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Prologue





September 20, 2009


Carol Wentz’s life now had a “before” and an “after.” She’d never thought of it that way, but the passage of time brings perspective, and ten years later, Carol could see it—the moment before she made the Neff girl disappear and the moment after.


A clear, clean mark.


For forty-one years, Carol’s life had moved from day to day with no real marks at all—no children, a marriage that Carol had eased into gradually, with a whimper of a city hall wedding that took place on a Wednesday at lunch hour and for health insurance reasons, after she and Nelson had been living together for almost a decade. She supposed she could track time before and after Nelson—her single years versus her conjoined ones—but the truth was, before Nelson wasn’t really all that different from after Nelson, each day stretching out and ending with Carol still the same old Carol—the Carol she’d been in grade school, reedy and knock-kneed and mostly alone.


But then Labor Day, 1998, happened and everything was different. Carol was different. Well, she supposed she’d always been different—she’d just never known it before. How would she have described herself in book club? An unlikable character. Too weak and petty. I don’t believe her motivations. The girl was only six, after all . . .


Carol didn’t like to think about it, the actual day. But there was a long list of things that Carol didn’t like to do—cooking the turkey for her church’s Thanksgiving dinner, feeding her neighbors’ cats when they were out of town, jump-starting their cars or picking their kids up from school on a moment’s notice—yet she did all those things anyway, and without complaint. Carol didn’t used to be like that. Before she made the Neff girl go, she did her part for others by staying out of their way. But now she was a helper, a go-to gal, and everyone on her block—even Nelson—treated her as if this was nothing new. As if it had always been a defining quality of Carol’s, when really, it was just part of her penance. A symptom of “after.”


The day, the important part of it, began with the Neff girl approaching Carol at Theresa and Mark Koppelson’s barbecue. Carol had been alone. The last she’d seen of Nelson, he’d been speaking to the girl’s mother, Lydia, who was helping out with the cooking. “You look incredible,” he had said. Incredible, as if Nelson hadn’t seen Lydia Neff in years and she was wearing something other than jeans and an apron smeared with barbecue sauce.


Nelson and Lydia hadn’t noticed Carol, and so she’d been able to step away and feign searching for the bathroom—another one of those times when she felt so intensely awkward, as if someone were holding a giant magnifying glass to her body, amplifying every gesture.


Carol had just pushed through the kitchen door when she felt the tap on her leg. She stopped, and saw Lydia Neff’s daughter, whose first name was Iris, staring up at her with those eyes, her mother’s black eyes, slick and hard and knowing. Carol’s jaw tensed up. Her scalp tingled. She thought of that word again. Incredible.


“What do you want, Iris?”


“Juice box.” No “please,” but she hadn’t been rude. Actually, Iris Neff had said it meekly, if Carol’s memory was to be trusted. And so Carol had made for the red ice chest that Theresa Koppelson had placed next to her refrigerator. The sign on it read “Drinks for Kids.” Carol had lifted the lid and gazed at the bright little boxes littering the cans of Sprite and orange soda like confetti, all of them bearing pictures of happy cartoon fruit. Carol wasn’t familiar with the brand. Of course, she wasn’t a mother and hardly ever entertained memories of her own childhood, and so they all confused her, these youth-aimed products. Why did children need to drink juice from a box, anyway? What was the appeal of fruit with eyes?


She’d yanked one of the boxes out of the cooler—green, with a smiling, bucktoothed apple on the label.


“Here you go,” she said, handing it to Iris.


The girl scrunched up her face.


“What?”


“This is apple juice,” Iris said. “I like orange pineapple.”


Carol’s gaze moved from the girl’s face to the kitchen door, the small window affording a view of Lydia Neff’s shiny black hair and Nelson, leaning in close, as if to hear her better . . .


“Orange pineapple,” Iris said again.


“I am not your mother. Get it yourself.”


The black eyes widened.


Carol’s skin heated up. Her voice hung in the air like an odor. What am I? she thought. What am I turning into? For some reason, this made her angry with Iris, which, in turn, shamed her even more. “I’m . . . I . . . I’ll get the juice for you.”


But by the time she’d gone back to the ice chest and pulled out a new juice box—this one with a winking pineapple in a baseball cap and a doll-faced female orange—the little girl was gone.


Carol stared at the stack of papers in her hand—another symptom of “after,” but this one more painful. Carol had built a fire—her first fire of the fall—and she nearly threw the papers in, just for the pleasure of watching them turn to black dust. It would have been better than reading them, that was for sure. Why read nothing? In five years of searching for a girl that wouldn’t be found, she’d at least learned that much.


Carol could never burn the papers, though. And so she moved over to the closet near the bookshelves—Carol’s crafts closet as far as Nelson was concerned—and slid out the small black trunk she kept under her knitting bags. She threw back the lid and removed the layer of bright fabric scraps and squares sewn together in festive clusters, removed the spools of thread and pattern books and the wooden needle box (all remnants of the quilting phase she’d gone through fifteen years ago). Then she removed the piece of cardboard she’d cut to fit the floor of the box, and she placed the stack of papers in. Placed it in without reading it, on top of all the other stacks of papers she never should have read, repositioned the cardboard, and arranged everything back on top until it was her quilting supply box again.


These new papers had come from Mr. Klavel—a ferrety man with a basement office in neighboring Mount Temple, a large, sweaty forehead, and breath so foul that it almost felt intentional. Mr. Klavel, latest in a line of cheap private investigators Carol had hired in secret, and possibly the least sensitive man she’d ever met. The fruits of my search, he had said as he handed Carol the ten-year-old police files, the photocopy of Iris’s first grade class picture, and phone call transcripts and addresses of known pedophiles living within a twenty-mile radius of Carol’s home in Tarry Ridge, New York, a decade ago. All rotten. Carol still couldn’t believe he’d said that.


After Carol had gotten the trunk closed and everything back in the closet, she stood staring at the door, Mr. Klavel’s words still ringing in her head.


“You built a fire?” Nelson said.


Carol jumped. Nelson had a way of sneaking up on her. It wasn’t that he had any interest in spying on his wife. Nelson rarely even asked her questions and when he did, it seemed more out of habit than curiosity. It was simply the way Nelson moved—as if he didn’t want to disturb the carpet by putting too much weight on it.


