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            I lost a World—the other day!

            Has Anybody found?

            —Emily Dickinson (1896)

             

            One sits down on a desert sand dune, sees nothing, hears nothing. Yet through the silence something throbs, and gleams. “What makes the desert beautiful,” said the little prince, “is that somewhere it hides a well …”

            —Antoine de Saint-Exupéry,
The Little Prince (1943)

             

            It’s a crazy world out there. Be curious.

            —Stephen Hawking,
The Universe in a Nutshell (2001)
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            EVERYONE’S FINE

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
        ONE
      

            Locke, Bach, and K-pop

         

         we didn’t call the police right away. later, i would blame myself, wonder if things might have turned out differently if I hadn’t shrugged it off, insisting Dad wasn’t missing missing but just delayed, probably still in the woods looking for Eugene, thinking he’d run off somewhere. Mom says it wasn’t my fault, that I was merely being optimistic, but I know better. I don’t believe in optimism. I believe there’s a fine line (if any) between optimism and willful idiocy, so I try to avoid optimism altogether, lest I fall over the line mistakenly.

         My twin brother, John, keeps trying to make me feel better, too, saying we couldn’t have known something was wrong because it was such a typical morning, which is an asinine thing to say because why would you assume things can’t go wrong simply because they haven’t yet? Life isn’t geometry; terrible, life-changing moments don’t happen predictably, at the bottom of a linear slope. Tragedies and accidents are tragic and accidental precisely because of their unexpectedness. Besides, labeling anything about our family “typical”—I just have to shake my head. I’m not even thinking about the typical-adjacent stuff like John’s and my boy-girl twin thing, our biracial mix (Korean and white), untraditional parental gender roles (working mom, stay-at-home dad), or different last names (Parson for Dad + Park for Mom = the mashed-up Parkson for us kids)—not common, certainly, but hardly shocking in our area these days. Where we’re indubitably, inherently atypical is with my little brother Eugene’s dual diagnosis: autism and a rare genetic disorder called mosaic Angelman syndrome (AS), which means he can’t talk, has motor difficulties, and—this is what fascinates many people who’ve never heard of AS—has an unusually happy demeanor with frequent smiles and laughter.

         Sorry, I’m getting sidetracked. It’s one of my biggest faults and something I’m trying to work on. (To be honest, I don’t like shutting it down entirely because sometimes, those tangents can end up being important and/or fun. For example, my honors thesis, Philosophy of Music and Algorithmic Programming: Locke, Bach, and K-pop vs. Prokofiev, Sartre, and Jazz Rap, grew from a footnote in my original proposal. Also, I can’t help it; it’s the way my mind works. So here’s a compromise: I’ll put my side points in footnotes. If you love fun little detours like Dad and me, you can read them. If you find footnotes annoying (like John) or want to know what happened ASAP (like Mom), you can skip them. If you’re undecided, you can try a few, mix and match.)

         So, anyway, I was talking about the police. The fact is, I knew something was wrong. We all did. We didn’t want to call the police because we didn’t want to say it out loud, much the same way I’m going around and around now, fixating on this peripheral issue of calling the police instead of just saying what happened.

         Here goes: My fifty-year-old father, Adam Parson, is missing. At 9:30 a.m. on Tuesday, June 23, 2020, he and my fourteen-year-old brother Eugene hiked to the nearby River Falls Park, the same as they had done most mornings since I’d been home from college for the quarantine. We know they made it to the park; witnesses have come forward, a dozen hikers and dog-walkers who saw them together at various points around the waterfall trail as late as 11:10 a.m. At 11:38 a.m. (we know the exact time from the dashcam recording), Eugene was out of the woods, running in the middle of a narrow country road in our neighborhood, forcing a driver who’d run through a stop sign and turned too fast to swerve into a ditch to avoid hitting him. Just before the dashcam video jolts from the crash, you can see a fuzzy Eugene, not stopping, not turning, not even looking at the car or at anything else—just stumbling a little, so close to the car you’d swear he got hit. The screech of the tires and the sound of the car thudding into the ditch, not to mention the chain reaction of the two cars behind it, apparently caused a terrible cacophony of metallic crunching, banging, and squealing that brought people out, and bystanders reported seeing a boy they later identified as Eugene staggering away. It bears note that not one of the five bystanders, three drivers, or two passengers involved in the crash saw my father precede, follow, or accompany Eugene. We confirmed this multiple times, and it is beyond dispute: Eugene was in our neighborhood alone.

         While all that was going on, I was in the midst of what I was thinking of as one of the great tragic moments of my life. It’s funny how relative these types of judgments are, how much they can change depending on context: that day has obviously since become The Day Dad Disappeared, but if you’d asked me that morning, I’d have sworn it was The Day of the Big Breakup. Not that it was as dramatic as all that. The breakup itself had, unbeknownst to me, happened earlier through Vic’s semi-ghosting, which I’d noticed but misinterpreted as him needing alone time. This was my first Serious Relationship (as in, one lasting more than six months), and I thought I was being considerate in stepping back rather than nagging for attention and insisting he open up to me and bare his soul or whatever, but what I was apparently actually doing was failing a test of some sort—how much I cared, how much our relationship meant to me, etc. That morning’s call was merely a courtesy notification of the results.

         I listened quietly to Vic’s (trying a little too hard to be) cool, matter-of-fact conclusion that he thought it best we “remain separated” because I obviously didn’t care all that much, and it occurred to me that this call was yet another test, which I could pass by acting upset and saying “of course I care” and “it’s just the quarantine and the  agony of being apart, the angst of isolation,” blah blah. But I don’t do drama. Also, I was pretty pissed that this guy who usually extolled my “refreshingly low-maintenance lack of game playing” was playing one himself and expecting me to participate and excel. It was juvenile, insulting, and, frankly, more than a little deceitful. Which is exactly what I said as soon as he stopped talking, right before I hung up. (I believe in saying what you’re thinking, as much as is practicable.) I threw my phone across the room—hanging up on an iPhone isn’t nearly as satisfying as slamming down an old-fashioned phone like our kitchen landline, and besides, I had an industrial-strength titanium phone protector—but damned if it didn’t land on my plush comforter.

         I was contemplating picking it up to try again when I saw something out the window that stopped me: a boy in a bright yellow shirt, rounding our street corner, running fast. The thing my brain couldn’t reconcile was that the shirt was definitely Eugene’s—I distinctly remembered him wearing it that morning—but that running gait was definitely not. Eugene’s mosaic Angelman syndrome means that he has two distinct sets of genes in his body: some cells with an imprinting defect and some that function normally. The mosaicism makes him “less affected,” without some of the most severe symptoms that can plague AS kids, like seizures and difficulties walking and eating.1 Eugene can do some things he’s been practicing all his life like using utensils, walking, and even running, but he has issues maintaining consistent coordination and speed. It’s like a tongue twister; you might manage saying it once or twice carefully and slowly, but the longer and/or quicker the utterance, the greater the chances of tripping up. Eugene needed years of therapy just to walk long distances—that’s why the daily hikes to and from the park with Dad, for practice—and I’d always thought he didn’t like running at all. So how was it possible that this boy who appeared to be my little brother was running the length of our long street?

         It’s funny with siblings, how you think of them as just there, but then something great or awful happens that unearths and makes visible what Koreans call jeong. It’s hard to explain in English; it’s not any particular emotion—not affection or even love—but a complex bond defined by its depth and history: that sense of belonging to the same whole, your fates intertwined, impossible to sever no matter how much you may want to. I rushed downstairs, threw open the front door, and ran outside, barefoot. “Oh my God, Eugene, look at you go,” I yelled out and clapped and—God, this is so not me, but I couldn’t help it—even whooped and jumped a little.

         Where was Dad? I’ve racked my brain trying to think if this question even crossed my mind at the time. I didn’t notice that Dad wasn’t there, but I didn’t not notice it either, if that makes sense. I mean, I didn’t see him, but parents are like that. They just seem like they’re always there, so you assume they are if they’re supposed to be. I didn’t give any thought to it, is what I mean, but I suppose it was in the back of my mind that Dad had been encouraging Eugene to run, and once they were in our neighborhood, Dad let him run as fast as he could. There were so many reasons why Dad might have lagged behind—he might have been slowed by an arthritic knee (he didn’t have one that I knew of, but this didn’t seem unreasonable given that he’d already turned fifty), or he might have stopped to take a video the way parents are always doing. Not that I consciously thought these things at the time; like I said, I thought of him the way kids think of parents, which is to say, not at all.

