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Dedication

FOR HUGH AND CLAY,

who teach me more about love every day




Epigraph

Science cannot solve the ultimate mystery of nature. And that is because, in the last analysis, we ourselves are part of the mystery we are trying to solve.

—MAX PLANCK, NOBEL PRIZE–WINNING PHYSICIST, WHERE IS SCIENCE GOING?




Before

SUMMER 2002

At first it seems like a lucky break, him pulling up in his tricked-out truck with the big-ass tires and honking just as the sky lets loose. It’s pitch dark and raining so hard, for a minute I can’t tell who it is. “Hey,” I say when he rolls down the passenger window. “Were you at the show?” A lot of the time when I’m playing I can’t see who’s in the house, especially when it’s packed.

He shakes his head. “I had some business up here and was heading out when I saw you. You going to stand there all night getting wet or you want a ride?”

If I weren’t soaked through to the skin, I might ask him how he could tell it was me walking along this deserted stretch of road, the rain pummeling me like Noah’s Ark. “Okay,” I say. “If you don’t mind dropping me back at the motel, it’s only a couple of miles.”

“No problem.”

Getting into the cab, I wonder what type of business he was doing all the way up here so late at night, but then I see a pile of scorecards from the track. He must be raking it in because he’s wearing an expensive-looking leather jacket and he’s got this super deluxe ride.

“Sorry to drip all over your seat,” I apologize, but there’s nothing I can do about it. I was so pissed off by what went down during the second set, I didn’t notice the storm about to break when I left the club. I just wanted to get the hell out of there. The one night a producer shows up from the record company we want to sign with, we have our shittiest gig ever.

He reaches behind him, then hands me a towel and says, “I can drive you home, if you want.”

“Thanks, but I’m riding back with the band in the morning.”

“Up to you.”

Just to be polite I pretend to wipe my neck with the towel that reeks of dried puke, then drop it on the floor. I wonder if he’s a big drinker as well as a gambler, but I don’t smell alcohol on his breath and he looks cleaned up from the last time I ran into him, maybe a year ago. More like a businessman now than some sweaty dude who works odd jobs.

“The motel is up there, on the left,” I say. “The Timber Creek, only the K is missing.”

As he pulls into the parking lot, I start thinking, maybe it isn’t such a terrible idea to get the hell out of Dodge tonight. Blow this rathole. Put the whole fucking catastrophe behind me. “If I went back with you, you’d have to wait while I pack up my stuff. And put on some dry clothes.” I can’t stop shivering.

“No prob. To tell you the truth, I wouldn’t mind the company.”

“I just need to text the guys and let them know I’m leaving.” But when I take my phone out of my pocket, it’s dead. “Shit. No juice.”

“Leave it with me, I’ve got a charger.”

“Hey, thanks.” I hand him my phone and open the door. “I’ll be quick.”

“Take your time.” Then he turns and grins at me, the blinking lights from the motel making his white teeth sparkle like piano keys. “I’ve got all night.”

Now, I’m a person who usually keeps his guard up, shit detectors on high. I had to be that way when I was a kid and it stuck. But tonight I’m too cold and wet and pissed off about the gig to pick up any weirdness, so by the time I realize that running into him was no random coincidence, it’s too late.
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HELEN BIRD WASN’T IN THE HABIT OF BREAKING THE LAW, BUT the heartless creep in the motel office left her no choice. She had to find her son. She had to see for herself if Henry had left something behind, some subtle trace of himself that no one else would notice but would point her maternal compass in the right direction. He’d never been out of touch before, not like this, not when he was expected home two days ago, and especially not now, when his girlfriend, Mira, was due to give birth in a matter of weeks. Luckily, the window in his motel room was open a crack and Helen was able to jimmy it just enough to squeeze through. If the creep who refused to give her the key happened to see her and called the cops, so be it. In a way, she wouldn’t mind. Maybe Saratoga Springs’ Finest would show more concern than the smug detective in Aurora Falls who tried to convince her that Henry’s disappearance was voluntary.

Helen knew better.

Didn’t she?

As soon as she was inside, she closed the musty drapes, then turned on the mini flashlight that had been a party favor at her friend Abby’s fiftieth and waved it around the room. Nothing jumped out at her, but that wasn’t surprising. The woman who’d answered the motel phone earlier in the day told her that Henry had taken all his belongings. She’d also let it slip that number 11 wouldn’t be cleaned until tomorrow.

The room was thick with late summer heat, but Helen didn’t dare turn on the air conditioner. She undid the buttons on her shirt still dusted with flour, then shined her flashlight in the closet, the nightstand, each of the bureau drawers, and the bathroom, including the shower stall with dark green fur growing around the edges and in the cracks.

Nothing.

She got down on her knees and peered under the desk, then ruffled the covers on the unmade bed. It wasn’t until she cast her light on the worn carpet that she noticed a lone gray sock sticking out from the foot of the bed. She picked it up and sniffed. There was no mistaking who the sock belonged to. Her beautiful boy had famously stinky feet.

“Where are you, my love?” Clutching the sock, Helen sat down on the edge of the bed. “Where have you gone?” She tried to feel her way into her son’s mind. In the past she’d been able to do that. Together, they’d been through so much—running away when he was five and forging new identities so Kip could never find them—they’d become experts at reading one another’s thoughts. “It’s like we’re in our own witness protection program,” Henry once joked. But ever since Stuart Rock, his best friend and Dog Radio’s lead guitarist, had phoned this morning looking for Henry, Helen’s usually sharp intuition felt jumbled by fear, like a TV signal that turns to snow.

Stuart’s explanation simply didn’t add up. “We fell apart during the second set on Labor Day. It was a shit show, and Henry was pissed because there was a record guy there, so instead of waiting to ride back to the motel, he decided to walk.” Stuart hadn’t heard from Henry since and neither had Mira, who’d been visiting her mother at the assisted-living place in Albany. “He probably just hitched or took the bus back and is up at the cabin trying to forget the whole thing,” Stuart offered, clearly trying to put a positive spin on Henry’s unexplained absence.

