
        
            
                
            
        


		
			Advance Praise for REEF ROAD

			“The exciting, page-turning intelligence of Reef Road cannot be overstated. The clever story will please lovers of mystery, crime, and thriller genres. Author Deborah Goodrich Royce handles the balance of Reef Road’s off-kilter story with a magnificent, firm grip. The novel is rife with uncanny connections and flawed main characters with hidden agendas. It’s tense with secondary characters, whose impacts are stunning, as events ricochet in a series of strange chain-reactions sprung from perfectly timed twists you’ll never see coming.” 

			—Claire Fullerton, New York Journal of Books

			“Reef Road is magnificent. It feels utterly real, a novel of deeply personal context. It swerves between truth and lies—the lies that lead to an even deeper—and more devastating—truth. Though pure fiction, it reads as compellingly as a mixture of memoir and exposé. It has left me shaken to the core. Deborah Goodrich Royce writes with brilliant understanding of the mystery and occasional grace of trauma.”

			—Luanne Rice, New York Times bestselling author

			“Reading Reef Road feels like bingeing a particularly addictive true crime series. Mysteries intersect in this haunting page-turner as Deborah Goodrich Royce explores the ripple effect of violence, generational trauma, and the emotional weight of a case gone cold.” 

			—Megan Collins, author of The Family Plot

			“Reef Road is a masterpiece. It’s a tightly woven and often humorously told thriller that somehow manages to speak volumes about how families pass down trauma. Nothing short of brilliant.” 

			—Annabel Monaghan, author of Nora Goes Off Script

			“Reef Road is a daunting masterpiece. A plot-driven thriller inspired by a real unsolved murder that you won’t be able to put down. This atmospheric thriller satisfies. A stunningly dark read.” 

			—Rea Frey, award-winning author of Secrets of Our House 

			 

			“Taut and suspenseful, Reef Road reveals how one horrific act of violence can reverberate through multiple lives, even generations. Based on a real-life event, this book will keep you turning the pages well into the night as secret upon harrowing secret unfolds.” 

			—Wendy Francis, author of Summertime Guests

			“Reef Road is a thriller of a roller-coaster ride, an elixir of murder, mystery, and mental instability, built on foundational questions—whether we are destined to inherit or repeat the psychological trauma of our parents, whether we can ever really trust assumptions we make of another, or trust the limits of what we, ourselves, are capable of. Ms. Goodrich Royce is expert at weaving a tale where the interplay among characters rebounds between the real and the imagined, exposing a shocking backstory with current-day repercussions in the process. The backdrop of glitzy Palm Beach, contrasting with staid, mid-century Pittsburgh, reminds us that evil can be found anywhere, unconstrained by geography, education, or social status. Unraveling the characters’ motives and psyche, and the plot twists and turns, makes Reef Road a perfect book club choice.” 

			—Joan Luise Hill and Katie Mahon, authors of The Miracle Collectors: Uncovering Stories of Wonder, Joy, and Mystery

			“Reef Road careens from a decades-old unsolved murder in Pittsburgh, to a grisly discovery washing up on the shore of the breezy, ocean town of Palm Beach. With expert touch and nuance, Deborah Goodrich Royce weaves the lives of a novelist searching for the truth, a bored housewife, and the menacing figure of a man or two, through the claustrophobic, early days of the COVID pandemic. The result is an asteroid-like collision of deceit, guilt, and greed in an unexpected, stunning climax that will stay with you long after you finish reading. A page-turning, incredible read!” 

			—Brian Cuban, author of The Ambulance Chaser

			“Superbly written and elegantly structured, the oh-so-talented Deborah Goodrich Royce brings her unique voice and mesmerizing style to an altogether original novel of suspense. Instantly immersive and deeply felt, Reef Road is both intensely personal and powerfully universal. Royce creates a haunting (and surprising!) portrait of a troubled wife—and the relentless writer on the trail of her past. I could not put it down.” 

			—Hank Phillippi Ryan, USA Today bestselling author of Her Perfect Life

			“Reef Road, a taut, expertly-crafted psychological thriller, grabbed me from the first page and kept me hooked with its many dark twists. Set in Palm Beach, Florida, during the strange, locked-down days of spring, 2020, the novel alternates between two narratives: an unnamed mystery writer, who is researching the murder in 1948 Pittsburgh of her mother’s childhood friend, Noelle Grace Huber; and Linda Alonso, the unhap-pily married mother of two young children. As layer by layer is peeled away, the connection between these two women and the long-dead girl is revealed—and along with it, a powerful rendering of how trauma from one violent act can reverberate for generations.”

			—VIRGINIA HUME, author of Haven Point

			“In Deborah Goodrich Royce’s propulsive and riveting novel, Reef Road, nothing is what it seems. You will keep turning pages into the night, unravel-ing the threads of two womens’ intersecting lives to reveal a shocking act of violence and the devastating reverberations that echo decades later.”

