancing on rocks, jagged granite. She reaches out for Ronnie’s hand, takes it like she did when they were kids here on the Vineyard. Here at Aquinnah. On the old tribal lands. Before they moved off-island. Before their new lives on the Cape. Moving from town to town. Mashpee, Barnstable, finally Chatham. Chatham for middle school and high school. When they knew that being Indian made them different. But years before Ronnie’s war.

“Alice loved it here,” she says, and squeezes Ronnie’s hand a little tighter.

“I used to call this place Black Squirrel’s Beach.”

She gives a little laugh, thinking of how they never called their mother “Mom” like most kids. That short, stout woman with the pillow breasts and sparkling black eyes. They always called her either by her Christian name Alice or her tribal name Black Squirrel. Just as their father had.

“So she’s come home now for good.”

“To the land of Maushop.” She pictures the giant who in tribal lore left his footprint south of Cape Cod. One of those prints this island, whose spiritual center is the promontory on these looming, red cliffs. Gay Head in the language of the white man. But Aquinnah. Always Aquinnah for the People of the First Light.

She feels the sweat in her twin’s hand.

“We have to let her go.”

The greenish hatbox, containing their mother’s ashes, suddenly feels almost too heavy for her free hand to clutch to her chest.

She looks up at her brother’s face. This big man in the red plaid work shirt and dirty khaki pants. Moccasins. He is tall and heavy like their father Micah, Strong Deer, had been. His eyes are wet. The wind is blowing tears over his face. He tries to wipe them away, but the thin, jagged lines of fluid keep coming, coursing over his broad, tan cheeks. His hair is long now, black, much curlier than hers. He wears it Indian-style, tied back in a bushy pony tail. His hand feels suddenly jittery. She knows he is really starting to feel his hang-over now. Remembers how he had always been the strong one, never a drinker. Before his war.

They mount a large, round boulder, the sea rushing around it, turning it into a tiny island with each surge of the waves.

“How do we do this, Ronnie?”

Gulls are swooping. Diving on the bait fish that the stripers are driving to the surface. Screeching.

“Christ, Awasha. I don’t know.”

It is early October, but the air suddenly feels almost too hot to breathe. Scorching her lungs. Like the air from a desert. The air she imagines in Baghdad, Iraq. Land of Allah. Land of a thousand and one Arabian nights. Lands of flaring skies weeping sin too dark to name.

“We have to say something.”

She feels a convulsion starting to rise in her brother’s chest, in her own. A black rattling.

“Help me, sister.”

Something, some power beyond her will, maybe instinct, guides her. She means to speak of love, of farewell.

But her heart has other ideas.

“Forgive us, Black Squirrel …,” she murmurs. “Forgive your children all of our trespasses.”

Her hand lifts off the cover, opening the box as she swings to face downwind. The breeze starts to swirl the ashes out of the box. Their mother. Alice. Black Squirrel scatters. A small cloud drifting away over the rocky beach, the breaking waves. Vanishing. With no word, no sign of hope or pardon for her babies.
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“ALL that coffee is killing me.” Gracie groans.

“No kidding. I have to pee so bad. And someone is in the freaking bathroom!” Tory stares at the closed and locked wooden door to the bathroom on the top floor of Hibernia House.

The two girls are just back from pounding double latte espressos at the school’s Tuck Shop after their three o’clock swim-team practice. Cranked to the max. And dressed for the blizzard raging outside. Gracie is doing her alternative thing in full Red Army surplus gear: olive drab great coat, watch cap pulled down over her ears. As she pulls off her woolen mittens, she is mumbling about the new year celebrations in Hong Kong today. The bobs and weaves of dragon clans through the crowd. The relentless snapping of firecrackers that lifts you right out of your body. The heavenly scent of spiced pork sizzling in a wok. The warm, moist air.

“You gotta love a school that thinks four healthy, teenage girls can make do with a one-stall bathroom and a tub/shower.” Tory pulls off her Yankees ball cap, starts shaking tiny ice pellets out of her long, blond hair.

