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For Nick


Who has been there all along
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Prologue
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If, on an early summer’s night, you wanted to kill a man, how would you do it? Would you lay a trap, sharpen a dagger, uncork a poison?


Personally, I’ve always leaned toward the dramatic. But looking back, I wonder now if the events of last summer didn’t begin with a quieter sort of murder.


It was the first time he’d killed. He told me that himself. And while he didn’t elaborate, I imagine he might have simply followed, simply walked, tracing the path behind his victim, taking care to keep his footsteps silent.


And then he would have stopped. Crouched. Listened. An assassin waiting for his moment. He would have been nervous. He would have watched until his mark turned, until he looked away, until the light on that lovely June evening slanted just so.


And then his blood must have roared and his muscles tensed and he must have known: Now. It is time.
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TUESDAY, JUNE 22


Thomas Carlyle climbed the bell tower that night without quite planning to.


He’d arrived back in Cambridge two hours before, stiff and cranky after the long flight crammed in economy class. No one was home at the house on Brattle Street. Old pizza menus were gathering dust on the floor of the front hall, and nothing was in the fridge but a withered apple and several dozen cans of his mother’s Diet Coke. So he’d dumped his bags and headed out. Fifteen minutes’ walk to the local liquor store, and then—some old homing instinct kicking in here—another ten to Eliot House.


Eliot looked the same. Perhaps the most imposing of Harvard’s dorms, it towered above the Charles River. Red brick, wide double doors, an overflowing bike rack out front. Students lounged outside the doors, smoking and giggling. Summer school must have started.


Thom caught the open door from one of them, nodded at the familiar-looking security guard, and turned right into the dining hall. It smelled of seafood—fish tacos, maybe—and frying onions. Dinner was in full swing.


Thom had eaten hundreds of dinners here, and fish tacos were among his favorites. But tonight he clutched his brown paper bag and headed straight for the far doors, through an archway, and toward the stairs marked H-ENTRY.


He took the stairs two or three at a time, up five flights. Then he cut down a hallway toward the door marked LEONARD BERNSTEIN ’39, MUSIC ROOM AND TOWER.


He dug in his jeans pocket for the key. It turned. So the lock hadn’t changed either. Two more flights, darker and narrower now. The linoleum was worn thin and stained.


When he reached the seventh floor, a small metal plaque informed him that Bernstein used to practice here in 1936. Yes, and it didn’t look like they’d bothered to redecorate it since, Thom thought to himself. He smiled. He was in decent spirits, actually, considering the jet lag, and the girl. At the top, one last door. He jiggled the lock and it swung open.


The tower room was small. Dusty. Low ceilings. Surprising, really, given the grandeur of the Eliot tower and dome from the street. In the fading light Thom took in the grand piano hulking in the middle of the room. He’d always wondered how the hell they’d hauled it up here.


But the reason he’d come was for the windows. Two huge and perfectly circular windows, each maybe six feet across, one framing each end of the room. The right one was long since painted shut, if it had ever opened. But the left one bore two ancient-looking brass latches. Thom unhooked them and then remembered to kick at the bottom panes, where the paint always stuck a bit. And there it was. The whole window spun open on creaky hinges. He wedged his paper bag into the crack to keep the breeze from slamming it shut again, then hooked a leg over, lowered himself onto the sill, and peered down across the steep slate roof.


Senior year, he and his roommate, Joe, sometimes crawled right out across the roof, inching along until they could straddle the dormer windows. They would knock back a few beers and watch the girls crossing the courtyard, their laughter and teasing voices floating up from far below.


Now he looked down at the Charles River, curving toward Boston and glowing golden at this hour. On the far bank rose the dome of Harvard Business School. Thom’s destiny, the way things were going. He shook the thought from his head and cracked open one of the bottles he’d purchased, walking here through Harvard Square. A thick, syrupy oatmeal stout. Not exactly the thing for this summer weather. But studying in England this past year, he’d lost his taste for the watery American lager that had been the staple of his weekends here in Eliot House.


Thom took another sip and watched the boats gliding along the Charles. Lord knew how many hours he himself had logged on this river. By the time he made varsity crew, the boathouse had felt more central to his college experience than any library, and the blisters across his hands had hardened like tiny stones. A sculler flitted past, then an eight-man crew. Was that Boston University? But why would they be practicing so late, and on summer break at that?


He squinted and craned forward, trying to make out what colors were painted on the oars. It was at that moment that hands reached from the shadows behind him. The blow landed at the bottom of his skull. A crack of wood against bone. There was a moment of perfect silence, before Thom swung his strong arms, clawing behind him. But the foot was already on his back. One kick, but hard enough to launch him off the sill and onto the roof ten feet down.


He crashed into the pointed tip of a dormer window and rolled, grabbing for a gutter, a ledge, anything. There was nothing, and he fell, wide-eyed, into the gathering twilight below.
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For me this story begins in a tiny, greasy wine bar in Harvard Square. I was waiting, as usual, for Jess. I checked my watch. Scanned the sidewalk again. Sighed.


