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For All Those Missing Children and Their Families

This Story is a Work of Fiction
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For nothing is hidden, except to be revealed;

nor has anything been secret, but that it would come to light.
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— Mark 4:22  
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Prologue
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The old woman was on her deathbed.

She had been battling cancer and, under sedation, drifted in and out of consciousness, trying hard to speak, at times incoherent.

She seemed so much older than she was, now. He had never seen her like this, though he had imagined it more than once. 

“Come close,” she said.

And with that the sturdy but otherwise ordinary looking man leaned in so he could hear, ever wary the distance. 

He had never cared for her much.

Truth be told, he had never cared much for anyone in his family: not his father, not his sister; not any of the lot of them.

He had always felt like an outsider, he would later say, and had never felt loved. It wasn’t love now that made him strain to listen.

“What?” he said, matter-of-fact. 

“Your life,” the old woman said, haltingly. “About your . . . ” 

She reached out best she could, near blind, motion restricted by the intravenous tube and monitor connection that covered her index finger.

He sat unwavering, unyielding. A tear welled in her eye.

“There’s so much . . . ” she said, gasping for breath. “There’s so much you don’t know.”

He stared at her, old before her time. Her pain apparent, he felt anything but sympathetic. He’d had to endure so much for so long. 

He thought about the car ride, the one so long ago now.

Him, tucked hard into the back seat, wondering what was happening as the days and nights passed along with the countryside.

One minute he lived in a beautiful suburban home. One with a yard, a swing made out of an old tire hung from the biggest tree branch he’d ever seen. He had a mom and dad who loved him. Or so he thought.

He had a baby sister. Or so he recalled. 

Then just like that it was all different. His world, changed. 

Those people — whoever they were, whoever they’d been — were long-gone. That life, gone. And then he had new parents, a new family. A new life. One he had never quite been comfortable with.

One he’d grown most-uncomfortable with.

Fifty-one years old, Robert Charles Landsness had lived a vagabond life. His father had been an Air Force man; his family, forever on the move. Once it was over, once the time had come for his father to leave the service, to move on, all of them had moved one more, one last, time. His father called it going home, home being Kenosha, Wisconsin.

Robert Landsness knew it had never felt like home to him.

He drifted, aimless. Uncertain about his past, undecided about his future. He left home after high school, took work on a farm in the Upper Peninsula, hated it, came back to Kenosha, sought employment any place that might earn him a hard-won paycheck.

He found a job with American Motors, on the assembly line, building cars in town. It was good work, steady work. The kind of place a man could make a life. And then American went under, bought by Renault; not long after, sold off to Chrysler. Then Lee Iacocca shut it all down, called his decision “irrevocable.” And just like that he was gone. Just gone.

He was in his thirties then, no future in sight.

He took unemployment, lost his house, lost his wife. Lost it all. Took odd jobs, bounced around, drank too much. Eventually, he became a janitor. Mostly, because he didn’t know what else to do.

He rented a trailer, a single, then once he’d saved enough, bought it. It wasn’t much. Wasn’t much of anything, really; home.

Then again it wasn’t quite that, either.

Throughout it all he’d never been able to come to grips with any of it. What had happened, what was happening. Where it all went, where it was all going. He glared at her. She didn’t have much time.

“Tell me,” he said. “And this time tell me the God-damn truth.” 

Gertrude Landsness was sixty-seven. 

She had never been an easy woman. Her mother died young. Her father, once a respected shopkeeper, had fallen into alcohol.

Had become a drunk — and a mean one at that.

Even back in junior high school, right after the tragedies began, she’d envied the girls who seemed to have it all. They had parents who were there for them. She had no one. They had looks. She was never going to be beautiful. They were carefree, able to go with the good times. She learned early on to keep it all in check, if just to hold the middle ground.

A half-century down the line she was drawn, gaunt, what was left of her sandy-blonde hair matted and gray; her eyes, long-faded.

“Robert . . . ” she said.

She thought to that evening back in Panama City, Florida.

November, 1955.

A light breeze blew in from the Gulf, across Spanish Ante, across St. Andrews Bay, fighter planes landing off in the distance at Tyndall Air Force Base. Somewhere back in town a freight train from the Atlanta & St. Andrews Bay rumbled down the Bay Line, hauling north to Dothan in the fading, faltering, light. She had an infant daughter, but for the longest time, it seemed, she had felt this sense of indescribable loss.

It was all she’d ever wanted, this lost little boy.

It was the night Robert had come to her. Come, oddly enough, in the crammed back seat of that 1951 cream-yellow-and-white Nash-Rambler Custom Country Club hardtop — a Rambler built back in Car Town.

Her home, Kenosha. A car she knew well.

That car pulled up outside the small cottage house, the one she and her husband, George, had landed off-base.

Within moments she was exchanging hugs with her brother Thom and his wife Marie and then she was peering into the back seat to see the little boy. He was tired, confused. She tried to coax him out, taking him by the hand. Reluctantly, he stepped forward.

Toward her, toward his new life.

She and the boy eyed each other for what seemed a lifetime. George was on duty, the baby carriage down the driveway.

“Hello Robert,” she said. 

He didn’t say a word. 

“We had quite a trip,” Marie said. “Quite a trip.” 

Thom leaned in. “He needs time, Gertie. Give him time.” 

Just then the baby cried. And Robert looked around, puzzled. 

He spotted the carriage, back down a ways. Ignoring Gertrude, ignoring them all, he ran toward it and, once there, stood staring; just staring, transfixed almost. When Gertrude reached him Robert was standing on the curb, peering over the carriage side.

He gave her a look she’d see many times in years to come.

“Your baby sister,” she said. 

He shook his head. “Don’ thing so.”

He was three; her, barely nineteen. It all seemed like yesterday. 

Gertrude fought to turn and face Robert, seated at her bedside in the Kenosha Hospital Medical Center. Spent, she couldn’t. 

Such a beautiful boy,” she said, a bare whisper. 

