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“Never say you know the last word about any human heart.”


Henry James










1996


Afterward, he would wonder how anyone got through life without dying. People got on and off planes. They crossed streets without looking. And, once in a while, someone would disappear, leaving no clue as to where they had gone and no trace of themselves behind.


 


They have pooled their money and rented a house out east. Not a grand house, it’s true, more like a small cottage in the almost-Hamptons. The first night, they had all been up late doing tequila shots. The next morning, Maddie is up early and announces that she’s going down to the ocean, “for a paddle.” He hears these words through a fog of sleep and alcohol.


“What?” He opens his eyes. “Now?”


The pillow smells unpleasantly of mildew. Does it matter that he’s been breathing this in all night?


“Yes!” she is saying. “Come on, it’ll be brilliant.”


She is standing in the doorway in a green summer dress and the shirt he had planned to wear at dinner tonight. Her blonde hair falls messily around her face. Her eyes have that mischievous glint.


He hauls himself up onto his elbows and peers out of the window. The September skies are gray and unpromising. A spreading circle of damp sits on the ceiling above. Could it be any more obvious they’ve been ripped off?


 


There is no sign of the others. They will be sleeping off their hangovers in peace. Once he and Maddie set off, the air is fresh and invigorating, and his head begins to clear. They cycle the few miles to the bridge, cross to the long spit of land that forms the ocean road, and park their bikes next to the dunes. The red flags are out along the beach, and the Atlantic rolls in high and cold. It’s early. No surprise that there is not a single other person to be seen. Maddie is running ahead, already halfway through the dunes. She has so much energy.


“Don’t go in!” he calls, out of breath, sure that he just felt a few drops of rain on his face. “Be careful!”


But his wife is not the sort of woman who cares.


“Pussy!” she yells back, sprinting down the sand. He isn’t complaining. His gorgeous wife . . . He loves this about her. How bold she is. How fearless. If this makes her a challenge, occasionally hard to keep up with, he is a lucky man, and she is so worth it.


“Coming!” he shouts back and jogs after her.


A crumbling concrete jetty extends out into the water, the far end sitting just under the waves. As Maddie runs lightly along it, it is as if she’s hovering right above the water, which would hardly surprise him. Is she planning on diving in? The tide is going out, the water too shallow, he realizes, as helplessly he watches her kick off her flip-flops, leap up, and with a joyous “Whoop!” jump in—feet first, thank God—splash!


The jetty is slippery, so he picks his way along it carefully. Not as far as the end, though. He takes off his sneakers and sets them down a safe distance from the edge, then sits with his legs dangling over the side. Cautiously, he dips a toe in, and the waves wash over his feet. The water is even colder than he expected. It’s like stepping into a bucket of ice. How can she stand it? As his feet start to go numb, he sees that even Maddie knows better than to venture in too far. Knee-deep in the surf, she stands with her arms outstretched, as if to welcome the waves. He squints toward the horizon. Large expanses of water have always made him uncomfortable.


“How is it . . .?” he calls weakly.


“Amazing!” she shouts, beckoning to him. “Get over here!” He grins, thinks how good it is to see her looking so happy again.


As another wave crashes into her, she staggers a little. Is she going to make him go all the way in? Farther out, the ocean is violently circling and churning. And, though he hates to be a party pooper, could that be a rip current? Just in case, he takes off his glasses, folds and stashes them carefully in his jacket pocket. There is something else in there—the plane tickets. How could he forget? He’s been saving in secret for over a year, his plan being to surprise his wife at her birthday party tonight. Then, on impulse, as they’d left the house just now, he’d decided to bring them with him.


She’s wading back toward him, lithely pulling herself up onto the jetty, dress soaked, hair damp.


“Wow, that woke me up! C’mon, let’s get breakfast.” She jumps up, slips into her flip-flops. Breakfast? As he heaves himself up, it occurs to him that the party is hours away. And the idea of presenting the tickets in front of their friends strikes him as kind of showy and cheesy. Maddie is always telling him to let go; to be less uptight, more spontaneous. Feeling reckless and just a tiny bit insane, he tells her to wait a second.


“Close your eyes . . .” He takes the tickets from his jacket with a “Surprise!” and presents them to her with a flourish.


“Happy Birthday, Mads,” he says, as they stand, crazily (spontaneously!) out in the Atlantic Ocean—or as good as. He is proud of himself. Maddie looks down at the tickets, mystified. She has no idea. And then he sees the recognition dawn in her face, and the tears spring up in her eyes. “Oh!” she says. “Oh, Jon . . . Oh, you shouldn’t have . . .”










Sharpie


2019


The line that a half hour ago snaked all through the bookstore has finally dwindled to zero. A five-Sharpie night—in other words, an excellent turnout. In a little over two hours, Jonathan has signed more than 150 books and spoken to twice as many people. He loves his readers—loves talking to them, loves answering their questions, loves getting their take on his work. “Your first book,” one reader had said, “it was like you wrote it just for me. Like you were speaking just to me.” As he makes sure to say at events like this one, his readers see all kinds of things and make all manner of interesting connections that he, the author, may have missed.