Helen did the math. Her son had been out of touch with the people closest to him for thirty-six hours, behavior that was completely out of character for a responsible young man—shit show or no shit show.

“I’m on my way up to the cabin now, and if he’s not there, I’m going straight to the police,” Helen said, hanging up.

SEEING HOW WORKED up she was, Nico, the duty sergeant, who was a regular at Helen’s bakery, the Queen of Hearts, took her in to meet with Will Handler right away. The detective, too, was a fan of the bakery, but Helen didn’t really know him except to say hello—and marvel at the quantity of pastries he could consume at one sitting. He reminded her of an out-of-shape boxer—with his big head, a nose with a prominent switchback, and a serious paunch. As a cop, Handler had a reputation for being blunt, but Helen didn’t mind blunt. She preferred her truth served neat, not gussied up in ifs and maybes.

When she explained that Henry had been missing since Labor Day, he advised her not to jump to conclusions. “From what his buddy told you, your son was ticked off. Sounds to me like he needed to take a time-out to get his head together.” The detective pulled a stick of Nicorette gum from one of the many packs on his desk and popped it in his mouth. “My guess is, he went off by himself. Let’s give him a chance to cool off.”

“Can’t you put out an alert, in case disappearing was not his idea?” Helen asked. “Isn’t that standard procedure?”

“Sorry to say, but there’s no such thing as an Amber Alert for a missing adult unless they’re mentally ill or physically disabled. So, unfortunately, or fortunately, your kid doesn’t qualify.”

“There must be something you can do. Mira, Henry’s girlfriend, is eight months pregnant. He would never be out of touch with her, not even for a couple of days.”

“Mm . . .” Detective Handler cocked a bushy brow and nodded, as if he’d just been let in on a secret. “You’re sure your boy is one hundred percent on board with becoming a dad?”

“Yes. A thousand percent.” Maybe what he was insinuating is true for other young men whose girlfriends get knocked up, but not Henry. From the moment Mira announced she was pregnant, he was elated. He even went out the next day and bought pricey cherry to make the baby a cradle, which he’d finished last week. Helen believed Henry saw fatherhood as the chance to repair the painful legacy of his own father.

She glanced at the stack of file folders on the detective’s desk and hoped they didn’t represent unsolved cases. “You don’t know my son,” she said, feeling her jaw tighten.

“No, I don’t, but my twenty-seven years on the job tells me he knew what he was doing. Most adults who go missing do so voluntarily. I can’t tell you how many wander off, then turn up after a few days or weeks.” The detective spit his gum into its wrapper, then tossed it in the trash. “You say Henry likes to go hiking up in the Adirondacks, right? Well, if I were a gambling man, I’d bet that’s where he is. Had a lousy show and decided to take a little mental R & R. I see it all the time. I’m telling you, ninety-eight percent of missing persons turn up sooner or later. Ninety-eight percent.”

Helen was too afraid to ask how many of the ninety-eight percenters turned up alive.

SHE PRESSED THE orphaned sock to her chest, recalling the family of sock puppets she’d made for Henry’s third birthday, when they were too broke to buy anything more than a few balloons from the five-and-dime. So, just as in the story of Goldilocks and the Three Bears, which Henry loved above all others, Helen created Baby puppet, Mama puppet, and Papa puppet. That was when Henry’s real papa was still in the picture. For a long while, the puppet family remained Henry’s most cherished treasure, the only playthings Helen had time to grab the night they fled Oregon. Even after he outgrew them, he kept them safely tucked away in his top bureau drawer. His favorite was Chester, the Baby puppet with the big button eyes and red felt grin. “For someday, when I have a kid,” he said.

Headlights beamed through the gap in the shabby curtains, jarring Helen out of her reverie. Car doors slamming. Loud voices, male and female, getting closer. Probably the cops coming to arrest me for breaking and entering, she thought, feeling her pulse shoot up. Moments later, though, she felt mildly disappointed when she heard the TV go on in the room next door.

She stretched out on the bed and sniffed the pillow. She could detect Henry there, too. Not smelly like the sock. Sweet, with a hint of his favorite shaving cream. Tea tree and mint. It was the first time since Stuart called that Helen let herself cry.

SHE MUST HAVE drifted off because the rhythmic thwack thwack thwack of her neighbors’ headboard against the paper-thin wall jerked her awake. And the noise! High-pitched squeals that sounded like randy alley cats going at it. Well, good for them, she thought. Carpe diem, because you never know what unwelcome surprises the next diem may bring.

She mopped up the sweat pooling between her breasts with the top sheet and tried to figure out what to do next. Obviously, her son had taken his things with him and gone somewhere. But where? Could his mysterious departure really be voluntary? Viewed from a certain angle, Detective Handler’s theory made sense. Given Henry’s landscaping job, double duty as Dog Radio’s fiddler and manager, his relationship with Mira, and a baby coming, he was under massive pressure for anyone, let alone a twenty-two-year-old. Only this was Henry, whose maturity and sense of responsibility, even as a young boy, had outpaced his years. Henry was not a person who took time-outs, any more than Helen was a person who lolled around waiting for something to happen. They were scrappers. Survivors. Helen didn’t believe her son would abandon her or Mira or the band, or Charlie, the ornery rescue mutt he called his “brother from another mother.”

She glanced at the glowing red numbers on the digital clock. Ten fifty! Even if she left this minute, she wouldn’t make it home until after midnight, and she had to wake up by four to get the first bake in by four thirty. She forced herself into a sitting position, then liberated the Henry-scented pillowcase from the pillow to take with her and dropped the sock inside.

Deciding she had better pee before taking off, she went into the windowless bathroom, shut the door, and turned on the light. Startled by the sudden brightness, she caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror. Her usually rosy complexion was so pale, the bags under her bloodshot eyes so puffy, and her silver-streaked blonde hair in such a tangle, she looked more like mad Medusa than the woman her lover, Jock, called an earth goddess.