Still, there are worse places to be stuck waiting than the patio of Shays. The service is terrible, old beer rings stain the tables, and you’re not ten feet from the buses crawling up and down JFK Street. But they’re generous with their pours. Any place that gets three glasses from a bottle of wine deserves the benefit of the doubt. And Shays is one of the few places in Cambridge where you can order a drink and sit outside. It was a glorious evening for that: one of the first really warm nights of the year, warm enough to believe the New England winter might finally be over, warm enough to leave your sweater at home.


I stretched out an ankle and admired my new Louboutin sandals. They’d cost nearly a week’s pay from the Chronicle. Shoes are a weakness of mine. I eyed my empty glass and conceded—not my only one. I inherited a tendency to drink from my mother. That’s not an excuse, just a fact. My mother can knock back the better part of a bottle of single-malt Scotch in a night. I generally stick to gin. Clear, simple. They say that people drink to forget. To numb the pain. But I drink because it tastes good. Because it feels good. I find that nothing numbs the pain. We’ll get to that.


For the moment, I was focused on looking around for a waiter and a refill. That’s when my phone buzzed. It was the newsroom, an all-staff e-mail. The police scanner had picked up some sort of incident under way on the Harvard campus: 101 Dunster Street. Cops were on the scene, an ambulance dispatched. The Crimson, the college newspaper, had already slapped a “Breaking News” banner across its website and was citing eyewitness accounts of a body. We had a late-shift general-assignment reporter en route, but it could take a while in traffic. Was anybody close? Who could perhaps file a quote or two for the website?


I felt a prickle of annoyance. I’d been at work early this morning to finish up a series for the weekend magazine. And it was such a beautiful night. But I had a feeling Dunster Street was the one right around the corner. I looked around. Still no Jess in sight. So I slid a $20 bill on the table, tapped I’m on it into my phone, and grabbed my bag.


BY THE TIME I ROUNDED the corner from JFK onto South Street, I could already hear sirens. I turned another corner. Followed the flashing lights down to where Dunster Street ended in a neat cul-de-sac and a number of imposing redbrick dorms. Houses, as I knew Harvard modestly called them.


I could see police already cordoning off the area. I would have to work fast. I strode toward the officer who appeared to be in charge. He was bunched in a group with two other cops in front of a large, white doorway. ELIOT HOUSE, read the neatly painted letters above the arch.


“Hi, wondering if I could ask you a couple questions. About what’s going on in there? We’re hearing reports of a body . . .”


The officer raised an eyebrow. “And you are?”


“Alexandra James, with the Chronicle. Can you confirm what kind of call you’re responding to?”


The officer shook his head and motioned to another cop.


“No reporters. Frank, can you please help this young lady back behind the tape?”


“Yes, sir, but any guidance at all? Is this an accident or a crime scene?”


But he was already turning his back. The one named Frank was steering me none too gently back onto Dunster Street.


I scowled, stepped beneath a tree, and pulled out my phone. No new messages. The other Chronicle reporter must not be here yet. I watched a second ambulance pull up. But its sirens were silent, and the paramedics took their time getting out. No sense of urgency. Clearly whatever had happened here was over. Some poor person had died, and that was that. I hated this kind of reporting. I’ve never been a subscriber to the “if it bleeds, it leads” school of journalism.


Still, I was here. Worse, the newsroom knew I was here. No point in completely embarrassing myself with the editors. I surveyed the scene again. The police commander and his buddies were still blocking the door marked ELIOT HOUSE. That’s where the action was. And no one who could tell me anything was being allowed to leave. Then I noticed a long, low-slung extension that seemed to connect Eliot House to the next dorm.


I tracked back. KIRKLAND HOUSE, read a brass plaque on the wall. A guard was posted here too, but he seemed to be letting people inside. I watched them flash cards at him: Harvard IDs, presumably.


So this might be a way in. I glanced down: I would never pass for a student in these heels. I groped inside my bag and dug out the flip-flops that I wore to ride the subway to and from the office. Then I peeled off my suit jacket. I had on a plain white T-shirt underneath. That was better. I tucked my phone and reporter’s notebook under my arm and stashed my bag under a bush.


My timing was good. Three girls were just turning up the granite steps toward the guard. Backpacks, jean shorts, long hair. I walked up and touched the closest one’s arm, then began chattering as if we were old friends. The girl started. Stared at me. And then began to chatter back. It was getting dark by now; I could have passed for someone she knew. One of the many advantages I’ve found to being a female reporter is people find you less threatening. They assume you’re friendly, that you won’t hurt them. Sometimes an inaccurate assumption in my case, but useful nonetheless.


I bunched closer to the girls, ducked my head, and kept talking. They waved their IDs. The guard waved us past. I waited until we were well away from him before I looked up. We had stepped through a black iron gate and under several arches, into a square courtyard.


“And apparently he just fell, like, dropped right in front of the windows while she was eating,” the girl now clutching my arm was saying. She looked stricken.


I nodded, only half-listening and eager now to get away. Where was that passageway I’d spotted from outside? Of the doorways on the far side of the courtyard, the one that looked most promising was marked DINING HALL. I waited until a few others joined our circle and then slipped away. Inside, the hall was dimly lit and cool. A few scattered students sat hunched over their dinner trays. I kept moving. The kitchens must be back here. I have a pretty good sense of direction and this felt right.