He packs up his things and thinks about dinner. Both his agent and publicist have taken off already, which is fine. It’s good to have a few minutes to himself. Tossing his phone and a handful of the remaining pens into his bag, he makes for the first set of escalators. 8:30 p.m. Is there time for a quick beer at Tavern on Jane before he heads home? After all these years, there is still an adrenaline rush that comes with public speaking, and he feels the need to decompress. But they are having a late supper. And a good bottle of Chassagne-Montrachet waits, picked up during their last trip to Europe.


At the top of the escalator, he sends a quick message.


Hey you . . . might stop by the bar first. Okay?


Within seconds, her reply flashes back.


Right back atcha. Still working on supper, enjoy your drink. XOX


At the entrance to the subway, groups stand chatting or waiting for friends. A steady stream of students and couples emerge from beneath Union Square, dressed to the nines for a night in the big city. Crossing 14th, he heads down University Place, feeling buoyant and relaxed. He relishes these late-summer evenings, the buzz and honk of Friday-night traffic, the sight of his fellow New Yorkers out for a good time. He makes a right along 11th Street, aware of being at that delicious, addictive stage of writing a new book, when the story seems to simply pour out of him. Like sitting on the floor untangling a huge ball of string, it isn’t everyone’s idea of fun, but for him it is totally absorbing. Resolving the knots, finding the loose ends, the holes getting smaller and smaller as the various threads of the story come together. Laura says it’s easy to tell when he’s “on the scent”—door to his study closed, internet disabled, phone off and locked in a drawer. The sense of compulsion and single-minded purpose is the most incredible high. The heady sense of achievement when he gets his characters’ thoughts out onto the page. Predictably, by the time he reaches the fringes of the West Village, the idea of cozying up to the bar at his local tavern feels kind of contrived. One of those clichéd things male writers are supposed to enjoy, when actually, he’d much rather be home. Besides, one or two plot points came to mind during his talk earlier. After dinner, he’ll need to jot them down and then pin them up on his sticky-note wall, or he’ll be up at some crazy hour unable to go back to sleep. Naturally, he keeps a notebook on the nightstand for exactly this purpose. As he tells his readers, inspiration can strike at all hours—in dreams, in the shower, on the subway—the danger being that, by the time you get back to your desk, you’ll have forgotten them all.


He walks in to find Laura in a close grapple with the salad spinner. Three pans are simmering on the stove. The air is fragrant with the smell of sage, lemon, and butter, while the promised bottle of wine sits ready on the counter.


“Couldn’t stay away, huh?” Laura laughs, and turns to kiss him. “How was your thing?”


“Oh, you know . . .” he says, drawing her into a clinch. “Mobbed.”


Her dark hair is gathered into a neat braid. She feels sturdy and solid in his arms. Adorably, she is wearing one of his old button-ups—a look he loves on her, but which Laura has pronounced “too undone” for outside the house.


“So jaded.” She clicks her tongue and neatly disentangles herself to go check on supper. “I’m sure you can handle it.”


“You know me.” This idea of himself as the jaded writer is an old joke between them. “Is this ready to go?” he asks, indicating the bottle.


“All yours.”


He takes a couple of glasses down from the cabinet and pulls up a stool to the island. With their respective careers being so busy, they frequently find themselves eating after midnight. There is a childlike appeal to being awake in the darkest hours, like an echo of Christmas Eve. The feeling of cosseted security, he imagines, when a parent who cares about you whips up a snack when you are supposed to be in bed. As an adult, the activity is intimate, companionable. Something they’ve always done together. Laura might get home after a crazy evening at the restaurant, and he’ll wake to the smell of an omelet or fresh waffles. Sitting around the island in his pajamas, watching Laura cook, is just about his favorite thing in the world. Just one of the myriad pleasures of sharing a home with someone.


“So . . .” Jonathan says. “How was your evening? Did you figure out what it’s all costing me yet?”


Laura turns, wooden spoon in hand, and cocks an amused eyebrow.


“Good try, lover. I think you mean, what it’s costing us?”


He’s teasing, and she knows it. In sheer dollars, he is the main breadwinner, though Laura is chef and owner of her own restaurant. “Actually, you’ll be extremely relieved to hear we’re at fifty guests.”


“Seriously?” She dips a spoon into the sauce and brings it over for him to taste. “Yum!” he says.


“Yep.” She grins. “And yep.”


“You’re amazing, you know that?”


“So they tell me.”


Jonathan isn’t the only one impatient for supper. The cat jumps up on the island, nudges at him with her face. He finds her food and dispenses a generous portion into her bowl. Sitting back down he wonders which annoying relative or tiresome associate Laura has managed to cull from the list. Between his book contacts and her network of connections in the restaurant world, they know an awful lot of people. If previous family events are anything to go by, various nieces, nephews, and third cousins will be lining up to corner him about how to publish the novel they haven’t yet started. And that, he reminds himself, is perfectly OK. Because not so long ago he was exactly where they are now. He holds off asking Laura for more details. “Plausible deniability,” as their friend Jay would put it. Their wedding was originally planned for September, but after his son pointed out the issue of the awkward timing, this had been hastily revised. Though he is happily, finally, tying the knot with Laura, planning a wedding is not his idea of a good time. His role is to demonstrate enthusiasm, veto anything outrageous, and, last but not least, show gratitude. He takes his glass and swirls the wine around for a few seconds, enjoying the anticipation of the first sip.