She splashed cold water on her face, then patted it dry with a damp towel. Henry’s towel, she imagined, though when she pressed her nose to it and inhaled, she could detect no trace of him and dropped it on the floor. That’s when she spotted something in the wastebasket she hadn’t noticed before. A crumpled-up piece of paper. Sheet music. She fished it out of the trash. There, on the page, was the start of a letter in Henry’s slanted hand.

Dear Kip, the first scratched-out line read.

Then, Dear Dad, but that line was scratched out, too.

A blast of adrenaline on top of paralyzing fatigue made the words bleed together. Trembling, Helen sat down on the closed toilet seat. As far as she knew, Henry had never reached out to Kip in the seventeen years since they’d run away from him and Oregon. On the rare occasions when he’d mentioned his father, her response had been firm, unequivocal. We can never get in touch with him or let him know where we are or our lives could be in danger. Yet, obviously, her warnings had expired years ago. Henry was a grown man now, free to do as he pleased. Free to get in touch with his father if that’s what he needed to do.

Having left her reading glasses in the car, Helen squinted to bring the words into focus.

Dear whoever the hell you are, because honestly I don’t know what to call you. Kip feels weird. And though you’re my dad by blood, you’ve never really been a dad to me, so calling you that feels fake. But as long as I’m on the subject, I might as well tell you that your son is about to become a dad himself . . .

Helen pressed the letter to her chest. Why should she be so shocked? It was human nature, wasn’t it? The raw animal urgency of bloodlines that must have made her son want to share his big news. But what exactly did he have in mind? Had he written the letter on impulse, then thought better of it and thrown it in the trash? Or was it a draft of a letter he planned to send? Had sent already? A speech he intended to deliver in person?

And where did this ink-splotched sheet of paper leave Helen? Should she share it with Mira? Detective Handler? Book the next flight to Eugene to search for Henry herself?

Questions. But no answers.

Her mind emptied of everything she’d always taken on faith about her son. His loyalty and devotion. His honesty. Their unbreakable bond. She felt like the fool in that old fable, who searches for his keys under a streetlamp, not because he lost them there, but because it was the only place where there was light enough for him to see.

Helen folded the crinkled paper in half and placed it in the pillowcase with the sock. After one last look around the room, she slipped out the door into the still night air.
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The Aurora Falls Gazette

September 6, 2002

Aurora Falls Man Sought After Mysterious Disappearance

BY ALIX BENITEZ

Henry Bird, 22, a musician and manager of the local bluegrass band Dog Radio, has been missing since Labor Day. Bird’s absence was discovered when he failed to meet up with his fellow band members on the morning of Tuesday, September 3, to return to Aurora Falls. The group had been performing over the weekend at the Silver Dollar, a club in Saratoga Springs.

According to Stuart Rock, lead guitarist for Dog Radio, Bird told him he “felt like getting some air” after the show on Monday night and decided to walk back to the Timber Creek Motel, where the band was staying. He was last seen leaving the Silver Dollar on foot shortly before midnight, heading in the direction of the motel, a distance of about two miles. The rest of the band—Rock, Damian Barr, Paul Robbins, and equipment manager Luke Attardi—remained at the club until 2 a.m. When they got back to the motel, they assumed Bird was asleep in his room.

“We kept knocking on his door in the morning until finally we got the motel manager to open it just to make sure he was okay, but he was already gone,” said Rock, adding that it was unusual for Bird not to phone or text if he had a change of plans.

Henry Bird is the son of Helen Bird, proprietor of the Queen of Hearts Bakery in Aurora Falls. “It’s completely out of character for Henry to take off without letting anyone close to him know where he was going,” she said. “I’m especially concerned for his safety since learning that two other musicians from New York State have gone missing in recent months.”

The musicians Mrs. Bird was referring to are Larry Gustafson, 23, a rapper from Syracuse who goes by 2B.NOT.2B, and whose abandoned car was found near Worcester, Massachusetts, and Aaron Lamb, 29, a guitarist from Ithaca. When questioned, Detective Will Handler of the Aurora Falls Sheriff’s Department said there was “no evidence linking Bird to either Lamb or Gustafson.” As of press time, the department has declined to launch a formal investigation into Bird’s disappearance.

Henry Bird is a 6′1″ white male, 170 pounds, with shoulder-length sandy hair, blue eyes, and a small crescent-shaped scar above his right eye. In addition to playing fiddle with Dog Radio, he’s employed as a junior landscaper at Perennial Pleasures Nursery and Gardens in Aurora Falls, but did not call in or report for work this week.

Mrs. Bird asks that anyone with information regarding her son’s whereabouts contact her immediately at 853-232-6645.
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OH NO, THIS IS HORRIBLE,” LUCIE SAID AFTER READING THE front-page story in the local paper. “He waited on me last summer. There was hardly anyone there, so we got to talking and he told me all about his band. I said we’d try to catch them sometime when we were up here. God, his mother, I can’t imagine what she’s going through.” Huddled in bed naked, Lucie tucked the duvet under her chin. She always forgot how chilly it got in the cottage, even though technically it was still summer.

“He’s only been gone a few days, Luce. I wouldn’t start worrying yet.” Matt dropped his shorts on the floor and took off his T-shirt, still sweat-soaked from his early morning run. “At least now we know why the bakery’s closed.” Whenever Matt and Lucie came up from the city for the weekend, their first stop was the Queen of Hearts. Though they avoided carb and fat overload at home—especially Matt, who, because of his family history, was fanatical about his LDL/HDL ratio—they refused to pass up the sublime pain au levain, sticky almond croissants, or pillowy brioche turned out by the Queen. But yesterday, the bakery was dark and they had to resort to ShopRite.

“Matt, I’m telling you, I’m good at reading people,” Lucie said, chewing on a fingernail. “That day in the bakery he was so friendly, he did not strike me as the type who would just check out without telling anyone.”

“Honey, people disappear all the time, for all sorts of reasons, only to show up later. You don’t know anything about him, except that his mother owns a bakery and he plays in a band. Anyhow, he looks like someone who can take care of himself. If something suspicious were going on, the cops would be all over it.”