         Maybe this is an excuse, but I think I was too mesmerized by Eugene to think about anything else. He is beautiful. Everyone comments on it, what a gorgeous mix of our parents he is—not a hodgepodge of different features from either parent, like John and me, but a true blend, as if you morphed Dad’s eyes/nose/skin color/etc. into Mom’s halfway. The sunlight on his face, his huge smile, triumphant and proud, and most of all, the way he was cutting across our front lawn, his legs and arms in elegant athletic synchronization as I’d never seen before. As he got closer, I saw scratches on his knees and dirt on his yellow shirt, but those made him look even more joyous, visions of a rowdy boy traipsing through the woods with friends, laughing and not caring what scrapes they were getting into.

         My perpetual annoyance with John, my hurt over the harsh words from Mom the previous night—none of that mattered. I hated that they were missing this, wished I had my phone so I could record Eugene to show them. I forgot I was annoyed, forgot about Vic testing and retesting me, forgot about Mom’s ultimatum, forgot everything except how I’d never seen Eugene look so graceful, so typical, and I ran across the lawn to hug him tight.

         I don’t know what I was expecting—a tight hug back, maybe, for those arms that looked so strong and agile right then to wrap around and squeeze me, or even his usual quasi-hug, just standing there as if tolerating my hug, his arms rising limply, feebly, then flopping down as if he couldn’t quite manage it. We hadn’t hugged at all lately, and I suppose I was hoping for the excitement of this moment to erase the awkwardness between us, to undo what happened at Christmas. Hope is dangerous that way; it leads you to confuse what’s possible with what’s not.

         Eugene kept running, and just when we got within arm’s reach, with that huge smile still on his face, he raised his hands and shoved me. Eugene, my baby brother, shoved me out of the way, down to the ground. Hard.

         Thinking back, I should have been on guard, with the way he was running full on, right at me. But that smile—that smile is trouble. I know it doesn’t always equal joy, that Eugene sometimes smiles and laughs when he feels anxiety, pain, sensory overload, even anger; I’ve read about it, talked to doctors about it, seen proof of it. But some things are so ingrained in our culture, maybe in humanity itself, that it’s hard to convince yourself otherwise; intuition trumps intellect, every time. A smile is one of those things. Not the tight, upturned-lip fake ones, but huge, whole-face ones like Eugene’s—lips, eyes, eyebrows, even ears all buoyant. My parents and John claimed to be able to “read” the subtle differences in Eugene’s smiles to figure out his true emotional state, but I’d never been able to differentiate them. Plus, I had no reason to doubt his happiness; I was so taken with the extraordinary normalcy of the moment, so happy myself, that I assumed Eugene must feel the same way, and his smile matched that, confirmed it. I was utterly unprepared for the shove, is what I’m trying to say, and I fell. My ankle twisted, and a jolt shot up my spine. “Ow,” I screamed, louder than the physical pain warranted, more to get Eugene to stop, but he kept going, straight through the open front door into the house.

         Why didn’t I get up right then? It seems clear to me now that this was one of those hinge points in a person’s life, a crucial juncture of two possible realities. Reality A: I grit my teeth, get up, go into the house to get some ice, and start wondering where Dad is and text/call/ping him; I get worried by the lack of response and call Mom and John, who immediately come home; we start our search before the storm, maybe even call the police; Dad is found—hurt, maybe even medevaced, ICU, coma, amputation, whatever, but alive—and we all learn a lesson about taking our good fortunes and each other for granted, and we go on living the rest of our lives, whatever happiness levels and lengths they may be. Reality B: I lie there and do nothing.

         I chose B.

         In my defense, I did try to move, and it did really hurt. I could have borne the pain and gotten up, it’s true, but it seemed hard, and I didn’t want hard. Plus, I was tired, and it was strangely nice being outside, the grass cool and prickly against my fingers, the bottoms of my feet. Our neighborhood’s officially a suburb of DC, but it used to be part of the park and retained its rural look, with isolated farmhouses, wooded backyards, and narrow, gravelly streets. Our street had a particularly quiet, deserted feel, and sitting there with no phone and no computer, I felt a calm peace infuse me, the pain in my ankle dulling to an ache.

         Eugene’s room was right above me, and his window must have been cracked open because I could hear him start jumping, accompanied by his high-pitched vocals—what I call splaughing because it sounds like a mix of singing, laughing, and playing violin spiccato (with a lightly bouncing bow). It’s what he does to de-stress: just get lost in the repetitive motion and sound to restore order when his senses get overwhelmed.

         I looked up at his window. The sun was in my eyes, but through the veil of light, I could see the top of his head bopping up every second, the piercing treble right when his head reached the apex, followed by the bass tone of his feet hitting the floor. It almost sounded like a rhythm track to a song—heee-boom, heee-boom, heee-boom—precise and rhythmic, his splaugh a high note some coloraturas can’t even hit. I have perfect pitch, so I could tell it was a D, almost an octave higher than his usual F.

         I lay down on the grass and kept staring, listening, thinking. The higher pitch, the faster run, the shove. In retrospect, it seems obvious these were clues, adrenaline-fueled aftershocks of the car crash and whatever had happened in the park with Dad, but at that moment, I could focus only on how much Eugene was changing, had already changed while I wasn’t paying attention. That push, in particular—it shocked me. Not just him lashing out for no apparent reason—I’d seen that before—but how strong he was, how aggressive it felt. Two arms bent, chest level, then a smooth, easy, efficient snap of the elbows to send all five foot seven inches and 130 pounds of twenty-year-old me tumbling backward and down. The last time he’d gotten physical with me was at Christmas. Only six months prior, but he’d been shorter, a skinny little kid whose arms I could hold down to keep him from clawing—though not from kicking, as I found out the hard way. Now, he was my height and definitely bigger and heavier. Fourteen: no longer child but not quite man, the awful, magical age when gawky can morph to invincible and back in a second, even coexist simultaneously. He would be fifteen soon, the age when John shot up to six feet. The bigger and taller Eugene grew, the more careful I’d need to be. Pretty soon, maybe already, he might be able to overpower even John or Dad.

         My eyes were tearing up. Not crying tears—I rarely cry. It had to be the sunlight, the brightness of it shocking my entire visual system after spending 90-plus percent of the last three months of lockdown in my room, curtains drawn. Plus, my eyes were tired, my lids heavy and sore. I’d gotten into the habit of staying up, falling asleep around sunrise, being forced awake for the mandatory family breakfast, then going back to sleep, but thanks to The Call from Vic, I hadn’t slept that morning. The adrenaline rush of the Vic-Eugene one-two punch had kept me going, but that and the pain were fading fast, leaving me drained.

         I was getting drowsy, eyes closing, when I heard a steady crunch of gravel—footsteps coming up the driveway. Dad. I’d forgotten he wasn’t home yet. I expected him to come check on me and get me inside, and just the thought of it exhausted me even more; I didn’t want to move, didn’t want to talk about Eugene shoving me, didn’t want to have to deal with anyone or anything. Still, I have to admit it stung when he kept walking, said nothing; I couldn’t help but imagine the way he undoubtedly would’ve run up and fussed if it had been Eugene lying here, unmoving. I almost said, In case you’re wondering, I’m not dead. Thanks for the concern, though, but it felt more satisfying to say nothing, just lie there and blink back tears, luxuriating in my righteous indignation about being semi-ghosted, shoved to the ground, and now ignored by the people who are supposed to love you. I realized even then that my doing and saying nothing was a passive-aggressive test of the sort I’d just, not ten minutes prior, accused Vic of, but there was something wonderfully indulgent about it, almost romantic.

         The footsteps continued down the driveway, around to the back of the house. As I heard the faint squeak of the porch screen door opening, I wondered if Dad was avoiding me on purpose, the way he had the previous night after my fight with Mom. It wasn’t a big deal: she found out I changed majors—from philosophy and music to computer music, with a concentration in algorithmic composition—and had just gotten approval to graduate college a year early, which I hadn’t told Dad or her about yet. It wasn’t like I was keeping it a secret; it just didn’t occur to me to discuss it with them. I talked to my professors and academic advisors, and honestly, I thought my parents would approve of my choosing a more practical field, not to mention be happy about saving a year’s tuition.

         “That’s not the point,” Mom said. “It’s not the substance of the decision, but that you didn’t bother telling us about it.” I said sorry, but with the ridiculous course load I was carrying to pull this off, I was distracted and forgot to bring it up.