“Hon? I was thinking,” Laura says, chopping a small pile of sage with the alarming speed of a professional, “that for the reception we could take Heather and Saul up on their offer of the orchard upstate. What do you think? I’m seeing Heather for lunch tomorrow. I know she’d be thrilled.”


“You wouldn’t rather just do it at the lake house? Or have something here . . .?” Privately, he’s been hoping she will agree to the latter. There’s plenty of space in their backyard, and it’d be way less hassle to have it in the city than have all their guests trek elsewhere. As for Heather and Saul’s orchard, for reasons that should be obvious to everyone, it is hardly his first choice for a celebration. Even now, he can conjure the scene in his mind—the half-empty rows of chairs, the paltry collection of mourners, the odor of wilting flowers.


“But, Jon, it’s so gorgeous there in the fall.” Laura sighs.


“Yes, but if we have the ceremony and the reception here, we can all get drunk in one place,” he jokes.


As she turns back to the stove, he can’t see her expression. He takes a first sip of the wine. “Wow, this really is amazing. Remember when we found it?” Italy, 2010. After he wound up the last leg of his European tour for A Knack for Killing, which had spent months on multiple bestseller lists. Jay had flown out, and the three of them had celebrated in Rome.


“I picked up your jacket from the tailor,” Laura says.


“Sorry?”


“For the wedding. It’s upstairs if you want to check it fits.”


“Oh, yes. Definitely. I’ll do it first thing tomorrow. And we’re not doing gifts, right?”


Laura lowers the heat on the stove, neatly repositions two of the pans, adds a generous amount of butter to the other. His stomach rumbles in anticipation.


“Gosh, no. It’s not like we actually need anything.” They’re not exactly spring chickens in their twenties or thirties, he thinks to himself, so this is kind of a no-brainer. And, though no one would be tactless enough to say it out loud, this will, after all, be his second marriage.


He gets up and goes to the stove, lifts the lid on the nearest saucepan, dips a finger in the sauce. Linguine with lemon and sage brown butter—another favorite. As Laura laughs and gently slaps his hand away, he gets the strangest sensation—a surreal sense of observing his own life through the eyes of an onlooker. Presumably a lot of writers share this experience, Jonathan thinks, but for a second or two he’d felt like one of those couples. One of those annoying, overly cute rom-com couples that you see in date-night movies. Laura rolls out fresh pasta dough and cuts it into perfect strips.


Outside it is raining softly. Beyond the French doors, past the dripping trees at the far end of their huge backyard, other windows, other lives, look out onto theirs. New Yorkers like themselves, eating dinner, gossiping on the phone, watching porn, getting dressed and undressed. Going about their lives. Each window like a TV screening its own reality show. As Laura plates their starters, he wonders how their lives appear to these anonymous neighbors. Privileged? Certainly. But do they seem like good people? Do they look happy?


He gets up to open a second bottle. It’s true, he decides, as the cork emerges cleanly with a soft “pop.” There really is nothing that they need. After all the ups and downs, life is kind of perfect.










Lift


1996


At first, they think Jonathan’s reporting an abduction.


“Hold up,” says the female cop, who has introduced herself as Detective Ragione. “You’re telling us your wife got into some guy’s car of her own free will?”


It was only when they made their way off the beach, he repeats, that they saw they were not alone. There was a car in the parking lot. Sporty and expensive-looking. An E-type Jaguar, according to his wife.


“A what?” The detective asks him to spell it. “Fancy . . .” she murmurs, writing it down. Jonathan is trying so hard to control his emotions. To cast his mind back and answer all their questions correctly. But his heart is filled with such a terrible sense of foreboding that this is far from easy.


“And then what happened?” says Mahoney. So far, the male cop has been observing, saying very little. It’s unclear which of the two is in charge.


Jonathan hesitates, knowing exactly what comes next—Maddie, eyes shining, gesturing toward the car—and how terrible it will sound.


“She asked if . . . if I thought he could give her a lift,” he replies.


“A ride?”


“Yes.”


“The driver of this car?”


“Yes.”


“And what did you say?”


He is silent for a moment, his eyes on the floor.


“I . . .” he says, finally. “I said, ‘I dare you.’ ”


The detectives exchange a look.


“Wait, you dared your wife . . . to get in some . . . random vehicle?” Ragione says. “With a stranger. Did I hear that right?”


He swallows hard, nods. He knows how crazy it sounds. “It’s her thing, that she’s always done,” he explains. Over their four and a half years together.


“Her thing, huh?” says Ragione. A quizzical look at her partner. A dismissive flick of her pen as she makes another note. If it’s possible for someone to write in a hostile manner, he thinks bitterly, this person has mastered it. And the way she repeats his words back to him, what does it mean? Is she trying to bait him?


“You’re saying she’s done this before?” Mahoney says.


The cop appears not that much older than himself, Jonathan thinks, yet his whole demeanor suggests someone far more mature. The eyes are dark, the gaze interrogative and penetrating. Missing nothing. Giving nothing away. Relaxed in his plastic seat, legs akimbo, feet flat on the floor, Mahoney reminds him of John Wayne, or one of those Delta Force types you see in films. You hear a lot about domestic violence among cops, but he can’t imagine Mahoney beating his wife. What he can imagine, though, is that if the detective encountered a violent criminal, he would not hesitate to take out his gun and shoot the guy straight through the heart.