I kept expecting to run into another cop, a kitchen supervisor, some sort of official who would demand to know who I was and what I was doing here. But the kitchens were deserted. Whether dinner would normally be over or the meal service had been cut prematurely short by whatever was happening in Eliot House, I wasn’t sure. Steam was still rising from enormous pans of rice and what looked like tacos. I lurched around a wall of cereal dispensers and headed down a short stairway toward a vending machine. This might be right. Another turn. No. Dead end. I was spinning around to retrace my steps when I nearly bumped into a short, droopy-looking man. His name—PEDRO—was embroidered on his gray shirt and he was jangling keys. A janitor. I was caught. But I ventured a question.


“Sorry, I’m lost. I’m trying to get into Eliot House. Back upstairs?”


He stared at me. A moment passed. Was he weighing whether to call security? Did he not speak English? To my surprise, he finally nodded. “Yes, back upstairs. This way.”


He stepped in front of me and led me back up, past a grill area and along a tiled hallway, crammed with serving carts and stacks of cutlery. The floors were slick, dishwater and juice spills. We walked through several rooms, past another set of cereal dispensers, trays of steaming shrimp. How vast could this kitchen be?


And then the janitor nodded toward a corner and I saw it: a whiteboard, half-smudged, announcing Eliot Intramural Playoffs—Soccer 9pm v. Mather.


Eliot playoffs. Eliot House. I was in.


THE ELIOT HOUSE DINING HALL was entirely predictable. High ceilings, massive carved chandeliers, an oil painting of a man I presumed to be Mr. Eliot himself dominating one wall. I went to Columbia, so I’m no stranger to the Ivy League’s self-important splendor. But Harvard really does take it to another level. A copy editor once slapped the headline “The Patina of Privilege” on a story I’d written about renovations in one of the Harvard libraries. I had winced; it seemed too cutesy. But inside Eliot, taking in the gleaming floors, the mahogany-paneled walls, I had to admit he had a point.


This elegance—or pretension, depending on your point of view—does not extend to undergraduate fashion. The dress code tonight seemed to range from cutoffs to sweatpants. I glanced down in relief at my own flip-flops and T-shirt and crossed the room.


Half-eaten trays of food sat abandoned on tables. The action was at the windows. Students were pressed up against eight enormous windows that ran the length of the room. It was strangely quiet, considering there had to be a hundred or so people in here. They were all listening to whatever was happening outside.


I squeezed into the thickest throng. I couldn’t see a thing.


“I just got here. What happened?” I whispered to a tall boy who seemed to have a better view.


“They’re zipping him up.”


“Who?”


“Him. The guy who jumped.”


I wiggled my shoulders and jostled sideways a bit, until the crowd shifted just enough for me to see.


There it was: A blue plastic body bag. A wheeled gurney. Police and paramedics milling about on a wide terrace. And beyond heavy stone railings, another grassy courtyard.


“When did he jump? Did you see it?”


“No. I—I don’t know. Half past six maybe? My roommate’s up there.” The tall boy pointed across the courtyard to a second- or third-floor window. “He keeps texting me. He says he heard it. A big thud. I guess he landed faceup. You know, like, you could see his eyes were open.”


“Oh. Poor guy.”


“Yeah. But they covered him up. One of the dining-hall ladies. She ran right out. She had a yellow cardigan and she put it over his face.”


I shook my head. Then I pulled out my phone and started typing. It had been an hour since the newsroom first sent out an alert. The editors would be going crazy.


LATER THAT NIGHT, THE UNIVERSITY released a statement.


It was with great sadness that they reported the death of Thomas Abbott Carlyle, twenty-three, of Cambridge, Massachusetts. Mr. Carlyle was a magna cum laude graduate of the college and had recently completed a postgraduate year as the Lionel de Jersey Harvard Scholar at Emmanuel College, Cambridge University, in England.


He was remembered as a gifted student, a talented rower, a generous friend, and a beloved son and brother.


The family had been contacted and did not wish to comment. The media was asked to respect the family’s privacy at this difficult time.


I STUCK AROUND UNTIL NEARLY eleven o’clock.


By then the police had rolled in spotlights to illuminate the courtyard. They combed the grass for anything that might have fallen along with the body. Police tape and a dark stain marked the spot where Thomas Carlyle had fallen.


I asked around and no one seemed to know Carlyle. Then again, these were summer-school students. They’d only just moved in themselves.


At one point, the commander who’d tried to throw me off the premises appeared. He cleared his throat and delivered a terse update. There was no cause for alarm. Police officers would be posted outside tonight and at least through tomorrow. They would be interviewing eyewitnesses to piece together exactly what had happened to Thomas Carlyle. Anyone with relevant information was asked to leave his or her name and phone number. The university would release more details as appropriate about this tragic incident. For now, students should return to their rooms.


I listened to this advice from a back corner, my hair pulled low across my face. I didn’t think he would recognize me from earlier in the evening, but I do tend to stand out, and there was no point in risking it.


