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BOOK 1



After I finished writing my last novel, I fell into a long silence. You might call it writer’s block, but most writers don’t use that term or even understand it. When a writer goes quiet, nothing is blocking and nothing is being blocked. He is just empty. I don’t know why this silence settled over me. Now that it’s over, I don’t like to think about it. I only know that for months, then a year, then two years, I could not write. It did no good to struggle; the more I struggled, the tighter the noose became. I could not write, then I could not sleep, then I could not bear my own presence and I began to think dark thoughts. I won’t dwell on the details; in my profession, there is a saying that a writer’s troubles are of interest only to other writers. I mention my silent period here only because it is the reason I wrote this book, for it was during this time, when I would have grabbed at any plausible idea for a story, that I got an email from an old friend named Jeff Larkin.


I have known Jeff since we were twelve years old. We met in September 1975 when we entered the seventh grade together at a very august and (to me) terrifying private school for boys, and we became pals almost immediately.


Let me say, I am uneasy about starting a book this way, with friends and confessions about my childhood. I am not nostalgic for that time in my life. I’m not even sure an honest account is possible. I do not trust my own memories. I tell myself so many stories about my past, as we all do. Worse—­much worse—­I don’t think a writer ought to insert himself into his stories this way. It generally distracts more than it deepens. A writer’s place is offstage. But what choice do I have? If I am going to tell this story, there is no way around a little autobiography. So:


When I was in sixth grade, my teacher called my parents, out of the blue, to suggest I was bored at school, which was certainly true. Had they considered sending me to a private school? Someplace rigorous and rules-­y, where I would not continue to be (I will paraphrase here) a daydreamer and a smart-­ass. My folks had never thought of it. They had both gone to public schools, and they presumed that fancy private schools were for Yankees. But Mom and Dad grasped the teacher’s essential meaning: what I needed was a swift kick in the pants.


So the next fall I found myself at a school that probably had not looked much different twenty or even fifty years earlier. There were no girls. There was a school necktie. Spanish was not taught, but ancient Latin was required. The gym was called a “palestra”; the cafeteria, the “refectory.” Portraits of mustachioed old “masters” hung in the hallways. There was a half-­length painting of King Charles I gazing down at us with his needle nose and Vandyke beard, which alone might have cured me of daydreaming and smart-­assery. Even my parents were dazzled and intimidated by the place. My mother warned me, “They smile at you, these WASPs, but I promise you, behind closed doors they call us kikes.”


Jeff Larkin felt no such anxiety when he arrived at school. He was a prince. His older brother, Alex, was a senior and a three-­sport star, with the heroic aura that surrounds high school athletes. Jeff’s dad was well known too. He was a criminal defense lawyer, the kind that showed up in the newspaper or on TV standing beside a gangster, swaggering on about the incompetence of the police and the innocence of his wrongly accused client. There was a dark glamour to Mr. Larkin’s work, at least before the catastrophe, when his association with violent crime stopped being a thing to admire. But that came later.


Forbidding as the school was, at least I had a new friend. Jeff and I hit it off right away. We were inseparable. It was one of those childhood friendships that was so natural and uncomplicated, we seemed to discover it more than we created it. I have no adult friendships like the one I had with Jeff. I am sure I never will. Once we slip on the armor of adulthood, we lose the ability to form that kind of naive, unqualified connection.


But forty years later, when I got Jeff’s email in 2015, we had been out of touch for a very long time. He reached me by sending a fan email from my author website, just as any stranger would do.


“Hey,” his email read in its entirety. “Loved the book. Mr. K_____ would be proud.” (Mr. K_____ was a beloved English teacher.) “You up for a beer sometime?”


“I’m up for three,” I emailed back. “Or forty-­three. Just name the place.”


The place he named was Doyle’s, an ancient pub in Jamaica Plain, now gone. It was a nostalgic choice. In our twenties, Jeff and I hung out there night after night, shooting the shit. The place had changed over the years. It was bigger and brighter now, more of a family restaurant than the grungy, patinaed old pub I remembered. But the long bar was still the same, and the ornate Victorian mirror behind the bartender.


When I arrived, Jeff was waiting at the bar. His hair was gray, and his face was fuller and more deeply lined than I had expected, but when he saw me and stood up, grinning, he became my old friend again.


“It’s the famous author, Philip Solomon,” he teased. “What an honor.” And we hugged in the clumsy, equivocal way men do.


For the next couple of hours, we drank and bantered as we always had. We picked up our conversation after twenty-­odd years as if we had just seen each other the day before. I am a shy man, and I was particularly quiet during that hard time, but this night I yammered like a fool and I laughed harder than I had in a long time.


It was late, around midnight, when Jeff finally mentioned his mother’s case and the forty years of misery that followed. We had moved from the bar to a booth by then. His voice was low and confidential.


“You heard about my dad?”


“No.”


“He has Alzheimer’s.”