“Maddie loves vintage cars,” Jonathan answers. “And she can be a bit impulsive, but their owners always seem happy to show them off.” He can only imagine what the cops think of all this. And of him. But it happens to be the truth. He’s already told them that he’s out here with his friends Laura and Jay, and either would back him up on this point. “Is she out of her mind?” his sister Heather had once remarked. “Who does that?” He’d had no answer then, either. To others, Maddie’s behavior wasn’t cute or endearing, but downright dangerous.


“So you weren’t worried?” Mahoney says.


“No, not at first.”


“No?” Ragione cuts in.


“Well, no. It’s not like she hasn’t done it before and been totally fine.”


“First time for everything . . .” she says.


He’s never dealt with the police before, and being questioned like this gives him a sick, panicky feeling. The more they fire questions at him, the more he finds himself stumbling through the answers. As the sweat collects under his T-shirt, Ragione keeps writing, doesn’t bother looking up. He feels the tears pricking at his eyes, but he won’t give her the satisfaction of breaking down. Somehow, they have traced the telephone number of the house they’re renting and have let him call. No one is picking up, and there’s no answering machine. Over the past year almost everyone they know has gotten a cell phone, but it’s a luxury he and Maddie can’t afford. And not anytime soon, either, he remembers, after blowing months of pay on plane tickets.


He’d watched Maddie briefly speak to someone through the driver’s side window, he tells the detectives. Then she’d gotten in the passenger side and the car reversed and drove off. The scene is so vivid in his mind—the sand dusting the road, the cascade of grit sent up by the tires as the vehicle skidded slightly and disappeared around the corner like a scene in a movie. And how he—her husband—stood there and did nothing to stop her.


“You said it was a foreign car?” Mahoney says. “Right-hand drive. Could your wife have been driving?”


He hadn’t thought of that.


“It’s happened before,” he admits, “that someone has actually let her take the wheel.” He thinks of telling them that he had wished he’d brought his camera, because he’d have loved to take a picture as the car came back and rounded the corner. A souvenir for his beautiful wife. Of her daring spirit. It’s unlikely they’d care.


“It’s kind of her thing,” he repeats hopelessly. It’s important that they understand this.


“Yeah, you said.” Ragione raises an overly plucked eyebrow at Mahoney. She isn’t buying it. He doesn’t blame her, but it’s not as if he’s under arrest . . . is it?


“How many people in the car?” Ragione again.


“I told you . . . one. I mean, I can’t imagine—”


“You can leave the speculation to us, Mr. Dainty. Just answer the question.”


Was there space in that kind of car, he thinks, for a third person? It would have to be someone fairly small.


“You said it was raining,” Ragione goes on. “You were cold. She abandoned you. Left you there to wait.”


He’d been unsure how long he should give it. What was reasonable? Twenty minutes? Thirty? Where was she? As it began to rain, he’d tried to stay calm and come up with some rational explanation.


“Isn’t it true that you were angry, knowing that Ms. Morgan—your wife—had taken off with some guy and left you?”


He feels his stomach lurch. “I was worried,” he replies. “And annoyed,” he admits. “A little.”


“So you were angry. What happened when she got back?”


“What?” He looks up, confused. “I told you. She never came back. That’s . . . that’s why I’m here.” Aren’t they listening?


“You sure about that? Maybe you guys got in a fight? Things got out of hand. It happens.”


“No,” he says indignantly, his voice breaking. “I love her. Maddie’s my wife. She’s the best thing that ever happened to me.”


Another “uh-huh” from Ragione. As if his wife has not just vanished into thin air. Or as if finding her is not a priority. Are she and Mahoney partners, or whatever the term is? Partners in crime. Even to him, in his wretched, beaten-down state, it’s pathetically obvious that she is trying to impress Mahoney who, judging by the ring on his finger, is a married man.


“I just don’t understand why she would do this,” Jonathan says. The experience is unreal in the worst way. As if he’s not actually sitting here, but observing himself in a nightmare, helpless to stop it. How could Maddie do this to him? How could she put him in this position? “It makes no sense for her to just . . . leave like that . . . It’s not who she is. Not who we are,” he says. It is hateful having to utter these private things to such a cruel and unsympathetic person.


“So how long did you wait around for her?”


“I’m not sure. I’m sorry . . .” He has to fight hard to hold back tears. “It must have been about an hour.”


“ ‘About’ an hour? You’re wearing a watch, Mr. Dainty. And yet you say you have no idea how long you were waiting for your wife, a woman who’d just stepped into a vehicle belonging to a complete stranger?”


The wait had been agonizing. Alone on the beach, on the lookout for any sign of his wife, he’d felt utterly powerless, with no clue what to do for the best. Of course the sensible thing was to go right to the police. But that felt like an enormous choice because it would make everything feel real. And what if Maddie reappeared and he wasn’t there? But Jay always said that almost any decision was better than none. Which is how he had managed, somehow, to get himself back on his bike and pedal to the police station.