         “But you’ve been back for months, and we’ve been together every day, at least for breakfast and dinner. Honestly, Mia, you act like a tenant. I know so much more about what’s going on with John’s life.”

         Oh, please. First: we didn’t talk during dinner, due to mandatory daily Family Movie Night + Dinner, part of our parents’ campaign to use the pandemic to bring us closer together. Second: I’m sorry, but John was a bit too much, with this weekly melodrama, breaking up and getting back together with his girlfriend, whom our parents adored. Between detailed reports of that, plus the family’s collective angst about Henry’s House—Eugene’s therapy center and John’s summer internship—battling to stay open through the quarantine, all I did during breakfast was listen and eat.

         I thought for sure Dad would come into my room after Mom left, a combination of expressing his own hurt and smoothing things over between Mom and me, but he never did. Mom said at breakfast she and Dad wanted to “sit down with me” later, which sounded ominous. I thought about preempting the whole thing with a teary recital of the agony of the Vic breakup drama, but no, I was fairly certain I hadn’t mentioned Vic to them, which would make it worse, add to Mom’s point about my not telling them anything.

         I closed my eyes and placed my face directly in the blinding sunbeam. The world turned blank. A bright orange. A kaleidoscope of phosphenes swirled, replaced by bursts of red that exploded like translucent fireworks, turning the palette darker and more intense, into a deep crimson. I squeezed my eyes tighter, and black pinpoints oozed into blobs like inkblots on wet paper, bouncing up and down in the same rhythm as Eugene’s head in the window, the visual echoes of his jumps matching the heee-boom from above me. I lost myself in the rhythm of it all, the sun warming my eyelids, and let myself fall asleep.

         
            1 On the other hand, autism makes Eugene less social and communicative than many AS kids, who crave social connection. In fact, I’ve heard people describe autism and AS as opposites because of the stereotype that autistic people are emotionless and not sociable. The doctor who diagnosed Eugene said that AS itself is rare enough (one in 20,000 live births), so with the mosaicism variant and the dual diagnosis of autism, Eugene was a “true one-in-a-million marvel,” which I think was supposed to make us feel better.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
        TWO
      

            Heuristics Traps Galore

         

         there’s a concept in heuristics called selective perception, a type of confirmation bias that describes the powerful human tendency to make assumptions and even perceive things differently based on how they align with our expectations. You expect x to happen, something happens that’s consistent with x (although also with y and z), so you decide x has happened. I expected Dad to come home with Eugene, so when I heard footsteps on the driveway five minutes after Eugene got home, I thought, Dad. I felt this so easily, deeply, intuitively, that if you’d asked me (as Mom and John did four hours later) if I actually saw Dad, I’d have answered yes (and did). I didn’t think of it as an assumption or decision or belief; it just was. Dad was home. Of course he was. Where else could he be, and besides, who else could it be?

         Once you make that first assumption, another cognitive bias takes over: the anchoring bias, people’s tendency to rely too heavily on the first piece of information we get on any given topic. Any subsequent information, we interpret in a skewed way, stubbornly clinging to the original assumption despite indications it may not be correct (like why would my dad, who’s always been annoyingly inquisitive, just walk by his unmoving, supine daughter?). My Footsteps = Dad equation became a powerful anchor for all my later thoughts. When assumed-Dad silently passed by, I constructed an unlikely narrative about him not wanting to bother with me rather than rethink my assumption. When I heard Eugene still jumping in his room later in the day, I didn’t think, Hmmm, that’s strange, Dad never lets Eugene jump that long, maybe that wasn’t Dad I heard earlier, but rather, Thank God Dad’s giving Eugene a break today, maybe he’s finally learning to relax a little.

         As more time passed, the anchor sank deeper, and I hooked in others as well. When Mom texted later to ask if I’d seen Dad and Eugene because she was worried they got caught in the rain, I said yes, they got home way before the storm. After Mom and John got home, when we couldn’t find Dad anywhere in the house, I said he must have lost his phone in the park and gone back to find it. It’s almost frightening to think back on my hubristic certainty and my family’s unquestioning acceptance even as the day went on and Dad’s having returned home became more and more unlikely.

         The reason I’m so focused on the why and how of my Footsteps = Dad assumption is that this, even more than my falling asleep, dictated when we started our search, a factor I’ve since learned is the single most predictive element in finding missing persons alive, regardless of age, circumstance, or setting. Based on a timeline I constructed using phone records, weather data, and timed re-creations, I’ve calculated how much time we lost by virtue of my erroneous assumption: four hours, give or take five minutes. Here’s how I figure it: I hung up on Vic at 11:41 a.m., which means I went outside and fell around 11:45 and heard the footsteps around 11:50. If I’d made the tiniest effort to say a perfunctory hello or even look up, I would have realized it wasn’t Dad, called or texted him, and then called or texted Mom and John. Mom and I are coolheaded—we don’t  panic, as a general matter—but John would definitely have freaked out and come home (a six-minute drive from his internship) and started searching immediately, which puts the beginning of this hypothetical search in earnest around 12:15 p.m., more than an hour before the storm.

         So against this 12:15 p.m. benchmark, here’s what actually happened: I woke up around 1:30 to raindrops on my face, slow and spaced apart but heavy in that ominous way you know means it’s about to pour, and then a gust of wind whipping my hair into my eyes, simultaneous with a nearby thunk, which I thought was a tree branch falling onto our roof but have since realized must have been the wind slamming shut the front door. I staggered to the door closest to me (the side kitchen door we thankfully never lock), not quite making it inside before the sky opened up.

         At 1:34, as I was hobbling into the shower, I heard my phone’s text alert. I would have ignored it—I’d seen eight missed calls and a whole screen of texts from Vic, iterations of You hung up on me? Seriously?!?!, Call me back!!!, and Hello?!?! (Vic is big on serial exclamation and question marks)—but it was Mom’s special Twilight Zone text tone and I was trying to get in her good graces after last night’s fight, so I replied, assuring her that yes, Dad and Eugene had beaten the storm home and sure, I’d be happy to go around the house and close all the windows. I really did mean to do that, but I was already undressed, so I texted Dad to close the windows (Please, per Mom, I specified—I’m working on seeming less bossy) before I stepped into an extra-long, extra-hot shower.

         We texted five more times. All family-logistical requests to Dad in his role as family shopper and cook—for more coffee and vodka (Mom), ice cream and frozen pizza (John), and sushi for dinner (me). Multiple unanswered texts, and it didn’t occur to us to be concerned. Dad was our caretaker; he did the noticing, the paying attention, the rescuing from trouble. That was his job. (It was also arguably Mom’s job, but only quasi when she was at home, not at all when she was working, the same way Dad was prior to their switching places four years ago.) If we noticed his nonresponse, it was out of annoyance, not concern, but honestly, I never noticed. The Vic situation was getting out of hand; I tried my best to ignore the barrage of calls and texts, but I ended up getting so fed up, I had to block him, leaving me seething about being forced to become the kind of person who blocks her ex-boyfriend.

         At around 3:30, Mom and John got home early for some Zoom meeting about his now-canceled fall semester abroad. Mom went straight to Eugene’s room as usual to give him a hello-I-missed-you-today hug. (No comment on the lack of a similar routine for me, except to say it’s fine, I prefer no hugs anyway.) They both barged into my room within five minutes, John to say he couldn’t find Dad anywhere, where was he?, and Mom to say Eugene was still wearing his muddy clothes and hiking shoes and he wouldn’t stop jumping—what in hell was going on? I pointed out that I wasn’t the no-shoes-in-the-house enforcer and perhaps Dad had gone out for errands. Mom said no, his car was here, and John added that Dad’s phone was “off the grid.”

         “Off the grid? What are we, undercover spies?” It makes me cringe to remember this, how I rolled my eyes and laughed at John. I pulled up Dad’s location on my phone: current location unknown, last known location at 11:12 a.m. along the waterfall trail, one of the few spots around the park with actual (albeit intermittent) cell coverage. It was obvious what had happened. “Look, his phone was in the park earlier. He’s been home since then, so he must have left his phone in the park. That explains why he never texted us back. At some point, he realized what happened, so he went back to find it. It makes perfect sense.”

         “What? That makes no sense at all. Why would he leave without telling us?” John said.

         “Umm, because he couldn’t? He didn’t. Have. His phone. That’s what it means to lose something.” I spoke slowly, overarticulating the way I do when John’s being stupid. He hates that.

