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For my two sweet boys, the best storytellers in the family


FRIDAY
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The guy had beautiful white teeth and a dimple that appeared when she made him laugh, but all Emily could think was, College is where romance goes to die.

They stood on prime real estate, belly-up to the bar at Lucky’s, pressed together by the swell of bodies around them. The air was thick with sweated perfume, cheap beer, and the recycled breath of hundreds of young adults in their sexual prime. The boy drained his Bud, set the bottle on the bar, and issued a mating call.

“Wanna do shots?”

Translation: Wanna get wasted, get laid, get out of my bed, and never to talk to me again? There were no boyfriends in college. There were only hookups.

Emily smiled at the boy, tilting her head cutely to the side. To the world, she probably looked like any other carefree girl basking in a Friday night. It made her wonder how many of these girls were just like her. Pretending. Maybe all of them, in one way or another.

“Sure,” she said.

The dimple reappeared. The boy turned to wave over a bartender.

Over the hum of conversation and Pitbull, Emily heard the bells of the clock tower outside, striking midnight. Twelve solemn bongs marking the start of March 24, 2015. She’d heard those bells chiming on the hour, every hour, her entire life. As a girl, she’d lain in her pretty pink bedroom listening to their bass chimes, wondering what it’d be like when she was a college student herself, the adventures and grown-up secrets that would finally be revealed to her like beautiful presents to be unwrapped, one by one. That seemed like a very long time ago.

Tonight, the chimes meant Dylan and his friends would walk into the bar soon. She had to get out of here.

The bartender delivered two shot glasses filled with shimmery blue potion.

“I’m sorry,” she told the boy. “You’re totally nailing the horny-but-caring-frat-boy thing. Maybe put your hand gently on my shoulder when you look in my eyes? Try it on one of them.” She gestured to all the shiny, uncomplicated girls who thought their prince was behind the next $1 pitcher of beer. Emily missed being one of them. “I gotta go.”

She picked up the first shot glass and downed the blue drink, then shotgunned the second one too. She tossed a twenty on the bar, grabbed her white North Face jacket, and threaded her way through the crowd. Preya and the other girls were somewhere in here, but Emily couldn’t see them.

Wrapping her silvery scarf around her neck, she pushed out the front door and into the quiet night. She coughed on the cold air. March was Michigan’s ugliest month. Dirty snow huddled at the curb, trapped in the purgatory between white powder and the warm April sun. Across the street, the bell tower shone like a warning as its twelfth chime echoed over shivering trees. The night seeped through Emily’s sweater, pulling goose bumps from her skin. She shuddered, zipped her jacket, and looked down the street—right at what she feared most.

A raucous bunch of Beta Psi boys rounded the corner. Dylan was in front, of course. He was the alpha dog in any pack of males. Tall and swaggering, dressed in clothes that were both effortlessly casual and painfully expensive, he could be a poster boy for fratty privilege. The other guys clustered around him, vying for position.

Emily froze a few feet from the entrance to Lucky’s. Its cone of light still surrounded her.

Dylan’s eyes locked on hers. He smiled, walked over, and stood in her space. Too close. The other boys formed a semicircle around her. She felt unsteady.

“I don’t want any trouble,” she said.

“Doesn’t seem that way,” Dylan drawled. “Seems like you’re doing everything you can to stir the pot.”

“Whore,” said one of Dylan’s minions. The kid snorted, cocked back his head, and spat. His phlegm arced through the air, reflecting the light from the bar’s neon signs, glittering and ugly. Everyone watched the loogie as it hung suspended for a moment at the top of its arc. Then it headed back down and splatted on her boot. The boys’ laughter was loud and vicious. Anger pulsed through her gut, more acidic than any shot at Lucky’s.

“You’re disgusting,” she told Dylan. “And you can’t even fight your own fights.”

Dylan frowned at his friends, and they stilled. Their silence was more ominous than their laughter. Emily was keenly aware that she could not control this situation.

“Head in,” Dylan told the other guys. “I’ll be right there.”

“You sure, dude?”

“Yeah.”

The boys did what they were told. Music pulsed then quieted as the bar’s door swung open and shut. Emily tried to move away, too, but Dylan’s hand clamped onto her arm. They faced each other, a boy and a girl alone on an empty stretch of sidewalk, breathing fog into the night.

“Have you thought about what you’re doing?” he said. “Like, really thought about it? Because, it’s kinda crazy that this is how you want to play it.”

“I’m not playing.”

His fingers squeezed her arm through the puffy coat. “You know what this means for you? You are done.”

“Oh, Dylan.” She smiled. “I’m just beginning. I’m writing an editorial too. It’ll be in next week’s Tower Times.”

“Bitch,” he said slowly. “My family will end you.”

“I know who your family is. And pretty soon they’ll know who you are too.”

Emily yanked away her arm away and strode off, warmed with the satisfaction that her words had cut him. For a moment, she heard nothing but the sound of her footsteps clacking triumphantly on the pavement. The whisper of wind through trees. A car passing, its tires slicing through salty slush.

Then footsteps, sharp and angry, behind her. She glanced back. Dylan was following her.

“Leave me alone!” she yelled.

He strode faster. His hands were fists.

On her left were shops, closed for the night—dark. On her right was North Campus Street, then campus itself—darker. Trees, dorms, the library. A little farther in was the president’s house and the pretty pink bedroom of her childhood. None of these places offered safety.

Ahead, the lights from the shops ended in a yawning stretch of black. It was a block-long hole dug out for construction, surrounded by a chain-link fence. Students called it the Pit.

She hugged her purse and tried to walk faster, but her ankle-high boots had disastrously high heels. Dylan wore rubber-soled boat shoes. The slap of his footsteps grew louder, closer.