“I can’t be sure,” he says uncertainly. “I must have looked at my watch, but I don’t remember what time it was.” He’s finding it hard to focus, to keep his mind on one thing. For a third time, Ragione makes him describe the car. Red. An E-type Jag. From 1961. “That’s what my wife thought it was,” he says. The barely concealed sneer on Ragione’s face lets him know how unmanly or “less than” she sees him as. But then he remembers something.


“One of the front headlights was busted out,” he tells her, “and covered in black duct tape.”


“Which side, left or right?”


He thinks for a moment. “The right side,” he answers.


“Right side, huh?”


“I think so . . .” he says. “Why?”


“You’re not sure?”


“I couldn’t say for sure.” Does it matter which light it was? He has described the car, isn’t that enough for them to start looking? The woman just wants to give him a hard time, he’s convinced of it.


“Sounds like he was waiting for you . . .”


“What?”


“The driver. Like he was waiting for you guys. Or one of you.”


Jonathan has not considered this. And yet, in light of everything else he has told them, the idea possesses a hideous kind of logic. Without explanation, both cops abruptly stand, gather up their notes and leave the room. Ragione returns fifteen minutes later holding a cup of coffee in her hand. She doesn’t offer him one, instead casually mentioning something about a lie-detector test. He asks her what she means, but she ignores him. She is no better than a school bully, he decides. As she takes him back over his story again, his thoughts seem to form in slow motion. One particularly intense volley of questions leaves him so shaken that he feels on the edge of hysteria.


Mahoney returns and hands him a paper cup.


“How you holding up?” he says kindly. Jonathan takes the coffee, more grateful for this one small act of kindness than the cop can possibly imagine. “I get that these questions are tough,” Mahoney says, sitting down. “But it’s our job to ask. It’s possible you remember more than you realize, so we need you to think back, because the first two hours are critical. Do you understand what I’m telling you?”


Jonathan nods. The detective pauses, as if waiting for him to say something. “Jon, if it helps you any, most cases like this, someone gets carried away, ends up in a bar, has a few beers . . . You get the picture. They show up sooner or later,” he adds as a hideous picture floats into Jonathan’s mind. “Anything else you need? Water?”


“No. Thank you.”


“Speak up if you need a break.”


“I want to keep going,” Jonathan replies, taking a sip of the bitter, lukewarm liquid.


For the next hour, he does his best to give the right answers as they take him over and over what happened. Mahoney nods, listens intently. The questions turn intense and repetitive, running forward, backward, until his head spins. Did he and Maddie see anyone or anything suspicious on the way down? Did they talk to anyone? Ask for directions? How about on the beach? At one point they have him recall the sequence of events in reverse, from his arrival at the station back to their all leaving the city the day before. Are the police actually out searching for her? he thinks. Or is the sum of their manpower right here, in this prison cell of a room, focused solely on him? Once or twice Ragione’s stance appears to soften toward him, only for the rapid-fire questions to start up once more as she attempts to pick apart his story.


“You said the taillight was broken.”


“One of the headlights . . .”


“You could see the headlight, but you couldn’t see the driver?”


He shakes his head no.


“I’m sorry,” he says. “Maybe the sun was in my eyes.”


“You said it was raining.”


“I . . . I can’t remember.” The sun had emerged very briefly at some point, but he can’t for the life of him recall precisely when.


“Did your wife make a habit of this?” That hateful smirk.


“A habit of what?”


“You know,” Ragione says. “Getting into cars with strangers.” The woman is some kind of sadist, he decides, who has found her vocation in law enforcement. He returns her gaze with the stony expression it deserves. Or he attempts to. She makes him feel extremely ill at ease.


From somewhere outside comes a woman’s voice—“Where is he?”—and for the craziest second he thinks it’s her, Maddie. Of course! It’s all been a stupid misunderstanding and she’s here to rescue him, is demanding to know what the hell they're doing. A few seconds later, the owner of the voice pokes her head around the door . . . Not her. His heart sinks. “Chief’s looking for you guys,” she says.


“Have to wait,” Mahoney tells her. As he turns his attention back to Jonathan, the gimlet-eyed Ragione is relegated to the sidelines.


“Jon, we’re gonna keep bugging you on this stuff,” he says, “while your memory is still fresh. Is there anything else that stands out for you? Any detail, however small? Anything we could’ve missed?”


He thinks of his sister, trained as a lawyer, fearsome in her way. If only she were here to speak up for him.


“What we need for you to help us understand,” Mahoney says, “is why your wife—why Maddie—would get into a vehicle belonging to someone neither of you know.”


Aren’t they listening? Jonathan hangs his head. Even to his own ears, his words have begun to sound bizarre and made-up.










Fireworks


1991


Eyes tightly closed, he feels around under the sink for the object he stashed soon after moving in. It’s dark in the apartment, which is an illegally let storefront—small bedroom in back, bathroom and kitchen in the middle, railroad style. In the tiny front room, a padlocked metal shutter blocks all but the merest sliver of sunlight. He can feel the familiar outlines of under-the-sink kitchen clutter—bleach, sink plunger, cans of something toxic. Maddie has a last-minute rehearsal and won’t be done until 9:30 p.m. Which couldn’t be more perfect, because it gives him more time to prepare. As his fingers skitter away from a dusty, years-old roach motel and close around what feels like a dead water bug, he almost screams. God, if she could hear me, he thinks, squealing like a girl. At last, right at the very back, he finds what he’s looking for—an empty paint can.