“Idiots!” Gracie drops the rucksack she uses to carry her books. It hits the floor with a thud. She raps on the door with her knuckles. Stomps the floor with her Doc Martens. Clumps of wet snow scatter over the ancient hardwood floor. “Hey, who the hell ever is in there! Shove it along, will you? We’re dying out here. Hey Liberty…”

“Hey, Justine?!”

“Did you call me?” A voice from the stairwell. Footsteps plodding up the stairs. Slow, labored. Justine Agoropolis crests the staircase and stumbles into the common room, a tall, slender girl staggering under a backpack loaded with textbooks. A black Northface anorak sheds melting ice and snow in streams. Her face little more than a shadow beneath the hood.

“Yeah, we thought you were hogging the bathroom.”

“Well, I’m not … but I’m thinking about it.”

“After us, girl scout.”

Justine, still just a specter with eyes beneath the black hood, pivots on her left foot, looks around the room, takes in the situation. Three of the four residents of Hibernia House are lined up outside the bathroom door.

“Is Liberty camping out in the potty again? Yo, Lib, there’s a waiting line, give us a break will you?”

“Damn it Liberty, we have to pee!”

Gracie grabs the nob to the bathroom door. She rattles it, feels that the door has been locked. Like who the hell ever locks this door anyway?

“Liberty, unlock the goddamn door and get your black ass out of there!” It is clear from the tone of Tory’s voice she thinks that playing the race card should get action.

But the only sound coming from the bathroom is the faint beat of dripping water.

“I don’t think she’s in there … Liberty?!”

“I really have to pee.”

“Maybe she locked the door by accident before she left.” Justine is sticking up for her roomie. “She’s supposed to have a singing lesson now.”

“Well, someone sure the fuck locked the door.”

“I’m going to wet my panties if we don’t get that door open soon.”

“Relax, Gracie.” Justine throws down her book bag. “Stand back.”

Gracie and Tory barely have time to step out of the way.

Their tall friend in the anorak makes a three-step, running leap for the bathroom door, a foot connecting with a marshal arts kick at latch height.

The brass doorknob flies free, hits the floor as the door snaps open.

“Oh, shit,” says Gracie, the instant she sees the blood. “Oh, Jesus, no!”

By the time the ambulance arrives, its flashing lights cutting through the darkness and the blizzard, the Hibernia House common room reeks of stress, urine, puked latte. Two campus security officers stand guard in front of the bathroom door. Two uniformed town cops and a detective move in and out of the bathroom with paper booties on their feet, vinyl gloves on their hands, digital cameras.

A police radio crackles a garbled question.

“We’re still waiting for the state boys, the M.E. and the headmaster to show up. But we got the dean of the Academy here.” A cop talking into his radio. “She wants to see what we’re dealing with. Any objection?”

His eyes shift to this dean, Denise Pasteur. She is a tall woman with a pretty, angular face, bobbed blond hair. Even in her overcoat, turtleneck sweater, and wool slacks her body puts the cop in mind of a pro tennis player. He just can’t remember which one; some Russian maybe. She stands in the middle of the room hugging Tory and Justine to her chest.

The girls are crying. Choking, shrieking. Tory’s red-and-black school sweatshirt is stained from the latte that spills in small bursts through the hand she holds over her mouth. Justine’s olive skin has turned the color of the snow outside, her lips tremble as if trying to speak. But she can say nothing, just howl between fitful gasps for breath.

“Shssssh … Shssssh. Just let all the pain go. Let it all go, girls.”

The dean looks a little shaky herself as her eyes dart around the room to the police, the school security guys. Her gaze settles on her colleague Awasha Patterson. Reads the urgency, the give-me-strength, in Awasha’s eyes. She sits on the couch cuddling Gracie in her arms. The girl’s Red Army fatigues and Doc Martens are soaked with her own pee. Her face red from tears and something else. Terror maybe.

“Oh, Liberty! Oh, fuck, why? Why?” A litany bubbles from Gracie’s mouth.