“What?” Robert said. “What the hell did you say?” He grabbed her arm, shook it. “Mom!” The very word stung him. 

The old woman forced what she could of a smile.

“You were, my Bobby,” she said. “You were a good son . . . ”

An alarm sounded.

As Robert sat in stunned silence a doctor and two nurses rushed in; looked at the old woman, looked at the monitors, looked for a pulse.

“She’s gone,” one of the nurses said, finally. The doctor — Robert never bothered to ask his name — leaned in and, with a hand placed firmly on his shoulder, said: “I’m so very sorry for your loss.” 

The next thing Robert Charles Landsness knew he was out in the hall, alone. Still not knowing. Still not understanding one damned thing.

With no one around he punched a wall. 

“Damn it,” he screamed. Then: “Motherfucker.” 

For the longest time he stood seething, not knowing what else to do. He wasn’t about to turn to his sister. Not a chance.

And his dad? That was a good one.

No, if he was going to resolve this, the questions, after all this time, he would have to do so himself. Angered, he turned to leave.

As he walked down the hall he made himself a promise then: to get some answers; to finally figure the damned thing out.
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The carriage was gone.

The carriage, her kids. That’s what she said. Just gone.

Moments before she’d stepped out of the IGA into the midst of a crisp autumn afternoon, had seen the foot patrolman headed toward her swinging his billy club, whistling, on the stroll — a catalogue cop, if ever someone had ordered one. Then, before anyone knew a thing, anything at all, she’d bolted to where the carriages sat, lungs ablaze. 

“Officer! Have you seen a boy and a blue baby carriage?”

The patrolman stared, dumbstruck.

Blank, like the night he was acting the maggot, stumbled in on that poet, blind drunk and already half-dead, down at the White Horse.

“In a carriage?” Officer O’Reilly said, finally.

“No!” the woman shouted. “A boy and a blue baby carriage.”

This was when she’d turned, pointing to the strollers near the door.

“I left my little boy here, watching his baby sister in her carriage. I just went in to get a few things and came out to find he’s gone.”

Emphatic, she said then: “They’re gone.” 

“How old’s the child?” O’Reilly asked, still unalarmed.

As she spoke, spoke a mile a minute, she ran toward the lot. The shopping center was huge. Ten stores, more than a dozen cars. Clad in the uniform of the local Hempstead Plains Police, not the larger county department, O’Reilly stood looking about. To him, all seemed normal.

Still, she was yelling, “Bobby!” as he went to the carriages.

“And none of these are yours, then, are they?” he said.

“No!” she said.

“Look, Misses,” he said, as she raced back toward him, brown paper shopping bag bouncing about in her arms. “Misses . . . ”

“Goodson.” She fought to catch her breath. “Colleen Goodson.”

“And how long is it then you were off collecting the messages?” he said, to be met with the blankest of blank stares — soon reconsidering the question he’d offered to ask how long it was she’d been in shopping.

“Just a few minutes,” she said, then. “Maybe ten.”

“I’m sure it’s a lot of nothing, then,” O’Reilly said, “and the child’s just wandered off.” 

“He’s a good boy,” she said. “He doesn’t wander.” 

O’Reilly scanned the sidewalk. “How’s the child look?” 

“He’s about this tall,” she said, holding a hand to her waist. “Blonde hair, blue eyes. He has a little lisp.”

“And this carriage?”

“Blue.” And, after a pregnant pause: “A regular blue carriage.”

“We’ll find it, then,” O’Reilly said. “We’ll find them.”

They couldn’t have gone far.
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THE METAL COUNTER WAS clean, spotless, and it glistened in the brightest of incandescent light that shone down from overhead.

Arm’s length from her shopping cart Colleen Goodson thought the brushed stainless surface reminded her of the instrument table in her doctor’s examination room, cold and somehow achingly antiseptic.

Trying hard not to think about all she was thinking about she glanced at her wristwatch. Close to 2 p.m. She looked toward the double doors that led to the back room but could not see anyone working. She reached out, pressed down on the ringer atop the call bell on the countertop.

No one came. On the butcher block, all slabbed up, lay a side of beef. Dark red, it was layered in bands of thick, unctuous, subcutaneous fat — assortment of knives, laid, at the ready. She turned, not wanting to look.

Moments earlier she had been in produce, lost in thought.

“I said, ‘Hello, Mrs. Goodson,’” he said.

Startled, Colleen had turned to see the smooth-skinned teen.

Down on one knee, he was hunched over a crate.

“I’m sorry, Jimmy,” she said. “I don’t know what . . . I mean, Hello.”

She hadn’t understood when he said: “They’re ripe as can be.” Then she noticed the smirk as he offered the apple, bright and red.

Under normal circumstances she might have lingered, made small talk; maybe even picked through the crate with him. This afternoon she found herself oddly aware of time. She glanced at her watch.

“Next time, Jim,” she said. She forced a smile.

Jimmy Dodge thought it all odd. She always called him Jimmy, never Jim. But he shrugged, went back to unpacking Red Delicious.

Down the aisle Colleen grabbed potatoes, an onion, garlic; tossed them all into the cart. Most afternoons she spent time sorting, careful to make sure there were no cuts, no bruises. Not this afternoon.

She reached out, hit the bell clapper again.

It felt like forever before the door swung open and old man Katsch stepped out wiping blood from gnarled hands.

“But don’t you look lovely today my sweet little maideleh,” he said, as Colleen tried to look embarrassed. “What can I get for you this afternoon, Mrs. Goodson?” the butcher said, pointing to the slab of beef.

“It would be my pleasure to cut for you a nice steak.”

“It’s Monday, Mr. Katsch.”

“Special meat loaf night,” the old man said, as Colleen forced a smile.

As the old man ambled from the counter, headed for the meat grinder in the back room, Colleen scanned the counter, again caught a glimpse of that bloody, slabbed side of beef. Again, she turned away.

When old Katsch returned Colleen was sure not to watch as he placed the butcher paper with the fresh-ground meat on the scale in front of her. 