Still, Carol felt a tinge of worry. How long have you been here? she almost asked. What did you see? But then she noticed the look on his face, that same bland acceptance he always wore, and it was enough to calm her. “I was cold.” Carol put her back to her husband and moved toward the window . . .


After the Koppelsons’ barbecue, the setting sun had poured through this window, made it glow gold like something out of a dream. If she concentrated, Carol could still feel that otherworldly glow from eleven years ago, she could still hear Nelson’s feet hurrying up the stairs, fleeing for his computer as he always did, as he still did to this day whenever they came home, rushing to stare into a screen.


Incredible. Had Nelson called Carol that, ever, once? In the before or in the after?


If Carol closed her eyes tight, she could travel back to the before—to the very last moments of it, with the setting, glowing sun and the breeze through the open living room window and herself, moving to close it. She could look through that window and she could see the two little girls crossing the street, walking hand in hand. Two children alone at sunset, the taller one’s hair shining black like her mother’s . . .


Carol squeezed her eyes shut. “Go away,” she told the memory.


“What?” Nelson said.


She swallowed hard. Her mouth was very dry. “Nothing.”


For days, weeks, months after Iris’s disappearance, Carol had waited, her heart dropping whenever the phone rang.


But no call came, and Carol was able to keep her secret, keep it for months and then years as the search parties thinned and Lydia Neff grew quiet and heavy, the fire dimming in her black eyes, her hair graying until she was a faded copy of herself, until she aroused nothing but pity and even Nelson couldn’t look her in the eye. Two years ago—three years after the police had officially closed the case—Lydia had left town. For where, nobody knew.


You got what you wanted, said the mean little voice in Carol’s head. No Iris. No Lydia. You made it happen, and you will never be able to set it right.


“I’m going up to bed,” Nelson said.


Carol squeezed her eyes tight. “Okay. I think I’ll read for a little while.”


No answer. Nelson was already upstairs. Carol picked up the book she’d been reading for her group—a memoir called Safekeeping. She opened it to the page she’d marked and let her eyes run over the words as she listened to the rush of water in the upstairs bathroom, the groan of the pipes, the hum of Nelson’s electric toothbrush . . . As adept as she’d grown at keeping secrets, Carol was still a terrible liar and somehow, going through the motions of what she claimed to be doing made it feel closer to the truth.


Finally, the bathroom noises stopped. Carol heard the light squeak of the floor in the upstairs hallway, the bedroom door brushing the carpet, and finally the creak of the bed as Nelson slipped in. Carol closed the book. She crept up the stairs and paused there, waiting for Nelson’s breathing to slow, waiting for sleep. Only then did she walk into Nelson’s office, turn on the computer he thought she didn’t know how to work; only then did she go online and call up her chat room and sign on. Families of the Missing, New York State, the chat room was called and now, just two months after she’d found it, they felt like Carol’s family, her only family. There were eight of them in the room tonight, and when Carol typed in her greeting, it was as if they’d all been waiting for her. Welcome, they typed, and Carol imagined them shouting it in unison. Welcome, Lydia!


Carol fell asleep in front of the computer. Only for about ten minutes, but it scared her. What if it had been more than ten minutes? What if the sun had risen and Nelson’s alarm had gone off and he’d woken up in an empty bed and walked across the hall to find his wife at his computer, asleep at the keyboard he never knew she could use, remnants from last night’s chat scrolling up the screen?


Don’t give up the fight, Lydia. We’re here for you.


Lydia, you’re the strongest person I know.


Lydia, I found my daughter after twelve years. You can find your daughter, too.


How would she ever explain that?


Carol shuddered. She said a quick Night to her friends and signed off, standing up before she could drift again.


AlbanyMarie had mentioned the name of a private investigator specializing in missing persons cases—Brenna Spector, who had an office in New York City. Marie’s husband had been missing for five years, presumed dead in a small plane crash, and Brenna Spector had just found him. In Vegas of all places, Marie had typed. If all goes as planned, I’ll see him in a few days!


Without thinking, Carol had typed, Are you happy about that?


After LIMatt61 had typed, Wouldn’t you be happy, Lydia, if your husband was found alive? Carol had sat there for what had to be a full minute, her fingers hovering over the keys. Finally, she’d come up with this:


Brenna Spector. That name sounds familiar.


Carol winced. Had that sounded strange? Cold? Oh well. Can’t take it back. She shut down Nelson’s computer and switched off the lights.


Gazing into the bathroom mirror as she applied moisturizer to her face, Carol realized that she did, in fact, know the name Brenna Spector. She wasn’t sure from where, but she did.


In the middle of the night it came to Carol, jolting her out of a dream in which she was chasing a tiny, scared puppy through a computer screen, the two of them running wildly between lanes of typed words . . .


Brenna Spector. It was from one of her book club books, a nonfiction account by a psychiatrist (Lieberman? Leo-pold?) about children with special mental abilities. The case studies had all been from the seventies and eighties and one was a teenage girl named Brenna Spector. Could it have been the same . . .


Carol heard an electronic trill, and she realized it wasn’t the name recognition that had woken her up at all, but the ringing phone at her bedside. She looked at the clock: 3 A.M.


Carol’s breath caught. Nelson was sound asleep as she picked up the phone, and she was aware of the contrast. Her husband’s deep, easy breathing and her own pounding heart. “Hello?”


She heard nothing, just static. A cell phone maybe. “Hello? Is anyone—”


The reply was barely audible—a push of air with no voice behind it. Words she couldn’t distinguish, one with an “el” sound. It could have been “hello” or “hell” or “cell” . . . It could have been “help.”


Carol’s chest tightened. “Who is this?”


Beneath the static, more whispered words—still all breath, but clearer now. Carol could hear what was being said.


There was a click on the other end of the line, and for several seconds after the phone disconnected, she sat there frozen, the receiver in her hand, unable to hang it up or stop the tingling in her skin or the rush of blood to her ears.


“You’re not my mom,” the caller had said. “You’re not my mom, Carol.”











Chapter 1





“Are you ready, Brenna?” Dr. Lieberman says.


“Yeah.”


Dr. Lieberman presses play and record on the tape recorder that sits on the far left edge of his desk. Lots of tape recorders in this office, Brenna thinks. It’s June 29, 1985. This is her forty-sixth trip to this psychiatrist, and each time she comes here, the tape recorders seem to multiply.