After scrubbing his hands with hot water and soap, he goes out to search the tiny backyard. Or rather, the filthy tangle of weeds and old mattresses that’s home to rats and who knows what other horrors. Maddie had suggested making it into a real yard. The problem with that, he’d explained, was that once it became a pleasant place to hang out, all the other tenants would want in—bringing noise and guests and loud parties full of strangers, and so forth. “Sounds cool . . .” she had replied wistfully. The yard yields some useful scraps of wood that he drops in the empty paint can and takes up to the roof.


Maddie shows up around ten forty-five and asks to “borrow” his shower. “It’s November 5th,” she calls from the bathroom.


“Oh, right,” he calls back with deliberate nonchalance. “What is that again? I forgot . . .”


“Bonfire Night!” she yells back. “I told you.” She has often talked about the British beach resort where she was born, and the traditions that she grew up with, and they sound almost as exotic as she does. Almost—but not quite. It was impossible to imagine anything or anyone that could compete with her.


She emerges from the bathroom, his towel wrapped around her body, wet hair streaming. “Seriously,” she says, “it’s a big deal there. Everyone has a bonfire and they light sparklers and let off fireworks all night.” The whole country set alight? Oil-soaked rags wrapped around stakes, set on fire, and marched through dark, cobbled streets? In America, he thinks to himself, there would be deaths and lawsuits.


“There’s this one town,” she goes on, “where they build an effigy of the Pope, set it on fire, and chuck it in the river. It’s so brilliant.” His Catholic parents would have a fit. Though as with so many of her tales, he’s not sure whether to believe it or not.


“So . . . it’s kinda like the Fourth of July,” he teases.


“What!” She shakes her head furiously. “I told you, it’s the total opposite of all that crap!” She wrinkles her nose in disgust. “Ugh, I mean, that whole ‘Mom and apple pie’ obsession you have over here.” Her lip curls derisively, and he kind of loves this too. How passionate she is about life. That her likes and dislikes loom larger than other people’s. While other people, he has discovered, totally bore him.


She sits down next to him on the couch and rests her head on his shoulder. “It’s just . . . different,” she says softly.


“I wish I could see what it’s like,” he says. “Where you grew up . . .” They are silent for a moment. She reminds him of a Rubik’s Cube. How does she work? How does she think? How to get all her different facets to line up in the same direction at the same time? He loves that she’s so intriguing, and so complex to figure out. He wants—needs—to know every single thing about her. To solve the puzzle of her. It’s essential, like food and air to him. Or a drug; delicious and forbidden. His parents would call this a sin of lust.


“Hey,” he says, pretending to have a sudden idea. “Maybe someone’s letting off fireworks in the city tonight. How about we go up to the roof and keep a lookout?”


Maddie looks so doubtfully at him that, for one heart-stopping moment, he is certain she’s going to say no and tell him she has plans already . . . Why hadn’t he thought this part through?


“Sure.” Sulkily, she gets up and tosses the towel on the sofa. “There won’t be any, though.”


“I’m sure you’re right,” he agrees, watching her disappear into the bedroom. He is still in awe of the way she can pad around the apartment so unself-consciously naked. Not that he minds, obviously. A minute later, she comes out wearing the shirt he saves for special occasions. They take blankets and beer and climb the stairs to the roof. A mere six floors above the ground, the city is transformed. The sky is cloudless and darkest blue. The Empire State Building glitters silently.


“Close your eyes,” he instructs.


“Why?”


“Just trust me.” Stepping out of sight behind the wall, he lights the miniature bonfire-in-a-can he prepared earlier. “Okay, you can open them now!”


She can’t believe it. How did he keep it a secret for so long? As she gasps and claps, he feels himself glowing with pride.


“There’s more.” He grins.


Last week, he’d gone down to Chinatown before class and bought a bunch of fireworks. They’ve been right here on the roof for days, wrapped, waterproofed, and taped in layers of trash bags. There are firecrackers and Roman candles, delicate showers of yellow and electric blue sparks. He is so absorbed in her pleasure, as she hugs herself and exclaims in delight, that he barely sees them. She leaps up and dances wildly around the little fire, a stick figure glowing in the dark, his glamorous scarecrow. For the next hour, they sit together cross-legged, feeding it bits of trash and old newspaper they find scattered across the roof. Gazing out at the city, Maddie wants to know which is his favorite building.


“The Empire State Building?” he replies. He’s never really thought about it. Maddie says she prefers the Chrysler because it’s “not as obvious” and it possesses more glamour.


She tells him about going to the vintage car rally with her dad. Cars aren’t really his thing, but he eats it up, ravenous for every scrap of information. Every scrap of her. More beer plus the dregs from an old bottle of vodka Maddie discovered at the back of the fridge, and when the air turns cold, he barely notices this either. The city is theirs, she tells him, and theirs only. “Fuck everyone else,” she says. They locate the Brooklyn Bridge, lights just visible, twinkling faintly to the south-east. It grows late. Saturday night seethes below. Traffic and sirens and crackheads screaming in the street. The bass rumble of music floats across from the clubs and dive bars that crowd Avenue A. Maddie offers to get him a fake ID so they can go check out some bands one night.