			—MARY DIXIE CARTER, author of The Photographer 

			“Reef Road paints the unforgettable portraits of two deeply flawed, yet mesmerizing women and how an unsolved mystery seventy-two years ago still haunts them today. Deborah Goodrich Royce crafts an unforget-table thriller full of captivating twists and deeply compelling characters. It is a chilling story of generational trauma and an evocative tale of unre-solved grief exploding into the kind of novel readers will never want to put down.”

			—JOANI ELLIOTT, author of The Audacity of Sara Grayson

			“A writer on a mission to solve a decades-old murder. A woman struggling to survive an abusive marriage and protect her children. As these two narrations collide in the most unexpected way, the story takes a marvelously twisty turn. Original, taut, and psychologically complex, Reef Road is Deborah Goodrich Royce at the top of her game!” 

			—Wendy Walker, national bestselling author of Don’t Look For Me

			“In her novels, Deborah Royce has made herself the ‘Queen of Plot Twists’ and Reef Road has a twist of hand that I didn’t see coming. I tore through this book with such delight and anticipation and you will too! Reef Road and Royce, publishing’s Plot Twist Queen, are not to be missed!” 

			—Annie Philbrick, owner of Bank Square Books and The Savoy Bookshop & Café
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			“Our memory is a more perfect world than the universe: it gives back life to those who no longer exist.”

			—Guy de Maupassant, Suicides

			“In Greek tragedy, they fall from great heights. In noir, they fall from the curb.”

			—Dennis Lehane





Prologue

			The Wife

			Saturday, May 9, 2020

			Two teenage boys burst onto the beach, skirting the do not enter tape through the sea grape bushes, surfboards tight under their arms. The sun beat straight down on them, casting no shadows, as if they weren’t even there. Despite the closure of the beaches, despite their mother’s reminders to do their schoolwork while she went to the store, they could not help themselves.

			They were pretty sure the cops who patrolled occasionally would not see them either, because they never did. The police were only looking for cars illegally parked at the side of North Ocean Boulevard. This stretch of beach was grassy and hilly and the water was impossible to see from the road. The fact that the boys were breaking all rules—their parents’ and the town’s—made their outing all the more irresistible.

			The wind was high, the waves were breaking perfectly, and this was Reef Road, famous to surfers around the world. At least, that’s what the boys had been told. They had been surfing here for years now, practically since they could walk. Once, they’d gone up to Montauk where the waves, admittedly, were great. But this was their beach and they felt protective of it.

			They hefted their boards and walked as fast as they could over the frying pan of sand. In their hurry, they did not notice at first the shrieking circle of seagulls down near the edge of the surf. As they got closer, they became aware of dozens of gulls hopping and skittering to and from something that had captured their attention.

			Rand, the younger boy—the one whose Palm Beach Day Academy friends called California for his blond curls and speech pattern, peppered with rads and bitchins—saw it first.

			“Bro.” He stopped moving, ignoring the burning sand on the soft tissue of his arches. “What the fuck is that?”

			“What?” asked Colson—his actual brother and not a metaphorical bro—continuing his beeline for the water.

			“Dude,” Rand said. “Stop!”

			“Man, you’re such a wuss.” Colson paused briefly. “Never seen a dead rat before?”

			“That’s not a rat, you douchebag!”

			Colson ignored him and kept walking.

			“Please look?”

			When his brother sounded like the little kid he used to be, Colson stopped. There was a plaintive note that made him drop his board and approach the seagulls, waving his hands to disperse them.

			The seagulls did not like it one bit. Whatever they had gotten hold of, they wanted to keep.

			“Beat it!” Colson yelled, kicking sand at them. He watched as one gull almost took off, nearly lifting into the air with the object secured in his beak. But it proved to be too heavy for him and he dropped it.

			Both Rand and Colson lunged forward. It was hard to tell who identified it first. Rand’s tanned face paled and he turned his head to vomit, avoiding the item on the sand. Colson did not throw up, although he confessed to his brother that he could have.

			“Fuck,” Colson said, “it’s a hand.”

			“Yeah,” Rand agreed, wiping his mouth. “Look,” he said, squinting at the body part—the human body part—resting in the sand on their beach. “It’s got a ring.”

			Colson leaned over to peer as closely as he could without touching it. “What the fuck are we supposed to do with this?”

			“I dunno, Cole. Call the police?”

			“Dude, what do we say? We’re not supposed to be here, but we are and we found a hand? A fucking hand?”

			Rand was silent. Both boys stood motionless and stared at it. It was a man’s hand, judging from the general shape of it, the short nails, the hair on the knuckles, which looked abnormally black against the blanched quality of the bloated flesh. The end of it, the part that should have been attached to somebody’s arm, was roughly severed, like it had been torn off. The ring was a plain gold band.

			The seagulls took the boys’ stillness for permission and began their recapture maneuvers.

			“Arrrggh!” screamed Colson, waving his arms and running a few short steps in all directions to ward off the scavengers.

			“You think it’s fake?” Rand asked. “I mean, like Halloween?”

			“That’s really dumb, bro.”