         “But why didn’t he leave a note? Or tell you in person?” John said without a hint of annoyance at, or mention of, my sarcasm, which was both unusual and troubling. He really was worried, which, in turn, worried me.

         “A note? What century are we in? I’m sure he thought he’d be gone for like half an hour. He’s probably on his way back right now.”

         We both looked to Mom. It was her policy to never get involved when we were bickering, but this was different. She sighed. I know her sighs well, and this particular one—short and loud, with a frown and a shake of the head—meant, You two are too old for this juvenile bullshit. She looked at me. “When’s the last time you saw him in the house?”

         Was there an inkling in the back of my mind, a trifling doubt, that I hadn’t actually seen Dad, much less in the house, since they left for the park? But I could picture him—frowning and shaking his head at my lying around all day, and then giving me a wide berth by walking around to the back porch to go inside. I said, “When he first got home, like eleven-thirty or something.”

         “Eleven-thirty?” John said. “So for all we know, Dad twisted his ankle or something, and he’s been sitting there for five hours, wondering why we’re not coming to help him.”

         I wanted to tell him to chill out, mock his math skills, point out that 11:30 was four hours ago, but Mom said, “Let’s calm down and talk through this. Now, Mia, when Dad got home, did he say anything about his phone? Did he look worried? Was he limping or hurt in any way?” Mining my three-second memory for clues, that’s when I started thinking—did I look up? I saw his legs … or shoes? Right when it was dawning on me that I didn’t actually see his face or hear his voice, Mom said she’d texted Dad to bring in the package we got that morning—did Dad do that? Did anyone else come by the house? Neighbors?

         Ever since Mom and John walked in, the mood in the room had been changing gradually, our worry deepening bit by bit, question by question, small steps down a slight hill. The moment these two realizations converged—1) I did not see or hear Dad, and 2) there was another person (and therefore other feet) walking up our driveway that morning—that wasn’t a little step down; it was a cliff, a fucking free fall.

         “What package?” I asked. “When did it come?”

         Mom frowned, shook her head. “Sometime this morning. Why?”

         “What time? And where did they leave it? Can you please check?”

         Mom checked the package-alert email, but I already knew. Inside the screen door to the back porch at 11:47 a.m., when I was lying outside, under Eugene’s window, drowsy in the late-morning sun.

         I told Mom and John. I felt strangely numb—I’m not sure if from the embarrassment of realizing my mistake or from a premonition of this being the start of something significant—and I used the numbness to feign a lightness I didn’t feel. I spoke matter-of-factly, stuck to the facts: Eugene’s push, hurt ankle, lying down, sun in my eyes, footsteps. I said there was still a chance it was Dad but probably not, in which case …

         “In which case, Dad never came home. Eugene came home by himself, and Dad’s been missing the whole frigging day, and you never even noticed,” John said.

         This was fair. Not only didn’t I notice, but I actively impeded others in their efforts to notice. If John hadn’t said it, I might have said it myself. But there’s something about a sibling accusation—particularly from a twin—that triggers an instinct of denial. It went back to our toddler days, probably to the womb, elbowing each other. Did not. Did too. Did not.

         I went on the offensive, said in as much of an amused-pity tone as I could manage, “Missing? You’re blowing this way out of proportion. I’m sure Dad’s fine. There are a million explanations.” I rambled on with the first I could think of, a variation on my earlier lost-phone-search theory in which Dad went back to the park after escorting Eugene safely back to our neighborhood, but honestly, I wasn’t buying it myself and I was struggling for something better, when it came to me: Eugene must have run off in the park. Yes, of course, that made sense, especially with the way he was running so fast this morning. Dad searching for a phone for four hours through an awful storm—that was crazy, I could admit that now. But if he thought Eugene was lost in the woods, he would stay all day and all night, check behind every tree, around every boulder, down every street in the surrounding neighborhood, until he found him. He wouldn’t call us—he couldn’t anyway because of the spotty cell coverage, but even more, Dad had this thing about being the family protector, bearing burdens himself to spare us pain and worry. And he wouldn’t even consider the possibility of Eugene getting home on his own. Crossing streets terrifies Eugene, and that four-lane quasi-highway separating our neighborhood from the park, there were days it took Dad a good five minutes to coax him to cross. No way he thought Eugene was home.

         Later, on hold with a local emergency room, it would occur to me: How did Eugene get home? I knew roads were much less busy with the pandemic, but even so, Eugene crossing that road alone was inconceivable, which meant Dad must have walked him across it to our neighborhood and told him to run home only once they were on our safe, familiar streets. This, of course, was the first time it occurred to me: Could Dad have run away intentionally?

         In any case, at the time, we didn’t stop to consider Eugene’s route home. What mattered was that we had a plausible explanation, one consistent with a reality in which Dad was fine, out there looking everywhere but the one place where Eugene had safely been for hours. Seen this way, it was almost comical—silly Dad!—and at one point, I even said, “I can already tell—we’re gonna be laughing about this over dinner tonight, and Dad’s gonna be so embarrassed. We should make him do the dishes to pay for worrying us.”

         I don’t want to give the wrong impression here. It wasn’t all mirth and merriment, or even a little. We weren’t delusional; we knew it wouldn’t be as easy as going to the park and finding Dad wandering around calling Eugene’s name, running up to tell him Eugene was home, and all hugging and laughing, TV-sitcom style. We didn’t have to say what was obvious, that a (if not the) likely reason for Dad’s long delay was that he was hurt. Mom merely said we should go look for him and bring a first aid kit, just in case, and I said I’d call the nearby hospitals, just in case.

         That was when John brought up calling the police. He said it like we’d already discussed it and made a decision. After I said my ankle was still sore and I didn’t want to slow them down, so I should stay home, just in case Dad got back before they did, John said, “So when you call the police, give them our—”

         “The police?” I said.

         John looked at me, then at Mom, then back at me. He looked confused, like he couldn’t figure out if he or I was the crazy one. “Umm, Dad is missing. That’s what you do when people go missing—you call the police.”

         There he went with the “missing” again. “Stop saying he’s missing. Dad’s a grown man who’s late getting home from somewhere he didn’t even have to drive to. It’s still daylight outside, for God’s sake, and we haven’t even taken five minutes to look for him. Besides, you can’t report a missing person unless it’s been twenty-four hours.”

         “What? Where’d you hear that? Some TV show?”

         “I read it. In The New Yorker.” (I hadn’t. I’d seen it on Law & Order: SVU.)

         I could see doubt creeping in, his face softening, his eyes looking down and to the side as if trying to remember if he’d read that. (He hadn’t; he never reads the articles, only the cartoons.)

         “Besides,” I said, looking to Mom to settle our spat, “if the police get involved, you know they’ll try to talk to Eugene, maybe take him to the police station. Do we really want that?”

         The answer was no. Eugene didn’t do well with strangers or new environments. It wasn’t just a matter of Eugene’s comfort—though that was paramount to us, especially Mom—but also the fear of the added stress making it harder to communicate with him. Before leaving for the park, Mom managed to get him to stop jumping so she could help him out of his dirty clothes and shoes, but the minute she asked what happened to Dad, hoping to glean something from his body language, facial expressions, gestures, anything, Eugene ran into his closet and refused to come out. Mom wanted to try asking again later, using these YES (smile), NO (frown), and I DON’T KNOW (shrug) picture cards, the latest in a long line of alternative communication tools Eugene’s therapists had tried with him over the years. To preserve any chance of Eugene calming down enough to tell us something useful about Dad, we needed to keep the police away. That’s what I said, and I won. Mom decided we should search for Dad ourselves for the time being.

         I know what you’re thinking. I’m thinking it, too. John was right; I was wrong. If we had called the police right away, they would have searched the water, looked for blood on the rocks, interviewed witnesses—all the stuff they did anyway, but early enough to have made a difference, for the trajectory of the investigation to change. Maybe.

         But sometimes, when something happens, or rather, when something might have happened, you can keep your fear at bay by denying it. Confirming its seriousness by saying it out loud—“Hello, we have an emergency. Our dad is missing”—is not only terrifying but seems unwise when there are still two ways this might go. The moment hangs in balance like a seesaw, and the slightest wind could be the deciding factor between up or down, found or lost, safe or dead. I saw in Mom’s eyes the same thought: calling the police would mean this was a big deal. Laughing it off as silly Dad might be just what we needed to make it fall the other way, tell the universe to leave it alone, let us be.