On my phone I tapped out one last advisory, relaying everything I knew back to the newsroom editors. They seemed to like the yellow cardigan quote. That got posted to the website right away.


It had been a slow news day, and a death and police investigation at Harvard would likely make tomorrow’s front page. But frankly, I didn’t see much of a story here. It was terrible, of course. A promising young man’s life cut tragically short, and all that. I figured the police and the autopsy report would reveal soon enough whether this was a suicide or an unfortunate—maybe drunken—accident. Neither was exactly unheard of on a college campus.


I shoved my phone in my pocket and stood up. It was late. I had what I needed. The crowd had thinned out, and there seemed no point incurring the wrath of that Cambridge police commander if he wandered in again. I decided to call it a night.
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WEDNESDAY, JUNE 23


I don’t consider myself superstitious. But I do follow something of a ritual every time I land a story on the front page.


On these mornings—and there have been many of them now—I lock my little apartment and walk the fifteen minutes across Harvard Square to the T-stop. Out of Town News still stacks up neat piles of the Chronicle, alongside the New York Times and the Wall Street Journal. I shell out the exact change and carry it onto the train with me, savoring the feel of newsprint on my fingers and the thrill—yes, it’s still a thrill—of seeing my name above the fold on page one.


Today, if I may say so, my story read pretty damn well. The headline wasn’t wildly creative but it was accurate enough: “Harvard Student Falls to His Death; Police Promise Full Investigation.” The critical thing was the dateline: “Inside Eliot House, Harvard College.”


Most of the competition had stories datelined, at best, “Cambridge, Mass.” The other papers had been forced to quote heavily from either the Crimson or, I noted with satisfaction, my own reporting. No one else had gotten inside.


Getting inside is my specialty.


I’ve never loved the stories that are the bread and butter of a big-city newspaper: violent crimes, contentious city-council meetings, natural disasters, and subway strikes. They make good copy. But they’re a little obvious. I love the stories no one knows are there.


I like to think I’m good at getting people to talk. Sometimes all you have to do is ask. The simple questions work best. Pick one, ask it over and over, don’t let them dodge it, and you’d be amazed at what people will tell you. With more sophisticated sources, you have to earn their trust. Call them on a routine story, get it right, call them back the next day for feedback. Pay your dues. The best stories grow out of a tiny detail someone lets drop, a crumb that doesn’t initially seem significant. But then you consider it alongside another crumb that a different source might have dropped weeks back. I gather these morsels patiently, hoard them, until I begin to make out a path that I can follow.


All this crumb-gathering has earned me one of the New England Chronicle’s most prestigious beats, higher education. I can’t say higher ed makes my pulse race. But my beat offers one critical quality: it is relentless. Boston is home to more colleges and universities than any city in the world. There are more ivory towers than you can count. That means there is always, always something to write about.


This is good on the nights when the ache begins in my chest. I don’t give in to it more than a couple of times a year. I can go for days now when I barely think about what happened. But when it starts, I can feel the ache move up from my chest to my throat to knock me behind the eyes. I used to vomit with the guilt. The regret. Regret—the word does not begin to capture what I feel.


You wouldn’t expect it, but on these nights I do not drink. I think because if I did, I would never find it in me to get up again. Some scrap of self-preservation tells me I have to just lie there and ride it out. Eventually, the newsroom will call. And I’ll get up and go to work again.
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Morning, Ginger!”


My friend Elias Thottrup, the paper’s national security reporter. He’s based in the DC bureau; I hadn’t realized he was around. I narrowed my eyes and pretended to scowl at him.


“Why, good morning, Shorty,” I purred. “You know how I love it when you call me Ginger.”


He chuckled and kept moving across the newsroom. “All right then. Carrot Top, if you insist. Coffee later?”


I nodded. Patted my hair self-consciously. Another trait I inherited from my Scottish mother. Salon highlights tame it to a shade I like to think of as strawberry blond. But I was overdue for the salon, and I had to admit my hair was looking particularly fiery this morning.


Well, nothing to be done about it right now. I threw my bag under my desk, swapped my flip-flops—the same ones that had served me so well last night—for a pair of ridiculously high heels, and flipped on my computer. The Chronicle newsroom was still quiet at this hour. I was starting to scribble down the three voice mails flashing on my phone when Hyde Rawlins rounded the corner.


Hyde is managing editor of the Chronicle. He looked harassed. At eight thirty in the morning. Not a good sign.


“Ah, Ms. James. The celebrated correspondent returns triumphant. A tip of the old chapeau and all that. Nicely done. However. You’ll need to get right back over to Harvard. Now.”


“Why? What’s happened?”


“It’s not what. It’s who. Thomas Carlyle’s father is what’s happened. Last night we seem to have missed the minor detail that this kid was the son of Lowell Carlyle.”


I looked at Hyde blankly.


He rolled his eyes. “As in the White House counsel? As in the president’s lawyer? As in one of the most influential men in Washington?”


“Oh.”