There are three small, battery-operated ones in his top desk drawer, and then there’s the reel-to-reel on the wall behind the desk, next to the black-and-white photo of Bob Dylan in a cowboy hat—an original Elliott Landy, according to Brenna’s mother (whoever Elliott Landy is supposed to be. And then there is the plug-in on the desk with the big silver microphone attached that Dr. Lieberman uses to record all of Brenna’s sessions. Such a weird feeling that recorder gives her. Like Lieberman is Friday from Dragnet, and she’s some hippie he’s interrogating. (Brenna likes reruns.)


“Your name,” says Dr. Lieberman.


Brenna shifts in her chair. The air-conditioner is up full blast, but it’s a hot day outside, and she’s wearing her aqua Dolphin shorts. When she moves, the leather sticks to the back of her bare legs and then releases, making an embarrassing snapping sound. She’s sweating. Who wouldn’t be, when he’s about to . . . Well, Mom calls it “important research,” but Brenna prefers “screwing with my brain.”


“Name.”


“Brenna Nicole Spector.”


“Age?”


“Fourteen and seven-eighths.”


Dr. Lieberman gives her a smile. “Well aren’t we specific today?” He’s wearing a bright red tie with dogs and fire hydrants all over it. Dr. Lieberman has a million of these ties, which Brenna’s mother calls “whimsical,” but Brenna calls dorky—each one exponentially dorkier than the next. She wonders if Dr. Lieberman wears these idiotic ties because he actually likes them, or if he thinks they put his young patients at ease. She hopes it’s the former because on her they have the opposite effect and she’s about to tell him exactly this when Dr. Lieberman says, “March 13, 1982,” and Brenna gets knocked back three years and three months, just like that.


She was eleven and a half, and it was her third visit to this office. Instead of Bob Dylan, there was a print on the wall, with a picture of a stained glass window—flowering branches over a blue lake and the words “New American Wing. Metropolitan Museum” underneath.


On March 13, 1982, the office smelled like Brenna’s kitchen did when her mom forgot to clean out the coffeepot. Dr. Lieberman was wearing a brown tie with a giant Superman S at the center and when he smiled, Brenna noticed a poppy seed stuck between his two front teeth. She still wasn’t sure she liked him. It was very hot in the office, and her head hurt a little. Brenna wanted to ask for an aspirin but she didn’t feel she knew him well enough for that, and so she just sat there, hurting, as he pushed play and record on the big tape recorder.


“Alrighty, Brenna, I’m going to put some blocks out,” Dr. Lieberman said. Then his phone rang . . .


“On March 13, 1982, I took some blocks out of a box and set them in a line on my desk,” Dr. Lieberman says now. “Do you remember the order?”


“How is your dog?”


“Excuse me?”


“Your dog, Shelly? She had pythiosis. Your wife, Gwen, said the doctor prescribed Natamycin?”


Dr. Lieberman stares at her. His mouth is tight, and Brenna can see his throat moving under the collar of his blue and yellow striped shirt. Slowly up, slowly down. He removes one of the tape recorders from his top drawer, as well as a cassette with a piece of masking tape on it marked “MARCH 13, 1982.” He puts it in the recorder and presses play, and Brenna hears his voice—exactly the same as she’d heard it in her head, the same cracks and cadences. “Alrighty, Brenna, I’m going to put some blocks out—” The voice is interrupted by a ringing phone. “Sorry, Brenna. Just one moment. Hello? Gwen? I’m with a patien—Oh, how’s Shelly? What? That’s pythiosis, Gwen, not pathosis . . . Yeah, I’m familiar with—No, no, no. Natamycin is perfectly safe for a dog—”


He clicks the tape recorder off. “Amazing,” he whispers.


Brenna says, “Can I be blunt with you? It’s about your tie.”


Brenna Spector felt something purr against the top of her thigh. It took her several seconds to identify it as her cell phone, to get that this was September 29, 2009, rather than June 29, 1985, that she wasn’t in Dr. Lieberman’s office at 250 West Fifty-seventh Street in New York, but . . . God. She was working.


Brenna was in Las Vegas, at an off-the-strip casino named Nero’s Playground that Caesars Palace needed to sue for both copyright infringement and defamation of character.


Nero’s Playground smelled a little better than the public restrooms at Nassau Coliseum, but that was only because it was less crowded. It was also a hotel, which terrified Brenna a little, as did the name of the lobby bar she was standing in right now: Orgi. With an I. Which somehow made it worse.


Honest to God, this whole place could benefit from a good, long liquid nitrogen bath.


Brenna was leaning against a papier-mâché Corinthian column (painted gold, to match the waitress’s mini togas and gladiator sandals) holding the world’s largest glass of cheap white wine—the Emperor’s Goblet, the shivering waitress had called it—and she was standing face-to-face with her missing person—Larry Shelby aka Rod Clement, John Thomson, Julio Vargas, and no doubt several other identities she’d yet to unearth. Because Larry had supposedly perished in a single-engine plane crash in the Berkshires five years ago, Brenna and her assistant Trent had been referring to him as the Dead Guy, which was ironic considering all the living he seemed to have done since then.


“You checkin’ out on me, babe?” the Dead Guy asked.


“I’m . . . getting a call.”


“At five-thirty in the morning?”


Brenna shrugged. “Eight-thirty my time.” She slipped her vibrating phone out of her pocket and glanced at the screen. Trent. He could wait. “Telemarketer. Once they get hold of your cell number, they’re relentless.”


“They haven’t found me yet.”


Why am I not surprised? “Lucky.”


“You’ve got a real sweet smile, you know that?”


“Thanks.” Brenna normally didn’t talk to her subjects—it was best if they didn’t see her at all—and here she was, drinking with one of them in Orgi at dawn. But her job was, by nature, unpredictable, and the best thing to do in a situation like this was to act naturally, ignore the prostitute in hot pants at the end of the bar who kept glaring at her like she was competition, and to not, under any circumstances, lapse back into another memory.


Brenna called one of the waitresses over—a fluffy blonde with eyes so big and green and utterly bored that, with all the kohl liner she was wearing, she resembled an angry tabby cat. “Yeah?”