“Did you see, Dr. Patterson? Did you see the blood? The bathtub so full of blood? Not like in the movies. Not delicate swirls and trails of red curling through the bath water. But purple. Purple like a barrel of wine poured out of Liberty. Poured over Liberty. Her body just a shadow beneath blood. Only the side of her head, her black hair, her long braids. Those copper highlights, floating above the … She was sticky with it. Her nose and mouth buried in it … as if in the end she wanted to suck back her life. Did you see it? I saw. I saw. My friend. My dear friend. My Liberty. Our Liberty. Wrists sliced open. Torn envelopes, the letters gone. Help me, Dr. Patterson.”

The police radio crackling again. Someone outside in the blizzard, the night, looking for clarity. Another plea.

Awasha hears it, shivers. Holds Gracie to her breast even tighter, to give warmth, feel warmth in this storm. As her own soul unravels.

“Dr. P …?

“Are you awake? I really have to tell you something. Something happened …” The larceny of Danny’s tongue …”Liberty, can this possibly wait …?”

She squeezes her eyes shut. Remembers the giant Maushop, her mother, the red cliffs. Aquinnah. Sees the gulls swooping. Diving on the bait fish that the stripers are driving to the surface. Screeching.

“Forgive us our trespasses.”
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“SIT, Dr. Patterson … Do!”

She feels a flash of color in her cheeks, the fine black hairs in the small of her back rise as her boss Malcolm Sufridge closes the door to his office behind her. It is barely seven in the morning. The snow plows are gnawing loudly at the drifts outside, cutting paths from the dormitories to the chapel for an all-school meeting in less than two hours. Classes canceled on account of death.

“We have suffered a terrible loss. Terrible. That poor misguided child. Poor child … Alas, our Juliet is dead!” Sufridge paces the floor of his butternut-paneled office, looking tormented. Hands plowing his wispy gray hair. An actor in what he surely sees as the final scene of a tragedy. His stage this cradle of power, part library/part throne room/part Gothic castle. Domain of headmasters for centuries. A place of reprimands and punishments, private coercions and mysterious pacts.

To Awasha the room reeks of authority and privilege unknown to her own people and her gender. She prefers to stand. Let the weird old man rant.

“Sit, I say, Dr. Patterson.” The baritone voice commanding.

Awasha winces. The posh English lilt, an accent descended from ten generations of Eaton dons. An accent polished by advanced degrees in letters, in British Romantic literature, in theatre. At Oxford. A tall, thin man who wears his black academic gown like a royal robe. Both students and faculty call him Bumbledork behind his back, a rude twist on the name of the folksy titan who rules the school of witchcraft and wizardry in the Harry Potter novels.

“Over here, Awasha.”

She follows the voice, its familiar female tenderness. Blinks. For the first time since she has crossed the threshold she realizes that she is not alone with her boss, with Bumbledork. Denise Pasteur is settled into one of the three armchairs circling a baronial fireplace where an immense oak log burns.

“Yes, Dr. Patterson. Come. Sit by the fire. Let it do what it can to melt our pain.”

She can feel Denise looking at her with deep blue eyes, telegraphing a sense of urgency. A need for company. For an ally. Like swallow a little bit of your pride, girl. Sit by me.

In spite of the fire the room feels freezing to her. When she sits, she has the urge to reach out with her fingers for the warmth of her ally’s hand.

Sufridge, looking lost in his own thoughts, a player searching his brain for his next line, settles into his throne, a faded orange Windsor chair.

“We should be hugging each other in grief right now … but there are things we must talk about. Things that we must do first for the greater good of our school, our students, and all of us who serve them.

“I know this is hard for you, Dr. Patterson, but for the sake of the school, I need you to support me here. This morning our minority students certainly, but truly everybody, at the all-school meeting will be looking to you for reassurance. You are our belle weather.” Sufridge gets up from his chair. He is ready to end this meeting.

“But, sir. My girls need me. They are devastated. We are like a family…”

“This is not up for debate, Doctor. This morning shortly after nine o’clock the three of us will stand in the front of the chapel before the students and the faculty. We will lament the foolish choice of Liberty Baker to end her life. We will sing our hymns of sad farewell, we will say our prayers of forgiveness. We will offer counseling services for those in need. Then we—”

“Sir!” She rises from her chair to face Sufridge, tossing her hair out of her eyes. Something fierce, defiant, Indian has come over her. “I beg you … don’t close Hibernia House. Don’t separate the girls and me.”