“Indeed. Quite. Mr. Carlyle is understandably grief-stricken and furious and on the warpath to find out exactly why his son fell out of a fifth-floor window last night. Apparently he is not overly impressed so far by the exertions of the Cambridge cops. The Washington bureau has it from his office that he was on the seven a.m. shuttle up today. Mrs. Carlyle too. So if you would please get yourself back over there and see what you can dig up?”


“Sure.” It was starting to come back. Lowell Carlyle was a bigwig at Harvard Law School. He had taught constitutional law. And then the president asked him to come to Washington. When had that been, a couple of years ago? I don’t follow Washington politics closely, but my vague impression was that Carlyle was well regarded. Which meant that if he was on the warpath, as Hyde had indelicately put it, he would have the support of powerful allies not just at Harvard, but at the White House.


THE COP POSTED OUTSIDE ELIOT House this morning was considerably friendlier than his colleagues the night before. But he still wouldn’t let me in.


He’d kept his eyes trained on me as I made my way down Dunster Street from the T-stop in the square.


“Let me guess,” he called, as I approached his post outside the front doors. “Fox News? USA Today? I know you’re not CNN. They’re already here.” He gestured toward several television trucks, satellite dishes stretched toward the sky, parked around the cul-de-sac.


I grinned. “Looks like they beat me to it this morning. I’m with the Chronicle, actually.”


“The Chronicle? You don’t say. You wouldn’t know anything about this reporter who’s got the chief all worked up? The one who sneaked in last night and heard the briefing meant for students only and ran all the quotes in today’s paper?”


I rearranged my features into a picture of innocence. “No. Really? Shocking, honestly, the things some people will do for a story. But listen, Officer . . . ?”


“Galloni.”


“Officer Galloni. Great. Have Thomas Carlyle’s parents been here yet this morning?”


“Afraid I couldn’t tell you that.”


“Did you guys find anything when you searched the grass last night?”


“Couldn’t say.”


“Any further insight into whether this was an accident or a suicide or what?”


“Afraid I really, definitely couldn’t tell you that. Even if I knew.” He winked as he said it. Looked like he was enjoying himself.


“Right. I guess I’ll just take a quick look inside then and be on my way.” I made to step around him.


He burst out laughing. “Nice try. I think you’d better be going before I have to arrest you. Miss—er—Miss James, you said it was?”


“I hadn’t, actually.” I studied him. Maybe a few years older than me and not bad looking.


My own looks are not subtle. It’s hard to be subtle with screaming red hair. I’m taller than average, five feet seven inches, and not conventionally beautiful. Or at least I never thought so: too many freckles, too strong a jaw. But I have long, lean legs and I’m curvy in the right places. I dress well. And now that I’ve hit my late twenties, I seem to have grown into my looks. Jess says I’m “striking.” Judging by the wolf whistles I get on the street, I’d say I pull off “sexy” on my good days.


So now I decided to test whether Galloni was immune. I tilted my head, pulled back my shoulders, and stepped close.


“You know,” I whispered, “if you were just to lean down and tie your shoe for a second, you would never even notice me walking past. And then I could do my job, and you could get on with doing yours, and everyone would be happy.”


“Can’t do it.”


“Ten minutes. I won’t touch anything.”


“I really can’t. Sorry.” And he actually looked it.


Hmm. So he wasn’t immune. But he wasn’t budging either. I stepped back.


“Well, then, it was nice to meet you. I should get going. Sorry to trouble you, Officer Galloni.”


“It’s Lieutenant Galloni, actually. And no trouble at all, Miss James.”


I could feel his eyes on me as I walked away. I was glad I’d kept the heels on.


DUNSTER STREET CURVES JUST ENOUGH that the front steps to Kirkland House weren’t visible from where Galloni stood. I paused when I reached them. I was pretty sure it wouldn’t be illegal, technically, to sneak into Eliot House again. But Galloni, however charming, had delivered a warning: they knew I’d trespassed once. I wasn’t sure I’d get off so lightly if the police caught me trespassing a second time around the scene of an investigation.


Still, it was tempting. I glanced around. There was no guard this time at Kirkland House. I decided to see how far I could get before someone stopped me. I crossed the courtyard. Glided back through the Kirkland dining hall, back toward the enormous kitchens, behind the grill, past the food trolleys. It turned out to be easy. A few cooks and dishwashers glanced my way, but no one made to stop me. I marveled, not for the first time, at what you can get away with if you look as if you know what you’re doing.


Within five minutes I was standing in the middle of the Eliot dining hall. I would have to be careful. Breakfast appeared to be long finished, lunch was not yet served, and the dining hall was nearly empty. I headed to the far end, away from the main entrance where Galloni was stationed. A pair of swinging doors gave way into a stone foyer.


I knew from a couple of stories I’d done on undergraduate life that Harvard houses are organized around stairwells known as entries. A-Entry, B-Entry, etc. A few dozen students live in each one.


Where I found myself now was apparently the bottom of H-Entry. Some sort of student common room was at the far end of the foyer. Stairs rose up to the right. I wasn’t exactly sure what I was looking for, but I thought it might be useful to get a closer look at where Carlyle had fallen. I was heading for the glass doors that led out into the central courtyard when they swung open. A cop walked in. Navy uniform, gold badge, talking on a handheld radio. I froze.