She broke into a run.

So did he.

She looked over her shoulder—he was right behind her. Wind whipped her long brown hair into her eyes. She shoved it back, stumbled, and pushed herself harder. She was running as fast as she could when she felt his breath on her neck.
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The fire crackled and sighed, saturating the room with golden light. Anna balanced a laptop on her knees as she edited an appellate brief. Jody sat next to her, flipping through TV channels while holding her infant to her breast. The baby finished feeding and unlatched, and Jody wiped her daughter’s mouth with a cloth. The infant met Anna’s eyes with a milk-drunk smile. Anna felt the surge of love she did every time she looked at her little niece. She set her laptop on the coffee table and reached over. “Let me burp her.”

“Thanks.” Jody handed Leigh to her sister and refastened her nursing bra. She stood and stretched, then padded to the kitchen. “God, I can’t stop eating.”

“You’re burning like a thousand calories a day just producing milk. Go crazy.” Anna spread the cloth on her shoulder and shifted the baby onto it. Three weeks ago, she had no idea how to hold an infant. Then Leigh was born. After helping with dozens, maybe hundreds, of feedings over the past three weeks, Anna was starting to feel like a pro. She stood and walked around the room, stroking Leigh’s back and humming “Hush Little Baby.”

She stopped as an image flashed on the TV: grainy surveillance video, the type that only became relevant when something terrible happened. It showed a pretty young woman in a white jacket talking to a handsome young man on a sidewalk. The young woman’s long dark hair was elaborately curled, her mouth stained with lipstick. She’d clearly prepared for a big night out, maybe primping for some boy—maybe this boy. The young man held her arm and leaned into her space. Anna couldn’t tell if they were sharing a secret or having a fight. The girl pulled her arm back, turned, and walked away from him. The boy strode offscreen after her. The news anchor, Carmen Harlan, looked grave as she said, “Emily Shapiro has not been seen since around midnight last night. Anyone who has information about her whereabouts is asked to call the police at the number below.”

Anna murmured a few words of prayer then turned away from the screen. She felt an instinct to jump in, but this was not her jurisdiction. It was not her case.

“Poor baby,” she murmured, her lips brushing Leigh’s soft hair. “So much scariness in the world. You’ll stay with me and your mama till you’re thirty, right?”

Anna inhaled the sweet baby scent and wondered if there was anything more satisfying than the feel of a warm, contented baby on your shoulder. The thought surprised her. She’d never longed for a baby before.

Now wasn’t the time to start.

She walked to the back window and looked out at the backyard. A few chickens pecked through the pale winter grass. Beyond them were rows of apple trees, bare for the winter, then an abandoned warehouse, its windows shattered and black. A mile farther, the Renaissance Center lit up the night sky. The linked skyscrapers were Detroit’s iconic, ironic skyline, an attempt at renewal that had been a blip in the city’s steady decline. But it did make a striking backdrop to the orchard. Not many farmers had a view of skyscrapers. Cooper’s urban farm was the ugliest, most beautiful place Anna had ever lived.

She caught a glimpse of Cooper walking through a row of apple trees. He wore well-loved jeans, work boots, and a flannel shirt that stretched across his chest. His big white shepherd, Sparky, trotted at his heels. Cooper saw Anna in the window, smiled, and lifted a jug of cider in greeting. Anna waved back. The mere sight of him made her smile; it was an involuntary reaction, like her mouth watering for fresh-baked cookies.

It was too bad, really. Because, like a batch of cookies, Cooper was something to be savored briefly. His very deliciousness was his danger.

Anna had carefully built a life for herself in Washington, D.C. Everything she’d ever worked for—and she’d worked hard—was in D.C. Nine months ago, she’d come home to Michigan to defend Jody in a criminal case. Cooper had protected them when the whole world was against them. They’d been living in Cooper’s house ever since Jody’s home burned down. Cooper was a good friend and they shared a strong attraction, so Anna supposed it was natural that she’d ended up in his bed. But she’d been clear with him from the start. She was still reeling from her broken engagement. What she and Cooper had was a fling, just two friends having fun. They both knew she was going back to D.C.

And yet . . .

The back door opened and the click of the dog’s paws preceded Cooper’s asymmetrical footsteps. He walked up to Anna, bringing the scent of fresh air and pine trees with him. He kissed her lightly, then bent down to kiss the baby in her arms. She leaned her head up to meet his eyes.

“You look gorgeous,” he said. She was dressed up for a night out with him.

“Thanks. You don’t look so shabby yourself.”

“I look like a man who needs a shower and a shave. But who am I kidding? With you on my arm, no one’ll be looking at me.”

In fact, Cooper got more than his share of double takes. He was tall, with a shock of black hair and cornflower blue eyes. His body was honed from farmwork rather than a gym. Anna had known him since he was a skinny, bookish boy in her elementary school. Back then, his lopsided grin looked too big for his face; now it fit him perfectly. She was still surprised every time she glanced at her old friend and saw how gracefully he’d grown into his skin.

Anna’s phone buzzed in her pocket. Cooper took the baby so she could pull her phone from her jeans. The picture of the incoming caller showed a chiseled African American man with shining green eyes, holding a laughing six-year-old girl on his shoulders. Jack and his daughter, Olivia. Anna had taken the photo a year ago, back when she and Jack were still engaged to be married. Back when she thought she’d be Olivia’s mother. Before everything fell apart.

She looked at Cooper apologetically as her thumb hovered over the send button. Cooper saw the picture and sighed.

“I’ll be upstairs taking a shower,” he said.