“Everything is good with you, Mrs. Goodson?” he asked, as he handed her the package. Getting no reaction, he said: “Nisht gut?” Not good?

“I’m fine, Mr. Katsch. Really, I am.”

“For bending your ear.” He winked. “No extra charge.”

“You really are so good to me, Mr. Katsch,” she said.

For a briefest moment Colleen felt almost at peace with herself.

“Tomorrow, my dear?”

“Maybe,” she said. “Probably.”

Over at the register Colleen made small talk with the cashier, Myrtle, making it a point to change a dollar for two fifty-cent rolls of pennies.

“I’ll need them for the kids,” she said. 

“Halloween. They’ll be ringing your doorbell all night.” 

“A bunch of little terrors,” Colleen said, then thought better.

She thanked the girl who bagged her groceries, made sure to leave a twenty-cent tip. Then Colleen Goodson stepped out into the clear but chill afternoon. She took one more look at her watch. Already 2 p.m.

It was then that she saw him.
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THE PATROLMAN TURNED, headed for the far end of the shopping center. Colleen turned and ran back inside the IGA.

“Did you see Bobby?” she yelled.

Startled, Myrtle turned from the register. “Why no.”

The girl who bagged her groceries was already down the far end, working with Edith, a cashier old enough to be her grandmother.

“Have you seen Bobby?”

Hearing the commotion, Edith turned.

“No,” she said. “Not since the other day.”

Colleen shot the girl a look. But the bag girl said no, too.

Colleen ran out; ran into the shoe store next door. No baby carriage, no Bobby. She ran next to the florist shop and then to the 5-and-10; ran past the luncheonette counter that stretched straight along the far wall there, past a handful of late lunch customers seated on swivel soda shop stools, ran aisle-to-aisle until she was back at the front door.

No one quite understood what was going on. Colleen knew.

There was no sign of her son.

Back on the sidewalk  Colleen Goodson  stopped  to  catch her breath. 

She was still standing there, drained, when O’Reilly came waltzing up.

The officer said he had been to the barber shop, the bakery, the men’s shop, the appliance store. North of forty with an Irish face and a tuft of reddish-blonde hair peeking out from under his patrolman’s cap, O’Reilly said no one had seen the carriage. That no one had seen her boy.

“And how far are you, then?” O’Reilly asked.

“Just three . . . ” she said, caught herself. “Four blocks.” 

“Go home, then, Misses. See if the children . . . What’s your little girl’s name?” 

“Jo,” she said. “Johanna.” 

“Go home then,” O’Reilly said. “See if the children are there at your dwelling. ’Til then, I’ll see what I can see of it here.

“If you don’t happen to find them . . . ”

“If I don’t find them?” 

“Look, I’m certain your little Bobby and Jo are just fine, there, Misses. Happens all the time, it does, a child wandering off like this.” 

“I told you, Bobby doesn’t . . . ”

The officer drew a hand, mid-sentence.

“Trust me, Misses,” he said. “Boyos wander.”

He thought he saw her shudder, though maybe it was the autumn air.

“What was it, now, that the child was wearing?” he asked. “What kind of costume, being how it’s Halloween and such.”

“I was going to get him dressed later. After dinner.”

Then, after a moment lost in thought, she said: “He was going to be an Air Force pilot. His father’s stationed over at Meadowbrook Field.”
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TWO BLOCKS FROM HOME Colleen stopped at a corner, looked to see if anyone was around; she saw no one, kicked off her pumps.

They hurt; she was tired of them.

She ran the last two blocks, tearing holes in her nylons.

Her block was quiet,  though down  the far  end she  thought  she saw 

trick-or-treaters. She jumped the two steps to the house, stood briefly on the gray cement stoop searching her pocketbook for keys and, juggling the grocery bag, opened the door. Inside, she stood in near-total silence.

She’d seen no sign of the carriage. She knew she wouldn’t. She had seen no sign of Bobby. She’d known that, too.

She saw his tricycle off in the corner, Halloween bag hanging from the handlebars. It was tough to look at.

The house was dead quiet save her own hard breathing and the noise the groceries made as she dropped the bag to the floor.

Colleen tossed her pumps down next to it.

She ran to the bedroom closet, searched for a pair of flats. She tried on one pair, then another before making a decision. She grabbed a light sweater from the closet as well. It was cool out. She’d need it.

She tried hard not to look at the pictures on the dresser.

She’d gone through the photographs that morning once her husband left for work, had placed pictures of Bobby and Johanna on the dresser, along with a nice family shot. Now, she couldn’t bear the thought.

She turned, pretending not to notice any of it.

Back in the living room she thought about what needed to be done.

It was close to 2:30 p.m. Her husband wouldn’t be home for almost three hours. She ran across the street to Margie’s.

Marjorie Woods was her best friend on Long Island. Years older, in her early thirties, Margie was the older sister Colleen never had, maybe even the mother she never had. She could tell Margie anything, everything almost, and they often talked for hours. They talked a lot of girl talk, the two of them did. Cooking, clothes, husbands. Men.

Margie was from California, a small town north of Bakersfield. But her parents were from Long Island — from farm country; out on the East End, North Fork — having left decades before. Margie always said it was odd then how she’d ended up in New York. Out here, on the Island.

She’d met Taggart one summer at Pismo Beach, just after the big one.  

He was on leave, having decided to re-enlist, and was hanging around  with a handful of buddies. She was working in a beach-side cafe.

She brought him breakfast one morning. He told her it was something he could get used to. They’d been together ever since.

Tag was older than Margie, was an airplane mechanic over at  Meadowbrook Field. Now, he’d had it with military life.

His papers had come through. By the end of the week he and Margie would be free and clear. They’d talked of going back to California, though said they might try Las Vegas. It was just the two of them, no kids.

Colleen often wondered what it would be like having nothing, having no one, to ever slow you down.

Margie often spent time watching Bobby and Johanna.