They jut their jaws at each other. Tall vs. short. Headmaster vs. director of minority affairs. Europe vs. America. White vs. Indian. Man vs. woman. Employer vs. employee. She feels all of the old rivalries, the classic tensions. The bullying. And she looks to Denise Pasteur for support.

The dean of the Academy gets to her feet. Standing as tall as Sufridge, she rolls her shoulders beneath her woolen turtleneck sweater. Ever the athlete. “Can I say something here?”

Sufridge turns away from the women, away from the confrontation. Stares at the fire as if commanding it to roar. “I should dynamite Hibernia House. If it were not such an historic building … I would wipe it off the face of the earth. This used to be such a happy school!”

“It will be again, Malcolm. I’d like to make a suggestion: Awasha’s girls need her.”

Sufridge continues to stare into the fire, runs his fingers through his hair. “We will be sending out our acceptance letters for next year’s class in just a few weeks. If we let the emotions surrounding this senseless death fester, it has the potential to devastate our yield, and the trustees have—”

Awasha throws her hands in the air. “I’m not really hearing this. A girl dies. A school is buckling under grief, and we are going to talk about admission yields, about what the trustees want, about the school’s public image?”

“Please. Each of you has a point. Hibernia House is a lightning rod for grief right now. We need to get everyone out of that place for the time being. But there is no need to scatter Awasha and these girls among other dorms. It could only serve to spread the trauma.”

“But where do you put them then?”

“How about my place, Beedle Cottage?”

She gives Denise a look. As if this is too much.

“Why not?! For the rest of the year. I know it is not a place of your own, Awasha, and you value your privacy. But it is a huge place. I have four extra bedrooms that I never use. And you can have the study. I don’t use an office at home. The girls can have the game room in the basement for their TV and cooking.”

Sufridge has turned away from the fire, is looking at his dean of the Academy with a subtle squint of recognition. She has once again demonstrated her uncommon ability to navigate clear of disaster and chaos.

“Well, Awasha?”

She rubs her hands over her eyes, suddenly feeling drunk from a lack of sleep, grief, butting heads with her boss. Something feels wrong about this plan, but she cannot figure out what. She is too wasted to fight.

Denise cocks her head, a little smile of encouragement.
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“WHY are they trying to cover this thing up, Dr. P?”

Gracie and Tory are sitting on the spare bed in Awasha’s new quarters in Beedle Cottage. She squints at them from her own bed. Her head in her hands, feet on the floor. Even though it is well past midnight, everyone is still wearing their clothes, shoes.

“I don’t know what you mean, Gracie.” She doesn’t see any cover-up. The funeral was three days ago, the school still thick with TV trucks and reporters camped all around the edge of the campus. She has made this point about a dozen times during the last hour and a half of unloading from the girls. Knows it is her job to listen, and not to judge, for as long as these girls need her.

But, damn, this is getting hard. How do you take a vacation from death? And the girls’ conspiracy theory paranoia.

Tory’s eyes suddenly focus on her mentor, widen. “Are you OK, Dr. P?”

She rubs her eyes with her index fingers, feels the tears starting to pool. “I’m fine Tory, I guess. Just a little off-balance. I was starting to feel alive again after Liberty’s funeral. Justine’s leaving today came as such a shock.”

“Her parents are assholes.”

“They think she would be better at home, Gracie. Who knows, maybe they are right.”

“I doubt it. They want to put her in some kind of religious school for white girls. Like where they all wear uniforms. Can you picture someone all Greek and ethnic like Justine there?” Tory is shaking her head.

“My mother called me yesterday and said my old school in Hong Kong was willing to have me back. I told her to fuck off.”

“Gracie!”

“Well, I did. And you know a week ago, I was so sick of this place I would have jumped at the chance to leave? But not now, Dr. P. Liberty needs us. If I quit her now … I freaking know I’d regret it the rest of my life. I’d be like one of those pretend friends in The Great Gatsby, who just walked away from Gatsby after he was killed.”