Anna watched him walk to the living room to give Leigh to Jody. His gait had a little hitch that strangers might interpret as a swagger but which was the result of an IED explosion. Cooper had served as an Army Ranger in Afghanistan, where he lost the lower part of his left leg. After coming home, he’d chosen urban farming because he loved Detroit and wanted to help rebuild it. And maybe he had to prove that he could do anything. He was optimistic, determined, and resilient. He’d be fine, Anna assured herself.

She pressed send. “Hello.”

“Hi, sweetheart,” Jack said.

She broke into a smile. “Hi, Jack. How are things in D.C.?”

“Actually, I’m in Michigan. Staying at a hotel in Ann Arbor. A few miles from you.”

She pulled the phone away as if it had burned her ear. In her life, there were two worlds: D.C., home to her job, Jack, and her friends; and Michigan, home to her sister, Jody, and their rusting hometown, where Anna had nursed her broken heart and found comfort in Cooper’s arms. These two worlds were separate and did not overlap. Hearing that Jack was in Michigan was like watching Han Solo walk into a Hunger Games movie.

“Wow. That’s a surprise.” Anna’s mind and heart raced. “Why are you here?”

“You’ve heard that the Department of Justice assembled a task force to investigate sex assaults on college campuses?”

“Sure.”

“The head of the task force was named Acting Deputy Attorney General last week. The AG asked me to fill her shoes. I said yes, of course. Now I’m visiting colleges, and I’m here on the midwestern leg of the tour.”

Anna’s emotions cycled through relief and disappointment. Jack wasn’t in Michigan to see her. He was just here for work. Jack was the Homicide chief at the U.S. Attorney’s Office in D.C., the country’s largest USAO. His reputation for integrity, hard work, and effectiveness made him one of the most respected federal prosecutors in America. When the Justice Department had a high-profile investigation, it often called on Jack for leadership.

“That’s an important task force,” Anna said. “Good to know you’re on it.”

“I’m actually calling to ask for your help.”

She paused. They’d broken up for complicated reasons last year. Three weeks ago, Jack had called, resolved every complication, and asked her to come back to him. She hadn’t given him an answer yet. She still didn’t know it herself.

She wondered if this phone call was his way of tipping the scales—asking her to work with him because that was where they’d always bonded. As teammates, joined together to fight crime and keep communities safe. He knew the task force was exactly the sort of job she’d love.

“I appreciate you thinking of me,” she said. “But I have to say no. It would be too messy for us to work on the task force together.”

“I agree,” he said. “I’m not asking you to join the task force.”

“Oh.”

“I just need your help brainstorming. Have you seen the video of the missing girl from Tower U?”

“Yeah, on the news. Her poor parents.”

“I need to figure out a way we can investigate.”

“Mm, that’s tough,” Anna said. “Kidnapping, assault, homicide—it’s all local crime. The DA’s office has jurisdiction.”

“I know. That’s what makes it so frustrating. The boy in the video—his father, Robert Highsmith, is Michigan’s lieutenant governor. Before that, Robert served as a DA himself. He has all kinds of ties to state law enforcement. A lot of people around here owe him favors. I’m not confident the locals will conduct a fair investigation.”

“I see.” Anna looked into the living room, at the baby sleeping in Jody’s arms. One day, Leigh would grow up and, with any luck, go to college. Anna thought of Olivia, whom she loved like a daughter, and who would head to college in about ten years. Both girls would face all the wonderful and terrible things that could happen to young women on their own for the first time. “Did the kid call her any names?”

“He called her a bitch. It’s clear on the video.”

“We could investigate it as a federal hate crime.”

“I like your aggressiveness,” Jack said, “but you know what a high bar that is. Assaulting a woman isn’t enough to make it federal. It has to have been because of her gender.”

“ ‘Bitch’ is based on her gender.”

“If that was the test, half the DV assaults in America would be hate crimes.”

“Look,” Anna said, “it’s enough to open a grand jury and see if there’s any further evidence of gender-based animus. The grand jury’s powers are wide and broad. It gets us in. Now, today. When it’s crucial. You know how important the first forty-eight hours are. Maybe this girl wandered, drunk, into a ditch and is freezing in the cold. Or maybe she was abducted. The best chance to find her alive is now—and getting smaller every minute.”

“True. Okay. Is there a federal prosecutor around here you’d recommend? Someone who knows Michigan but doesn’t have ties to the Highsmith family? Someone we can trust.”

“Jack. I see what you’re doing.”

“Of course you do.”

“I’m in.”

“Thank you.” He sounded genuinely relieved. “You’ll run the investigation into her disappearance with a couple good FBI agents. You’ll report to me and coordinate with the task force.”

“Got it.” Anna transitioned into full work mode. “Is there any criminal history on either the boy or the girl?”

“Nothing as adults. But they’re both young—she’s eighteen and he’s twenty-one. Anything they did as juveniles, any campus disciplinary charges, wouldn’t show up in NCIC.”

“Has a grand jury been convened?”

“Here in Detroit. I introduced the case to them, and we have full subpoena power.”

“To investigate a federal hate crime?”

He paused just a second before saying, “Yes.”

Right. Jack didn’t need her to advise him on the federal hook. Anna didn’t care. If she could help this girl, she had to.

“What’s the case number?” she asked.

She found a notebook and jotted down the information. Names, dates, DOBs, addresses. Still on the line with Jack, she jogged up the stairs to change into work clothes and apologize to Cooper for postponing their date.

“Anna, one more thing,” Jack said. “This is a sensitive case. Emily’s father is the president of Tower University. Dylan belongs to Beta Psi, a college fraternity in the Skull-and-Bones tradition. Four U.S. presidents were alumni, along with countless senators and CEOs. People are already making calls. These are the big boys. Handle them with care, and watch your back.”