“You really think so?” Lucie wanted to believe her husband. She wanted to believe the positive spin he put on just about everything. The guy was born primed for sunshine, while her happiness set point hovered somewhere between partly cloudy and ominous. For Lucie, worry was like a heat-seeking missile: when one target of her anxiety faded, another soon took its place. Usually she and Matt balanced each other out, though at times his glass-half-full attitude seemed like a handy form of denial. Yet, at other times he turned out to be uncannily prescient.

“What about the other two guys who disappeared? Maybe there’s some psycho out there targeting musicians,” she said.

“Luce, odds are your friend Henry will be back sooner than later, you wait and see.” Matt kissed the top of her head. “I’m going to jump in the shower. Don’t go anywhere, okay?”

“Okay.” She watched the back of his trim runner’s body retreat into the bathroom, then turned her attention to the photo beaming at her from the paper. With his blue eyes and winning smile, Henry looked as open and charming as she remembered. Where could he have gone? That day last summer when Matt was off on some mega run, Lucie had gone into the bakery to pick up a loaf of bread but was seduced by the aroma of fresh peach pie. She wound up sitting at one of the little café tables savoring a slice and a cup of tea, chatting with Henry and watching him with his mother, Helen. Lucie remembered being struck by how radiant Helen looked that day, how content and at home she seemed in her plumpish, apron-clad body. Observing her playfulness with her son, Lucie wondered what it would be like to be the Queen of Hearts—having a small bakery in Aurora Falls, free from all the pressures and pretense of New York City.

Like many English majors, Lucie had moved to New York with dreams of working in publishing until she sold her first novel. She’d never planned a career as a magazine editor. Yet, surprisingly, since starting at Lulu seven years ago and working her way up from a lowly assistant to senior health editor, she found she liked dealing in actual facts after a childhood brimming with myth and misinformation. But as much as she liked her job, she often wearied of the whole New York gestalt. The ridiculous status thing, based on some mysterious formula involving looks (i.e., being thin!), who you knew and who they knew, not to mention the raw ambition to make it, which never seemed to make anyone truly happy when they did. And the noise and suffocating crowds took a serious toll on Lucie’s souped-up nervous system.

Aurora Falls was another story. The laid-back vibe took her right back to the funky town in Northern California where she grew up. In fact, Aurora Falls could be the East Coast sister of Point Reyes Station. Even the rolling hills surrounding the town reminded her of Northern California, with the added benefit of staying green all summer, instead of drying out and turning dusty brown. Yet, like Point Reyes, Aurora Falls was originally a farming community that was discovered in the 1970s by hippies and artists and subscribers to Mother Earth News and was still a mash-up of the two cultures. An art gallery next to a feed store. An old-fashioned hardware store sandwiched between an independent bookstore and a health food co-op. And Humpty’s, a dive saloon kitty-corner from a ritzy wine bar and herbal apothecary. Most of all, Lucie loved the expansive green in the center of town where kids ran free and adults gathered to play chess and bocce, listen to music, practice tai chi, or just loll around on benches or the grass, reading or doing nothing at all.

Matt didn’t share Lucie’s infatuation. He was one of those native New Yorkers who thought of Manhattan, especially the Upper West Side, as an enlightened village—sort of like Colonial Williamsburg, only for all the people the nation’s forefathers would have run out of Williamsburg. Since 9/11, he’d become even more fiercely New York–centric than before, while Lucie yearned more than ever for a home in Aurora Falls. A place to escape to, if they survived the next terrorist attack.

She’d been on her way to an early morning photo shoot in Tribeca when the first plane roared overhead and she watched as the North Tower was struck—disbelieving, crying, clutching the arms of strangers, until she was swept up in the crush of human flesh swarming north. Borne along by the wave, she couldn’t remember if Matt was working at the hospital uptown or downtown and didn’t know he was safe until midnight, when he finally showed up at their apartment on West Eighty-Third. Pale as bleached bone, he said that as soon as he’d heard the news, he’d rushed to the ER and waited with the other doctors and nurses to receive the wounded. But the wounded never came.

Even now, a year after the attacks, there were mornings when Lucie woke up gasping, the taste of bitter ash in her mouth.

She returned to the newspaper and tried once more to read Henry Bird’s face for clues. Could he really have gone missing on purpose?

“Hey.” Matt took the paper from her and crawled into bed. “I’m hungry,” he said, kissing her between the collarbones and wrapping one of his slender legs around one of her meatier ones. His longish hair was still damp from the shower and tickled. “But not for one of those shitty ShopRite bagels.”

“Mm.” Lucie glanced up at the skylight over the bed. Clouds were amassing into a steely fortress. A downpour would soon follow.

“Luce? What’s going on? Are you still thinking about that kid?”

“I wish there was something we could do to help find him. Help his mom. They seem like such nice people.”

“What do you propose we do?”

“I don’t know.” Lucie disentangled herself from Matt and propped herself up on one elbow. “Maybe they have posters we could take back with us and put up in the city. Let’s check before we leave tomorrow. And . . .” An unreformed nail biter, she dug her teeth into her pinky nail. “When we go into town, I wouldn’t mind popping into a few open houses. Just to look.”

“Again? Didn’t we go through this last year?”

“That was before 9/11.”

“Luce, I’ve spent years listening to friends bitch about sitting in miserable traffic for hours every Friday night, only to have to turn around and do it all in reverse on Sunday. I’ve always sworn I would never be one of those people.”

“I just wish we had a place we could go if there’s another attack. It wouldn’t have to be fancy. It could be a simple cottage, like this.” She waved a hand around the tiny refuge they’d discovered during their first weekend in Aurora Falls. With a hot tub and a pond to swim in, it was their favorite getaway. But since being written up in Lonely Planet, it was getting harder and harder to book.

“Do you really want to buy a place just in case something bad happens again in New York? Bad things can happen anywhere.” Matt eyed the Gazette. “Even here.”

Lucie tossed back the covers, threw on an old Cal Bears T-shirt, then opened the front door just as the sky let loose with battering rain, bringing with it a shower of golden leaves from the nearby poplars.

“You want half a toasted shitty bagel?” Matt asked after her.