Colleen was ever-thankful she never seemed put out but always seemed keen to do so. She wondered what her friend would say now.

Colleen crossed the street, knocked on the door. Nothing.

She was about to leave but Tag’s car was in the driveway.

“Hey there,” Margie said, suddenly opening the door, fixing her white blouse and dark brown skirt as she did. She started to say something.

“I was at the IGA,” Colleen said, stopping her cold. “I came out — and my kids were gone.” 

“Gone?” 

“I couldn’t find them anywhere, Marge.” 

Marjorie stepped onto the stoop, closing the door behind her. Once out on the front lawn, she caught Colleen staring at the car.

“Tag was just going to run out for some boxes, for the move,” Margie said. She told Colleen she’d head to the far end of the block, search the four blocks to the shopping center. She told Colleen to go back the way she’d come. “We’ll meet back over at the IGA,” she said.

As the two headed off in opposite directions Margie yelled over her shoulder. “They’ve got to be somewhere, Coll . . . I just know they are.”
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Colleen Goodson ran toward one end of MacArthur Terrace headed for Mitchell Avenue, Marjorie Woods ran toward the other headed for Glenn Curtiss. Near the corner Colleen called out for Bobby, got no response, looked around, saw nothing. Not a soul.

She ran up the block to Lindbergh Place.

The avenue was lined with stately oaks, thick with widespread branches that overhung the road, their leaves shielding all beneath them in smothering shade. It had been a hot humid summer with lots of rain and those leaves had hung on for the longest time. Autumn now in full persuasion, temperatures dipping chill into the cooling nights, all that foliage had turned from lucid green to flaming red, golden yellow, burnt umber and fading brown — some of it fallen, most still threatening to — and somewhere in the back reaches of the neighborhood drums filled with dead stuff burned smokey, sweet. Burned, unmistakable.

The surrounding blocks were mostly military housing and the streets all had some military connection, or ties to aviation, named for notable civil aviators, armed forces fliers, war heroes, U.S. generals, ambassadors and presidents. Mostly, it seemed, for dead men.

The houses were simple and neat, with tidy lawns and gardens.

Almost all had a U.S. flag hung near the door, accompanied by a squadron guidon or some other military standard. Halloween decorations filled most of the windows this time of year; carved pumpkins, with knifed, cut-out faces, anchoring otherwise bare concrete stairs.

The cool autumn air made Colleen glad she’d thrown on the light sweater. She considered the consequences of having taken the time, then dismissed the thought almost as soon as she’d thought it. 

Lindbergh was a short block, not a through-street, and it ended in a cul-de-sac. Colleen ran toward the dead end calling for her son.

She noticed a woman watching over a handful of young children trick-

or-treating outside one of the homes and ran to her.

“Have you seen a little blonde-haired boy, this high?” Colleen asked, hand held to her waist. “He was with a baby carriage.”

“Pushing a carriage?”

“You’ve seen them?” Colleen said.

The woman surveyed the cul-de-sac, then turned back.

“Sorry, no,” she said, after a moment. “We’ve been up and down a few blocks. Roosevelt, Rickenbacker. A couple of others. But we haven’t seen a thing other than a few lions and tigers and the cutest little bear.”

“If you do,” Colleen said, “I’m on MacArthur.”

And before the woman could muster an answer she ran off.

A short time later Colleen found herself back in front of the IGA, watching as shoppers walked to and from their cars as traffic, what of it there was this time of day, moved easily out on Eisenhower Boulevard, the main drag through Hempstead Plains. Another otherwise ordinary afternoon, you could hear the airplanes not far off, over at the base.

Colleen checked her watch, again. Almost 3 p.m.

He’d be home in a matter of time.

Then she saw them down at the far end of the shopping center, Officer O’Reilly — and Marjorie. Her friend was pushing the carriage.

Colleen wondered what it was they’d found. She took a few steps, decided it better to run. She reached them in front of the bakery.

“The kiddo’s just grand,” Officer O’Reilly said.

The young mother peered hard into the carriage. There was Johanna, covered by her blanket, fast asleep. She bent in, unfastened the girl.

She cradled Jo in her arms. “Where did you find her?”

“Around the corner,” Marjorie said. “On Hughes.”

“What about Bobby?” 

Officer O’Reilly looked concerned. Marjorie forced a weak smile.

“We couldn’t find anyone who’d seen him,” she said. “Just Johanna.”

The three of them stood there, no one knowing what to do next.

The silence almost untenable, Marjorie moved to Colleen, gave her friend a comforting hug. “I’m sorry. I just know it’s not your fault.”

A tear rolled down Colleen’s cheek, then another.

She sniffled, her nose ran. Pressed hard by Margie, Jo locked in her arms between them, Colleen couldn’t even reach for a handkerchief, wasn’t sure if she even had one in the pockets of her cardigan.

Sensing the moment, Marjorie reluctantly released her grip and Colleen reached into the carriage, set Johanna down, took a drool cloth — and blew her nose. As the two stood there — Colleen, wiping tears from her reddened blue eyes — O’Reilly decided he could wait no longer.

“I’ll call over to the station, then,” he said.

And he disappeared into the store.
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“WAS THE SERGEANT I spoke to,” O’Reilly said, upon his return.

“And?” Colleen said. 

“And he’s going to send a unit to take the lot of you home. Said he’s going to ring up the county cops. Standard procedure, Misses.”

“What then?” Colleen said.

“County will send a couple uniforms, no doubt. They’ll want to ask questions, will want to know everything is you remember, put out an alert. That being, they’ll alert all their precincts, their captains, the whole fine lot of them, they will. They’ll tell them to be looking out.

“One more thing,” he said. “Would you happen a photograph?”

“Of Bobby?” Colleen said. “I’m sure I can find one.”

“Good then, that’s good.”

The patrolman remembered what it was his sergeant had told him and reached into his back pocket, took out a small notebook.

“And the child, what was it he’s wearing?” he said.