			Rand paused to pull his hair out of his mouth from the gusting wind. “You think it’s real?”

			“The seagulls do,” said Colson.

			“Yeah.”

			“We can’t just leave it. I mean, it’s probably evidence.”

			“Well, we can’t bring it home,” said Rand. “What’re we gonna say to Mom?”

			This question lightened the mood. Colson started one of his routines that always made his brother laugh: “Yo, Mama,” he began, “what’s for dinner? We’ve been out hunting and gathering.”

			“Can we give you a hand with dinner?” Rand chimed in, one-upping his brother.

			The boys cracked up with a forced gaiety neither felt.

			“Anyway,” Rand said, “I’m not touching it.”

			“Little One,” Colson called him by this diminutive more often than Rand cared for. “You’re younger, you’ve gotta do it.”

			“Do not. It probably has coronavirus and fell off someone.”

			“It was a shark, dummkopf. He took a taste of this guy and hurled him up.”

			“You’re probably right,” Rand said.

			“Go find an old plastic bag. They haven’t cleaned the beach lately. There has to be one blowing around here somewhere.”

			“You do it.”

			“Someone needs to stay and watch the hand,” Colson said and started to laugh again. “Just go.”

			Rand glared at his older brother then headed off to follow his orders. What else could he do? What else could they do? They couldn’t very well leave a human hand on Reef Road beach for the seagulls to eat. It wasn’t right. Anyway, it didn’t take long for him to find one of those long, blue plastic bags that newspapers came in. He picked it up and checked it for holes. He didn’t want hand guts dripping all over him.

			“Here,” he said to Colson when he got back. “I got the bag so you put the hand in it.”

			“Fine,” Colson said. “Baby.”

			Colson slipped his own hand into the bag and prepared to pick up the appendage in the same way he would pick up poop from their golden retriever. He grabbed the hand through the thin layer of plastic and shuddered at the rubbery-ness of its texture. It gave him the weird sensation that he was actually shaking another human being’s hand. Something they hadn’t done since COVID.

			The good news was it didn’t really smell too bad, just kind of fishy.

			“C’mon,” he said to Rand. “Let’s go.”

			Each boy tucked his board under his arm, cast a wistful glance at the sea, and turned to walk back across the sandy expanse, one of them carrying the day’s discovery.

			They passed by a woman sitting on the sand, a woman they had not seen before. A woman they did not see, even now. A nondescript woman, dressed in khakis, an oversized shirt, one of those sunblock hats for old people. The kind of woman no man ever sees, especially younger ones.

			When questioned later, each boy stated with absolute certainty that no one else was on the beach that day.
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			A Writer’s Thoughts

			When I look at photographs of Noelle, I try to gauge her expression for signs of what was to come. There are two pictures of her in newspapers, though neither is dated. In one, her hair is parted slightly off center and piled atop her head in a fräulein-style braid. I can’t tell if one or two braids were plaited to wrap across the crown of her head, but the effect suggests a little German girl in the years before the war.

			Noelle’s chin in this particular image is dipped down, her eyes look up to the camera, and her smile is slight, lips barely parted. Because the photos I am studying are taken from old newspapers from the weeks and months—even years—after it happened, the pictures are grainy and pixelated.

			The upward regard of her gaze allows the whites of her eyes to show underneath the irises, thus lending her an expression that the Japanese—or maybe it is only the macrobiotic practitioners—would call sanpaku. George Ohsawa, founder of the macrobiotic movement in postwar Japan, identified this characteristic—the whites of the eyes being visible either above or below the irises from the position of a straightforward look—as a sign of extreme ill health or imbalance, which he attributed to the worsening diets of his countrymen through the influence of Western culture. This trait, he believed, was an indicator of those marked for death and has been noted by other macrobiotics (I know this because I used to be one) in the gazes of a gamut of doomed historical figures ranging from Rasputin to Marilyn Monroe to Charles Manson. All of them, we can safely agree, qualified as marked for death, although death, in Manson’s case, did not happen to be his own.

			Ironically, in the photo of Noelle in question, she is looking up at the camera—not straight ahead of her—so she cannot really be called sanpaku at all. Though marked for death she was.

			In the other photograph that was used by the papers, Noelle is also looking upward, but not in the direction of the camera. She casts her eyes up and to the side—as if to the corner of the room—to an object she sees that is invisible to the rest of us. An angel, I hope. Something good and hopeful and reassuring that her last moments on earth—as horrific as they would be—offered reprieve. Noelle’s smile is bigger in this picture—I think I even see dimples in her cheeks—but she is still not fully open to us. She holds something in reserve.

			This image of Noelle, however, reveals the girl my mother remembered. She—my mother—did not recognize her childhood friend in the braided girl who resembled a little Greta or Heidi, but she looked at this image and said this was the Noelle she knew. The girl with whom she rode the streetcar, went to school, walked to Frick Park, and, of course, played. They were children, after all. They had been friends since kindergarten.