“Miss, you mind? We’re trying to keep this area closed off a bit longer.” He brushed past me and moved toward the stairs.


“Sure. Sorry.” I nodded. As I backed toward the doors, I watched him duck. Police tape was stretched across the banister and running up the stairs. His radio crackled and another cop appeared on the half landing.


Outside in the sunlight I stood blinking for a minute and trying to get my bearings. Across the courtyard I could see more police tape, still ringing the spot where Thomas Carlyle’s body had fallen last night. It didn’t look like the bloodstain had been cleaned up yet, but then again it was hard to tell, I was so far away. H-Entry was at the opposite end of the dining hall, almost a hundred yards from where the body had fallen. I could see other neatly labeled entryways now, ringing the courtyard. No cops or police tape at any of the other doors. This didn’t make sense. Why would police have cordoned off just one entryway? And one so far from where Carlyle had landed?


I was pondering this when a tall figure emerged from the main entrance. Galloni. He was talking to yet another cop. I looked behind me. The police were there too. I was trapped.
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Lowell Carlyle sat on the edge of his bed and stared out the window.


He had shared this bedroom with Anna for forty years. Forty good years. Their three children had all been conceived in this room. Two daughters, and then a son.


The boy had been born too early and sickly. Over the years, his sisters sometimes teased him about it. About how the runt of the family had grown into a giant. Six feet tall before he turned fifteen, and then he’d kept on growing. A varsity athlete, stroke of the Harvard crew. It was hard to imagine how small he had once been.


But Lowell remembered. Those first days, when no one could say whether Thom would make it, he had lain in the incubator, hooked up to wires and monitors. The nurses had judged him too weak even to breast-feed, and instead they fed him sugar through a tiny tube. Lowell and Anna were not allowed to pick him up or to hold him. But they were allowed, after carefully scrubbing with soap, to reach inside and lay a hand on their son’s chest. It had moved Lowell beyond words to realize that when he did this, his son’s heartbeat would slow, as if he sensed his father’s presence and it helped to calm him.


Lowell was not a religious man; he viewed the world with the ordered mind of a lawyer. But he was a man of faith—faith in his own and his family’s place in the world, faith that hard work would get you somewhere, faith that good would prevail over evil. Over those terrifying days in the neonatal intensive care unit, Lowell had sat for hours with his son. He sat and watched and promised: I will love you and you will know it and that will be enough. That will be all that matters. Just live. Just please live.


When had he lost sight of that? Lately he had pushed Thom so hard about law school. Hounded him about it, as if Lowell’s approval—as if his love—depended on it. Who cared? What did it matter what Thom grew up to be?


And now . . . Lowell forced air into his lungs. He was in shock, he knew that. The call last night had seemed unreal. It still seemed unreal, even now that he had been to Eliot House, had seen the police tape and the red stain for himself.


Anna had not come with him to Eliot. She was downstairs now. She would want to talk about the funeral arrangements. She would be pushing him to take time off and focus on the family. On healing. But he couldn’t bear that. He didn’t want to heal.


He picked up the phone from his bedside table and called his secretary at the White House. She answered tearily, babbling sympathies. He thanked her. Said the family thanked her. And then he asked what he had missed in the office so far. He insisted on scheduling a conference call for later in the day. Pack my schedule as full as you can, he told her. Fourteen-hour days.


Anything to avoid remembering.
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It took Marco Galloni a second or two to spot her and do a double take. But even from this far away, the hair was unmistakable. Shit.


He motioned to his colleague to head back and guard the front entrance. Then he jogged over.


“What the hell? Really, what the hell?”


Alexandra James winced. “I’m sorry. I haven’t touched anything, and I’m leaving now.”


“You got that right.”


He puffed his chest out and glowered at her. “You know, I could book you right now. For trespassing. Interfering with an ongoing investigation. Maybe even obstruction of justice. What are you thinking?”


“Well, to be honest, I’m thinking something strange is going on here. He fell from those windows up there, right?” She leaned back and took in the full scale of the building. Five floors of dorm rooms and then the dome of a bell tower rising another hundred feet above. “So why have you got cops and police tape all over the stairs at that end of the house down there? The H-Entry end?”


“No reason. Now let’s go.”


“It doesn’t make sense. Did something happen there?”


“Maybe. Maybe not.”


“Maybe? Maybe, meaning yes? Come on. Give me something.”


“Miss James. That’ll be enough. Let’s move it, please.” He took her arm.


“Lieutenant.” She put her hand over his. “I gather you’re in charge here today?”


“Er—yes.”


“I would really love if we could find a way to work together. I mean, it would be such a shame if they found out back at the station that I managed to evade the stringent security perimeter set up by the Cambridge PD not once, but twice. That would look so terrible, wouldn’t it?”


He stared at her. “Is that a threat?”


“No. Merely a statement of fact. But let’s not get ugly.” She smiled up at him. “I know you have to throw me out now. But while we’re walking, what about it? What happened down at H-Entry?”