“Can I get a glass of water, please?”


“You want a twist with that?”


Brenna was pretty sure she was being sarcastic, and so she said, “No, but if you have one of those sweet little umbrellas . . .”


Tabby rolled her eyes and walked away.


“Somebody’s on the rag,” the Dead Guy said.


“Really.” Brenna hoped she was sounding natural, but she was still rattled from that scene with Dr. Lieberman. How could she have let her mind go there, and for so long? She’d suffered from this disorder—or “special gift,” as her mother used to say—since she was eleven. It was called hyperthymestic syndrome and it meant she recalled every day since then perfectly, down to the date and with all five senses—every emotion involved as if she was reliving it.


Hyperthymestic syndrome was “ridiculously rare,” a neurologist had once told her. It affected a handful of people with “differently shaped brains” and could be triggered by any major life change—a move to a new home, the birth of a sibling . . . The change didn’t need to be very traumatic. Though, in Brenna’s case, it had been.


At any rate, the syndrome was huge—a great big gift she’d never asked for, like a trampoline or a polo pony. Brenna had needed to rearrange her whole life in order to make it fit, yet still it poked into everything—her work, her relationships, all that she cared about. There’s a reason why most memories dull with time, Brenna now knew. There’s a reason why we see the past in softer and softer focus until it’s forgotten down to snippets, sensations. Few people understood what a luxury that was, the ability to forget. But Brenna did. She understood completely.


Over the years, Brenna had developed tricks to keep her memories at bay—reciting the Gettysburg Address, digging toothpicks into her palms, biting her lip so hard, she sometimes drew blood . . . Not pleasurable, but they kept her in the present. It had been a very long time since she’d had a memory on the job that lasted as long as this one had. She didn’t want to think about that too hard, though, for fear she’d slip back to the last time it had happened (February 27, 2003), and then the Dead Guy might really start to wonder.


“So, that was really your husband, wasn’t it?” he said.


“Huh?”


“The telemarketer. The one who called you.” He sighed. “Oh never mind. It was a joke. Kind of.” Brenna’s gaze slipped from the Dead Guy’s face to the beer he was holding, and she realized what had triggered the memory. His tie. No dogs and fire hydrants, but it did have cats and canaries all over it, which was close enough. “You like the tie?” he asked.


“Can I be blunt?”


“First things first. You chained?”


“Chained?”


“You got a husband? It’s okay, baby. What happens in Vegas stays in—”


“I’m divorced.” This was the first true statement Brenna had made all night. It was a good thing the Dead Guy was so drunk, because she’d let loose some awful whoppers this evening, starting from when he first approached her, asking why she was taking his picture.


Brenna had slipped the new HRC–20HEX she’d borrowed from Trent back into her bag and smiled up at him. He was a big man—taller and broader than he’d seemed in the family pictures she’d seen, but the curly mullet (now dyed jet black), the swollen-looking eyes, the jaw so square it seemed to have been drawn with a protractor—they were all unmistakable. “You mean,” she had said, “you’re not George Clooney?”


The Dead Guy had told her he was a lawyer named Paul, and Brenna had told him she was a Web site architect named Sandy, in Vegas for an IT conference. “You’re a tall drink of water, Sandy,” he’d said. “I like that.” Then, he’d bought her the Emperor’s Goblet, which she’d nursed while watching him polish off two Jameson/rocks, and a Jack straight up before moving, very quickly to his latest, a Heineken.


This is one guy, she’d thought, who really wants to escape. Then she’d glanced at his tie and sailed back to Dr. Lieberman’s office.


“I’m not married, either,” he said now. This was a lie. His wife, Annette Shelby, had retained Brenna on April 23. I know he’s alive, Annette had said in the office Brenna kept in her New York apartment, her eyes trained on those spread-out family photos, glistening . . . I can feel him.


Brenna asked him, “Ever wish you were?”


“What?”


“Married.”


“No. You?”


“Yes.” Another truth. “But then again, Paul, I wish for lots of things.”


“Like . . .”


She reached for the goblet and took a gulp. “Being . . . loved, I guess. Having someone care enough about me to really miss me.” Is this sinking in? Brenna watched his gaze travel from her face to her cleavage to the cleavage of a nearby waitress to the ass of the glaring prostitute at the end of the bar.


“You know,” Brenna said, “sometimes I feel like if I just left town, no one would care, no one would—”


“Shit.”


“Huh?”


“My wife.”


He was staring over her shoulder. Slowly, Brenna turned around and saw a woman heading toward them—busty and redheaded and not Annette at all. “Gregory! What the—”


“Vivica, I can explain,” he said, which Brenna used as her cue to get away from the couple, as fast as possible. On her way out the door, she plucked Trent’s spy camera from her bag and got a few shots of Vivica. Poor Annette . . . Too many times, it was a mistake to find the missing—especially guys like this, who worked so much better as memories than as living, breathing men.


“Sorry, no umbrellas.”


Brenna turned and saw the tabby-faced waitress. Here by the door, the air wasn’t as close, and she was standing near enough so that Brenna could smell her perfume.


Brenna breathed, “Shalimar?”


The waitress squinted at her.


“My sister . . . she wore Shalimar.” Brenna dug her fingernails into her palms, but still her mind took her back to the room she had at eleven, to the coolness of the Marimekko sheets and her grandmother’s handmade quilt weighing heavy on her chest. To her sister’s T-shirt. Clea’s T-shirt. Extra large, pale gray, with the tag cut out of the collar. The Led Zeppelin ZOSO logo printed small and black on the front and on the back—in huge, gothic red letters—“THE SONG REMAINS THE SAME.” Clea had stolen it from one of her boyfriends and used to sleep in it all the time . . .


Brenna sleeps in it now. It’s been washed so many times that the cotton is thin as Kleenex, but if Brenna stretches the collar over her nose and breathes very deep, she can still smell Shalimar. Shalimar and cigarettes and . . .


September 30, 1981. One month after the syndrome had kicked in. A month and nine days after Brenna’s big sister, Clea, had gotten into that blue car, and the car had driven away.


“Please come back,” Brenna whispers to the glow-in-the-dark stars on her bedroom ceiling. “Please, please God let Clea come back . . .” She squeezes her eyes shut. Tears seep out the corners. They feel hot enough to leave marks.