			At the time it happened, the girls had just graduated, my mother said, from playing with dolls to playing records. I like to think of them dancing, but my mother never mentioned it. And I never thought to ask her. Noelle’s record player, in fact, featured prominently in newspaper coverage of the events of that night. It was found on a chair next to the table in the kitchen, where Noelle was baking a cake to surprise her parents. Or preparing to bake a cake. It is hard to make out exactly where she was in the process, though the cake was noted to have been chocolate.

			Noelle had retrieved the record player, the newspapers said (calling it a Victrola), from the basement where it had recently been stored. A dispute arose in the papers as to who exactly had fetched the Victrola. Was it Noelle who had lugged it into the kitchen? Or did the killer have a familiarity with the house and know where the family kept this item? Did he go down to the basement after stabbing Noelle thirty-six times, leaving her on the floor near the telephone table in the dining room where she had obviously—and unsuccessfully—fled? Was it he who retrieved the record player from its storage place where Noelle’s father said he had so recently put it, and set it up in the kitchen? Her father at one point advanced this theory—that the murderer had moved the Victrola—though I am not quite sure what purpose this action would have served him. Noelle’s killer, I mean.

			But blood had been found on the basement stairs.

			The two undated photos of Noelle must have been taken not long before her death. She was twelve years old when she was killed, and these images show a girl who is roughly that age. Spending time with these pictures, I am reminded of the words of Nancy Mitford describing a photograph of the fictitious Radlett family in her novel, The Pursuit of Love:

			There they are, held like flies in the amber of that moment—click goes the camera and on goes life; the minutes, the days, the years, the decades, taking them further and further from the happiness and promise of youth, from the hopes Aunt Sadie must have had for them, and from the dreams they dreamed for themselves. I often think there is nothing quite so poignantly sad as old family groups.

			The photos of Noelle are indisputably sad, seen through the corrective lens of hindsight. She is alone in them. She is not grouped with her family: her mother, her father, her older brother Matthew. Nor is she pictured with her friends: my mother, Jane Stores, or the others. There is one photo of her girlfriends that I can find, though my mother is strangely missing. She is not among the pallbearers, girls in their serviceable winter coats clustered around the casket, but is somewhere else in the church on the day of Noelle’s funeral. Noelle is there, though, in that photo, invisible in her white, wooden coffin.

			Life, for Noelle, did not go on. The camera clicked but her life soon ended. The days, the years, the decades did not take her further and further from the happiness and promise of youth. Her promise ended on Friday, December 10, 1948, in the kitchen of her family’s modest house in its row of modest houses in the Homewood-Brushton district of Pittsburgh, where she and my mother grew up, for a time, as friends.
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			The Wife

			Chapter One
June 2019

			A lifetime ago—in a time before pandemics and quarantines and losses of a magnitude she had not yet imagined—Linda had whiled away a reasonable amount of time at her local airport. Her mother was ailing in Pittsburgh and needed an advocate at the hospital. Linda, an only child, was the sole candidate for the role. Hence her frequent passages through the self-styled “Airport of the Palm Beaches,” which most people just called West Palm. She did not know then—could not have known—how soon the concept of entering an airport would fill her with dread of contamination.

			Linda always arrived early at the airport, which, if she hit the north bridge right, was a twenty-minute drive from her house. If she missed the window when the bridge was down, it would add fifteen minutes while the drawbridge slowly rose, allowed waiting boats to pass below, and lowered just as slowly. Slower, it seemed, if she was running late. She drove herself, parked her car in the covered lot, and dashed in unencumbered. She signed up early for TSA PreCheck, printed her boarding pass at home, and never checked a bag, steps intended to expedite her travel from island to mainland and through the halls of the airport. She was nothing if not efficient.

			Linda and her family lived on the island of Palm Beach. That famous-round-the-world isle known for glitz and glamour, gates and guards, private clubs that were hard to get into and public restaurants that were even harder—especially in what was known as “the season.”

			Palm Beach was part of a long string of barrier islands that stretched along the east coast of Florida and up the eastern seaboard, creating an intermediate body of water called the Intracoastal Waterway, a network of canals, inlets, bays, and rivers that continued to Norfolk, Virginia. But, in Palm Beach, the Intracoastal was simply called “The Lake,” a shortening of its regional designation as Lake Worth.

			Linda’s time at the West Palm Airport was usually spent with Starbucks coffee, emails, texts, and a string of calls from home to locate a sock or a pasta strainer for the husband and children she was leaving behind. If it was an evening flight, she might hit the bar at Nick’s Tomatoe Pie (spelled just like that, like a digit at the end of your foot)—a pizzeria that ran a length of the corridor on the way to the gates, where travelers stopped to drink at any time of day or night. Linda would not allow herself a drink before six o’clock in the evening. No matter what fissures were beginning to appear in her carefully constructed life, she still had some standards.

			Sometimes on her evening travels, she recognized a man at the bar. A tall, sturdy man—one of those guys who looked like he had played football in high school or college. He had a nose that might have been broken and shoulders so wide they looked padded. “Rugged” was the word that came to mind.