Tory huffs. “They sucked. Daisy Buchanan, Myer Wolfsheim. Only Nick Carraway did the right thing.”

She thinks back to her days as an English teacher before becoming a dean. The Great Gatsby always seemed a bit effete to her. Precious. Give her a Tony Morrison novel any day. Still … Gatsby died. She felt the loss of the hope he inspired in others. “Not everyone has that kind of courage, girls. Gatsby was shot to death. Murder is a pretty scary thing.”

Gracie stiffens, moving to the edge of her seat on the bed. “That’s what I’m talking about, Dr. P. I’m telling you we are not dealing with a suicide here. Liberty loved her life, loved her biology, her singing, her track. She loved us!”

“She was going to be a doctor, find a cure for cancer. Almost everybody liked her. Lib was always the one to cheer the rest of us up in Hibernia House when we got down.”

“She wouldn’t have hurt herself. Lib always said she had seen way too many blades growing up on the streets of Roxbury and Mattapan. She hated razors so much she never even shaved her legs or under her arms!”

“Really?” Something stings her in the back of the neck.

“Yes, really. Bumbledork knows it. The cops know it. We told them about twenty times!”

“But it’s like they’re deaf. Like they don’t want any complications.”

“They just want to write off Liberty as some troubled minority kid who couldn’t take it anymore so she offed herself.”

“Yeah, the detective kept asking me about her relationship with her mother. Like ‘We heard her mother was a crackhead. That’s got to be hard.’”

Awasha pictures Liberty’s mother Teddie visiting on Parents Weekend, the addict’s high-voltage eyes. She bites her lip. “It’s true.”

“But. Dr. P, you could just feel the love when her mom took us all out to dinner this one time last year. She was so proud of Lib. Damn, my parents have only been here twice in three years. I’m not slitting my wrists.”

“Your parents live in Hong Kong, not just down the street in Mattapan.”

“My dad has business in New York and New England about once every six weeks.”

“I’m sorry, Gracie.”

“Don’t be sorry, Dr. P. Just stand by us now. We need you.”

Tory closes her eyes and growls. “I’m just so angry. We told the police about that threat that Liberty got, you know? The one that said something like ‘Back off, you stupid wog.’ No one seems to give two shits. Help us, Dr. P. How do we know Gracie isn’t next on someone’s list? Maybe the killer or killers aren’t finished. Maybe there’s more death.”

Her feet, ankles hurt from the rocks. She feels the sweat in Ronnie’s hand. The greenish hatbox clutched to her chest. Gulls are screeching. A black rattling in her chest. And her brother begging, “Help me, sister.” Her heart seizing with things she should have done differently. For her mother. For Ronnie. For Liberty. “Forgive your children all of our trespasses.”

“I’m not a private detective or a lawyer.”

“But maybe you know somebody.”
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MICHAEL Decastro is crashing. He’s splayed out in his orange foul-weather overalls, facedown on his berth in the forecastle of the fishing trawler Rosa Lee. His head is buried beneath his pillow, when he feels something shaking his shoulder.

“Get up, Mo. You got company!” His father Caesar’s voice impatient, annoyed maybe.

“Christ, Dad. What? Huh …? Tell them to come back later. I’m wrecked.”

He has just spent the last thirty-six hours of their trip home from Georges Banks nursing a sick fuel system on the fishing boat’s diesel. At one point they had drifted for hours, rolling viciously in twelve-foot seas south of Nantucket while he changed out all of the fuel filters, drained sumps, bled the lines. But now he is finally off watch. The Rosa Lee at the dock in New Bedford, lumpers unloading the gray totes of iced haddock.

“She don’t look like she’s going to leave. She has that kind of come-hell-or-high water look on her face.”

“Who?”

“Some pretty little thing. You been keeping secrets from me?”

“Huh?”

“You been romancing uma menina?”

“Where?”

“I don’t know where you do your tom-catting. Your time ashore is your own business.”

“No. Where is she?” He takes the pillow off his face, sits up.