Brenna’s phone vibrated again.


“Are you okay?” the waitress asked.


“Yeah, I’m . . .”


“Because you look like you’re—”


“I’m fine.” Brenna yanked her pulsing phone out of her pocket and looked at the screen. She expected Trent again, but this time she read a number instead of a name. It had a 914 area code. Westchester County.


Brenna hit send and said her name into the phone. And when a Brooklyn-accented voice asked if this was Brenna Spector, she remembered the voice, remembered it the way she always remembered voices—the same cracks and cadences. She remembered where she was when she’d first heard the voice, and started to feel the way she did back then, too . . . October 16, 1998. Brenna bit her lip. Stayed in the present. Yet when the caller told her his name, she couldn’t stop herself from saying it along with him. “Detective Nick Morasco from the Tarry Ridge Police Department.”


Morasco drew in a sharp breath. “I’m sorry,” he said. “Have we ever met?”


Brenna wanted to explain—but tiredness, combined with that swelling memory, had done away with her filter, and again, the words on her mind flew out of her mouth: “Is this about Iris Neff?”


Morasco said nothing for a very long time.











Chapter 2





Brenna was exhausted—not a bad thing, as it kept her from thinking. Immediately after she ended her conversation with Morasco, she headed back to the Mirage, ate a huge plate of pancakes at the lobby café, rode the elevator up to her room, and passed out until midnight, when she showered, dressed, packed, checked out, and caught a cab to the airport to make the red-eye back to LaGuardia. All this, without a single, memorable thought.


She continued on that way at check-in, then as she moved past the slot machines lined up along the center of Las Vegas Airport, one dinging softly as a sad-looking old woman fed it a twenty (Think of the odds, Brenna wanted to shake her and yell. Would you please just think of the odds?) And then still as she waited dully at the gate, listening to Iggy Pop’s Lust for Life album on her MP3 in order to drown out the CNN feed—something about a fire at a group home in upstate New York—that kept looping, over and over again, through the two overhead TVs on either side of the gate, the screens glowing like devil eyes with footage of the blaze. (Why was cable news so pyromaniacal?)


It wasn’t until Brenna was in her seat and the plane had taken off and the pilot had announced they’d reached cruising altitude that she allowed herself to recall the truncated phone conversation she’d had with Morasco, twenty-four hours earlier.


“Why did you ask about Iris Neff?”


“Sorry. I’m a blurter.”


“Mrs. Spector—”


“Brenna. Mrs. Spector is my mom.”


“Your assistant here tells me—”


“My assistant here?”


“He says—”


“You’re with Trent right now?”


“He says you’re out of town.”


“Yes.”


“I’d like to meet with you as soon as you get back.”


“Could you please tell me what this is regarding?”


“I think we’re better off discussing it in person.”


“Discussing what?” Brenna said out loud.


The woman next to her—a nervous flyer who had been fingering a rosary right up until the pilot’s announcement—looked at Brenna as if she’d just sprouted another nose and the nose was about to detonate.


“Sorry,” Brenna said. “I was just . . . remembering something.”


“Oh,” said the woman, whom Brenna never would have pegged as the rosary type. She had spiky pink and white hair, rhinestone-edged librarian glasses, and a filmy, black vintage dress, a rose tattoo snaking up the length of her thin, pale arm. She was about Brenna’s age, and back in New York City, where she no doubt lived, she was probably the coolest teacher at the Center for Design. But here she wasn’t much, was she, other than scared? She asked, “Have a daughter?”


“Odd question, but . . . yes, actually,” Brenna said. “Maya. She’s thirteen. How about you?”


“What?”


“Do you have a daughter?”


Yesterday, at 3:28 P.M., Brenna had gotten a rare text from Maya: Dad says you’re picking me up a day late.


Brenna, who viewed texting as a form of torture, had poked out a few sentences on her most-basic-of-nonsmart-phones, explaining how her hotel source had told her Larry Shelby was coming in from Los Angeles a day later than he’d initially planned, how Brenna was so sorry but there was nothing she could do, how she missed Maya and loved Maya and would make it up to Maya for sure . . .


No response. Of course. Ever since she was a first grader, Maya had chosen to express her deepest anger by saying nothing at all.


“I was asking for water,” said the hipster design instructor.


“Huh?”


“Water. Not daughter. I was trying to get the flight attendant, but she didn’t hear. Nice you have a daughter, though. I’m going to sleep now.”


Edging away from Brenna, she squeezed about as much of herself as she could into the space between her chair and the window, and then she closed her eyes. Disappearing. That was fine. Brenna shut her eyes, too, disappeared in her own way . . .


October 16, 1998. The first and last time Brenna had ever spoken to Detective Nick Morasco of the Tarry Ridge Police Department, but that hadn’t happened until after Jim had come up behind Brenna in the kitchen while she was in her tank top and pajama pants, scrubbing the remains of last night’s salmon out of the Calphalon pot. It wasn’t until after she’d felt the gentle pressure of Jim’s palm on her bare stomach, shirt buttons against her back, his lips at her ear . . . “I should be home by six.”


The kiss, soft and distracted, hits her collarbone. Brenna turns and puts her hand on Jim’s just-shaved face and kisses him on the mouth.


His lips, soft on hers, his hand tangled in her hair . . .


The TV chirps, “Elmo’s been thinking about trains!”


From the living room, Maya calls out, “Daddy! Bring me home a surprise!” And Jim pulls away and smiles. Brenna looks into his eyes. Like somebody lit a match behind them.


She whispers, “Bring me a surprise, too.”


The plane bucked. “Oh God,” the design prof said. “Oh God. Oh God.”


Brenna looked at her. “It’s okay. Just rough air,” she started to say. But the woman’s eyes narrowed and Brenna realized she was a little teary. She forced a smile. “Allergies.”


The plane dipped again, and the seat belt light flashed on. “You need to fasten your seat belt,” Brenna’s seatmate said—weirdly insistent, as if universally fastened seat belts were the only thing that could possibly keep the plane in the air.


Brenna complied.


“Thank you, I . . . I just really hate flying.”


“Never would have guessed.” She put out her hand. “I’m Brenna, by the way.”