“Whoa. I’m sorry.”


“Convenient, isn’t it?”


“That’s not how most people think of it.”


“He gets to forget. Or pretend to.”


“You think he’s pretending?”


“I don’t know. Haven’t seen him. I get my information from Miranda.”


Miranda is Jeff’s little sister, younger by a year and a half.


“Miranda talks to him?”


“She’s taking care of him.”


I made a face: Really?


“She wants me to go see him. Before it’s too late.”


“So go. What’s the difference?”


“I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction.”


“He has Alzheimer’s. He won’t remember anyway.”


“That’s what Mimi says. She says it’s gone on long enough.” He put on a mocking tone: “I’m lost in the maze of hate.”


“The maze of hate? That’s a thing?”


“Don’t even—­I can’t.” He shook his head. “Miranda.”


“It’s a good name for a band, Maze of Hate.”


“She says when I hate him, I’m only hurting myself.”


“That could actually be true.”


“Maybe. Doesn’t mean I’m gonna stop.”


“Attaboy. You stay in that maze of hate. Great decision.”


“You should call her, Phil. She’d love to hear from you.”


“Miranda? Nah. Well, maybe. I dunno.”


“Don’t worry, I won’t tell your wife.”


“That’s very considerate, thank you.”


He gave me a dopey drunk grin. “Maybe it’ll give you something to write about.”


Some background:


Jeff’s mom, Jane Larkin, disappeared on November 12, 1975. It was only a couple of months after Jeff and I started school, but I did meet Mrs. Larkin a few times. Looking back now, she does not seem to have left much of an impression on me. I don’t have compelling memories or revealing personal anecdotes about her that I can share with you. Probably, to my twelve-­year-­old self, she was like any other mom. Certainly there was nothing about her to suggest she was about to become a sort of celebrity, the Woman Who Vanished.


But after her disappearance, a celebrity she was. In the fall of ’75, believe me, if you lived in Boston, you knew who Jane Larkin was. The local media feasted on the story, particularly in the first few weeks after her disappearance. It is that shower of news updates, not Mrs. Larkin herself, that I remember best.


One photograph in particular sticks in my memory. It was a staple of the news stories. I presume the picture was provided by her husband when Mrs. Larkin first went missing. It was a formal portrait. Her body was angled, left shoulder forward, and she looked directly into the camera, as if she had just heard you come into the room and turned to look at you. The corners of her mouth were teased upward, her lips slightly parted, an expression that was not quite a smile. I see now, forty years later, that there was a sexy quality to this pose. That is why the newspapers liked it: that little smile was a come-­on. Jane Larkin was only thirty-­nine when she disappeared, and her attractiveness was an essential part of the story’s allure. It was a hammer that people could use to bash her husband when he became a suspect: How could a man with such a beautiful wife dare to want more? How could he presume to feel unsatisfied? Who did he think he was?


A few days after my dinner with Jeff, I did go visit his sister, Miranda. And, yes, I did tell my wife, though I described Miranda only as an “old friend,” a bit of husbandly understatement.


The truth is, when we were kids I had a devastating crush on Miranda Larkin. She was absurdly pretty. And somehow catastrophe only made her lovelier, left her with an irresistible brooding, damaged quality. She was two grades behind us in school but years ahead, one of those weirdly mature kids—­a grown-­up trapped in a teenage body. Brainy, a little actressy, unfathomably well-­read. I remember once, when she discovered I was a reader, she asked me, “Have you read the Russians?” I was probably fourteen. I was not sure who the Russians were. It seemed to me there were a lot of Russians. My taste ran more to Alistair MacLean, Irwin Shaw, Robert Ludlum, Leon Uris—­airport stuff. Suffice it to say, I have always been a little in awe of Miranda’s intellect. (And I have secretly dreaded her opinion of my novels.)


Miranda was also an artist, though it was never clear what kind. It seemed she could do anything. She played guitar. She wrote—­stories, poems, even a novel while still in high school. She painted—­landscapes, still lifes, abstracts, rarely people. She never worked at any of these things for long. She fluttered from one to the next like a bird in a tree, testing one branch after another. But she always struck me as the real thing, a truly creative temperament. I am not an especially creative person myself—­more of a plodder, a grinder, a mechanic—­so I have always envied Miranda’s instinctive, effortless creativity.


I lost touch with her around the time Jeff left for San Francisco, where he spent most of his twenties; he was the necessary link between us. So after a lapse of twenty-­five years or so, I had to google “Miranda Larkin” to find out what she was actually doing. It turned out she was working as a photographer and a painter.


Her studio was located in a converted factory in Waltham. Outside, the building looked desolate, the sort of abandoned red-­brick mill that you find all over New England. But inside, the place was teeming with activity. The lobby directory listed several painters and photographers, a sculptor, a metalworking shop.