“You have a fake ID?” he asks.


“Of course!” She laughs.


This is their third date and, though neither has said it out loud, he is struck by the certainty that they are going to spend the rest of their lives together. He asks if she’ll ever go back to England. Maddie shrugs. England is cool and everything, she says. But her dad died a few years ago. And she’s never had the best relationship with her mom. Besides, its Europe. And everyone knows Europe is old and dead. What she really wants is to move to Los Angeles (“Los Angeleeez,” she pronounces it).


“Really? Why?” This is news to him.


“Why not?” she replies. She “adores” cinema. She will live at Chateau Marmont. And she will keep two Siamese cats on red leashes and walk them on the boardwalk in . . . “What’s that place by the beach called again?” she asks. He can’t remember either, he fibs, feeling slightly out of his depth, and making a mental note to look it up.


“It’ll be brilliant,” she goes on. “Pineapples for breakfast and peaches for lunch.” She will wear a green silk dress by Yves Saint Laurent, like the one that actress wore to the Oscars. “And I’ll sleep all day and write all night.”


“You’re a writer?” He’d thought she was an actress.


“Yes, of course.” Before he can ask more, she’s already on to the next thing. “Seafoam . . . chartreuse . . . eau de nil . . .” she intones, as if speaking from a trance. Closing her eyes, she rocks gently back and forth, like one of those hippy girls that hang out in the park. “Don’t you think that there are more beautiful names for shades of green than for any other color?” she says. He nods stupidly.


Your eyes, he dares not tell her, your eyes . . . are the craziest, most hypnotic, entrancing shade of green. Her confidence, and attitude of all-knowingness—it’s because she’s from Europe, he decides, then. Europe—he’s read about it. Well, obviously, who hasn’t? He has yet to actually go there, though. As a child, the farthest they’d traveled as a family was Disney World. He doesn’t even own a passport.


In LA, Maddie continues, she will drink health shakes and do yoga and meditate every morning, because that’s what everyone does.


“You’re not allowed to get fat there,” she explains, and he thinks of the little roll of skin around his middle. And his thighs, which, unlike hers, are not as well-muscled as he’d like. As for his sloping shoulders . . .


“I’ll write in cafés and eat lunch on the beach,” she is saying, warming to her theme. She will discuss life and love with writers, actors, directors. “I’ll write a movie. Or maybe I’ll act in one.”


Even from her, Jonathan thinks, this should sound like a pipe dream. Naive and verging on the ridiculous. Yet for some reason he can totally see her doing all of these things. And on the weekends, she continues, she’ll go hiking in the hills and visit Griffith Observatory.


“I want to be a writer as well,” he blurts, and is taken aback to hear the words come out of his mouth. It’s an ambition he hasn’t shared with a soul, not even Jay. “And win the Booker Prize,” he adds.


She throws her head back and laughs.


He’s unsure how to take this. Did his confession sound arrogant? In this area, too, he’s not half as sophisticated as he’d like to be. But she is . . . dazzling. There is no other word for it. He has never in his life met anyone like her. She is everything he wants . . . and everything he wishes he could be.


Hours pass before he at last gathers the courage to lean in toward her. They exchange a drunken kiss. And then another. Leaving the roof, they clutch each other for support, giggling as they take the stairs down to the apartment.


Afterward, he lies in the dark—ecstatic, terrified. He has a paper due tomorrow, but it’ll have to wait. Their relationship is weeks old, but he would move heaven and earth for this girl. Would gladly kill for her. If anyone ever harms her, he decides, no matter who it is, he will go out, and he will get them. This feeling must be what love is. If you didn’t have it, it wasn’t love. His life feels thrilling and dangerous. As if he’s stepping around the edge of a huge ravine . . . being pulled over a waterfall . . . hovering on the edge of a black hole. His mind is brimful of metaphors. Does she feel it too? And who will jump first?


In the early hours, lying next to her, he can’t seem to stop smiling. His face hurts with the effort of trying not to. He wants to wake her and confess his love. But he can’t. Not yet. Because she is even more lovely in repose. She is all beauty and all mystery, and he wants to look at her forever. He is barely twenty years old, and his glorious future, with this amazing woman that he cannot possibly deserve, stretches out like the promise of a million Christmases.










Damaged


1996


They let him call the house again. Filled with anxiety, his palms are so sweaty he can barely keep hold of the phone. This time—thank God—Laura picks up. She, too, is full of questions. “There you are . . . Why didn’t you tell me you guys were going out early? I’d have cooked breakfast. Are you with Jay? I called his cell, but he’s not picking up.”


Her voice sounds like a recording from a former life—the house, waking up this morning, cycling to the beach. She has found “the most gorgeous” tomatoes at the vegetable stand “and this amazing pie shop . . . Oh, and I already picked up candles for the birthday girl,” she adds, “so that’s one thing you can cross off your list!”


Feeling the detectives’ eyes on him, he manages to cut in. Laura is shocked, but composed. She tells him to sit tight and not to jump to conclusions. “You know how she is. She’ll have gotten distracted, be off on some crazy adventure somewhere, and lost track of the time.”