“Wheelhouse. She was looking kind of wild-eyed, nervous, so I had her sit down in the steering chair. You gone and got some poor girl in—”

“Jesus. Hell, Dad! I have no idea what in the … who … I was so asleep. A woman? Are you setting me up? Tell me it’s not Filipa, tell me this is not another lame attempt by you and Tio Tommy to patch things up between Filipa and me.”

Caesar Decastro gives his only son a fake wounded look. Boyish, innocent. He looks much younger than his fifty-five years. A Portagee fish boat captain with piercing eyes. The green fisherman’s sweater and yellow slicker mask none of his wiry frame. Longish salt-and-pepper hair looks like it has not been combed since he left port for the fishing banks six days ago.

“Dad?”

“Go see for yourself, buddy boy. Destiny waits.”

When he comes up the stairs into the wheelhouse, he sees her sitting in the captain’s chair before she spots him. And for a second he just stops, stares. Tries to make sense of what he is seeing, read his visitor.

Her skin is darker. But not African. Her facial features very fine. Her cheekbones high with a slight reddish tint that is not make-up because it spreads across the bridge of her nose. In her long, camel hair overcoat and maroon scarf she seems high-born. Regal is the word that comes to mind … until he sees the way she is wringing her hands in her lap, the bitten-off fingernails.

She seems to sense his presence, turns her gaze away from the brilliant blue of New Bedford Harbor, the snowy docks, roofs, steeples of Fairhaven on the far shore. Sees him staring. Twitches with surprise. “Oh!”

“My father said you …”

She drops out of the chair, looks petite now that she is standing in front of him. Shorter than Filipa, than his long-gone fiancée.

“You must think I’m pretty strange, coming here like—”

“We don’t get too many visitors. Not women.” He almost says except for his mom, before she died. Thinks better of it. Too complicated. “But … anyway … well … Welcome to the Rosa Lee. I’m Michael Decastro. I don’t think we’ve—”

“No. But I’ve heard all about you. My mother was your landlady on the Cape, when you lived over her liquor store in Chatham. She showed me your pictures. In the papers, the magazines.”

He feels something growl in his belly. “That was somebody else.”

She smiles a little, like maybe not. Her cheeks and nose really start to color.

“You’re going to think I’m really crazy now … but you’re my only hope.”

“For what?”

“… I need a lawyer. A really smart lawyer. With a heart.”

“I’m not in that business anymore.”

“But you don’t understand. A really wonderful girl is dead. There’s reason to believe somebody killed her.”

“I think you need to talk to the police.”

“They don’t care. They say it was a suicide.”

“Maybe it was. The police are pretty good at their jobs.”

“Her best friends say this was murder. They say this may not be the last. They’re afraid. And so am I.”

“I think you need to talk to a P.I.”

She heaves a heavy breath. “My mother thought someone should give you a medal. She showed me the articles. She called you Robin Hood.”

He scowls, remembering all the hype that came in the wake of the Provincetown Follies murder case. His client Tuki Aparecio. The biracial drag queen from Bangkok he helped escape a frame-up. The one who vanished into thin air … and left him feeling half-dead.

He rubs his eyes, steps into the center of the wheelhouse, stares out at the harbor, spins the ship’s wheel for something to do with his hand. “I’ll tell you something. Your mother is a sweet, kind lady—”

“Was. She died last fall.”

His heart stops for a second, thinks of losing his own mother, Maria. “I … I’m sorry. Alice was one of my favorites … But that time out on the Cape. That time I lived over your mother’s store in Chatham was the worst time of my life. I had this case in Provincetown …”

“Alice said it was hard on you.”

He nods, spins the wheel with more energy.

He doesn’t say it destroyed his relationship with his fiancée. That after those stories in the papers, every nutcase east of Hartford started calling him for representation. Doesn’t say it has been a lot of months since he quit his job as a public defender, turned off his phone, left Chatham. Since he started fishing again. On the Rosa Lee. She must know all this. Someone in the P.D.’s office told her, and told her where to find him.

She approaches him from behind.

“You gave people hope. You made people think that sometimes the little guy, the stranger, the outcast, the poor person could maybe get a fair shake.”