“A . . . a plaid shirt,” Colleen said. “A blue plaid shirt, dark slacks. Navy blue. Dark socks. Shoes . . . Brown shoes, I think.” 

“Good, that’s good. And he’s named Bobby Goodson, is he?” 

“Robert,” Colleen said. “Yes.”

The officer was still writing notes on Bobby’s height, weight, hair color and the rest when the car arrived. It was a white two-door Pontiac police coupe with a light and siren on the roof and black lettering on the side that read: Hempstead Plains Police. A uniformed officer got out.

Shorter than O’Reilly, he was younger, heavier. Colleen thought he didn’t wear the uniform well: shirt, stretched tight over his belly, buttons taut; the band of his slacks rolled where he bulged at the waist.

She watched as the officer walked over to O’Reilly, began in a hushed voice, words indecipherable. The officer said some things. O’Reilly said some things. O’Reilly went through his notebook, pointing out things he’d written down. The two of them turned, gave Colleen and Marjorie the once-over; looked at Johanna asleep in her carriage.

They turned back, talked some more.

Colleen could only imagine what was being said.

When they were done the younger officer moved to the passenger door, moved the seat forward, motioned for the women to get in. Colleen lifted Jo, got into the back next to Margie. The officers took the carriage, placed it in the trunk. Slammed the lid. Marjorie flinched.

The younger, shorter officer walked around to the driver’s side, got in behind the wheel. Moving to the passenger-side door Officer O’Reilly put his hand atop the door frame — and leaned in to face the women.

“Officer Ricks here will take you home, wait ’til county comes to call.” Then, to Colleen, he said: “I’m sure all of it will work out fine, Misses.”

“Officer O’Reilly? Could you do one thing for me?” 

“Sure now.” 

“Call the base operator and ask for my husband, Driscoll Goodson,” Colleen said. “He works in the main building at Meadowbrook.

“The Requisition Control Office.”

“He’s not a pilot is he, then?”

“Oh, no,” she said. “Driscoll’s a clerk. He’s afraid of flying.”

“Imagine that?” Ricks said, shooting O’Reilly a look.

It seemed like O’Reilly was going to close the door. Instead, the patrolman realized he’d forgotten to ask one important question.

“One more thing, Misses. What’s the birth date?” 

“My husband?” 

“No,” the officer said. “I’m meaning the child.” 

“October Nineteenth, Nineteen Fifty-Two.”

She stared at him as the color drained from her face. “He’s three.” Then, in the barest of whispers, she said: “He’s only three.”
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THE BULB IN THE OLD lamp on the corner table tinged the living room in a languid yellow light as what was left of the fading sun crept through the open blinds and drawn-back curtains of the front picture window.

Marjorie sat uncomfortably on the sofa next to Colleen; Johanna, in a back room, was asleep in her bassinet.

Officer Ricks paced about agitated, looking at everything and nothing at all: the television console, the carpet, at scratches in the legs of the coffee table. Marjorie thought the patrolman about to have kittens.

Stoic, Colleen seemed not to notice. She simply stared at the wall clock, waiting on the county police to arrive, waiting on Driscoll.

Waiting on a train.

The doorbell rang, startling everyone. Marjorie rose to answer and Officer Ricks watched her cross the room, smoothing her dark brown skirt as she went. “Trick or treat!” children yelled as she opened the door.

On the doorstep a handful of school kids stood jockeying for position. Almost swallowed up by the howling mass, a little blonde-haired boy, half the size and age of everyone else, stood, no costume at all.

Behind him was a uniformed policeman.

The shock of blonde hair startled Marjorie and she let out a gasp, sending Colleen and Officer Ricks running toward the door.

“What?” Ricks said, before realizing it was nothing at all.

The kids yelled as Marjorie stood, transfixed; transfixed, as if she’d seen a ghost. The kids were holding out their bags, now. And pocketbook in hand, Colleen slid past her stalled friend as she fumbled for the rolls of pennies buried in it. She’d known without looking the blonde-haired boy wasn’t her son, the “policeman” an older trick-or-treater chaperoning the young kids, and as she looked over the muddle of schoolchildren, Colleen began dropping a few coins into each of their bags.

Fast as they’d arrived they were gone. Colleen quietly closed the door. Officer Ricks watched Marjorie turn, give her friend a hug. He studied the two as they moved back to the sofa and tried to settle in. 

It was a few minutes before they heard the car door slam.

Officer Ricks answered the door this time, extending his hand for a professional handshake. The two county officers gave him the once-over; one snickered as they instead blew past. The officers were tall, ordered.

Colleen was struck by their presence.

The Hempstead Plains Police Department had but fifty officers.

The Nassau County Police Department, meanwhile, had a force of more than a thousand, manning seven precincts from the Long Island Sound on the North Shore to the Atlantic Ocean on the South, from the citified Queens border in the west to rural Suffolk in the East.

They didn’t have the history or mystique of their city brethren, the NYPD. But they were far from a bunch of Keystone Cops. Their newest precinct had opened months earlier to meet the demands of what had become the fastest-growing suburban county in the United States.

Once almost all farmland, summer homes, surf-side beach bungalows and country estates, Nassau County was fast filling with tract homes and emerging neighborhoods and a constant, seemingly endless, influx of new residents in search of greener pastures. The grandiose harness horse track, Roosevelt Raceway, was built at the eastern edge of old Roosevelt Field, a stone’s throw from the modern drive-in movie theatre.

One of the new developments,  a so-called “planned community,” had 

been christened a few years earlier — built by Levitt & Sons, Inc. They’d called it Levittown. And though Roosevelt Field, the once world-famous airfield that had seen Lindbergh off to Paris, had closed in 1951, a huge modern shopping mall of the same name was now under construction in its stead, the future home of F.W. Woolworth, Gimbels and Macy’s.

“Ladies,” the shorter of the officers said, removing his cap.

The taller one also removed his hat, placed it under his arm, nodding toward his fellow patrolman.

“This is Officer Spence,” he said. “I’m Johns.”