“Unbelievable.” He shook his head. Today was only Wednesday, and already it was shaping up to be a bad week. Monday had kicked off with a reprimand for arriving ten minutes late for work. Then the shift supervisor had gotten on his case for failing to report a smashed taillight on his cruiser. And now this business with the Carlyle kid. He’d been stuck at his desk well past midnight last night, playing referee as the Harvard police, Cambridge cops, and the Feds gleefully worked at cross-purposes, each jockeying for a piece of the action. The chief had gone ballistic this morning, waving the Chronicle around the break room and demanding to know what kind of clowns had let a reporter sneak past the perimeter and into Eliot House.


Galloni had been sent to ensure it didn’t happen again. And now, despite the chief’s typically subtle promise to break Galloni’s balls if there were any problems, here she was again. Galloni was seen as something of a rising star within the Cambridge PD. But he could not afford another mistake this week. The promotion to lieutenant was recent. If word of this got out, the chief would stick him on night shift from now until Christmas.


Galloni sighed. He couldn’t decide if it made the situation more or less annoying that the reporter in question was extremely attractive. He’d watched her walk away this morning. Great legs. She looked like she knew it too.


She was still smiling at him. “Please. Tell me what happened. I have to file a story either way. Help me get the facts right.”


He hesitated. Goddamn it. Finally he blew the air out of his cheeks and met her gaze. “You are extremely pesky, you know that? I suppose it’s not a fireable offense to tell you it doesn’t look like Carlyle fell from the fifth floor.”


“Why not?”


“Well, we talked to the students in all those rooms up there. They didn’t know him, never saw him. Now, though, see how there’s a big, round window way up there, another twenty feet up from the fifth floor?”


She nodded.


“So there’s a little room up there. Inside the bell tower. Some sort of piano room. You get to it from that H-Entry stairwell. That window was propped open, and the janitor says it shouldn’t have been. So we’re thinking maybe he jumped from there. Or fell. Whatever. Okay, Miss Snoop? Are we done?”


She stood still for a moment. “Why would he have been up there? He’d already graduated, right? He wasn’t a student here anymore.”


“Got me on that one. But there were a couple of beer bottles on the floor up there, and the cleaning staff swear that they just cleaned a couple days ago. Nobody’s signed out the key since. Who knows. Maybe this Carlyle kid had a key from when he used to go here. Maybe he was looking for somewhere quiet to hang out and get drunk. The thing that . . .” Galloni stopped and looked away.


“The thing that what?”


He shifted and looked uncomfortable. “Nothing. Doesn’t matter.”


“Come on.”


“It—you did not hear this from me.”


“Of course not.”


“They will hang my ass out to dry if anyone knows you were back here.”


She touched her hand to her heart and nodded. You have my word.


He hesitated again, then lowered his voice. “So the guys bagged up the beer bottles, you know, tagged them for evidence, just in case. Might as well, right? And here’s the thing. They dusted for fingerprints, just to be certain this Carlyle kid was up there, that he’d opened the window.”


“And?”


“And nothing. Nothing. Not one print. The window, the doorknobs, the banisters all the way down the whole damn seven flights. The whole place was wiped clean.”
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From several hundred feet away, another man was watching.


He’d watched all morning as people came and went through the great swinging doors of Eliot House. He’d watched the television crews jostle for a shot, and the cops try to shoo them away.


He clenched and unclenched his fingers and then wrapped them tight around the paper cup of tea he’d bought, now cold. His hands would not stop shaking.


It was done, wasn’t it? Not a perfect plan, admittedly. Such a scramble. But it was done. The boy was dead. He felt reasonably sure that Thomas Carlyle had not had time to tell anyone what he’d heard, not even had time to suspect much.


But the man couldn’t have taken the risk, could he? Not after all the planning, the years of training and patience and work. One stupid mistake, and it could have unraveled everything.


Two nights ago the man had tossed and turned in his bed, realizing the gravity of his error. By dawn he had decided: Carlyle must be silenced. And there was only one way to make absolutely certain of that. The man had never killed before. That was not his role in the network. But he could not see a way around it, and there had been no time. He tried to make it look like an accident. Perhaps he had succeeded; it would be some days yet before the autopsy report was finished.


The turn of events had shaken him. He had committed murder. The man looked down and made another effort to steady his hands. He should not be here, he knew. But he wanted to know what the people investigating the scene looked like. In case they found something. In case they came after him. As, in fact, one of them did.


But it took her a while.


He wouldn’t meet her face-to-face until nine days later.
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The third and final time I sneaked into Eliot House was that evening.


I’d wasted a couple of hours on an awkward and not particularly fruitful attempt to speak to the Carlyle family. They own one of those mansions set back off Brattle Street. Glossy white paint, wide front steps, gas lanterns framing the door. I’d walked the twenty-five minutes from Eliot House and then cringed as I rang the doorbell. I’m not known for timidity when chasing a story, but it seemed in unspeakably poor taste to impose on a grieving family the day after their son had died, to ask . . . What? What could I possibly ask?


How do you feel?


Or:


Why might he have been drinking alone on the roof of his old college dorm last night?