			It took her a few minutes to place him as a school father from the Montessori her children attended in West Palm. She had only ever seen this man and his wife at the school. She did not know where they lived. The Alonsos—Linda, her husband Miguel, and their two small children, Diego and Esperanza—lived on the north end of the island, the neighborhood-y section favored by young and year-round families. Not on the southern end—the estate section—the area filled with the unoccupied mansions of seasonal visitors.

			Sitting at the bar one night, Linda tried to conjure up the faces of this man’s wife and children. Redheads, she thought, the wife and two little boys, both boys sprinkled with freckles. The wife probably had freckles, too, but covered them with makeup. Linda cast another glance at the man, looking for hints of freckles. No. He definitely did not have them. She didn’t know him—or his wife—well, but she was surprised he didn’t recognize her, sitting four feet away. Men usually remembered Linda.

			But he never did. Or he gave no signs of recognition. It crossed her mind that he might, in fact, know who she was, but chose not to acknowledge her. Which raised its own set of questions. This fellow never stayed long at the bar, ordered a double whiskey neat, no ice—a committed sort of drink—which he drank standing up, eschewing the stools provided. A committed way of drinking.

			She took to watching him, the few times she saw him. She felt almost invisible as she turned her head to look at him or regarded him in the mirror behind the bar. He never looked at her and he never looked in the mirror. She found this something of an oddity, the ability to stand in the presence of a mirror and not gaze into it. But this man was intent on his whiskey and kept his eyes downward, on his drink, on his phone, on his napkin, which he rolled between his thumb and index finger. Then he knocked back his glass, threw down a twenty, and left.

			From her vantage point at the bar, she could see him walk to his gate. Chicago. Eventually, she would turn her attention to her wine. Then she would look at herself in the mirror, wondering what it was about her own face that caused this man not to recognize her. Hair still blond with a little help from her hairdresser. Eyes still blue. Had she aged? It was hard to tell. A generic face, Miguel had once said to her. At the time she had laughed, teasing him about his less-than-perfect grasp of the English language. “I don’t think you know what it means,” she had said. “It’s not a compliment!”

			“I know what it means,” he responded. “It means you’re a classic beauty.” Then he kissed her, in the sweet way he kissed her then, before things became the way they were now.

			One evening, she saw this man with his family. The presence of his wife and sons—freckled just like she remembered—confirmed he was exactly who Linda thought he was. She was making her way down the long hallway toward her gate when she noticed the family in front of her. The man walked all the way to the left, the boys side by side in the middle, and the wife hugged the right. The quaintness of their appearance—parents flanking their little ones—stirred something in Linda. Jealousy, perhaps.

			The taller of the boys, the one closest to his mother, was holding a leash attached to a rambunctious beagle puppy. The family came to a stop and Linda slowed her pace. She did not wish to engage with them. Husband and wife had a short discussion before he turned to the men’s room. The woman and boys continued on their way and Linda proceeded to follow them.

			Suddenly, the puppy strained at its leash and barked its beagle howl at an old lady who was being pushed in a wheelchair. Linda noticed the cat carrier on the woman’s lap just as the child lost control of the leash. The dog bounded after the woman and—more to the point—her cat. The boy ran after the dog, the mother ran after the boy, and everyone else paused to watch.

			Linda had just a second to step on the leash and she did it. She stopped the dog. She saved the cat. The little boy caught up to his errant beagle and scooped him up. The mother threw a hasty thank you in Linda’s direction, but she did not really see her, so intent was she on grabbing one child and not losing sight of the other. Like her husband, she did not recognize Linda.

			Linda hung back and watched the woman put the dog into the carrier it should have been in in the first place. She watched the aide hustle the wheelchair and its occupants down the corridor. She watched the man return from the restroom and his wife explain to him what had happened. By now, Linda had ducked into the bookstore to observe them from behind a newspaper stand. She watched the woman motion in the direction of where she had just been—Linda—when she stepped on the leash. She watched the woman shrug, dismiss further thought of her, and gather her family on its way. 

			And so Linda had another encounter with the man at the airport. And once again, only she was aware of it.
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			A Writer’s Thoughts

			I grew up under the shadow of a dead girl—a girl I had never met, whose family had not heard of me, a family I would not know if I passed them on the street, nor would they, in turn, know me. Yet the death of this girl long before I was born has clung like pollen to my life.

			Noelle Grace Huber was the name used by all the newspapers, though my mother just called her Noelle. She was twelve years old when she was murdered at home on that December night, baking her cake in the kitchen. The same age as my mother. A trail of blood stretched into the dining room, where her parents found her on returning from a night of bowling. Her fingers were nearly severed from her attempts to take hold of the weapon. Her lungs were punctured, as was her skull. Her right side took the worst of it.

			But she was not yet dead. The life force in a child is mighty.

			Much conjecture was made about the intact status of the telephone table, next to which she was sprawled on the floor. Reporters questioned why the table was still standing. It was a three-legged table, the kind prone to instability. Why had it not fallen over? This led to the proposition that the murderer had stayed on after killing her—listening to the Victrola?—and cleaned up the scene of his crime.