Holding a notebook and a pen he clicked, almost in cadence, Johns asked matter-of-fact: “Which of you is Mrs. Goodson?”

Officer Ricks started to say something. Spence shot him a look and the Hempstead Plains policeman bit his tongue.

Johns never wavered. He just continued his focus on the two women, clicking his pen as he waited, unperturbed, for his answer.

“I’m Mrs. Goodson,” Colleen said.

Johns nodded.

“We’re going to find your little boy,” he said, scanning the living room before turning his attention back to Colleen. “I just need to get some information, Ma’am. Details for our incident report, a picture of your son, so we can get started . . . Is there someplace we can talk?” 

She motioned for the officer to follow, then headed through the dining area back to the small kitchen. She stopped in the far-most corner, turned to face Johns. The officer opened his notebook. He seemed a bit more at ease now, though not quite relaxed.

“Anything you can remember will be very helpful, Ma’am.”

Colleen forced a weak smile. “Thank you.”

Johns began to ask questions: Where did the incident happen? What time was it? How long was she in the supermarket? Did she see anything out of the ordinary, anything suspicious? What was her son’s name? How old was he? How tall? What was he wearing? When was the last time she saw him? Did he ever talk to strangers? Did she think he might have just wandered off? Had he ever wandered off before? Could he have pushed the carriage? Was he protective of his baby sister? Would he have left her? Who found her daughter? Where was she found? Did she appear harmed in any way? What did Colleen think had happened to her kids?

Was it possible her son could be with a family friend? 

Colleen answered each as best she could. Johns seemed to give each question — and each answer — thought before writing it all down in his notebook. He studied her reactions. Noted them, noted the time.

It was obvious he had done this before.

Colleen thought the very notion of that unsettling. She couldn’t help but wonder what was going on out in the living room, especially each time the doorbell rang. She thought Driscoll might suddenly walk in, assail her with that disapproving look of his, demand she explain something she couldn’t rightly justify to him or anyone else right then.

Just as the interview was about to conclude Officer Spence walked in, startling Colleen. The patrolman motioned to Johns.

Johns said to Colleen: “Do you have a photograph of your son?” 

“In the bedroom,” she said. “I’ll get it.” 

“You see the tricycle, Mike?” Spence said, after Colleen had gone. He looked at his watch. “Just after four and the bike’s in the corner, an empty Halloween bag hanging from the handlebar.” 

“Empty?” 

“Yeah. I checked.” 

“Got to wonder when she was going to take him,” Johns said. “If.”

The two officers still wore curious expressions when Colleen returned, photograph in hand.

“It’s the best one I have,” she said, handing it to Johns.

It was a big black-and-white photograph, a studio shot, hand-painted after the fact. In it the little boy was seated, posed, wearing a dress shirt, a sleeveless sweater over the top, slacks and fresh-shined shoes. His blonde hair was fresh-cut, combed neat. His eyes were very blue, teeth straight and white. Studying it, Johns thought he looked on his Sunday best.

“This will be good,” he said.

He seemed about to ask another question, then thought not.

“I know this isn’t easy,” he said, finally. “But the detectives are going to want to go over this again with you.”

The young mother was just about to say, “Okay,” when she heard the front door open. Then she heard Marjorie say, “She’s inside.”

Colleen felt her heart skip a beat. Before she knew it, Driscoll turned the corner and was standing in the kitchen.

“I had to wait for them to let me off base,” he said, to no one in particular. Then, damn-near vacant, he said: “Someone please tell me what’s going on?”
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To the kids at Chase County High School back in Cottonwood Falls, Kansas, it was a romance as inevitable as it was improbable. Though not the most-striking girl in class and far from the most-popular, Colleen Tetherwood no doubt had distinctive beauty and, just as certainly, seemed the most-ambitious. Not ambitious in the sense she had ambition.

She didn’t.

She had no aspiration of ever becoming the best student, had no intention of going on to college or of ever finding herself a career.

Her lone desire was to find a husband. And, to that end, Colleen was near-shameless, almost to the point of calculation. She was a catch. Or so she often made it known, with a knack for doing so. She had the ability to seem like she wasn’t trying even when she was. And, she almost always was.

Those who knew her thought her shallow, transparent; those who knew her best just thought her manipulative.

Boys mostly seemed destined to look past it all.

Driscoll Goodson had been the last — or maybe, the latest — in that line. He was a farm boy, though maybe this was a misnomer, since it implied he was somehow dirt poor, maybe even a hick, and had not a lick of upbringing or refinement. Truth was his father was one of the richest men in town. And though Norman Goodson had no real need to get his hands dirty he still believed it a right-honorable thing to do.

His farm was south of town, closer to Bazaar than to Cottonwood Falls. It stretched over four-hundred-fifty acres.

His family first farmed wheat on a smaller tract of land, though, after the crash and the following drought that hammered the Plains with Oklahoma Rain, black blizzards and the woebegone Dust Bowl days of The Dirty Thirties, he had switched to livestock and soy bean.

Many farmers and farms faltered then. Not him, not his.

The Goodsons had connections. Namely Howell Goodson, Norman’s older brother, president of the Cottonwood Savings & Loan. When the Roaring Twenties hit the skids that Thursday in October 1929 word had it Howell had maneuvered Goodson money out of the vault before the town folk made a run and it all went belly-up. No one knew for certain if this was true or if Driscoll’s grandfather, Howell and Norman’s father, simply had been hedging against dry-as-dust days for quite some time.

What most knew was Chester Goodson did not believe much in banks, certainly had no faith in Wall Street or the market.

Indisputable was that cash in hand — or, in a safe somewhere in the root cellar of the Goodson family home — the brothers bought up land while those around them lost theirs, often in heartbreaking fashion.

A shrewd move, made by the Goodson boys at pennies on the dollar, it enabled what had been a modest hundred-acre East Kansas spread to swell with each new failure and foreclosure.
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IT WAS 1854 WHEN A wandering trader first settled his ranch along the Cottonwood River, a stone’s throw from Diamond Spring Creek, and Cottonwood Falls began life, literally, as a one-horse town.