         You don’t have to say it; I know—wishing, pretending, doesn’t make it so. We knew that. Maybe it was plain old-fashioned selfishness, a desire to sustain the relative tranquility of our lives a little longer, for Eugene’s sake if nothing else. I could almost hear it, Dad saying, I’m fine, don’t worry about me; worry about Eugene—he’s the one you have to take care of. So that’s what we did, and of course, looking back, it seems clear: buying ourselves this half day of ignorance—hardly blissful; let’s call it pre-painful—brought us so much more trouble later.

         *

         we started our search for Dad in earnest at 4:04. Three hours and forty-nine minutes after we should have, would have, if only … you know. The park is four hundred acres of woods and creeks, bordered on the north by the Potomac River. The plan was for John to bike all around, using the trails to cover as much ground as possible, while Mom drove and walked around the park’s perimeter and surrounding neighborhoods. I was to stay home with Eugene, give him a snack, keep him calm, maybe try asking him about Dad again, and call local hospitals.

         I called eleven. I didn’t realize we had so many ERs nearby. I told myself it was a waste of time, I was only doing it because Mom asked me to, but every time I asked whether an Adam Parson or a John Doe had been admitted that day, my chest muscles constricted, squeezing my stomach acid up my esophagus, and with every no, a release, everything unclenching and rushing back to its place. Between calls, I kept checking my family’s location, waiting for something to change—refreshing John’s location and Dad’s old one, seeing the two dots get closer, closer together, then move apart, John’s dot circling all around the park, Dad’s ghost dot from this morning unchanging.

         It was 6:03 when Mom called. I was lying on the floor in Eugene’s room, next to Eugene, who was under a weighted blanket on a beanbag. His iPad was on a repeat loop of a Manhwa cartoon video he’d watched nonstop back in Korea. Mom had suggested this whole setup to comfort him and keep him regulated, but honestly, the video was helping me, too. We lived in Korea for eight years, from when I was five to thirteen, and this video still immediately transports me back to our Seoul apartment—something about the mellifluence of the animated children’s informal banmal style of conversation—and I needed that just then. I answered Mom’s call and talked first: “Okay, I checked with every hospital in a fifty-mile radius and there’s no sign of Dad. And yes, I remembered to check John Doe.”

         Mom didn’t say anything, and I almost hung up, thought it must be the spotty cell coverage. I said, “Mom? You there? Any updates?” before Mom started speaking. She said they looked everywhere. She said she drove all around, John biked all around—on trail, off trail, around the woods, along the river, in the neighborhoods—and there was no sign of Dad anywhere, and the whole park was empty and eerie, mud puddles everywhere from the storm earlier, no one around.

         “Mia,” Mom said, and I remember sitting up at that, the way she said my name. It sounded like an important announcement. “Mia,” she said again. “We can’t find him. We’re afraid….” She cleared her throat. “We need to call the police.”

         I nodded. Said okay. Said come home and see you in a few minutes and hung up.

         I looked out Eugene’s window. It was strange—it wasn’t even 6:30 on a summer evening, and looking at the sky, you’d have sworn it was sunset. It must have been the post-storm clouds—the sky looked dusky, the sun peeking through a break in the clouds near the horizon, casting a fiery glow. The clouds looked like a distant mountain ridge, a bluish gray the color of a fading bruise, the sky around the sun a soft red, too uniform to be real. I wondered if this was a dream, the product of my sleep-deprived mind processing the melodrama with Vic.

         The Manhwa children were singing a happy ditty in G major punctuated by high-pitched chortles that pierced and grated, the cartoon-video equivalent of nails on a chalkboard. “Eugene, sweetie, that’s really loud. Let’s turn it down, okay?” I reached for the iPad. Eugene brought the screen closer to his face, gripped it tighter. His thumbs blanched from the pressure, and looking so close up at the moons of grime and dirt under his nails, I noticed a crescent of dark red under his right thumbnail.

         I sat up. Leaning in and craning to look at his other fingernails, I saw the same slivers of red under his right index and middle fingernails. I got up to look for the yellow shirt and the shorts he’d been wearing earlier and found them on a pile of dirty clothes behind his bathroom door. Just as I held up the shirt to inspect a blot of dark red on the shoulder, the doorbell rang.

         Even before I saw the police uniforms through the peephole, I had the feeling of everything changing. Their flashing lights must have been on, the red-and-blue strobe beams slicing through the faux-sunset backdrop and setting my senses on edge. I don’t remember seeing the lights, but I must have. That’s the only explanation I have for what I did next. I scooped up the pile of Eugene’s dirty clothes and rushed to the laundry room to throw them into the washer with heavy-duty detergent. I pressed Start. As the doorbell rang again, I ran back to Eugene, whispered “come on,” and led him into the bathroom. I turned on the shower and told him to get in. I put soap on a sponge and handed it to him, pointed to his fingernails. I mimed scrubbing, told him to scrub hard. Get everything off. Wash it away, clean.

      

   


   
      
         
            
        THREE
      

            This Could Get Bad

         

         it took me a long time to actually open the front door. you’re probably guessing (the way John did when I told him everything later) that I was freaking out, second-guessing what I’d just done and wondering if I’d destroyed evidence that could lead us to Dad. But I wasn’t. I was 99 percent positive what was under Eugene’s nails and on his shirt: the dried remnants of Dad’s blood. It wasn’t a big deal. It happened from time to time during difficult therapy exercises. Dad is goofy, and to reward Eugene for working hard, Dad would throw him up in the air, which Eugene loves. Lately, with Eugene getting so big, it became more like Eugene jumping, with Dad half-supporting, half-boosting him. Sometimes, their timing would be off and Eugene would end up kicking or scratching Dad by accident. That had to be what happened. But if the police saw it, they would misunderstand, and God knows what they’d do to Eugene.

         So, no, the blood wasn’t the problem. The problem was what I’d read while researching the can’t-file-police-report-for-twenty-four-hours thing I’d bickered about with John. I looked it up and it turned out he was right: it’s a myth. “Given how critical the first twenty-four hours are in locating missing persons, why would we forbid missing-person reports for the first twenty-four hours? It’s nonsense,” some FBI specialist was on record as saying. Experts blamed Hollywood, speculating that 24 must have made it up to cover some plot hole. One blog post addressing this went on to discuss another TV-propagated myth as being true: when someone is dead, the police show up at your house unannounced to notify the next of kin.

         I don’t tend to believe in things like kismet or fate or whatever, but the co-occurrence of 1) the police showing up without my having called yet 2) within an hour of my reading this article 3) while my dad was un-locatable—it seemed too remarkable to be coincidence. It occurred to me that I’d called all the hospitals but none of the morgues. I stood there, sick, like I might throw up, with cramps in my stomach (I hadn’t eaten since breakfast, had no idea if it was hunger or stress or maybe my period starting—What day was it? What month?), and I took yoga breaths because I was light-headed but then I was breathing too loudly, and shit, the police were saying, “Hello? Is someone there?” I was seriously contemplating tiptoeing into a closet, but out the side window, I saw Mom’s car turning in to our driveway and John’s bike right behind. I had to pull it together, for them, handle some of the hard parts myself. I opened the door.

         “Hi, we’re here about a car accident that occurred this morning in this neighborhood,” the female cop said, and I saw Dad on our narrow, winding road, a car smashing into his body and catapulting him up, Eugene freaking out and running, running, running. Of course. That’s how Eugene had crossed the road; he hadn’t been by himself, not at first. I couldn’t imagine the trauma. No wonder why he’d jumped nonstop for hours, why he’d run into the closet.

         “Is he dead?” I said, my words coming out in a rasp I didn’t recognize.

         The police seemed taken aback. The woman said, “I’m sorry, who’s dead?,” the same time the man said, “What? No. Everyone’s fine.”

         A lot happened right after that, which I tried to focus on, but my brain was stuck on everyone’s fine. The surge of relief was like a riptide that whips you around. Mom and John ran up, talking over each other—Did we know anything yet? Was Dad home?—and the confused officers clarified they were here about a boy, identified by neighbors as a resident of our house, who may have caused a car accident. They said they needed to talk to him and his parents, not only for accident-reporting purposes, but for, as the female cop put it, “child welfare and protective purposes.”