“Sylvia.” She didn’t take Brenna’s hand, though, because she was too busy working the rosary. Brenna sighed. Trent was a nervous flyer, too—ever since his plane got struck by lightning en route to the MTV Beach Party in Fort Lauderdale—but he was nowhere near as bad as this. Those times when she was forced into flying with her assistant, Brenna could usually calm him with a gin and tonic and/or a lie about the flight attendant wanting him.


“Please, please, please . . .” Sylvia was whispering.


Brenna didn’t get it, the fear of flying. Sitting in an airplane was so safe, compared to what could happen to you on the ground.


The plane hit an air pocket and bounced sharply. Sylvia let out a yelp that sounded oddly like three-year-old Maya, and Brenna was back in October 16, 1998, only thirty minutes later . . .


“Mommy! Can I have some apple juice?”


“Sure, honey.” Brenna pulls the bottle out of the fridge, pours it into a purple sippy cup with a spotted cartoon dog on the side.


“Mommy! Radio!”


Brenna sighs. She hurries into the master bedroom, handing Maya her juice as she passes. Jim bought a new clock radio five weeks ago, and they’ve both read the manual and still, neither one of them can figure out how to keep it from randomly going off several times a morning.


The only thing that seems to work is unplugging the clock, then plugging it back in and resetting it. The digital face reads 9:23 A.M. Brenna has the cord in her hand when she hears the radio announcer say, “Possible break in the Iris Neff case.”


She stops.


Brenna knows the Iris Neff case—everybody does. Six-year-old girl, goes to a Labor Day barbecue, just forty minutes out of the city in peaceful, suburban Tarry Ridge. The party winds down, her mother leaves for home, and Iris stays on for a playdate with the hosts’ children—perfectly normal, until Iris wanders off when the hosts’ backs are turned.


No one ever sees her again.


The announcer says, “An unnamed witness saw the child in front of her own house, getting into a blue car with a dent in the right rear fender.”


Brenna’s eyes widen. It couldn’t be the same car. That was seventeen years ago.


But still. Still.


Maya calls out, “Mommy! More juice?”


“Just a minute, sweetie!” Brenna grabs the bedroom phone. She calls information. She asks to be connected to the Tarry Ridge Police Department and then for the detective in charge of the Iris Neff case.


“That would be Detective Nick Morasco,” the desk sergeant tells her.


On hold now, Brenna tries to picture the blue car that took her sister—the make, the sound of the engine running, the feeling that must have been welling within her as she pressed her face against the screen of her bedroom window at dawn, watching Clea lean into the passenger’s side window and say, “I’m ready,” watching Clea open the door and get inside . . . And then hearing that voice—his voice—the voice of the shadow behind the wheel. She can’t. The event that triggered her perfect memory is hazy in her mind, dim as the childhood that came before it.


“This is Detective Morasco. What can I do for you?”


“I . . . I heard something on the news about a blue car.”


“Who is this?”


“My name is Brenna Spector. I’m a former private investigator.”


“Okay, well listen. That never should have been leaked to the press.”


“No, I’m glad it was leaked because—”


“It was a bad lead.”


“A bad lead?”


“It was false.”


“So . . . you’re saying that she didn’t get into a blue car.”


“We aren’t looking for a blue car. Thank you for calling.” Click.


That was cold, Brenna thinks.


“I’m sorry,” Sylvia said now. “Were you talking to me?”


Brenna blinked. “Huh?”


“Never mind.”


The engine roared as the plane settled into a new altitude, and soon the bumps smoothed out, the seat belt light switched off, and Sylvia removed her glittery specs and drifted into a deep, post-traumatic sleep. Brenna plucked her iPod out of her purse and jammed the buds in her ears and put Lust for Life back on. She listened to Iggy’s yawn of a baritone, begging for some weird sin—not just any sin but a weird one. Brenna loved that—loved it ever since she first heard the song—February 21, 1988, her second and final year at Columbia, while sitting cross-legged on the unmade bed of Dan Price—green-eyed, scrawny, agonizingly attractive.


But Brenna didn’t go back to that night. And she didn’t go back to the morning of October 16, 1998, either. She didn’t remember the week that followed her conversation with Morasco or all that time she spent in Tarry Ridge, searching for Iris Neff . . . She didn’t allow herself to recall the people she met, the questions she asked, that awful, crawling suspicion. Nor did she let herself remember the way her heart had beat all the way up into her throat as, finally, she picked up the kitchen phone and tapped in the number she’d promised never to call again . . .


Brenna didn’t let herself remember any of that week. But she knew that once she spoke to Morasco, once she finally met him face-to-face and heard that voice again, once he asked her what he needed to ask, whatever that could be, Brenna would remember Tarry Ridge. She would remember Iris Neff. She would remember that week—the week her marriage ended—whether she wanted to or not.











Chapter 3





Five hours later, Brenna was back in the city, climbing the stairs to her apartment on Twelfth and Sixth, Trent calling out to her as she opened the door. “About time you got back! I’ve got something to show you—and it is so cash.”


“I have no idea what that means.”


Trent LaSalle had been working for Brenna for nearly six years, yet his presence in her apartment still made her cringe a little. Technically, it was only the front part of her apartment—an unusually spacious rent-subsidized two-bedroom she’d found eight years ago, shortly after her divorce. The bedrooms—one for Brenna, one for Maya during the three days a week she spent here—were located in the rear of the floor-through space and strictly off-limits to Brenna’s assistant, who’d set up his desk at the start of it, in the far corner of her otherwise tasteful office/living room.


Aesthetically speaking, Trent’s desk was a form of assault. Neatness wasn’t the issue; Trent was very tidy. It was the Megan-Fox-in-a-bikini screensaver, the World’s Best Booty trophy he’d received from an ex-girlfriend, the Mardi Gras beads and lacy garters strung over the back of the chair. Most of all, though, it was the bulletin board tacked with pictures of Trent—flexing his pecs on the beach, using a bottle of Grey Goose as a microphone, at various clubs, making kissy lips and/or gangsta rap–style hand gestures next to a series of beautiful young babes he’d managed to rope into photo ops, the discomfort on their faces obvious to everyone but Trent himself.