“Got it.”

She’d prosecuted congressmen, street gangs, serial rapists. She could handle a bunch of frat boys.
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By the time Anna changed into a black pantsuit, FBI Agent Samantha Randazzo had arrived at Cooper’s house. As Anna jogged down the steps, Cooper was letting the agent into the foyer. Sam’s eyes scanned the house in wonder. It was an old lumber baron’s mansion, rehabbed by Cooper till it shone with its former glory.

“Sam!” Anna rushed down the steps and hugged her friend. “You’re still in town.”

“It’s gonna take some time to wrap up the Upperthwaite investigation,” Sam said, hugging her back. “Glad to get the old team back together. What is this place?”

“Detroit’s best hope,” Anna said. “FBI Agent Samantha Randazzo, meet Cooper Bolden, my . . . friend.”

“Nice to meet you.” Samantha sized up Cooper with the same sharp eye she’d focused on his house. Cooper gave the women two portable mugs filled with steaming coffee.

“You know the way to an agent’s heart,” Sam said.

Anna gave Cooper a chaste kiss, conscious that she was doing it in front of Sam, who had been invited, then uninvited, to her wedding with Jack.

“Good luck,” Cooper said. He’d been calm and understanding when she told him that Jack asked her to work this case. Of course you have to help, he’d said. He hadn’t questioned the wisdom of working with the man she’d tried so hard to get over.

A knock at the front door interrupted their good-bye. On the front stoop was a big man whose powerful arms were covered in tattoos. His nose had been broken, more than once, and a scar crossed his chin. He wore a leather motorcycle jacket and held up a tiny pink tutu. “Won’t this look adorable on Leigh?”

“Hi, Grady,” Anna said. “Jody’s in the living room.”

“Thanks.”

Grady kissed Anna’s cheek, shook Cooper’s hand, and walked through the house. Anna was glad to see Leigh’s father here. Jody deserved a good time on a Saturday night—and the baby deserved a chance to get to know her daddy. Grady was a bartender whose one-night stand with Jody had led to Leigh. He’d only recently learned that he was the father. When Jody was pregnant, facing years in jail, she desperately wanted her baby to go to Anna, and Anna only. Jody hadn’t told Grady about her pregnancy. He learned when he saw her sitting in the courtroom cradling a huge belly. The new parents were still getting to know each other—at a much slower pace than they’d started.

Cooper took Anna’s coat from the rack and held it up. She slipped her arms into it, thanked him again for understanding, then stepped out with Sam into the chill of the night.

A black Durango with federal government plates was parked on the driveway. Anna climbed into the passenger seat, while Sam got behind the wheel. Although Anna was sorry to bail on Cooper, she welcomed the sense of getting back in the saddle, the opportunity to make a difference. There was nothing she liked more than heading out with a good agent and trying to set the world right.

“What’ve we got so far?” she asked.

Sam steered the big truck onto the street and pointed to an iPad on the console. “Two surveillance videos. Why is your boyfriend farming in the middle of Detroit?”

Cooper’s was the only house still standing on his street; the rest had fallen or been burned to the ground. A few blocks away towered an abandoned skyscraper, its dark windows like a thousand blind eyes.

“He’s trying to save the city.” Anna flipped open the iPad cover. “Finding a way to make it economically viable. All while providing fresh food for the locals.”

“He’s not a practical one. But he’s cute.”

“I know. He’s not really my boyfriend either. He’s . . . it’s complicated.”

Anna tapped the play button. The first video was the one she’d seen on the news, Emily breaking free of Dylan and walking away. The time stamp started at 12:02 A.M. The second, stamped 12:03, showed Emily walking about a block farther, still followed by Dylan, who was breaking into a run. Her shimmery scarf trailed behind her like a cape.

“The first was taken by a video camera mounted outside a bar called Lucky’s,” Sam said. “Multiple sources put her there immediately before this interaction with Dylan. The second is from the Bank of America about a block away.”

“After that?”

“Nothing. After the bank, there’s a construction site nicknamed ‘the Pit,’ and then the block becomes residential. There’s no video on the street after the bank. We’ve pulled all the video in a ten-block radius, but there’s nothing else. Neither Emily nor Dylan appear again.”

Anna looked at the clock on the dashboard: it was 9:55 P.M. on Saturday; the girl had last been seen at midnight the night before. Twenty-two hours for her roommate to discover her missing, to report it, for local police to decide it was actually an issue, then to pull the video and see the interaction between her and Dylan. Twenty-two hours for DOJ to realize they should step in. Twenty-two hours in which anything could have happened. The young woman could be lying in a frozen ditch, succumbing to hypothermia. Maybe she had broken bones or a concussion. Maybe she was tied up in a closet—Anna had a case like that once. Maybe she was wrapped in trash bags in a dumpster—Anna had a case like that once too. She wasn’t sure she could stand that again. Her stomach was tight with urgency.

“Has anyone spoken to the boy? Dylan?” Anna asked.

“Not yet. The press hasn’t gotten word that it’s him either. He may not even know that he’s been named.”

Sam pulled onto the Lodge freeway as Anna pulled up Facebook. More and more, social media allowed her an intimate glimpse at the lives of the people she was investigating: instant, free, and without a subpoena.

Anna swiped through Emily Shapiro’s Facebook pictures. Emily was a pretty eighteen-year-old with gray eyes and long dark hair. She had a pointy chin that gave her an elflike charm. Her interests were listed as theater, music, friends, and cooking. There were pictures of her walking dozens of different dogs on campus, and posts where she urged people to adopt them. No pictures with her family.