         That phrase was the verbal equivalent of a slap; it stopped everything—Mom’s and John’s overlapping blathering, the everyone’s fine relief chant in my head, the ground swaying. We knew what those words meant, had heard enough horror stories about Child Protective Services investigations of child endangerment, neglect, and abuse from other special-needs families. A kid with Eugene’s disabilities running around public streets unsupervised—it was the kind of thing that gets kids taken away. For a second, I even thought, Dad had better be in trouble because if he’s not, this could get bad, quick. And then a more sobering follow-up: he was in trouble, real trouble. No way he’d let what happened to Eugene happen if he wasn’t.

         John, Mom, and I looked at one another, and I felt that same certainty zap through and unite us. John started to stammer something, but Mom cleared her throat and stepped forward, squeezing John’s arm as if to say I got this, and I saw something I can only describe as a don’t-fuck-with-my-family oomph come over Mom’s face. “I’m Dr. Hannah Park, mother of the boy you’re looking for,” Mom said, which surprised me; she usually omitted “Doctor,” reasoning that most people equated that title with an MD, rather than the PhD in applied linguistics she has. More than that, though, what surprised me was how authoritative she sounded and looked. I realize this isn’t the type of thing one should fixate on at a time like this, but it was really something, the change that came over Mom. It was like she became a real person. Not that she’s not a real person, obviously, but I didn’t think of Mom as existing outside the sphere of being our mom, with qualities beyond that nondescript mom-ish mix of caring and perpetually tired. And it’s not that I didn’t know she was smart—I’d read her dissertation on the inadequacies of the existing romanization systems for Korean and used the phonetic-spelling approach she proposed for my own thesis—but the way she talks sometimes made me forget. She speaks English like an immigrant—with an accent and a too-perfect syntax that sounds awkwardly geeky, foreign. It usually embarrassed me, but watching her as an outsider might, I was struck by the impressiveness of her formal diction, the regal dignity of her hyper-articulated syllables. She explained Eugene’s condition, taking care to emphasize that Eugene was safe at home—loved, cared for, and closely supervised by Dad and her, of course, but also by us, his twenty-year-old siblings—and also explained the “confluence of events exacerbated by Eugene’s inability to speak” that led us to not realize until recently that Dad hadn’t returned home.

         She said all this calmly, quickly, but describing her and John’s search of the park, her voice started to break. “I know you came here about the car accident involving my son, and I will take full responsibility and cooperate …” Mom blinked, like she was trying not to cry, and I reached for her hand and squeezed. Mom swallowed and continued. “… but I’m asking you to delay that investigation until we find my husband. Please. We need your help.”

         Things happened very quickly after that. The police responded with a systematic and urgent efficiency, gathering Dad’s information and pictures and calling them in. Within fifteen minutes, an interjurisdictional search involving the police and park rangers was under way. The two officers said they were leaving to coordinate, but not to worry, a detective had been assigned to the case, someone with “expertise in these matters.” John wanted to go with them to show them his own earlier search sites, Dad’s favorite trails, the picnic tables he liked to use, but they said no, he’d already shown them on the map, and besides, they needed us to stay to talk to the detective.

         “I won’t tell you not to worry because of course you will,” said the female officer I’d decided I liked, “but take care of yourselves. Take care of Eugene. Go inside. Sit. Eat. Leave things to us for a while.”

         I’m not good at leaving things to other people. John routinely accuses me of being a control freak, and I know myself well enough to know that’s not entirely unfair, especially for things I consider important. But at that moment, the police officer’s words were a salve. Sometimes, it’s a relief to cede control.2 All responsibility, decisions, and analyses transferred to people with expertise—such a beautiful word, expertise—who are promising to take care of the situation, to do a better job than you could on your own. It shamed me that I’d been so against calling the police. John never even called me on it. As the officers were leaving, he thanked them for starting a search even though it hadn’t been twenty-four hours, and they said no problem, there was no twenty-four-hour rule or anything like that, and that was that. I stood nearby, waiting for John to say something, to gloat or maybe casually and subtly work it into conversation, but he never did.

         John went to make us something to eat, and I went upstairs to tell Mom the police were gone. She’d gotten Eugene out of the shower and was helping him get dressed for the detective, who was due soon. I stuck my head into his room and saw Eugene, out of the shower and dressed in the dressiest clothes he’ll tolerate: a polo shirt, long pants, and even socks, which he usually hates. Mom was combing his wet hair into a neat part, standing behind him, looking at him in the mirror with so much tenderness I wanted to cry.

         “Hey.” My word came out in a whisper. “You look so handsome, Eugene.”

         Mom looked at me in the mirror and smiled, finished combing his hair, and straightened his collar. It occurred to me that Eugene probably couldn’t scrub his hands by himself, at least not well. As furtively as I could, I looked down at his fingers, his nails. Clean.

         Downstairs, John was yelling that the detective was here, calling us down. Mom brushed my hair to the side, out of my eyes. She took Eugene’s left hand, and I took his right. Before we started walking together, she smiled at me as if to say, It’s okay. It’ll be okay. Everything will turn out fine.

         
            2 This is one of the things I sometimes miss about being little: having to do whatever your parents tell you to do. Don’t get me wrong, John and I did our share of rebelling, but at the end of the day, we trusted and respected our parents. I remember when Eugene first got diagnosed with autism (we found out about Angelman later), Mom and Dad sitting me down, saying how responsible and mature I was, so they were going to give me more independence and rely on me to do more things myself. I was nine, and I was so proud—I’d been complaining I wasn’t a baby, to please just let me deal with my own life—but I also remember the slight panic that came over me. Like, okay, now what? And after that, every time I was confused and wanted to ask them what I should do, I’d think back to our conversation and remind myself how I couldn’t let them down, how proud they’d be to know I dealt with it all myself.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
        FOUR
      

            Snowflakes, Rainbows, and the Vortex of Overanalysis Hell

         

         i knew the detective. or, rather, i’d met her, remembered her six-foot-tall figure and super-short, super-red hair from three years ago when she spoke at our high school after three student suicides in two months. Detective Morgan Janus. As we introduced ourselves, she looked at me, narrowed her eyes like she was trying to focus, and said, “The importance of semantic connotations? River Falls High School?” At my embarrassed nod, she said, “I thought I recognized you, even with your mask on.”

         She explained to Mom how I’d come up to her to discuss the police officials’ use of the phrase committed suicide. I’d argued the phrase was inherently judgmental, connoting guilt—you commit a crime, commit fraud, murder, sin; you don’t commit strokes or depression. “Mia reminded us these were their friends who’d died, how it hurt to feel like we were victim-blaming them,” Detective Janus said and turned to me. “We changed the departmental policy on that. It’s part of our sensitivity training now. So thank you.”

         I always thought I’d been pretty obnoxious, lecturing adults—worse, the police—all strident with that self-righteousness of youth. It was the kind of thing that made me blush to remember once I was in college and made me more careful, wondering what I was doing or saying that would shame me in ten years. Still, I can’t deny that her show of appreciation flattered me. Now, knowing what she’d just discovered and was hiding from us, I suspect that was her point—to play good cop, get us to trust her—but at the time, I thought she was simply being nice.

         She continued her warming-up-to-us spiel (not that I thought that at the time), emphasizing her background as a licensed social worker and how she’d started out as a family therapist. She didn’t say, “So you can trust me,” but that was the clear implication. She emphasized this background so much I didn’t even think of her as a cop—more as a counselor, to help us through the emotional difficulties. We clearly had a hero-worship thing going on (especially John, who’s considering going into social work) because when I picture her now, with the persistent I-understand-your-pain frown between her brows and eyes so wide she looked perpetually surprised, I can’t understand how I didn’t immediately spot her fakery.

         For an hour, we sat at our screened-in porch table (even Eugene, although she allowed him to watch videos with headphones) and answered questions. She asked us about that morning, to catalog for her what was usual and what was not. The usual part was easy. We’re a family that depends on routine and schedules, and the broad strokes of our mornings had been the same throughout the pandemic. We even had a laminated chart for Eugene, with corresponding alarms set on his iPad. At 7:30 a.m., Dad woke us up; we showered, got dressed, and came downstairs by 8:00 to help Dad make breakfast; at 8:15, we sat at the fancy dining room table for family breakfast, a tradition Dad started when he realized how much calmer Eugene was in the mornings, before he’s gotten overwhelmed by all the sensory inputs of the day; we went upstairs at 9:15 to brush our teeth; at 9:30, we dispersed—John to his internship at Henry’s House, a nearby therapy center (one of the few jobs exempt from the lockdown), Mom to the empty office space she started renting in early June to focus on her translation work, Dad and Eugene off to the park for therapy exercises, hiking, and a picnic lunch, and me to my room for “thesis research,” consisting mostly of sleeping, listening to music, and trolling music composition discussion forums (“Smart music is neither smart nor musical. Discuss.”). Step by step, functionally, this morning was like every other morning, down to the minute.