Then came the railroad, the Atchinson, Topeka and Santa Fe building a junction in 1871, followed by Chase County Courthouse — a stately building built at the end of a wide brick street called Broadway.

As America raced into the 20th Century Cottonwood Falls blossomed into a town of hundreds, complete with a dam on the Cottonwood River, a truss bridge to span the South Fork down near Bazaar and an arch bridge at the Falls. Soon folks were calling it “Where the West Begins.”

Though, even after a hundred years, Cottonwood Falls was in reality no more than an indistinguishable, indistinct dot on a map between a bunch of other indistinguishable, indistinct dots on a map.

It had, however, earned an inglorious footnote in American history.

That would be the events of March 31, 1931.

Which, luck had it, was the very day Driscoll Goodson was born.

Harriet Goodson had spent much of the night in labor and her husband sent for the midwife. Together they had all made it through to dawn. But the sun had come up and the child still had not come and soon Norman Goodson was wondering whether it was more painstaking being a father or ushering a new calf into the world. He made a pot of coffee, drank it, made another, drank that, had eaten breakfast and still, mid-morning in full bloom, not one blessed thing had gone on.

Except, that is, for Harriet’s moaning and bemoaning, his spare comforting words falling on her tired, deaf ears.

Then came the thunderous crash, a ground-shaking swell that rocked the house. His wife hard in the throes of childbirth Norman nevertheless ran outside. Off in the distance black smoke was rising from the land.

Pending parenthood or certain disaster, Norman fast explained to Harriet and the midwife something fierce had happened. He had to go.

He hopped into the pickup, drove like the dickens, and when he reached the site could hardly believe his eyes.

There, dead in the middle of the winter wheat field the next farm over, was the smoldering wreckage of an airplane.

A plane that had fallen square out of the sky, left that field filled with scattered bodies and incongruous debris.

The crop, a hundred feet around, was flattened and scorched.

The air hung thick with the smell of oil, gasoline. And death.

Though he hated to admit it Norman’s first response was to heave. He was a tough son-of-a-bitch, everyone who knew him knew that. But, witnessing the scene at hand, he simply could not help himself.

After the purge he dug in, trying to find anyone still alive.

It was futile chore, one that last a lifetime, Norman soon joined by friends, neighbors, acquaintances, then by police and the volunteers.

They’d found eight bodies; some intact, some not. 

No one knew until much later. But, the crash that had befallen Bazaar 

and Cottonwood Falls at 10:45 a.m., a scant ten minutes before Driscoll Goodson entered the world, marked the death of a national hero.

An American icon.

The plane was a Fokker F.10A Tri-Motor owned by Transcontinental and Western Air. Operated as Flight 599, it had been en route from Kansas City, Missouri, to Los Angeles, California, with six passengers, two crew, when it literally came apart in midair, went down.

One of the dead was the 43-year-old football coach at the University of Notre Dame, Knute Rockne.

It was all such ignominious history, one that made national headlines, humbled an indomitable collegiate might.

One that caused Norman to miss the birth of his only child.

But it made for a good story in years to come. One Norm Goodson would tell over and over again, often sealed with his take on the infamous Ronald Reagan line: “Couldn’t you win just one for the Gipper?”

It also was the one, Driscoll would later confess, that first made him afraid of flying. As if his birth were somehow inextricably linked to tragedy. Strange thing was Driscoll grew to have an uneventful childhood. He worked the farm, went to school, did his chores.

Was an obedient son.

His father was strong but often silent. He could be demanding and, surely, he had his moments, often when no one was around. 

But despite his presence, despite his rules, he also was the kind of man who believed he had to give his son room to breathe.

Had to give him just enough rope.

Driscoll’s mother didn’t always agree with this, but she also wasn’t the kind to make a scene. A fine woman, a dedicated housewife and mother, she appreciated that Norman was a good husband, a good provider.

So she doted on her only child, learned to be tight with her emotions, take the good with the bad. She held her tongue when she had to.

With no brothers or sisters and no one around for miles Driscoll often 

spent much of his time alone. Not that he minded.

He was introspective, awkward almost, and far from sociable. He was well-mannered, polite, but he wasn’t a talker. It wasn’t that he didn’t like people. He did, for the most part. He just wasn’t very good with them.

He was an average student, didn’t play sports. He was neither good-looking nor bad, but rather average, nondescript.

He was remarkable in the fact he was so unremarkable.
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IF THE GOODSONS HAD stature in Cottonwood Falls the Tetherwoods had none. Colleen was from the wrong side of town, raised in the southwest corner of the Falls, known with some disdain as “Benderville.”

Locals said it was where the “hoodles” lived. The troublemakers, the hoodlums. Her daddy was a railroad man, working the yard for the Atchinson, Topeka and Santa Fe. He was a hard drinker, a roughneck, a man with a mean streak who often let his fists do the talking. Most who knew him, or knew of him, didn’t think much of him at all. To them he was a bad egg in a bad box who was bad medicine. Most thought his wife not much better and, in some ways, worse — a pot-boiler, who lacked cow sense. Gossip around town had it she was a bit odd, even a bit off. As tight-wound as her husband was she seemed every bit as loose. It was little wonder their daughter had grown up ramshackle and dreams.

Colleen was a year younger than Driscoll, one grade his junior. Together they’d gone to the same school their whole lives, though it wasn’t until high school she’d barely even noticed him. By the time she set her sights on him Driscoll was a senior and Colleen had been through a slew of boys, not that there had been much of a selection.

Despite the fact it drew from the surrounding towns and townships there weren’t a hundred kids at Chase County High. Barely half were boys and half of those didn’t interest Colleen in the least.

Most lasted exactly one date.

That seemed long enough for Colleen to get the lay of the land, get out 

while the getting was still good. Rumor had it she’d done more than that. But though boys talked Colleen wasn’t the kind to kiss and tell or at least kiss and tell the whole truth —just the most-convenient parts.