Dylan’s privacy settings only allowed her to see his profile picture. She’d have to subpoena the rest. Dylan was a good-looking young man with brown hair and an all-American grin. There was nothing about his photo that said he was dangerous. But you couldn’t tell much from pictures. The nicest people might look like trolls on camera, while the most photogenic smiles could mask horrific secret lives.

“Let’s go right to the boy’s house,” Anna said.

“Sure.”

“What kind of search team is assembled so far?”

“Campus police are searching campus. Local police are searching off campus. I’ve got an FBI tech working on finding her phone and setting up an alert on her ATM and credit cards. We’ve asked farmers in the surrounding area to search their land.”

“Good,” Anna said, though the idea of finding the girl in a cornfield was chilling.

They passed out of Detroit and the asphalt got smoother. In the suburb of Southfield, golden skyscrapers dominated the skyline. Detroit was sometimes described as a doughnut; the city itself was an economic hole, while the surrounding suburbs were full of wealth and infrastructure.

They passed out of the suburbs, drove through a stretch of farmland, and then entered the town of Tower Hills. It was a self-contained college town and one of the most cosmopolitan places in Michigan. The campus was treed and grassy, dotted with historic stone buildings and jewels of modern architecture. The surrounding streets were lined with funky shops and coffeehouses. A five-story clock tower stood on the northern end of campus; it was on half the postcards of the college.

Sam pulled onto a wide U-shaped street across from the campus. The outer side of the street was lined with stately Georgian mansions, identically constructed of red brick, black shutters, and white columns. Only the Greek letters on their porticoes were different.

“Fraternity row,” Anna said. She’d come here with friends a few times herself, for road trips in her college days. The fraternity facades were lit from below, which would’ve made them look important and formal, except that they were swarmed with college kids stumbling drunkenly around, whooping and laughing. Although the Tower student body was less than 20 percent Greek, fraternity row was the place to party. It was Saturday night, almost eleven P.M. Things were just getting started.

Sam pulled up to the curb in front of a house with the words BETA PSI in black block letters across the white portico. Despite the cold weather, a long line of students snaked from the front door, down the steps, and onto the sidewalk. A doorman sat at a table on the front porch, screening the potential partiers before letting them in.

Anna and Sam got out of the car and strode up the walk, past the line of students, to the front door. A few kids yelled at them for cutting the line. Music pounded inside the house.

The doorman was a young man wearing a Beta Psi T-shirt. On his table was a list of names under the words HIGHLIGHTER PARTY.

“Hey,” the kid said. “Do you have an invitation?”

“Not exactly,” Sam said.

“Turn around,” the doorman said. “So I can see your ass. If it qualifies, I’ll let you in.”

Anna looked at the line of girls waiting to get into the house. Were they all willing to turn around and see if they “qualified” to get into this party? She couldn’t believe this was happening in 2015—and that the young women were going along with it.

“Or you could tell a joke,” the kid said. “But it has to be a good one.”

Sam flashed her FBI badge and a smile. “How’s that? Pretty funny, right?” The doorman stared. “Thanks for the invite.”

Sam pushed open the front door. A wave of indoor air—hot, human, and jungle humid—hit Anna’s face. The interior was dark except for bright slashes of neon. The bulbs in the chandeliers were black lights, glowing purple. Everyone wore white T-shirts covered in neon writing. Many held highlighters and were drawing on one another’s shirts and skin, leaving colorful neon designs that glowed under the black lights. It was like walking through the negative of a photograph. Everything white shone purple, everything neon fluoresced, and everything else was shrouded in black.

They pushed through the crowd in the foyer. Rooms sprawled darkly in every direction, each throbbing with music and packed with glowing young people. The scent of beer, sweat, and Axe body spray was everywhere.

“I’m looking for Dylan Highsmith,” Sam shouted to a young man near the staircase. He eyed them appreciatively and flashed a drunken smile, which made his teeth glow purple. Sam was obviously not a student, but she was a beautiful woman in her midthirties, with a mass of dark, curly hair. She wore black pants and a black leather jacket, and she rocked them. Anna herself was twenty-nine, probably too old to be mistaken for a student, but she had long blond hair, and her long coat hid the fact that she was wearing a pantsuit.

“What’s it worth to you?” the kid leered.

As a young woman in a profession where people expected a gray-haired man, Anna was used to being underestimated. She’d learned to use that. Being underestimated could be a power in itself.

“We’d be really grateful if you could point us in the right direction,” Anna said, smiling at him.

“That way.” The kid pointed and smiled back. “Dylan’s wearing the crown. Want a drink?”

They followed his finger into a large back room. It was dominated by a Ping-Pong table, held up by four seminaked boys on their knees, acting as the legs of the table. Neon designs glowed on their exposed skin. On the surface of the table were four Solo cups filled with beer. Four boys were playing beer pong in the dark. The white ball glowed purple as it bounced back and forth. Neon-hieroglyphed girls watched and cheered. When the ball splashed into one of the plastic cups, the player in front of it lifted it and chugged. He almost got to the bottom, gagged, and stumbled to the corner. “Boot! Boot! Boot!” yelled the crowd, as the kid vomited into a garbage can.

The players on the other side of the table roared with victory and high-fived. One of the victors wore a shiny white plastic crown, glowing purple. He had dark hair, perfect teeth, and jeans that might’ve cost more than Anna’s weekly salary. Sam and Anna made a beeline for him. “Dylan Highsmith?” Anna asked.

He looked her up and down, then grinned. His teeth glowed bright purple. “Hey, babe.” He reached out and grabbed Anna’s butt, a big fleshy handful, which he squeezed and used like a handle to haul her into his chest. He brought his leering mouth down, breathing beer fumes into her face. Anna was so surprised, she didn’t think about how to react. She just reacted. She shot her knee up, hard, into his groin. He grunted, let go of her, and doubled over. The crown tumbled off his head.