         Detective Janus is one of those people who nods the entire time you’re saying something, like a bobblehead doll. “That’s very helpful,” she said in a tone that made me think it actually wasn’t. She looked at us—really gazed at each of us in turn as if to forge personal connections—and said, “Your mornings are the same the way snowflakes are the same.” It sounded vaguely Confucian, like one of those fortune-cookie non-fortunes I hate—the first flicker of suspicion—but I knew what she meant.

         “Focusing on differences,” she said, “is there anything out of the ordinary from this morning, anything at all, even minor things?”

         Abnormality was a big thing with Detective Janus. Anytime we told her something we remembered, she’d ask, “Is that unusual? Atypical in any way?” If the answer was yes, her interest level quadrupled. Mom and John were annoyed by it, I could tell, frustrated by her dozen-plus follow-up questions about Dad wearing gym shorts instead of his usual khaki shorts, for example. But—and this is what I blame for so stupidly and entirely letting down my guard—it made me feel a kinship with her. I share her obsessive fascination with small changes that have drastic implications. In my experience, studying variances is the best way to gain a full understanding of the norm. And sometimes, it’s the tiniest difference that can make the most difference.

         Take DNA, which taught me this lesson during a field trip to the Smithsonian in middle school. “Humans have more than ninety percent of their DNA in common with apes and ninety-nine percent with other humans,” the guide said. The class oohed and aahed, and John and the other boys got all hyper and did this frantic jump-dance resembling a gang of chimpanzees on crack. The guide was delighted by our delight, and she elaborated on the similarity of all humans, how in fact you could have more DNA in common with someone of a different race and gender than with someone who looks like you. To illustrate, she pointed to John and me—we were standing next to each other—and said, “So you, a girl of Asian ancestry, could share more DNA with this boy of European ancestry than with this other girl who looks like you,” and here, she pointed to Becky Nguyen.

         Our classmates guffawed, and someone yelled out, “But John and Mia are twins!” The guide laughed, an oh-you-crazy-kids chuckle, but with an uncertain look, like she wasn’t quite sure if we were messing with her, and looked at me.

         I felt my cheeks burn with humiliation—I still have this distinct memory of trying to convince myself I should feel embarrassed for her, not by her, and failing—but I managed to look her straight in the eye, serious and dignified, and say in the most you’re-a-dumbass-but-I’ll-deign-to-talk-to-you tone, “It’s true. John and I are fraternal twins. Also, we’re half-Korean, and Becky is Vietnamese, and I think we look nothing alike.”

         At home that night, I looked through our family’s genetics report in Eugene’s medical files. Until Eugene was seven, his sole diagnosis was autism. But at some autism conference, Mom was talking about Eugene’s smile and how grateful she was he’s so happy, and someone brought up Angelman syndrome. The geneticists who confirmed it tested the whole family to figure out comorbidities, and they included an analysis of John’s and my chromosomal differences in a three-page footnote, which, given the super-small font, was probably longer than the main report itself. Extrapolating from the details, I calculated that John’s DNA and mine are 99.97 percent identical.

         For people who are only 1/3333rd different, it’s remarkable how dissimilar we look. We must have gotten opposite genes from our parents with no overlap, the maximal disparate DNA combination possible for siblings. John got the pretty parts—Dad’s round, deep-set moss-brown eyes framed by Mom’s delicate bone structure and dainty nose—while I got the angular leftovers—Dad’s Roman nose and thick unibrow, Mom’s narrow-set eyes. We both have black hair, but John’s is wavy with a reddish tint, whereas mine is a straight, sassy black with a blue sheen.3

         We have one identical feature, our unusually long, thick eyelashes, but even that accentuates our differences. John does this thing where he stares into your eyes, blinks in slow motion, then looks askance like he’s shy, leaving you to marvel at the beauty—the sheer length and sheen—of his lashes. It’s nauseating, and I put up with it only because it hypnotizes our parents into a Jesus-like, all-transgressions-forgiven mode. I, on the other hand, have been told I have a tendency to blink rapidly while frowning, like a little girl trying on too-long, too-heavy false eyelashes for the first time.

         And if the ramifications of our 0.03% DNA variance—girl versus boy, musical versus athletic, hyperlexic versus (relatively) monosyllabic—seem drastic, think of Eugene, how a nick in one of three billion DNA strands has so profoundly impacted his life. Things many people consider fundamental to the core of a human existence—the ability to will your face to match and express your feelings, to expect your body to obey your commands, to use words to communicate—these are things this infinitesimal partial defect in 0.00000003% of Eugene’s genes has ripped away from him.

         So the point I’m getting at is that I, of all people, know about microscopic differences. I know they matter, and my family knows they matter. We’ve thought about and lived with this reality more than most, and normally, I would have applauded Detective Janus’s scrutiny of minutiae. But time was limited; daylight was dwindling. We didn’t want to sit around our house talking—about that morning, our family, or anything else. We wanted to be in the park—we wanted her to be in the park, searching the woods, the trails, everywhere. An hour into this, our minute-by-minute accounting and Detective Janus on a repeat loop asking if that was unusual/atypical/uncommon/unexpected, I noticed the moon becoming visible in the darkening sky. I looked at the clock. 8:15.

         Mom said something about Dad wanting to have family dinner in the dining room that night, and I thought, Oh please please please do not ask if this was “out of the ordinary in any way” one more time or I will scream, but of course Detective Janus did, and I wanted to yell that yes, goddammit, our entire lives were out of the ordinary, the whole fucking world was these days, so would you mind pretty please just focusing on the thing that was most not-ordinary of all, my dad’s disappearance, and just go out there and find him instead of wasting time talking to us?

         I managed to say rather than yell this (minus the goddammit, fucking, and pretty, with an extra please at the end). But even with the tonal and phraseological muting, it came out pretty bitchy, and John and even Mom looked unsure how or if to respond. Detective Janus didn’t react, though, just kept nodding and said not to worry, they had a dual parallel process, and even as she was talking to us, multiple teams were canvassing the park, including several canine units.

         “Canine?” I said.

         “Dogs, to pick up scent,” she said. I wanted to shout that I knew what canine meant, did she think I was stupid?, but all I could think was, this was serious. You didn’t have canine searches unless …

         “My dad’s allergic to dogs,” I said, the same time John said, “Scent of what?”

         Detective Janus looked at me the way people look at Eugene when he jump-splaughs in elevators, and then turned to John. “Blood, in case he’s injured. But just human scent, too—he could be lost or fallen somewhere. Your mom gave us some of his clothes earlier for that. But bear in mind: usually, when people don’t come home, it’s intentional; they’re not in distress. Something happens and they get called away—a friend has an emergency, or they just want to get away and clear their head, and they forget to tell their family or they can’t because something happened to their phone, that type of thing. So that’s why it’s important we talk to you, friends, trace credit cards, geo-locate, ask about domestic squabbles, and so forth.”

         “Squabbles?” John said. “You think Dad’s fine and he left because he’s mad at Mom?”

         Mom shook her head. “Adam would never do that. He would never leave Eugene alone, no matter what other things came up.”

         “Of course, of course,” Detective Janus said, but in the tone you use to placate an unreasonable child, a throwaway as she pivoted to logistics, handed Mom consent forms to sign.

         “No, not of course.” Mom dropped the papers on the table and sat up taller. “I need to know you’re taking what we’re telling you seriously. This isn’t a man late getting home for dinner because he’s off somewhere with some woman and forgot to call. He was with our child who can’t talk. Who almost got hit by a car. This is not a usually case. Something is terribly wrong.”

         “I understand, and I assure you, I’m not treating this lightly, and neither are my colleagues who are coordinating with the park rangers and rescue crews and preparing to work all night if they have to, as will I. But I’ve been doing this for a long time, and the worst thing we can do is jump to conclusions too early. So I’m going to keep an open mind and try to gather as much information as possible, both to help my colleagues searching the park and to consider why else he might be missing, if for no other reason than to rule those out.”

         She asked Mom to sign the consent forms for accessing phone and banking records and life-insurance policy information.