“No.”

There was so little they disagreed on, but having a place in the country was high on the list, she thought, noticing how each time a gust of wind rose up, the rain thrashing through the treetops hit the ground at a slightly different angle, in a kind of wild dance. She believed that growing up in the near wild herself had left her with a longing for the natural world, an urgency that was physical, not unlike the craving for sex, but one Matt would never share. She hadn’t recognized this yearning in herself until she’d spent a few years walled in by concrete.

“You’re getting wet,” he said, coming up so close behind her she could smell his bagel breath. Onion.

“I don’t care,” she said, reaching her arms out in front of her. The rain felt like a thousand tiny needles pricking her skin. “What about our hypothetical child? Don’t you think having a place to run around outside would be good for her? Or him?” Ever since his father had had a massive coronary last year, Matt’s previously vague desire for a child had turned into a crusade. Lucie had gone off the pill eleven months ago and they’d been tracking her temperature and having sex according to her ovulation cycle ever since, but so far no baby.

“Maybe, if someday we have a child who isn’t just hypothetical.” Matt shrugged.

“FYI, I made an appointment with that fertility guy Rabia recommended,” Lucie said, her back still to him.

“Really, you did? When were you going to tell me?”

“Now. This weekend. I only made it a few days ago. I wanted to surprise you.” She reached behind her and patted his chest. “Surprise.”

Matt had been after her to make the appointment for months. He came from a family of breeders. Annie and Audrey, his two sisters, had five kids between them. Whenever they got together, Matt spent every minute playing with his nieces and nephews. He was the ideal dad-in-waiting, while Lucie wasn’t so sure about her fitness for motherhood. As the only child of a single mom who had gotten knocked up after a Dead concert by some guy called Moondog or Moonbeam—her mother, Phoebe, never could remember which—Lucie hadn’t had the world’s greatest maternal role model. Besides, compared to her ghostly tribe—in addition to an unknown father, many of her mother’s relatives had been killed in Auschwitz—Matt’s family tree swelled with leafy branches extending in every direction. Most of the time Lucie felt like a stray twig among the multitude of Pressmans.

“If you really want to, we can go look at a couple of open houses tomorrow,” Matt said, shutting the door and leading her back inside. Her jaw was shuddering and she was soaked. He removed her dripping tee, then wrapped her in a towel and hustled her into bed. “There,” he said.

“There,” she said when he took off his sweatpants and climbed in next to her.

He kissed her wet hair. “You want to know something? You’re going to make our actual, non-hypothetical child an amazing mom.”

“Oh Matt, how can you possibly say that? How will I even know what to do?”

“Because you will. Animal instinct. Plus, you have the biggest heart of anyone I’ve ever met. Look how worried you are over the baker’s son, who you talked to only once in your life.”

“That’s because he’s somebody else’s kid. If something horrible happened to our child, I don’t think I could live. You’d have to put me to sleep like an old dog.” Lucie removed Matt’s tortoiseshell frames and pushed aside the dark brown hair that was constantly falling in his eyes. Then she traced his generous nose and full lips with a fingertip before meeting his warm, dark eyes. It was no wonder his patients adored him. Sometimes, she worried, they adored him a little too much. “You know,” she said, “for someone who’s such a big-shot eye doctor, I think you see me through rose-colored glasses.”

“Did I ever tell you you’re beautiful?”

His little schtick. He always told her she was beautiful when he wanted to fuck. Before him other men had told Lucie she was pretty—or cute—but she never quite believed them. She thought she was attractive (ish), but, given her narrow face with the sort of significant nose that drove many women to plastic surgeons, along with a smallish chin and a crown of coarse, frizzy hair, she never felt exactly pretty either—an opinion that had been reinforced by her mother. It was an unspoken agreement in their little family of two that her mother held the pretty card. Not that Lucie could compete with willowy, straight-haired Phoebe, who resembled a Jewish Joni Mitchell. Lucie always assumed her specter of a father must have been short, dark, and hairy like her. No man had ever made Lucie feel beautiful the way Matt did, and after years of him saying so, she’d come to believe she was, at least in his eyes.

“I saw a cute cottage listed in the paper. It’s close to town but right on the creek, with a big yard and . . . Not that we’re buying right now, but it would be fun to look. Matt?”

But this time he didn’t answer. His mouth was slowly working its way along the length of her body and his mind was somewhere else.




Four

HELEN AND MIRA WERE PUTTING THE FINISHING TOUCHES ON the “Missing” poster when the doorbell rang.

“Another one,” Helen sighed. Ever since the article came out in the Gazette, local reporters had been calling and banging on her door, driving her and especially the dog crazy. “I’m glad they’re interested, but when there’s something to tell, I’ll tell them. Jesus. Let me deal with it,” she said when Mira started to pull herself up. Helen had insisted that her son’s girlfriend stay with her until Henry returned. “Someone eight-plus months pregnant should not be living alone on top of a mountain,” she’d offered, and Mira had gladly accepted the invitation.

“Charlie, no! Stay!” Helen tried to mimic Henry’s dog-scolding voice, but Charlie wasn’t having it. He scrambled down the flight of stairs ahead of her and began snarling at the front door. When Helen peered through the leaded-glass window to see who was ringing the bell this time, she felt like snarling, too. “Just a minute,” she yelled, then yanked the dog’s collar, dragged him upstairs, and bribed him with “treats” to get him out the back door. Charlie was a large black Labradoodle/German shepherd rescue, with God knows what else in his gene pool. Normally skittish around men who weren’t Henry, these days he was even more on edge than usual.

Helen went back downstairs and opened the door partway. Detective Handler was red in the face and waving a copy of the latest Aurora Falls Gazette in the air. “What the hell?” he said.

“When you wouldn’t do anything, the reporter offered to alert the public in case someone out there has seen my son,” Helen said, her jaw rigid. She was convinced that if the detective had done his job, Henry might be home by now. If he hadn’t run off to Oregon in search of his father. Which she doubted. In her gut, Helen didn’t believe her son would abandon Mira right before the baby was due. Still, she’d booked a flight to Eugene, then canceled it when she realized she couldn’t leave Mira alone. The typically spirited young woman was an emotional wreck. Helen also recognized that caring for Mira was helping to keep her own twin demons—grief and terror—at bay.