He feels her nearness, stops fiddling with the wheel. Keeps his back to her. “There was a time when I thought maybe I could do something to save the world. When I wanted to do my share. But the cost was too high. I found out I couldn’t take a case without getting emotionally involved.”

“But that’s what makes you different. That’s what makes you great.”

He turns. Looks down into her black eyes. “No. That’s what makes a bad lawyer. I can’t help you. Really.”

The wheelhouse is suddenly boiling hot, reeking of stale coffee, Doritos, diesel fumes. This is uncomfortable. He just wants her to leave.

“I’m sorry. I bothered you. It was a terrible mistake, a vain.” He sees her upper lip beginning to quiver. She turns away, looks around for an escape, a door. Can’t find it. “Damn me! I must have been out of my every loving …”

“Don’t cry.”

“I’m not crying. I just can’t find my way out of—” Suddenly she doubles over, hugging herself across her chest.

A sob bursts from her core, dark and heavy.

“Look, I’ve got a bunch of gear I got to weld and—”

“I’m going.”

“Sorry … I don’t know what to say. The law just ripped my heart into little pieces. You know what that feels like?”

She wipes back some tears on her face. “It’s how I felt when my mother passed. How I feel right now … OK? Don’t you have a mother?”

He could just scream.

“Give me a big hug, Mo,” she says. “We may not have all the time in the world, meu menino.”

He’s not sure what she’s telling him, can’t quite figure out why she has driven all the way down here to Chatham on the Cape from Nu Bej.

But now here she is. Maria. His mom. Taking his hand, hugging him to her chest as they stand in the shadow of the band concert gazebo. This bright, late-October day. The leaves on the maple trees in Kate Gould Park a faded yellow, red, brown. Falling in slow-motion spirals.

“I’m leaving town,” he says, staring off at a fisherman in a pick-up coasting along Main St.

He thinks maybe she has come because she knows, a mother’s intuition, that he has quit his job with the law firm, resigned as a public defender. That he already has his clothes and books stuffed into garbage bags in the little studio over the liquor store down the street.

“I know this is a bad time for you. That case with the drag queen. You put your heart and soul into—”

“It’s OK, Mom. I’m coming home. I’m going to start fishing again with Dad and Tio Tommy.”

She pulls back to arm’s length, leads him to a seat on a bench.

“That’s why I’m here. I wish you would reconsider.”

She’s looking oddly pale, thin. Almost as thin as the drag queen Tuki. When did she lose the weight? All his life she has been a fleshy earth mother with soft caramel skin. Wild, black curls, sparkling brown eyes, a laugh that rolls through a crowd and makes everyone smile. Not a Portagee Princess like his ex, Filipa. But a woman whose royalty roots in her capacity to make everyone around her feel safe, admired, with the touch of her hand, her boisterous smile.

“What’s the matter, Mom?”

“You’re so good at the law, Mo. Don’t give up all that you’ve worked for just because your client has disappeared. Think about what you did. You actually found the real killer in that Provincetown Follies case.”

“Is this why you came? You’re trying to give me a build-up?”

“Hey, you’re my talented son. Can’t a mother be proud?”

He smiles. “Yeah, but something’s up. I can tell. Why don’t you want me to come home? Why don’t we have all the time in the world?”

She takes a deep breath, seems to wheeze as she inhales.

“Things are not so good at home.”

“Between you and Dad?”

“Not exactly.”

“Well what then?”

She inhales deeply again, holds his eyes firmly in her gaze. “The doctor says I have a cancer growing in my ovaries.”

“Shit!” The word explodes from his mouth. “Yeah, really. Shit!”

She puts her head on his chest and lets him hold her.

“I’m definitely coming home. You’re going to need surgery and—”

“The cancer has already spread.”

“Cristo! Does Dad know?”

“He was with me at the doctor’s.”

“Why …? I mean, I don’t understand how this kind of …?” His voice breaks. He can’t find any more words.

“Remember when you were a teenager. How I used to tell you to go gently, go slowly with your girlfriends? To stand in awe?”

“You said be patient, a woman’s body holds a thousand mysteries.”

“Well, this is one of them, meu menino.”
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