Or, worse still:


Do you know of any reason why your son might have wanted to kill himself?


Awful. Hideous. They didn’t pay me enough to do this.


I was rehearsing an opening along the lines of How would you like people to remember your son? when the door opened. To my relief, it was not Mr. or Mrs. Carlyle, but a younger man. Perhaps a friend of Thomas’s. Or a family friend. He stepped onto the porch, half-closed the door behind him, and politely informed me that the Carlyles had no comment, no statement, would not be speaking to the press.


I nodded, tried again. “I understand. I would rather not be troubling you, really. And I’m so sorry for the family’s loss. But I have to do my job, which is to write a story on what happened, and I want to get it right.”


I was talking fast, hoping he wouldn’t shut the door in my face. “The statement the university put out said he’d just finished a year abroad in England. Was he back living here, at home?”


The man stood still for a moment, then shook his head. “No. I mean, he hadn’t had time yet. He’d only just landed. He’d been back in the States for all of three hours, we think. His bags are all just . . .” The man gestured vaguely toward the inside of the house.


“It was a fellowship year he was doing, is that right? Do you know what he was studying?”


“Economics, I think. Or history. To tell you the truth, I don’t think Thom was doing all that much studying this past year.” The man smiled sadly. “He’d met a girl. English. She was going to come over this summer. To meet everybody. He told Anna all about her.”


I noted the name. Anna. That must be Mrs. Carlyle.


“Thom and Anna are—were—they’re very close. He called her, you know. On the way from the airport, when he landed. To tell her he was home safe. And that was yesterday and then a few hours later she gets a call that he—that it—about what happened.” The man paused, cleared his throat, and turned to go back inside.


“Thank you. I’m so very sorry.” I heard the bolt slide into place. I started back down the driveway.


I knew I should head back to the newsroom. Start writing up what I had so far. It was late afternoon and Hyde Rawlins would be stalking the cubicles, chasing down what was on offer for tomorrow’s front page.


But right now what I had was pretty thin. I didn’t have a sense of what kind of guy Thom Carlyle had been. I didn’t know why he’d fallen from the top of Eliot House. I wanted to be able to picture it, to see what he had seen in the moments before he fell.


And so I went back.


THIS TIME NO GUARD WAS posted outside. The television trucks were gone too. Students were coming and going from the main doors, and I walked right in. The cops must have figured they’d collected whatever evidence they could find, and now dorm life was getting back to normal.


I checked the courtyard first. By this point I knew where I was going. The dark stain had been scrubbed away, but the ring of police tape was still there. People had left bouquets of flowers. I turned toward H-Entry.


Here the police tape was gone. I walked up a flight. Another one. No one stopped me. I could hear music from behind one of the doors. Students were home. There was no sign of cops. I kept climbing, but on the fifth floor I hit a dead end. At the end of the corridor was a door marked LEONARD BERNSTEIN ’39, MUSIC ROOM AND TOWER. It was sealed with the POLICE—DO NOT CROSS tape. I jiggled the knob. Locked tight.


I slumped down against the wall and tried to imagine what had happened here last night. There were three possible explanations. The most likely, surely, was suicide. Thom might have climbed up the bell tower to throw himself from the top. Maybe the tower had some symbolic significance from his undergraduate days here. Or maybe it was just a really tall tower—tall enough to guarantee you wouldn’t survive a fall—for which he happened to have the key. The major problem with this theory was that so far I’d found no reason to believe he’d been depressed. I’d had the Chronicle reference librarians scour his record, his Facebook page, old Crimson cuttings. They’d found no trace of trouble, no hint of anything other than a nice kid with good grades and a lot of rowing trophies. You never know what’s going on in someone’s head. But from a practical standpoint, why would someone bent on killing himself have taken the time to wipe the railings free of fingerprints?


So maybe it was an accident. He might have been drunk. Leaned out too far, slipped. The autopsy would presumably turn up whatever drugs or alcohol were in his system. Galloni did say they found beer bottles up here. But he’d said a couple of bottles. I found it hard to believe a twenty-three-year-old athlete could have gotten drunk enough off two beers to fall off a roof. And there was still the issue with the fingerprints.


Which left the most sinister possibility. What if someone else was up here last night? Carlyle had been a big guy. He would not have gone without a struggle. I knew—the yellow cardigan story—that he had landed faceup, eyes open. But what if his skull was already shattered when he hit the ground?
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THURSDAY, JUNE 24


BY NINE THE NEXT MORNING, I was back at my desk. My byline was front page again in the morning paper. I had the details about Thom Carlyle falling from the bell tower instead of a fifth-floor bedroom. And I’d been the only one to report the fingerprints, or lack thereof.


I picked up the phone and dialed Lieutenant Galloni. I’d already bugged him twice yesterday to check facts, and I knew he would soon stop taking my calls.


But the Carlyles weren’t talking. There was nothing more to see at Eliot House. The funeral wasn’t scheduled yet, and the autopsy report might still be a day or two from completion. Meanwhile another Chronicle deadline was looming tonight, and right now I had no leads.


“Galloni,” he answered.
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