Dammit, Anna thought, as she stepped back. That was not going to facilitate the kid’s cooperation. Nor was it going to look good on Sam’s 302, the FBI report that would summarize the witness interview.

Dylan straightened up, narrowed his eyes, and took a threatening step toward her. Sam drew back her leather jacket, revealing the badge and gun at her waist. “FBI Agent Samantha Randazzo. This is Anna Curtis, Assistant U.S. Attorney. I suggest you take a moment to collect yourself, sir.”

A few kids hooted at the realization that Dylan had groped and then been kneed by a federal agent. A girl with honey-colored hair and Tory Burch flats picked up the plastic crown and held it like something precious.

Sam said, “Do you need medical attention?”

Dylan stared at the badge and shook his head. His beer-pong partner came over and stuck out a hand. “Peter York,” he said. He carried himself with the self-assurance of a boy who grew up in a country club and had been trained from an early age on how to interact with servants and other lesser beings. “Can I help you?” The girl holding the crown fitted herself into Peter’s side.

“We’re investigating the disappearance of Emily Shapiro,” Sam told Dylan. “Where can we talk privately?”

“Emily Shapiro is a crazy bitch,” said the girl.

“And you are?”

“Whitney Branson, one of her roommates.” She swiped a manicured finger quickly under her left nostril, then her right.

“Shut up, Branson. Don’t say anything till I come back.” Dylan pulled out his phone. “I need a minute,” he told Sam. He walked to a corner and made a call.

“Can I offer you a beer?” asked Peter.

Sam took out her notebook and asked for their names and DOBs. Anna scanned the party. It had quieted considerably. The students stood in clusters, watching them and whispering. The space around Anna and Sam had grown, as if law and order were contagious.

Only the four miserable boys under the Ping-Pong table hadn’t moved. They kneeled on the sticky floor, arms raised above them to hold up the tabletop. They looked like the statue from Atlas Shrugged, only far less dignified. They wore only underwear. Every inch of their exposed skin, head to heels, glowed in highlighter designs: slashes, doodles, Greek letters, and cruel words. PLEDGE. SLAVE. WHALESHIT. BEER BRINGER. PISSANT. One of the boys met her eyes, and Anna startled. She wasn’t sure—the black lighting was weird and the kid was out of context—but something about his face looked familiar, like a shadow of Cooper’s. The boy quickly looked away.

Dylan strode back into the group. “This conversation is over,” he said.

“Why?” asked Anna.

“Because I don’t feel like talking to you, and I don’t have to.”

“It’s true, you don’t have to talk to us,” Anna said. “But you should. There’s a girl missing. We might still be able to find her alive. But we really need your help. You were the last person to see her alive.”

“Let me make this totally clear,” Dylan said. “I’m invoking my right to remain silent and to have an attorney present when questioned by you. I’m also asking you to leave this house, which is private property. Leave. Now.” He turned to Peter and Whitney. “Was there anything unclear about what I said, witnesses? My lawyer would love if there were. We pay him seven hundred fifty dollars an hour, and he can’t wait to dig in.” Dylan looked at Anna. “He’s particularly interested in the fact that this prosecutor assaulted me in my own home. I may just bring charges.”

“Here’s some free legal advice,” Sam said. “Grabbing someone’s butt is a sex assault. Ms. Curtis could’ve put you in the hospital and it would’ve been legal self-defense. You’re lucky you only got a quick knee.”

It didn’t change the fact that they didn’t have a warrant—and they didn’t have enough evidence to get one. They had to leave.

• • •

As soon as they were outside, Anna and Sam each pulled out their phones. Anna called Cooper.

“You okay?” Cooper answered on the first ring.

“Yeah.” She spoke softly, cupping her hand around her mouth. Her breath came out in clouds through her cupped fingers as she strode toward the Durango. “Is your brother Wyatt a member of the Beta Psi fraternity at Tower University?”

“Yeah. Why? Is he in trouble?”

“No. But he might be helpful. I’m investigating another kid in his frat, and I’d like to talk to someone on the inside. Can you get him to meet with me?”

“I’ll try.”

“Thanks.”

When she hung up, she got in the car and turned to Sam, who sat in the driver’s seat reading a text. The agent’s lips were pressed in a grim line. “What?” Anna asked.

Sam looked up. “They located Emily’s cell phone and purse.”

“Where?”

“At the bottom of the Pit.”


To: [Class List: Media in the Internet Age]

From: Professor Ginger Robinson

Date: August 25, 2014

Re: First Assignment

Welcome back to returning students, and welcome to incoming freshman! Thanks for choosing “Media in the Internet Age” for your elective. I’m so glad that you signed up for this yearlong interactive class. I hope you had a wonderful summer and are ready to jump back into exploring, learning, and growing.

This e-mail is to give you your first assignment, which begins before we even meet the first time, because now is such an interesting time for you, and it should be captured.

Please record at least one video per week, in which you describe your experience as a college student—your reaction to your roommates, teachers, the college itself. This is a video log of your time here, also known as a vlog. This assignment will continue throughout the year. It is my hope that you will not only grow comfortable talking on camera, but that this will be a project which will allow you to look back and track how much you’ve changed and grown, and to reflect on the forces that shape us.

Please start this week. Describe how you feel as you arrive at school and settle in. This is the only week where I’ll ask for specific content, which is the following: (1) Describe yourself in three words. (2) Tell me your greatest strength and your greatest weakness. (You should get used to these questions, by the way, as you’ll be asked them in job interviews for the rest of your life!)