“You should have come to me before speaking to the press,” Handler said.

“I did,” replied Helen, her eyes boring into his like a hot poker.

The detective sighed. “There are standard procedures for conducting a missing persons investigation, Mrs. Bird, and going straight to the news media isn’t one of them.” His bulldog demeanor had given way to something akin to resignation. Helen wondered if he felt guilty over dismissing Henry’s disappearance as “voluntary,” or if he’d been chewed out by the sheriff or some other higher-up when the newspaper article appeared.

“Are you going to let me in or what?” he asked.

MOMENTS LATER, THEY were settled in the living room. The beefy detective on the sofa, Mira in the wooden rocker, Helen on the window seat. The room was bathed in the sweet aroma of cinnamon and cardamon, even though the bakery had been closed for the past few days. Helen was one of the only business owners in town who still lived above her shop.

“So, have you decided to investigate?” she asked, wondering if the detective was serious about looking for Henry or if his visit was a public relations ploy to pacify an angry boss.

“Possibly.” Detective Handler cleared his throat. “I need to get some background information first.” He pulled a pen and notebook from his jacket pocket and turned to Helen. “You and Henry moved to Aurora Falls when he was in kindergarten, correct?”

“Yes.” The man had actually done some research.

“And you came from where?”

“Oregon. I grew up in Ashland and went to college in Eugene,” said Helen.

“And Henry’s father? Where is he?”

“I don’t know. I got pregnant after a one-night stand and I never saw the guy again.” Helen’s cheeks grew hot and she hoped Handler took the flushing as a sign of shame for a slutty past and not because she was lying. This was the line of questioning she’d dreaded. “I was just out of college and, well, it was back in the day.” She glanced at Mira swaying in the rocker and tried to read her face, but her beautiful green eyes were swollen into narrow slits from crying, and Helen couldn’t tell if she knew the real story. In Helen’s mind, her past—and Henry’s—were permanently sealed. Still, she had no way of knowing whether, in a moment of naked bliss, her son had told Mira everything.

“Honestly, our life before Aurora Falls is ancient history and I don’t think it has anything to do with where Henry is now.” Helen had no intention of showing Handler the letter she’d found in the trash at the motel; it would only raise a million pointless questions and drive the investigation—if there ever were to be one—in the wrong direction. Anyhow, she was on it, just in case. After she’d canceled her flight to Eugene, she’d put in calls to a couple of private detectives in the area and was waiting to hear back. Still, she knew she was playing a dangerous game. If the detective agreed to investigate, then found out about the letter, she could be prosecuted for withholding information from a cop. But it was a risk she was willing to take. Secrets were the currency that had kept her and Henry safe for nearly twenty years. Revealing those secrets now could destroy them both.

“You’re going to have to let me be the judge of what’s relevant.” Handler pressed his meaty thumbs together. “How about your parents? Siblings? Is Henry in touch with them?”

Helen shook her head. “My parents and brother are gone. They died years ago, before Henry was born.” This she could prove. She had all three of their death certificates tucked away in the same accordion file folder in the safe-deposit box where she kept Henry’s birth certificate and her own—the real ones and the fake ones. Henry was the only other person who had a key.

“Detective, I’m sorry, but I don’t see how my dead family is relevant,” Helen said, tapping the faded Persian rug with her foot. “Henry walked out of the Silver Dollar five days ago and hasn’t been seen or heard from since. He couldn’t have just vaporized into thin air. Surely, someone knows where he is.”

“I’m getting to that,” Handler said gruffly.

“Thank you,” said Helen. Clearly, the man didn’t cotton to having his methods challenged, and she’d better try to win him over. It wasn’t his fault that Henry was missing, she just wished he hadn’t been so damn cavalier that day in his office. Statistically, with every passing day the odds of finding a missing person drop significantly, and five days is a lifetime in the land of the missing. She glanced at the grinning photo of Henry on the bookcase taken a few months ago, the day his new hand-carved fiddle was delivered. The same shot appeared in the Gazette and would be printed on the “Missing” poster.

“What about those two other musicians?” Mira asked. “The ones Alix wrote about in the paper? Do you think there’s some kind of weird conspiracy going on?”

“We know the rapper kid, 2B or whatever the hell he calls himself, is heavily into drugs and there’s a chance the other one is a druggie, too.” Handler narrowed his eyes. “I have to ask and I need you to be straight with me: Is Henry a user?”

“No. I mean, maybe some pot once in a while when he’s with the band, but that’s it,” Mira said, running a hand through her tangle of red hair.

“We’ll keep looking into those other two on the off chance there’s a connection, but I’m not holding my breath. Meantime, can either of you ladies think of anyone who holds a grudge against Henry? Anyone who might wish to do him harm?”

“No, no way,” said Helen. “Henry has always gotten along with everyone. He was never the kind of kid who got into fights at school. If anything, he gives people the benefit of the doubt. And sometimes they take advantage.”

The detective fixed his gaze on Mira. “And the band? They all copacetic?”

“Except for Damian. He’s the drummer. And a user. He’s stoned half the time and Henry’s been pushing to get rid of him.”

This was news to Helen. She realized that since Henry had moved in with Mira a year ago she was no longer his primary confidante. And probably hadn’t been for some time.

“I gotta know,” Handler said, his eyes still on Mira, “about the two of you. Any big issues there? It wouldn’t surprise me. Henry, out late with the band, drinking, maybe smoking some dope, a bunch of groupies hanging around, flirting. He’s a good-looking guy. And there you are, home alone in an isolated cabin, probably waiting up until the wee hours, and with a little one coming. That could put a lot of stress on a young couple . . .”

“We’re good.” Mira’s cheeks reddened and she clutched her giant belly, as if at any second the detective might try to snatch the baby from her.

“Okay, happy to hear, but what about old boyfriends? You’re a beautiful young woman, Mira. Anyone out there who might still be carrying a torch?”