			No fingerprints were found on any of it, lending credence to this theory. The mixing bowl for the cake batter, the telephone, the small knife found next to the kitchen sink, all were free of fingerprints, even those of Noelle.

			Noelle’s father confirmed that the house had been locked when the parents had left earlier, both front door and back. He was equally certain he had pulled down the shade of the window on the back door. The police guessed that someone knocked on that door—someone Noelle must have known, must have trusted, and must have let into the house—because it was found unbolted with the shade raised.

			At that point, detectives surmised, this person known to Noelle (but forever unknown to us, since this crime remains unsolved) must have followed her to the spot where she was working on the cake. Was it there that he stabbed her thirty-six times? Or did he begin his rampage in the kitchen and continue it as she tried to reach the telephone? They believed he did not use the knife Noelle was using for whatever she was doing with the cake. It was too light and small, they said, to have penetrated her skull two times, as her skull had indeed been penetrated.

			While no prints seemed to be anywhere, blood was omnipresent: on the walls, the floor, the fridge, the basement stairs, along the path from the kitchen to the telephone table.

			A Google search reveals her gravestone:

			Daughter
Noelle Grace Huber
September 2, 1936
December 10, 1948
A lovely bud of promise to bloom in heaven above

			And there is that word again. Promise. It is what we envision in our children; it is what we extend to our children. In the case of Noelle—the case of the Huber family—both promises remained undelivered.

			Noelle’s father tried to kill himself after the loss of his daughter. In December 1951, on the third anniversary of her murder, he slashed his own face with scissors. It landed him in the psych ward. He was said to have been distraught at the continued arrests of his son for the murder of his daughter. But no one really knows because police were not permitted to speak with him.

			Matthew J. Huber, Jr., was nineteen years old the year Noelle was killed. He worked at the Union Railroad Yard and was at work on that Friday night. At least, he started and ended the evening at work. But a dispute arose as to young Matt Huber’s whereabouts between the hours of 7:45 and 10:45, right about when someone was stabbing Noelle Grace Huber thirty-six times.

			Witnesses changed their statements, sometimes more than once. Coworkers who swore they had seen Huber at the yard during the hours in question later recanted their testimony. Then one of them recanted his recant. A few said Huber was nowhere to be found in the critical interval. Some noted that Huber was seen later in the evening in different clothing and shoes from those he’d worn earlier in the shift.

			Matthew J. Huber, Jr., was arrested four times for the murder of his sister over a period of years, from 1949 to 1954. And only some of those arrests were made by officers of the law. Some were made by others—citizen’s arrests—from a cast of characters colorful enough to lend an air of the surreal to the otherwise somber proceedings.
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			The Wife

			Chapter Two
June 2019

			Linda’s time in the skies became a strange, disembodied refuge. Sealed in recirculating air, she found herself free of the rat wheel of anxiety that scratched at the inside of her belly—a sensation she had grown so accustomed to that she did not at first notice its absence.

			She had not been sleeping at night. The almost-ignorable internal buzz that vibrated in daylight hours picked up its pitch in the dark. If she managed to fall asleep in front of the television, her body would jolt her awake, like an elevator suddenly lurching.

			This phenomenon began—not the anxiety, but the cessation of it—on the first of her many flights to Pittsburgh. It was right at the moment when her life with Miguel was becoming strained. Right about the time when their ease with each other had shifted and he—maybe she, too—had begun exhibiting signs of a change. Right about the time when Miguel started going to bed wearing ear buds, playing techno.

			Like that movie from ages ago, The Astronaut’s Wife, in which Charlize Theron played a nice and pretty wife to Johnny Depp’s nice and handsome husband. Until Johnny Depp was sent on a mission to outer space and was taken over by an alien who entered his body. Linda couldn’t remember how. Somehow, Johnny Depp became host to this alien being and then returned to his wife. Except he didn’t. It was the alien in Johnny Depp’s body. And that was who was lying beside Linda, nodding his head to the thump of techno—an alien in Miguel’s body.

			Unlike most of the population their age, Linda’s parents had refused to move to Florida. Her mother didn’t like the heat and her father never said much about it. Linda and Miguel, unlike most of the population their age, had ended up there, instead, in the wave of financial services migrations away from New York City.

			Increasingly diminished by dementia, Linda’s father was no help with her mother’s illness. It fell to Linda to manage her mother’s care and confer with her oncologists. Linda hadn’t told her mother about the difficulties in her marriage and she did not intend to. Telling her father would have been cruel. To him, to her, or both.

			It took a minute to realize it when the thing happened. She had already boarded the plane, stowed her carry-on, dropped into her seat, and placed a book on her lap. A symbolic gesture, that last one. She had not been able to read, to concentrate on anything, since whatever was happening had begun. She heard the door close, heard the flight attendant explain the seatbelt, and found herself wondering what she always wondered at this point: Was there anyone on an airplane who did not know how to fasten a seatbelt?