         “Life insurance? Why would you need life insurance?” Mom scanned the form. “Wait, are you thinking … Do you specialize in suicides? Is that why they sent you?”

         “No, I handle all types of cases.”

         “But suicide … that’s something you’re considering?”

         She peered at Mom, not blinking, and said, “At this early stage, it’s my job to consider all possibilities.”

         
      All possibilities.
    

         That phrase set the constituent parts of my body bursting and racing—my thoughts, my nerves, my blood. This tall woman, a detective, thought Dad might be dead by suicide. And who knew what else was among the “all possibilities” she was considering? Maybe that Dad was like those moms who get sick of their kids and run away—did stay-at-home dads do that, too? And if suicide was on the table, why not homicide?

         I thought of Eugene’s shove, the blood under his nails and on his shirt. I thought of the way Detective Janus had asked us several times in a (carefully calibrated?) throwaway tone, evenly spaced throughout the evening, why we didn’t call the police right away. Was she wondering when—if—we would have called if the police hadn’t happened to come by about the accident?

         My worry for Dad, lack of sleep, guilt and confusion, concern for Eugene—those were swirling into a jumble of panic and paranoia that was messing with my judgment, what was left of it, and all of a sudden, I was mad at Dad, furious with him, for not being here, for causing this mess, and then furious at myself for being disloyal and self-centered and awful. Which may be why I downplayed what happened next.

         Mom was asking about the car accident—any injuries, if she could talk to the driver—and Detective Janus took out the accident report. When she read, “Driver reports proceeding slowly after full stop at intersection,” I noticed Eugene squeeze his eyes shut and shake his head as if in an emphatic no. I thought something in his video must be upsetting him, but when Detective Janus placed the report on the table, he lowered his iPad and craned his neck, as if reading it. I almost said something, but Mom picked up the report and Eugene turned back to his show, and I told myself Eugene couldn’t read.

         On her way out, Detective Janus reminded us to write down anything unusual we remembered. It was funny how all along, I’d insisted—not just said, for show, but actually believed—there was nothing like that, but now with her “all possibilities” backdrop, everything changed, every facet of our breakfast taking on a sinister overtone. It was like when I first got contact lenses, how once I put in those tiny discs of plastic, those fuzzy orange blobs on our wallpaper morphed into intricate red-and-yellow geometric patterns. Details were jumping out at me, from the way I grabbed salt at breakfast and Dad said, “Mia, you should taste it before you assume it needs salt” (trying to teach me one last life lesson?), to him making real bacon instead of our usual tofu bacon (a last-meal treat, knowing cholesterol issues would soon be moot?).

         But even more than those specifics I noticed only in retrospect, there was a different feel to the breakfast as a whole—a bit off, or rather, too on, everything 5 percent brighter than usual. Eugene’s smile, for one, seemed less nebulous, directed at and connected to specific comments and people, his happiness rising and waning in waves rather than remaining steady at one level. Once, he laughed at a joke Mom told. He often laughed when everyone else laughed, but that morning, I noticed him looking at Mom directly, his eyes in focus, like he got the joke and was laughing at that rather than due to some contagion effect.

         Also, Dad and Mom were nice to each other—not married-twenty-five-years ho-hum nice but first-date nice nice: Dad complimented Mom on earrings she’d been wearing for a month straight, and Mom thanked Dad for making coffee, which he’d done every day for four years, maybe more. I wondered if they’d fought, exchanged words of the regrettable-but-not-so-awful-as-to-require-a-full-on-apology variety. I kicked John under the table to see if he noticed, but he just said, “Ow, stop,” and then he was overly nice to Dad, thanking him for getting the peach yogurt he mentioned liking the previous week, saying, “It’s so thoughtful of you to notice, Dad. You’re such a great dad. You do so much for us. Thank you, Dad. Truly. Thank you.”

         Okay, if it weren’t for the over-the-top truly (truly!) and the second “thank you,” I might have made it through, but I couldn’t not laugh, which, given the coffee in my mouth, led to my near-choking. Once my coughing fit was over, I was about to tell them all to cut it out, it was too much saccharine for this early in the morning—my family needs my over-bluntness from time to time—but it occurred to me that maybe I was the problem. Sure enough, Mom and John were frowning at me, Dad was shaking his head in a disappointed-but-not-surprised way, and no one asked if I was okay. I thought of Mom’s words the previous night, that I needed to try to be (or at least act like I wanted to be) a part of our family, not a tenant. I looked down at my food and mumbled, “Sorry.” I was tempted to say “truly” and a second “sorry,” but I didn’t. I just ate.

         I think Dad felt bad for me, or maybe he wanted to fix the awkwardness. He patted my arm and said, “It’s okay. Truly. It’s okay,” and winked. Eugene looked straight at me and laughed—again, not a social-contagion, going-through-the-motions laugh—which made me laugh. Dad said to John, “And you, I really appreciate your appreciation. Truly,” making John and Mom laugh, too. At this moment of maximal warm gooeyness, Dad lifted his glass. Dad is very into giving toasts, loves using them to get all philosophical and orate about life and family and sometimes the universe, how far we’ve come, blah blah. But he didn’t; he placed his crystal water goblet into a pinpoint beam of sunlight coming through the window, creating tiny rainbows on the table, and said, “Look, Eugene, your favorite.” Eugene was already smiling, of course, but he looked up (at the ceiling, for more rainbows?), down, and then back at Dad, and they both chuckled. If I didn’t know better, I’d have said he was joking around, rolling his eyes at Dad’s corniness like a teenager.

         After Detective Janus left, I replayed this scene in my head, trying to figure out how to interpret it. If this breakfast turned out to be our last together, was it a lucky coincidence that we gained a memory filled with kindness and laughter and even rainbows—these ridiculously wondrous things we can savor? Or was it a clue to be mined, a sign of a man who sensed or perhaps planned some coming doom and wanted to say goodbye? And the (possible) eye roll from Eugene—was that a sign of something going on with him?

         I wished I could talk through these micro-anomalies with Mom and John, ask if they noticed them, if they were worried about the implications, if these were even anomalies to begin with. But they hated what Mom called my “vortex” mode (as in, “Warning, warning: you’re sinking into a vortex of overanalysis hell”)—Dad was the one who most indulged me—and besides, we were too busy to sit around speculating. Mom called everyone—friends, neighbors, Eugene’s therapists, other special-needs families—and went through Dad’s things, files, bills, looking for anything unusual, per Detective Janus’s instructions.

         John decided to work with Eugene, explain to him what was happening and try asking what happened to Dad using the YES-NO picture cards, as well as other alternative communication cards and apps featuring pictures of activities, foods, and toys Eugene could use to tell us his needs and wants. It was a long shot. Eugene hated picture-based systems; he’d never managed to pass tests for pointing to the correct picture, and recently, he’d apparently been flat-out refusing to cooperate. Besides, how could anyone use this limited array of preschool-level pictures to say what happened to someone they love? There was no picture for lost or kidnapped or attacked and hurt and lying in the middle of the woods, waiting desperately for help.

         Mom assigned me the job of hacking into Dad’s laptop, email, cloud, and phone accounts. They both used this top-security password app, so Dad’s passwords were all on his phone (which, of course, we didn’t have), but she thought he might have kept old passwords on some accounts. For two hours straight, I tried various birthday, anniversary, Social Security, name, and initial combinations, but nothing worked. I was about to give up when I remembered the 1-terabyte portable hard drive I’d gotten Dad for Christmas, which he used to back up his laptop.

         I found it in Dad’s desk, in a drawer under a manila folder. A handful of loose pages fell out, and I was putting them back in the folder when I noticed what looked like code. Each page had questions in Dad’s handwriting, followed by letters in his neater block print with numbers off to the side:

         
            
               

	Form of energy widely used today?
            
                        
                        	 



	         BMAK  
            
                        
                        	2:31



	Layer of atmosphere our lesson’s about?
            
                        
                        	 



	         MYOOF  
            
                        
                        	4:28



	Tell me 1 of 5 types of alt energy? (Switch to full)
            
                        
                        	 



	         WUGXFHQL
            
                        
                        	 6:23






         

         What the fuck? The questions seemed easy, like basic science questions meant to hide code in those espionage movies Dad loves. Was Dad a spy? Or maybe Dad put his random passwords in a form undecipherable to anyone but himself? On the inside of the manila folder itself, Dad had written LOGIN—UYV@1019. Login for what? A portal for covert ops agents?
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