In future sessions, your vlog can be as simple or elaborate as you’d like. Some students find this to be quite cathartic. The only minimum is that you record yourself for at least five minutes every month.

Get creative. Sing, if the spirit moves you! Dance! Dress up as your teachers and impersonate them. Film three minutes of yourself being President Shapiro. Eat your least favorite food from the cafeteria on camera. Time-lapse how fast a Domino’s pizza is devoured by you and your friends. Or just talk, share what you’re feeling and thinking. Viewers respond to authenticity. This is your experience.

Create your own channel on BlueTube, with the settings on “private” so no one else can view them. Upload all your videos for storage, but do not publish them to the public. Do not view them yourself until the end of the year. You may be amazed to look back and see the changes in yourself. In May, you will review your videos and choose your top five, which most encapsulate your student experience. Submit those to me.

Our first class meets on September 3, 2014, in Vamvas Auditorium. Please arrive at two P.M. in loose and comfortable clothes, and with a willingness to open your hearts and minds to other students.


VLOG

RECORDED 9.1.14

Okay.

Um.

Hi.

I’m Emily Shapiro. Nice to meet you.

This is . . . weird, talking to my phone. I hope somebody doesn’t walk in and think I’m a freak. I guess I could say I’m FaceTiming. Or just explain that this is an assignment. It’s just, everyone here is so academic. The place is full of National Merit Scholars and assorted whiz kids. Everyone’s elective is, like, macroeconomics. I don’t want to be the one intellectual lightweight. Sorry, I don’t mean to offend you, Professor Robinson.

Jeez. That was stupid. I should start over or edit that out. Or . . . not? Maybe that’s the point. Maybe a vlog is extra honest ’cause there’s no going back and erasing. You can see me realizing I’m an idiot in real time.

So, okay, it’s September 1, 2014, and this is my first day as a freshman. The leaves are gold, the sky is blue, and I have to admit, I’m pretty psyched. I’ve lived on this campus my whole life—but I’ve never really been in it. It feels kind of surreal that this is finally my time.

Okay, so you know my little secret: my dad is the president of the university. I don’t tell most people, but you recognized me at the meet and greet. A lot of professors don’t; the campus is big enough that I can get lost in the crowd. So, anyway, you know why I won’t be doing any imitations of President Shapiro for class, ha ha. Or maybe I will! I’ll be the best at it.

So, you might ask: Why Tower U? Why not UCLA or Columbia, some coast, where I didn’t have my dad looking over my shoulder? In a word: money. It’s free for me to go to school here.

And you know what? It’s okay. I’ve wanted to be a student here for so long, it just feels natural. And my dad won’t harass me much. He’s too busy politicking, being president.

So it’s, like, here we go.

I moved in today, finally have a dorm room of my own. I guess I can just hold up the phone and show you. Here, check it out. It’s a three-person suite. This is the study-slash-living room. See that big stone fireplace? It’s historic. They say Henry Ford used to whack off into it. Yikes, sorry. But that’s what they say.

Anyway . . .

Here’s our couch. Three desks. Through here is the bathroom. Tiny, right? I don’t know how three of us are gonna fit all our Sephora. Should be interesting.

And here’s the bedroom. The top bunk is mine. Not my first choice.

But before we get into that, I should check off the assignment. I’m supposed to tell you three words to describe myself. Okay, so, let’s see. I’m . . . smart, cheerful, and creative. My dad says I’m “spunky,” which I think makes me sound like an ’80s sitcom character. My mom, if she were still around, would say I’m a good girl. I think she meant that as a compliment.

My greatest strength: my parents had mostly finished raising me before everything fell apart. My greatest weakness: how much I miss my mom.

Sorry. Give me a sec.

Where are the stupid tissues when you need them?

Okay.

Okay.

Better.

Let’s talk about normal stuff. The first day of school, the big moment, right? Today’s the day.

I got here today before either of my roommates did—I just had a five-minute commute from Dad’s house. He drove me over, although his mind was somewhere else, distracted by the phone that’s permanently attached to his right hand. The dorm room was empty. I put my bags on the best bed, the single by the window. But Dad looked up from his call long enough to say that wouldn’t be fair to the other girls, that we should wait and talk about how to split things up. Then he went back to his very important call, phone pressed to one ear, finger pressed to the other. That finger to his ear really bugged me because I was, like, the only other person in the room.

But, anyway, I didn’t take the single bed, because he was right. I should wait for the other girls to come and talk about it with them. I’d never met them before, though we’d e-mailed after we got assigned. I wanted to get off on the right foot. I set my bags down and started unpacking my toiletries into the bathroom.

Whitney Branson came next, towed by both parents and two grandmothers. All the Branson women wore Tory Burch shoes. I wondered if they got a bulk discount. Whitney’s from Bloomfield Hills; she has long dark-blond hair and a full set of Louis Vuitton luggage. She walked right past me, over to the single by the window, set her suitcase down on it, and said, “I’ll take this bed.”

I glared at my dad, but he’d put his phone away and was busy meeting Whitney’s parents, giving them the full charm offensive. I realized Whitney’s family must have money, lots of it. You know what they say: the most dangerous place on campus is anywhere between Barney Shapiro and a donor. He can sniff out trust funds like a French pig can sniff out truffles. Or, as the Wall Street Journal put it, he is “a world-class fund-raiser.”

Here, look, you can see Whitney’s stuff. She’s been here four hours and already there’s like twenty thousand dollars’ worth of Nordstrom hanging in her closet. She’s got the perfect Calvin Klein comforter set; the perfect Urban Outfitters fluffy decorative pillows; the perfect Pottery Barn rug, which is actually cute but which she didn’t bother to ask whether I minded if she put down. Oh, and a stash of coke in the one drawer of her desk that locks. She offered me some. It’s not my scene, but at least she shares—that’s something, right?