			And it was then she noticed it was gone. The nervousness. The agitation that lived in her core. Gone. Just like that, she was able to read. To eat. To nap. She was able to do the normal things people do on airplanes, things she had not done in her own life for months.

			It all returned as soon as the plane door opened. Linda battled insomnia every night she stayed in Pittsburgh. Then the same thing happened on the return. As soon as the airplane door closed and sealed her into its vacuum, Linda fell into a dreamless sleep. When the door opened on landing, she tilted off balance again.

			Miguel traveled frequently on business and their miles had accumulated into the millions. Linda thought of these miles as Miguel’s little prize for her. He had given her pain and, at the same time, offered its balm. Like the Mayan legend that claims that, in the wild, every poison is accompanied by its own antidote within the radius of human vision.

			She never stayed long in Pittsburgh. A night or two in a little hotel, now that the family house had been sold. Her dad was in assisted living. Her mother was in the hospital. And those nights were as unsettled as those at home. But once on the plane again, that feeling of buoyancy returned. For a while, Linda was free. Like an astronaut floating in space, her cord to her troubles disconnected.

			Linda was not the astronaut’s wife, but the astronaut herself.





5

			A Writer’s Thoughts

			One of the things you discover in researching the slaying of a girl is just how common the slaying of girls happens to be. There is even a name for it. Femicide. People kill females often, especially females they know. It is a phenomenon tragically on the rise during the current quarantine, as females are confined alongside their abusers.

			In the years following the killing of Noelle Huber, facts and conjecture were freely mixed and parsed at will in the newspapers. Noelle’s death riveted the attention of Pittsburgh and, as an unsolved crime, held onto that attention for years. As late as 1970—twenty-two years after the murder—there was a look-back story in one of the local papers, a roundup of all the unsolved murders the city had seen, Noelle’s chief among them. Pittsburgh was called to account for its poor policing and dearth of convictions in multiple murders over a span of decades.

			In Noelle’s case, there seemed to be no lack of trying, at least on behalf of a group of individuals that sometimes included the cops—but just as often did not. Presiding judges and superintendents of police bemoaned the bungling of the investigation and referred to people we would now call citizen detectives as Keystone Kops and amateur Dick Tracys. Randolf “The Rabbit” Anderson and Max “The Wasp” Caverly stood out for their colorful monikers. A “sweater girl”—who turned out to be a pistol-packing reporter—got into the act, as well.

			December 10, 1948. People now might characterize that time as an innocent era, which I would counter is patently ridiculous. The Germans had recently incarcerated people by the millions, gassing them and starving them to death. The Japanese had cut a bloody swath through the Pacific Rim while hauling along comfort women as convenient, mobile sex slaves. And we haven’t even begun to discuss our own homegrown sins, like lynching.

			There is no such thing as an innocent era.

			But by 1948 the war had been over for three years. Ration booklets had been thrown out or put away. My family stowed theirs in a painted tin where it rested in a pile of photos and strips of negatives, forgotten until dug up by me in my recent spate of research.

			My mother was twelve years old at the time of her friend’s murder, and my grandmother forty-six. Unusually for that era, my grandmother had had her children late. Equally unusual, she’d had a career. She worked in the bookkeeping department of Gimbels Department Store. She was even given a watch at her retirement, but I don’t think it was gold.

			The Ritenour—my family—household was small. My grandmother, Betty, my grandfather, Emerson, and their two children, David and Elizabeth. There was a six-year gap between the children, which had once been filled by a brother. He, little Peter, had died of pneumonia at age two after playing outdoors in winter, leaving the age disparity between my mother and David.

			My mother had been a spunky child. She often recounted a day when she was still quite small and playing on the front stoop of the house. Unseen by her, some men passed by, chatting, not knowing a child was listening. That night at dinner, when her brother asked for the potatoes, my grandmother refreshed him on manners. “Pass the potatoes, what?” she asked and he, of course, added, “Please. Pass the potatoes, please.” When it came to little Lizzie—who was not yet in kindergarten—she tried out what she’d heard from the stoop. In full voice, she asked my grandmother to “pass the potatoes, you summava bitch.” This elicited gales of laughter from my grandparents and was all the encouragement Liz needed. As an adult, she was proud of that spark she’d lost. She did not fully realize she’d lost it.

			The Homewood-Brushton area of Pittsburgh where they all lived had once been home to industrialists like Andrew Carnegie. By the 1930s, it was composed mostly of attached row houses and small stores that served its residents. One of the early “streetcar suburbs,” it had been developed in the late 19th century to allow the working classes to escape the smoke and pollution of the factories and still commute to the jobs they provided.

			My grandmother’s department store offices were downtown and, as a girl, my mother often went by streetcar alone to meet her mother for shopping or a meal. Liz and Noelle took the streetcar, too, traveling around the city with a sense of freedom.