“Henry and I have been together since our senior year of high school,” Mira said, crossing then uncrossing her swollen ankles. “There were a few guys before him. Billy Hallinan, who sort of stalked me after we broke up, but I think he moved away. Jackson Brin, who I’ve known since we were kids. We broke it off a long time ago and I’m pretty sure he’s seeing someone. Oh, and well, Stuart. Rock. From the band. We had a thing, but it was no big deal. Anyhow, Stuart has his pick of adoring fans. He’s the one all the groupies go for.”

Stuart and Mira? Another breaking news flash for Helen.

“We’ll be sure to invite Stuart and Damian and the rest of the band down to the station for a chat.”

“Does this mean you’re committing to an investigation?” Helen sat up straight.

“Yes, ma’am, that’s exactly what it means.”

Helen felt her stomach drop and looked away. This was what she wanted, wasn’t it? A formal investigation into Henry’s disappearance? From now on it wouldn’t just be her breaking into motel rooms or calling every hospital in upstate New York. Or Mira getting Stuart to sweet-talk Alix Benitez (one of his groupies) into writing a story for the Gazette. So why did Handler’s willingness to investigate strike Helen like a body blow?

“Are you saying you no longer think Henry’s disappearance is voluntary?” she asked.

“I don’t know, but I intend to find out.”

Helen knew that as soon as the detective opened a case file, Henry would become a grim statistic, one of 650,000 Americans who go missing every year—a number greater than the population of Seattle or Denver. She had a sudden urge to take the investigation back and continue the search on her own. With Mira’s help. And Stuart’s. And of course, Charlie’s. Find Henry themselves, as if somehow he would be missing less if his name wasn’t entered into the official rolls of the disappeared. Helen could taste the putrid remains of the hard-boiled egg she’d force-fed herself for breakfast in her throat.

The detective closed his notebook and rose. “Any chance you have a copy of your son’s high school yearbook? His college yearbook, too, if he has one.”

“They’re in his old room. I’ll get them,” said Helen.

“A couple other things, too. Some of his personal effects—dirty laundry, the dirtier the better. And something of yours, Mrs. Bird, for DNA comparison.”

“DNA?” Each request was another gut punch. Helen glanced at Mira. She was folded over her belly, her tumbling chaos of hair masking her face.

“For insurance, just in case we come across an article of clothing or something else that needs to be identified and we bring in a canine unit,” Handler said.

“A canine unit?” The only canine units Helen knew of appeared in the British murder mysteries she was addicted to. The dogs endlessly roamed the moors sniffing for corpses—and more often than not, found them.

“All standard procedure. The items will be returned to you, if and when we find him.”

“When, not if,” croaked Mira, wiping her chapped cheeks, then pressing her palms into the seat of the rocker to hoist herself up. “I’ll get Henry’s dirty clothes. I brought them over to wash so they’ll be all clean when he gets back.” She returned moments later carrying a wicker basket piled with dirty jeans, T-shirts, boxers, socks, and the filthy denim overalls Henry wore to work at the nursery.

Helen grabbed the basket out of Mira’s hands and buried her face in the soiled clothes before the detective gently coaxed it from her.

Then he slipped on a pair of latex gloves, selected several items from the basket, and dropped them one by one into a large plastic evidence bag. Next, he placed Helen’s unwashed T-shirt in a separate bag and the two yearbooks in another.

“You will find him, won’t you,” Helen said. It came out sounding more like an order than a question.

“Soon, please,” added Mira. “We need him here.”

“That’s the idea.” Detective Handler collected the sealed evidence bags, then handed Helen and Mira each a card with his private pager number and promised to update them as soon as anything turned up.

That was the word he used: anything. Not Henry. Anything.

LATER THAT NIGHT, after Mira had fallen asleep in Henry’s childhood bed, Helen went outside. She sat down on the back steps and looped herself around Charlie, her arms encircling his large furry frame, her head resting against his. Every nerve running through her felt as if it were on fire, electrified by currents her body could not contain. Even her teeth and eyeballs hurt.

She gazed at the wash of stars lighting up the blue-black night and wondered where in that vast snow globe was her boy. She thought: If only I could get quiet enough, maybe I could sense him, the way I’ve always been able to sense him, even when we’ve been apart. Even that summer when he went backpacking north of the Arctic Circle and was out of touch for two weeks. Even then she felt she could detect a cord connecting them, a sort of phantom umbilicus composed of pure energy. But now: nothing. She felt untethered, as if her maternal antennae had been short-circuited by fear.

The fear curdled in her mouth and distorted her vision.

She didn’t know how she could go on not knowing whether Henry was alive or dead, because that was the question now. That was always the question when someone disappeared, even if you danced circles around it, even if no one said it out loud. In spite of all she’d been through, Helen’s sense of herself as sturdy as an old Western oak with roots deep enough to sustain her through all kinds of trouble felt threatened for the first time.

She wished Jock was there to put his long arms around her, but somehow it didn’t feel right to have him sleep over with Mira in the house. Besides, though she longed for Jock’s large paunchy body, like a giant, fuzzy teddy bear, she didn’t want to have to talk to him. She had no words, and instead of comforting her over the past several days his abundant kindness—part of his job description as a Unitarian minister—had made her feel as though she might break in two.

As if sensing her need for a hairy companion, Charlie nuzzled closer and licked Helen’s cheek.

AFTER A SECOND newspaper article appeared, directing inquiries to the Aurora Falls Sheriff’s Department, a tidal wave of calls came flooding in from people who claimed to have seen Henry—sneaking across the border on foot into Quebec, boarding a Southwest plane to Cincinnati, buying a pistol in Troy, stealing a six-pack of Bud from a gas station outside Ithaca, climbing into the cab of a semi on a highway somewhere in Michigan—as well as reports of an epidemic of disappeared musicians from Miami to Moscow. There were calls from three or four psychics, too, but none of them could provide any but the vaguest details. After listening to Loretta Sparks, the police department’s family liaison officer, recount a call in which a seer “saw” Henry’s body buried in the woods near a grove of poplars but couldn’t pinpoint where or even in what state, Helen asked Loretta to stop sharing those calls unless the psychics said her son was alive and well or offered specific information as to his whereabouts.