Trent was twelve years younger than Brenna—and as far as she was concerned, the worst type of twenty-seven-year-old male. He could’ve benefited from an old-fashioned withholding father—coddled as he was into thinking he was a superstar in the making, a sparkling wit, every inch of him spectacular. He also had that weird macho/effeminate thing that a lot of young guys had today. He wolf-whistled women and bragged to his friends about how much quality ass he was tappin’, but waxed his chest, plucked his eyebrows, sprayed himself a glowing, orangey tan. In short, Trent was a douchebag. But he was surprisingly sharp and organized, and a genius on the computer. Over the past few years, he had created and perfected an aging program for missing children’s photos that rivaled the one used by the FBI. And outside of the one time Brenna overheard him on the phone referring to her as a “grade A MILF,” he was respectful of her, too.


Still, he was not the type of guy she relished having in her apartment. And when Trent said, “I’ve got something to show you,” it wasn’t always a thing you wanted to see.


“I hope you’re talking about something related to our case files,” Brenna said, after she’d opened the door and dropped her suitcase on the couch and acclimated herself to her assistant’s cologne.


Trent grinned. “Not even close.” Before Brenna could turn away, he whipped up his tight, lime green AX T-shirt, revealing two silver nipple rings. “Pierced ’em yesterday during lunch hour. You likey?”


Brenna winced. “You are aware of my condition, right?”


He nodded.


“So you know it means that every time I hear, feel, or see something, it’s burned into my mind forever?”


“Yeah, duh, of course I know that.”


“So in other words, if you ever show me anything remotely like what you just showed me again . . .”


“Whoa, sheesh, here’s a dollar, buy a sense of humor. I was just trying to make you smile before—”


Brenna held up a finger. “One sec.” She pulled her cell phone out of her pocket, tapped in Maya’s number.


“Mom?”


“Hi honey. For once my flight wasn’t delayed, so I could come pick you up now, so long as you’re . . .”


Out of the corner of her eye, Brenna saw Trent gesturing at her, his hands flying out in front of him as if he was trying to guide a small plane to safety. She turned away. “You’re back from school, right? You all ready, or do you have other plans first?”


Several seconds of thick silence. Maya’s phone skills had long left something to be desired. Laconic to begin with, she went even quieter when talking was the only thing required of her. Still, Brenna could tell there was more to it this time . . . “Maya,” she started to say. I’m so sorry I’m a day late in getting you . . . But Maya spoke before she could get any of the words out. “I’m spending the night at Larissa’s tonight. I told Trent.”


“Oh . . .”


“We’re going to study for the science test together. Dad and Faith said it was okay.”


“Wait. Larissa?” Brenna said, a memory flashing through her mind. “Her mother left you two alone in her apartment. You were just eight years old.”


“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


“Come on, Maya. Remember? May 4, 2001. You came home all proud. You said, Larissa and I got to babysit each other!”


Maya sighed heavily. “Mom, she just went downstairs to get the mail. Like for three minutes.”


“A child can disappear in less than three minutes, Maya. Her mother should have known that. She should have—”


“You’re breaking up, Mom,” said Maya, though Brenna knew the line was clear. “See you tomorrow. Try not to be late.”


Brenna put the phone down.


Trent shrugged. “Kids.”


Brenna said nothing. Just stared down at her quiet phone, the way it sat on her desk, so smug in its stillness. She wanted to throw it across the room.


“You wouldn’t have been able to get Maya right away anyway,” Trent said. “Military’s due here at 0-fourteen hundred.”


“Huh?”


He deepened his voice. “Detective Nick Morasco, Tarry Ridge PD.”


Brenna sighed. “What the hell does he want?”


“No idea, but he is a serious piece of work. So freakin’ intense.”


“What did he say?”


“He wanted to know when you’d be here. I told him around four, and it’s what . . . four-fifteen now so—”


The bleat of the front door buzzer cut into his words, and when Trent answered it, there was that deep voice again, that Brooklyn accent. “Detective Morasco. Is Mrs. Spector back?”


Trent looked at Brenna. “What’d I tell you?” he said as he buzzed Morasco in. “Intense.”


At first glance, Morasco was neither military nor intense, but he was a lot of other things, all of which bothered Brenna.


What irked her most was his age. Barring plastic surgery, the detective was forty, tops. It would have put him at less than thirty eleven years ago—a contemporary of Brenna’s, which, to her mind, gave him no right to be so patronizing and dismissive over the phone. We aren’t looking for a blue car. Like he was chastising a child. Thank you for calling. Please.


Also setting off Brenna’s annoyance meter was the bookish look he was working. Morasco was at Brenna’s desk now, lanky and bespectacled and in a tweed jacket for chrissakes, hair like Orlando Bloom in a pirate movie. He really was the farthest possible thing from any police detective Brenna had ever seen, and she’d seen plenty. “Nice to meet you Mrs.—”


“Brenna.”


“Brenna.” Morasco was rooting through a beat-up canvas bag that seemed to be serving as his briefcase—one of those earth-friendly shopping totes from a big, guilty supermarket chain, “Go Green” printed on the side in look-at-me letters—and he didn’t glance up when he said her name. In fact, he’d yet to look her in the eye, having made straight for her desk after telling Trent sure, he’d like a cup of coffee, black with sugar (the request directed not at Trent’s face, but at some spot on the wall behind him). Call her demanding, but when law enforcement was in your living space and it wasn’t there to arrest you, eye contact was the least you deserved.


Brenna thought of her ex-husband with his thinning crew cut, his big build, his tweed-free wardrobe and well-honed people skills . . . It hit her that Jim Rappaport, a reporter turned op-ed page editor, more closely resembled a cop than this supposed detective—and then Morasco finally found what he was looking for in the bag and dropped it on her desk.


It was a library book. Lieberman’s book.


“This is you, right?” Morasco said as he cracked it open. “Chapter five?”


Trent returned carrying Morasco’s cup of coffee and read the chapter title out loud: “The Girl with the Tape-Recorder Mind.”


“Yeah,” Brenna said. “That’s me—Well . . . me when I was a kid, anyway.” The book, Extraordinary Children, had first come out in 1990, with Brenna referred to simply as B. But after she was outed in the Science section of the New York Times on April 14, 1995, the book’s editor called and got permission to use her full name in subsequent editions.


“I didn’t know you were in a book,” Trent said.