			Noelle had invited Liz that December evening—the night that would become her last—to come over and do whatever twelve-year-old girls did then. Perhaps play records. Liz, at first, said yes. But she changed her mind. I don’t know if she asked my grandmother’s permission. I don’t know if my grandmother would have allowed it. Noelle’s parents were going out so my grandmother might not have been comfortable.

			It happened in a way that would forever torment my mother. She said yes. She said no. Her friend died. It was too much responsibility for a child to bear.

			Jane Stores was invited and declined, as well. Jane and her mother were the last known people to talk to Noelle Huber. Jane took a call from Noelle at nine p.m., and Mrs. Stores picked up when Noelle called again at nine-thirty. She was sure of the timing because she had just sent Jane out to pick up milk and had checked the clock to confirm the shop was still open.

			Mrs. Stores’s certainty of the hour of the call allowed the police to narrow the murder window further to sometime after nine thirty and before the parents’ return at eleven thirty.
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			The Wife

			Chapter Three
Saturday, April 18, 2020

			No one her age was called Linda. It was a common enough name in her mother’s generation, but—being born in 1980—she was the only Linda of her own. It was an odd choice. There were no Lindas in her family for whom she was named. Her parents did not speak Spanish; they spoke nothing but English. They had simply liked the name. She is not even sure they knew what it meant. Linda for lovely, Miguel used to say. Que linda, he would sing to her, linda, touching her face, linda, touching her hair, linda, cupping her breasts.

			It is not hard to understand why she fell in love with him. He was beautiful to behold and her opposite in every way. They were like magnets when the correct sides were pointed to each other—inexorably, unbreakably drawn. They were also like magnets when the wrong sides were facing, impossible to bring together. She just never knew which side was which. And—truth be told—for a long time that excited her.

			Miguel and Linda gave their children Spanish names, in honor of his Argentine heritage. She had delivered first a son and they had named him Diego, after Miguel’s father, and his father’s father before him. Miguel, as the younger son of the family, had not inherited that moniker. His older brother—the Diego standard-bearer of their generation—had died young and never produced an heir, so the name was up for grabs.

			He had left their home in Buenos Aires, that brother, in September of 1998—the Southern Hemisphere spring—at the age of twenty-two, on the back of a motorcycle. In the mode of Che Guevara, he and his friend Nico took off to see their continent.

			For nearly a year, the family received postcards from Lima, Santiago, Rio. Then Diego and Nico disappeared in the mountains of Bolivia, never to be seen again. Diego’s final postcard took ten weeks to arrive from La Paz. Their parents were left broken, each in a different way. Miguel was left feeling betrayed by his brother’s flamboyant exit.

			That last postcard and its cryptic message—los quiero, los extraño, volverè pronto—threw Señor Alonso into a shock of denial from which he never recovered. He carried the card like a cipher whose code—if only he could crack it—meant his favorite son was not dead and would return to him one day. Love you, miss you, back soon. The meaning, to him, was evident; the specifics were less clear.

			Esperanza, despite the meaning of her name, did not hold out such hopes. She had always struggled with the older boy; Miguel had been her favorite. In the end, she lived years beyond her husband, who died with the postcard in his pocket. Even now, Esperanza lingered, though a festering cancer had eaten increasingly larger chunks of her as time marched on without either of her Diegos, her husband or her firstborn son.

			Twenty-two years had elapsed. No bodies had ever been found.

			The next child Miguel and Linda had was a girl, exactly two years after their first. She was christened Esperanza, after Miguel’s mother, and she was Linda’s ray of hope. Espie, they called her, and little Diego quickly became Gogo, from the way Espie said his name.

			It could be argued that Linda should have seen a sign in those names—Diego and Esperanza—contained in their very foreignness. As though they hadn’t belonged to her and were only passing through. Like butterflies who made their way from continent to continent, from north to south across vast distances, despite their size and frailty. Or in the Alonso family proclivity for disappearance as demonstrated by Miguel’s brother, Diego. Linda could have—should have—read more into it. She could have taken a page out of the father’s book in his study of the postcard and read the tea leaves a bit more carefully in her own life.

			But she had not been careful at all. She had not kept hold of her family.
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			A Writer’s Thoughts

			The world has grown silent. More than half of the humans on earth—over four billion souls—have halted their perpetual motion. Those who haven’t stopped have slowed. Most of us are at home, whatever home means, a palace or a shack or something in between. We think, dream, pace, breathe, eat, sleep within the confines of our own walls. Or lack of walls, for the less fortunate. It is monastic and inward looking. It is the moment we meet ourselves.

			I wander the rooms of my apartment—all three and a half of them—in an effort to avoid that meeting. I open the pantry and stare at the shelves, rip open a package of cookies, and eat them standing up. LU, they are called. French cookies. I buy them—though they are out of my budget (A little rich for my blood, my mother would have said)—in the hopes they will make me more abstemious. Less compulsive. More inclined to sit at the table and eat only two. It does not work. I polish off the box and microwave some popcorn. The cycle makes me worry I will run out of food—but not enough to slow me down in eating it.
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