Laura will call his sister, Heather, to check on Ben. She’ll let Jay know what’s going on the minute he gets back. And they have the cottage for one more day, she reminds him, so they can easily have the party tomorrow. Or even one evening next week, when they’re all back in the city.


“It’s all going to be fine,” Laura says. “I just know it.”


Yet again, he is asked to go through that morning’s events. Mahoney nods reassuringly. Ragione looks by turns amused and appalled.


“What about Maddie’s relationships?” Mahoney asks. “Any problems?”


“No, of course not. She’s popular with everyone.”


Ragione throws her partner an amused “Aren’t they always?” look. As if excavating Maddie’s friendships or private life could possibly help, Jonathan thinks grimly.


“No problems with her . . . relationships,” Ragione says, with a meaningful leer, “or none that you know of,” she adds.


Is it an act? Jonathan wonders. Some special technique known only to cops? Does she genuinely not believe what he’s saying? Good cop, bad cop. Real cops, aping the ones you see in the movies.


No. He won’t take the bait. He refuses to look at her. Instead, he takes an interest in the ugly poster taped to the wall opposite—a washed-out image of a sandy beach shaded by palm trees, bizarre and incongruous in the stuffy little room. They have taken down details of where he and Maddie live, together with those of where he works and the name of Maddie’s acting school. Ragione looks hard at him. Her skin is faintly pockmarked with traces of adolescent acne. And a part of him is surprised that, despite the stressful situation, he is still able to observe and take in such a trivial detail. Perhaps it’s an aftereffect of the shock.


He asks whether they’ve managed to get hold of his friend Jay.


“Not your concern,” Ragione replies.


“We’re sending someone over to the house,” Mahoney says. Maybe this is what Mahoney is up to during his long absences, Jonathan thinks. That, or he’s just addicted to coffee.


When it’s her turn again, Ragione glances down at her notes for a moment, then holds his gaze for a few seconds.


“Did you kill your wife?” she says.


“Wait, what? Of course I didn’t!”


“You’re lying.”


“What?” He looks wildly at Mahoney. “No! I’m not,” he says, his voice rising. “I’m telling you everything I know.”


“Then what do you think happened?”


“I . . . I don’t know,” Jonathan stammers. What’s going on? He feels completely out of control. There is a moment of silence. “It’s my fault,” he tells Mahoney. And it is, he thinks. It is all his fault. He can be mad at his wife all he likes, but he let it happen.


“Relax,” Mahoney says. “We’re just havin’ a conversation, right?” With a look of distaste he fishes what looks like some kind of instant coffee bag out of the cup, then without looking tosses it clean across the room and lands it in the trash can. “Let’s talk about your wife’s state of mind,” he says. “How would you describe that?”


“Happy. I told you. She seemed really happy.”


“Not upset for any reason?”


“No.”


Mahoney takes a slug from the cup, winces.


“Would you say, in your opinion, that her behavior has been erratic recently? Has she seemed different to you in any way?” More than once they have asked whether Maddie has a history of mental health issues.


“No . . . I don’t think so. Not that I’ve noticed.”


They bring up the plane tickets again, have him go through the details. The extended tour through Asia, Europe, Africa. Flying west to east, as far as you can travel, arriving back where they started two months later. At least, that was the plan.


“You guys got a nice life, huh?” Ragione again.


“I . . . I guess so . . .” Dropping off their child with his grandmother in England, before swanning around the world together for a couple of months—to someone like Ragione, he and Maddie must sound rich and spoiled.


“You’re not sure? Some problem you’re not telling us about?”


“Yes. I mean no. You’re confusing me.”


“Sure sounds like it.”


What will it take, Jonathan thinks desperately, for them to believe him? For them to understand that they are wasting their time and need to get out there and look for his wife?


“I told you, she was fine,” he says. The detectives exchange an indecipherable look, and with a terrible jolt he realizes that he has just spoken of Maddie in the past tense. Seemed happy. Was fine. He tries to think of the grammatically correct term—is it “is” or “was”? They are talking about the past, so either is correct—isn’t it? Both cops look blankly at him as, from the darkest recess of his mind, an even worse idea emerges: it is always the husband . . . In books, TV shows, films, news reports, isn’t it always the husband who’s guilty? Always the husband. Not sometimes. Not occasionally. Always. Movies and books are the sum total of his experience with policing and murder. Like the good-cop, bad-cop routine, he has always assumed this was some cliché found only in fiction.


“Is fine,” he corrects. “My wife is fine. I’m sorry. I misspoke.”


Mahoney regards him levelly for a moment, slowly draws a ring around something on the sheet of paper in front of him.


“No problem,” he drawls. Wherever Maddie is, Jonathan thinks, all these hours later she could be miles away. Lost. He takes a breath, looks directly at Ragione. “Why aren’t you out there,” he says, “trying to find my wife?”


As Mahoney takes over and calmly continues with questions Jonathan has already answered, his own words reverberate in his mind. My wife is fine . . . My wife is fine . . .


But this isn’t quite true, is it? His wife. His beautiful, damaged, impossible wife. She was—is—not fine. And she hasn’t been for some while.
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