“It was a long time ago.” Brenna’s gaze ran down the page. She saw that she was called B. in this library copy—a first edition—and her own signed first edition clicked into her mind, the one that Lieberman had sent her right after it was published, the one she couldn’t bring herself to read, but used to keep by her bed because she intended to read it, someday.


She could see the book on the green wicker nightstand of her first New York apartment on 112th and Amsterdam, her white metal reading lamp trained on the cover . . .


“Yo!” barked Trent.


Brenna cleared her throat, focused on Morasco, who was watching her intently behind his wire-framed specs—making up for lost time with the eye contact, as it were. His eyes, she noticed now, were quite dark, with a disarming softness. Brenna suspected that the quality was a result not of inherent compassion, but of myopia—the glasses were very thick. But it probably helped Morasco a lot when questioning witnesses.


He said, “You were remembering something, weren’t you?”


“Huh?”


“The book—looking at it triggered something in your mind.”


Brenna nodded. “It’s just the way this . . . condition works, so . . .”


“I have to show you something.”


Unfortunately, the way he said “show you” triggered the image of Trent and his nipple rings—she could have killed him for that—but Brenna blinked hard and squeezed the thought away.


Morasco was back at the bag again, rifling through it. “You asked about Iris Neff over the phone. Did you know Iris Neff?”


“Huh? Oh . . . No, I—”


“How about me?”


“You?”


“How did you know who I was before I told you?”


“I talked to you on the phone once.”


“Once.”


“October 16, 1998,” she said, “9:23 A.M.”


He stopped rooting through the bag and looked up at her. “Must have been some conversation.”


“I happened to be looking at a clock.”


Morasco went back to the bag. “What was the conversation about?”


“I called the station to ask a question. You blew me off. Lasted about thirty seconds.”


Trent said, “Dude, she remembers the exact date when they aired that master-of-my-domain episode on Seinfeld. You know, where they all make the bet about who can go the longest without—”


“So the conversation she had with me is in good company.”


Trent nodded. “She also can tell you when Shirley MacLaine called David Letterman an asshole, the date Star Wars: Phantom Menace opened at the Ziegfeld, and . . . oh, and the one day last year when Hostess Cupcakes were half-price at Gristedes.”


“Trent,” Brenna said. “Can you contact Annette Shelby and arrange time for me to meet with her about her husband?”


“Already did. I told you it’s tonight at seven-thirty.”


“Well can you call her to confirm?” Brenna gave him a meaningful glare. “Then you can check the traffic on our Web site? Maybe call your mother?”


“Oookay. Got the hint.”


As Trent left them for his workspace, Morasco slipped a manila folder out of his canvas grocery bag and placed it on the desk. “Cupcakes, huh?” he said. “I’m a Twinkie man myself.” He looked up at her, and Brenna knew he wasn’t a Twinkie man. He probably hadn’t touched a Hostess product since he was eight. Nothing like being patronized by a guy in tweed.


Morasco opened the folder. Inside was a series of photographs, all of the same woman—in a cream-colored suit and stiff white blouse holding a bouquet of flowers, in a red apron, carving a turkey at a church soup kitchen, on the beach, in a modest black bathing suit. “Do you remember her?” Morasco asked.


Brenna peered at the bouquet shot—a photo from a very low-rent wedding. “No,” she said. In the picture, the woman appeared to be standing in front of an office cubicle, literally fading into the background with her cream suit and her lank sandy hair and her pale lips and skin . . . Everything about this person more or less off-white—save her eyes, which were large and silvery—not so much haunting as haunted. Brenna couldn’t stop staring at them. “Who is she?”


She could feel Morasco’s gaze on her, and when she turned to him his eyes were narrowed, sharp. Now she understood what Trent meant by intense. “You don’t know the woman in these photos.”


“I’ve never seen her before.”


“You’re sure.”


“Yes.”


The irises were jet-hard now, the pupils like drill bits—amazing interrogation tools, those eyes of his. Good cop and bad cop, rolled into one. “Have you spoken to her on the phone? Received any e-mails from her?”


“I don’t even know her name.”


“Carol Wentz.” He leaned on the name, aiming it at her.


“I don’t know anyone named Carol Wentz.”


“She’s fifty-one years old,” Morasco said. “Married, no kids. Happy, more or less. In good health. She went missing five days ago. Her husband says before that, she hardly ever left Tarry Ridge, even. Last night we found her wallet.”


“Detective,” said Brenna. “Why are you telling me this?”


“In the wallet, we found a piece of paper with a name and phone number printed on it.”


“Why are you telling me this?”


Morasco watched her face for a drawn-out moment, as if he was trying to see through it to her brain. “The name and phone number on the paper,” he said. “They were yours.”


Brenna’s eyes widened. “Maybe she’d looked me up,” she said. “Maybe she was planning on hiring me.”


“The wallet was found by a Realtor. You know where?”


She looked at him. “I told you I don’t know Carol Wentz. How would I know—”


“2921 Muriel Court.”


Brenna swallowed hard. She felt some of the color drain from her face.


Morasco exhaled and took a step back, and Brenna knew she’d given him what he wanted. “You know the address,” he said. “You remember it.”


She nodded.


“Why do you know it?”


Brenna didn’t want to answer that question, not with so many other questions running through her mind. So she turned away, cast her gaze across the room at the back of Trent’s head as he talked on the phone, oblivious. And then she said aloud what she and Morasco both knew. “That house,” she said. “The house where her wallet was found. It was Iris Neff’s house.”











Chapter 4





1. I remember the name of the dog I had when I was in kindergarten.


2. I remember what I ate for lunch on my first day of junior high school.


3. I remember my father’s favorite brand of Scotch.


Nelson Wentz stopped typing and stared at the screen. The assignment for his online memoir-writing course was to write four things you remember, four things you don’t—but was this really enough information? Should he have typed, say, that his father liked Glenfiddich? Should Nelson have said that his dog’s name was Coco and he wasn’t allowed to keep her because his mother was allergic, or that he remembered what he’d eaten for lunch that day because it had been an egg salad sandwich and the children at his new school had teased him, telling him his locker smelled like feet? He didn’t see why some writing instructor three thousand miles away would care about these things—Nelson barely did himself. But then again, he knew that when writing memoir, all sorts of details were important—just as they were in police investigations.
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