Boys said one thing, she said another.

Actualities were buried somewhere in-between, deep in the brush, and it was here Colleen’s own initials betrayed her.

All the jealous girls in school, which was mostly all of them, soon took to calling her C.T. The cock teaser. No one said this to her face. But almost everyone, it seemed, said it behind her back.

For her part, Colleen didn’t seem to care.

No girl wanted a reputation. Except, it seemed, for her.

If she’d learned anything from the failures of her mother and father it was her way around the block. As she figured it, a reputation created opportunities and opportunities were what she was looking for.

A boy would do just about anything if he thought he had a chance. She promised one and it got her to the rodeo, the County Fair, the State Fair a hundred miles over at the fairgrounds in Hutchinson, and even a few nights out to the brand-new Community Drive-In over in Topeka.

In a year’s time she’d seen Sorrowful Jones with Bob Hope and Lucille Ball, The Third Man with Orson Welles, Trevor Howard and Joseph Cotten, Every Girl Should Be Married with Cary Grant and The Search with Montgomery Clift. But none of it was going anywhere, at least not anywhere with a destination that interested Colleen.

Which was out of Cottonwood Falls.

Fast running out of boys, she took note of Driscoll. He was neither short nor tall, muscular nor fat. His face was round but not too round. He had light brown hair, blue eyes and he didn’t smile much.

Still, she thought he seemed pleasant enough. Even if he was painfully quiet, with just one or two close friends.

He was different. And, his family had money. That was a start.

And, unlike most of the boys at Chase County High, he didn’t seem to 

care if she lived or breathed. He didn’t seem to care about her at all.

It was mid-spring of her junior year when Colleen decided on Driscoll. The circus would soon come again to Chase County. She wanted to go and Driscoll had a car, even if it was an old pickup truck.

He didn’t have a girlfriend.

She started with a few small smiles when she passed him in the halls. Soon, she was smiling and saying, “Hi, Driscoll.”

At first Driscoll had no response at all. He just walked on by, almost as if he didn’t hear her. Or was pretending not to.

The truth was he didn’t much know much what to say.

As the days turned into a week, then into two, he began to nod hello, though she thought he seemed self-conscious doing so.

Then one morning, when the time was right, she made her move. It was just before lunch. Driscoll was at his locker.

“You know,” she said, “the circus is this weekend.”

Driscoll turned around, face bright red, more nervous than any boy Colleen had ever known. “Uh,” he said. That’s what he said: “Uh.”

Then, after a moment, he added: “It is.”

Her brown hair, shoulder-length with a slight wave, was pinned back on one side. She cocked her head, to the opposite, looked at him with the softest blue eyes she could possibly muster, pursing her lips.

“Well,” she said, “are you taking me?”

Uncomfortable, Driscoll looked around, looked up and down the hall, looked at the other kids busily going through their morning routines, looked anywhere he could but at Colleen.

He reached into his locker, set his books down, closed it. She was still staring at him, patiently waiting, when he turned back.

She raised an eyebrow as if to question if she were going to get an answer to her question in this or any other lifetime.

Then, after the longest silence, he said: “I guess.”

She smiled at him.  “Good.  You can meet me here Saturday, out front 

of the school.” She smiled at him again. “One o’clock.”

That Saturday Driscoll arrived at Chase County High in his rusting old pickup, the same one his father had driven some eighteen years earlier to the site of the Knute Rockne plane crash the day he was born.

He arrived at the school a few minutes before 1 p.m. More than fifteen minutes later he was still sitting there, waiting for Colleen.

She came walking up about twenty past.

She was young but knew enough to know it was never bad to have a boy wonder but good not to have him wonder too much.

She smiled at Driscoll as she opened the door and got in.

“Hi,” she said, again with a smile. “I was hoping you’d be here.”
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STANDING IN THE CROWDED kitchen Driscoll wore a look of angst.

No sooner had he asked the question than Colleen ran to him, a tear in her eye, hugged him tight. She kept pressed up against him, holding onto him, her face buried in his chest, as Johns, the Nassau County Police officer, explained to him all that had happened.

When he was done Johns thumbed through his notebook, checking to see if there was any detail he’d missed. The room was filled with deadly silence. Colleen could hear her husband’s heart beating so loud, so forceful, she wondered if anyone else heard it, too. Driscoll was trembling. She could feel it, knowing he was trying to hang on as it all sank in.

She squeezed him tight, then tighter still.

She looked up at him. “Please, tell me it will be alright.”

Her husband just stood there and soon she relinquished her hold.

Driscoll turned from her, from all of them, and stared out the back window into the yard. It seemed so tranquil as dusk settled in. So empty. He saw the old tire swing hanging from the tree branch.

“Didn’t I warn you not to leave them alone?”

Colleen started to cry.

Officer Spence handed her a linen from the counter.

“Now isn’t the time, Mr. Goodson,” Johns said.

His back to the three of them Driscoll took his hand, wiped his face. After a few moments he turned back to the room. His eyes were red.

“So, what do we do?”

Officer Spence was working on an answer when the doorbell rang.

It had rung a few times during the conversation in the kitchen, Halloween trick-or-treaters making the rounds before dinner. Each time Marjorie had gone to the door, greeted the kids, dispensed with a few pennies, sent those kids packing. Expecting to see more children, instead Majorie answered to find two men wearing dark suits.

One was older than the other by years. An easy guess was mid-to-late fifties, the other middle-aged. The older one had gray hair, slicked neatly, the younger dark black, cut tight. Both wore white shirts, ties. The older man, shorter than the younger, wore a navy blue jacket and slacks. The younger wore all black with black shoes, long in need of a shine.

Before Marjorie could ask both flashed a badge. 

“We’re looking for the Goodsons,” the older man said.

Marjorie ushered the two men in and, as they walked into the living room, Johns and Spence walked in from the kitchen followed by Driscoll and Colleen. The two
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