Preya Parikh came in next. Dad greeted her parents like old friends. Turns out, Preya’s mother is the dean of English at U of M, and Dad’s known her forever. So I’m guessing my new roomies were not assigned at random. Dad chose them for me. But that’s okay, I guess. At least he cared.

Preya asked which bed I wanted, and we divvied up the bunk bed. Our parents talked and helped us put on the sheets, and then there were hugs and tears and—finally—they were gone.

Okay, I have to admit—I’m trying to be cool, but—I’m excited. I’m in! I’ve been waiting for this moment my whole life.

When I was really small, my mom used to dress me up in a little Tower University cheerleader outfit, red and white, with red ribbons in my pigtails. They’d take me to football games, and we’d sit in the president’s box. Dad would hold me up in the front row of the box, and people in the seats in front of us would look back and say how cute I was. Then at halftime, Mom and Dad would take me down to the field, and the cheerleaders would let me come out with them as they did their routine. Once the Tower Times ran a front-page picture of me like that, holding pom-poms as the cheerleaders smiled at me. I got to play on the field during halftime so much I thought it was just a normal thing to do.

Then, one time when I was about nine, I saw some kids in the stands pointing at me and laughing. I realized in that moment—I can’t believe I’d never noticed it before—that I was the only person out there who wasn’t an official cheerleader. I was, seriously, so embarrassed. The kids weren’t laughing in a friendly way. I suddenly noticed all the people in the bleachers looking at me. A sea of strangers, judging. I stopped wearing the cheerleader outfit after that. All I wanted was to dissolve into the crowd.

That’s kind of how I feel now. Not that I want to dissolve into a crowd, you know? I want to stand out—but for who I am, not for who my dad is. I don’t want to be anybody’s mascot.

Does that make sense?

Well, anyway, after our parents left, Preya, and Whitney, and I went to the cafeteria and got some lunch. Whitney is funny and aggressively pretty, like she cares about her looks so much you have to wonder what she’s trying to make up for. Preya’s pretty too, but in a less showy way. She seems really smart, like scary smart, but not obnoxious about it. We met some of the other kids in our hall. I didn’t tell anyone that my dad is the president. They might find out at some point—it might be inevitable—but I’ll be a regular student as long as I can.

Then I went to the Theater Department, where you guys were holding an open house. It was nice to meet you, Professor Robinson! Or Ginger, like you said I should call you. I loved the open house. Dad is pushing poli-sci or economics, but I really don’t want his life. I want something . . . else. Now is my time to figure out who I am, not just the president’s daughter, but as my own person.

So that was today. Now I’m back in my dorm room, and tonight I’ll go to my first college party. I’m so excited! I’ve been seeing kids go to frat parties all my life, but I was never allowed to go.

My dad was a Beta Psi—it was his frat back in the ’80s, and he says it changed his life, like it set him on the course to success. But he never let me go there for parties, at least not when I was in high school.

But, hee hee, he can’t stop me now! As of today, I’m officially a college freshman, and I can go to any party that any other college freshman can go to.

Preya and Whitney will be back here any minute to get ready, and we’ll go together. It’s the Beta Psi Welcome Back Party.

So, um, I guess I should say good-bye and start getting ready. Shower, makeup, hair. Whitney said she’ll bring a bottle of vodka to preparty.

Now for the big important question of the night: Do I wear the dark jeans or the shirtdress?

Sorry if I seem ridiculous. It’s just that . . . I feel like I’m standing on the brink of something big. Something real. The world is full of possibilities. Who knows, maybe I’ll fall in love tonight.


4

From under the Ping-Pong table, Wyatt watched the two older women walk out of the frat house. He groaned with relief. He recognized the blonde; his parents had a picture of her and Cooper on their fridge. She’d just started dating his brother. What was her name? Ella? Etta? Anna. Wyatt hoped she hadn’t recognized him. He didn’t want his big brother to hear about this. He flexed his arms, which were exhausted from holding up the tabletop, and shifted his knees, which throbbed painfully against the hard, sludgy floor.

Wyatt knew he was lucky to be in this position. Beta Psi was his way off the farm, his road to the American dream. He’d seen Cooper’s road—through the army and Afghanistan—and knew its cost was too high. Wyatt planned to keep both his legs.

But the path through Beta Psi had its own price—and it wasn’t cheap. Wyatt had learned that early and often in the pledging process. But he was almost to the end of that. In just five days, Hell Week would be over, and—if he played things right—he’d be in. Into a life of privilege and power. Wealth and respect. It all flowed from the brotherhood and his place in it.

There were thirty-eight pledges, and only twenty spots. Wyatt wanted one more than he’d ever wanted anything in his life.

Dylan Highsmith strode over to the Ping-Pong table, his face twisted with fury. He grabbed the tabletop and threw it off them. The rectangle of painted plywood flew up and away from Wyatt’s head. Some kids screamed and ran to escape its trajectory. It landed with a thud against a wall. Suddenly, Wyatt’s arms were free. The relief didn’t last long.

“Get up, whaleshit,” said Dylan.

Wyatt’s legs were cramped from squatting under the table. He stumbled as he stood. The other three pledges were the same. They met one another’s eyes nervously.

“Down to the Crypt,” Dylan said. “Now!”

Wyatt’s stomach clenched. But he and the other pledges shuffled toward the basement door. Dylan was their pledge master. The rest of the kids at the party watched them with amusement. “In formation,” Dylan growled. They quickly fell into a straight line; at this point, they were great at lining up. Most hazing seemed to start with baby-faced boys getting themselves into a straight line, like overgrown kindergartners.
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