“Henry might still be figuring out his next move,” said Will—the detective and Helen were now on a first-name basis—as if that were good news. He and his team had been combing the area surrounding the Silver Dollar and the Timber Creek Motel, going house to house and reviewing the footage from every available security camera, but had failed to turn up any leads.

“Sometimes when people check out for emotional reasons, they feel like they’ve crossed a line,” Will added. “Especially if they get wind that a massive search is on. They feel so guilty about the pain they’re causing their loved ones, they’re too ashamed to come home.”

Fat chance, thought Helen.

SHE GAVE HER employees two weeks’ paid leave and shuttered the bakery until further notice. Mira, a painter who was getting her degree in studio art at the community college, dropped out of school, and the two women did everything they could to aid in the search. They had thousands more flyers printed and an army of friends and neighbors posted them in nearby towns, while a contingent from Henry’s old high school baseball team put them on cars, in bars, restaurants, hotels, motels, and public buildings from Kingston to Albany to Saratoga Springs, and all the way north to the Canadian border. Mira, who was more adept than Helen at using the internet, created FindHenryBird.com. After the first week, Helen stopped monitoring the emails pouring into the website. As with the phone calls being fed to the police, many of the messages seemed to be sent by lunatics and cranks with too much time on their hands. The ones from other parents of missing children and adults were too heartbreaking to read. And Helen preferred not to see the hundreds of condolence notes jamming the site’s in-box. Ten days into the search, Mira pitched a segment on Henry to a producer at America’s Most Wanted, a reality show famous for reuniting family members with missing children.

Mira and Helen both understood that there was only a small window before Henry’s disappearance was no longer breaking news. They knew the time would soon come when everyone—including the cops and local reporters—would lose interest and move on to the next case, the next story. The concerned friends and neighbors who dropped off casseroles or helped with the search would congratulate themselves for having done their part and they, too, would move on.

And sooner or later, Helen knew that if Henry didn’t turn up, Mira would choose life—as she should, as Helen, under different circumstances, once had—with her child in tow.

Helen, alone, would remain adrift between knowing and not knowing.

Even though she tried not to let her mind wander too far down that path, still it loomed before her, a scary, dark wood.




Five

NO WAY,” LUCIE SAID, PROPPING HERSELF UP BY THE ELBOWS, her ankles still tucked in the stirrups.

“Yup, way,” said Lucie’s gynecologist, Rabia Roubini-Beach, in her silky Jamaican Indian accent that sounded more like music than spoken language.

“But we have an appointment with the fertility guy in a couple of weeks,” Lucie said stupidly.

“I suggest you cancel it, sweetness.” Rabia rolled the ultrasound machine over to the table and connected it to her computer. “Now lie back down and I’ll show you,” she said, squeezing icy goop on Lucie’s abdomen. “Sorry about that, it’ll warm up in a second.”

“Are you absolutely sure? I mean, we’ve been trying, but I didn’t think . . .”

“Hear that gorgeous sound?” Rabia said, gently sliding the transducer back and forth across Lucie’s womb. “That’s your baby’s heartbeat. And see that tiny sac right in the middle that looks like a cocoon? That’s your baby, baby.”

“My baby,” Lucie repeated. “That’s my baby?”

“Looks around seven weeks, give or take. You are pregnant, my friend. Get dressed while I make you a copy of the ultrasound to show your husband.”

AS SOON AS she stepped outside Lucie started to punch in Matt’s cell but ended the call before the first ring. No way could she tell him over the phone. Plus, she needed time to let the news soak in, to let her mind catch up with her body. She knew how Matt would react, but what about her? Was she thrilled? In shock? Excited? Terrified? All of the above, she decided, feeling her whole body vibrate. She headed for Central Park.

You are seven weeks pregnant.

It wasn’t as if she’d had no inkling. Yet she’d been so convinced she couldn’t conceive without chemical intervention, she’d been denying the changes in her body like a teenage girl who gets knocked up and is scared to tell her parents. Tender breasts. Nausea. Crushing fatigue. Lately, she’d been falling asleep right after dinner and Matt had been after her to see her doctor and get some blood work done. Lucie laughed out loud at her own thickheadedness. She must have gotten pregnant that weekend in Aurora Falls. They’d never even made it out of bed long enough to look at open houses.

Waiting for the light to change at the corner of Fifth and Ninetieth, Lucie undid the buttons on her jacket and placed her hand over her belly. It felt the same as before. The same and different.

You are seven weeks pregnant.

She called Melina, her assistant, to tell her she wouldn’t be in for the rest of the day, then walked south along the path that circled the reservoir. The leaves on the cherry trees were beginning to show their fall pinks and reds. And though it was midafternoon on a weekday, the path was packed with power walkers in business attire and jogging mothers pushing strollers. Soon I’m going to be one of you, she thought, waving at a toddler with corkscrew curls who was babbling nonstop to her mother. Lucie was grateful she no longer had to worry about her fertility or juicing up her hormones, like so many women she knew.

All she had to do was have the baby.

She crossed the footbridge that led south and sat on a bench facing the Great Lawn. Nearby, a father was trying to teach his young son how to throw a football. But the lesson didn’t appear to be taking, because the boy preferred to have his father catch him—a scene that ordinarily Lucie would pay little, if any, attention to. But this was no ordinary day, and suddenly, this most ordinary activity struck her as extraordinary: father, son, giggling, falling down, rolling around on the patchy grass in the golden glow of an Indian summer afternoon. She squinted and pretended for a few seconds that Matt was the father playing catch and the kid was theirs. But then she started to panic: What if something went wrong with the pregnancy? So many horrible things could happen, even if she managed to have the baby. Briefly, she flashed on the missing son of the woman who owned the bakery in Aurora Falls and hoped that by now he had returned home safely.

But she would not let herself dwell on it. Lucie vowed that from now on
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