Miranda’s studio was a single high-­ceilinged room on the top floor, bright with sunlight from enormous multipaned windows. Don’t imagine anything romantic or picturesque, though. The studio was more like a hoarder’s attic. There was not much furniture: a battered oak desk with an enormous computer, a large worktable, one stool. And everywhere stacks of paper, mostly magazines and catalogues, a few books.


Standing amid all this mess was Miranda. She wore jeans and a baggy sweater. Her hair was gathered loosely in a topknot.


“Oh my,” she said. “Phil, you look exactly the same.”


“You do too.”


It was not true. She was still lovely, but there was an austerity about her appearance now. She had gotten very thin—­too thin, I thought, for the girl I remembered. No makeup, no jewelry. You could still see the beautiful woman under all that Pilgrim plainness, you couldn’t help seeing her—­high cheekbones, clear eyes, white teeth—­but she seemed dulled, reduced, drawn. As a kid, she was radiant; not anymore.


I shouldn’t have been surprised, of course; she had simply gotten older, and the work of caring for her father must have been exhausting. It was just that, during the long lapse between visits, Miranda Larkin had never aged a single day in my memory. In my mind’s eye, she had always been sixteen years old (though she was actually older the last time I saw her). For a moment, but only for a moment, I even regretted seeing her and spoiling that vivid, precious memory.


She came over to give me a warm hug, just as her brother had. “My goodness, I’m happy to see you. I’ve missed you.”


I nodded. Like a lot of writers, I think, I am more reticent in person than I am in my writing. So I could not quite bring myself to say, as any normal person would, I’ve missed you too. What I said instead, keeping the conversation comfortably on the surface of things, was “I love your pictures. Is it okay if I look?”


I browsed the artwork that was around. There were maybe a dozen photographs—­mostly black-­and-­white street scenes—­but the more interesting ones were unframed canvases, which were propped against the wall. These I loved.


“Miranda, these are just—­wow.”


The pictures mixed Miranda’s own photographs and painting with clippings she had found—­magazine ads, news photos, headlines—­in mixed-­media compositions. I don’t want to claim too much for Miranda’s art; this sort of Rauschenberg-­style collage is pretty familiar by now, and of course it is hard to be objective about the work of a friend. But to me there was something fresh and alive about it. The arrangements were built around one or two of her own photos at the center, usually black-­and-­white, usually of people standing on the street. The subjects seemed to have been photographed without their knowledge. Their faces were hidden by slashes of paint or other clippings: swatches of fabric or newsprint, or little pastiches of old master paintings. They were not just decorative collages; they were portraits.


“Miranda, I’m speechless. They’re stunning. Really, really beautiful.”


“Thank you.”


“I want one. How much are they?”


She shrugged.


“More than a car?”


“What kind of car?”


“Ouch, never mind.”


“Well, they last longer than a car, so …”


“How do you get these pictures of people? Don’t they mind?”


“I don’t know. I’ve never asked.”


“They don’t know you’re there?”


“No.”


“How is that possible? Do you hide in mailboxes? Or behind a tree?”


“I don’t hide. I have a little trick.” She got a strange bulky box-­shaped camera from her desk. “This is my secret. It’s a Hasselblad. Do you know these cameras?”


“No.”


“Come look.” She stood close and flipped open a little frame at the top. “This is the viewer. You hold the camera at your waist or your chest, like this, and you look down into it. So all you do is, you don’t face in the direction you’re photographing. I look down into the camera but I point it sideways, so the person I’m taking a picture of doesn’t know what I’m up to.”


“That’s it?”


“That’s it.”


“It’s not fair, tricking people like that.”


“Who said life is fair? Here, can I take your picture? For old times’ sake?”


“Absolutely not. You’ll put me in one of your paintings and I’ll wind up hanging in some dentist’s office.”


“I promise, I won’t.”


“Forget it. And I’m not falling for your little camera trick, either.”


“Fine.” She folded up the viewer on her Hasselblad and returned it to the desk. “Here, sit. You want anything? Coffee?”


“No, thanks.”


“Good. I don’t have any.”


She patted the stool, gesturing me over.


On the belly of her right arm, I glimpsed her old tattoo, which I had forgotten. In small letters, now a little blurry, it read Omnia mea mecum porto, Latin for “All that is mine I carry with me.” She got this tattoo when we were just out of college, in the mid-­1980s, when she was feeling quite lost. This was before the current fad for tattoos had got going, and I hated it at the time, not because I disagreed with the sentiment (I do not) but because I hated to see Miranda deface such a lovely arm. It was like scribbling with a Sharpie on Michelangelo’s David. Now the tattoo struck me as quite modest. It was placed in such a way that only Miranda herself could read it comfortably: on the underside of her arm, in a single line of letters running from the middle of the forearm up to her elbow. It was like a little note that Miranda had written there just for herself.


She sat on her desk facing me.


“I was sorry to hear about your father.”


“Were you really?”


“Well, no. I was sorry for you. Jeff said you’re taking care of him.”


“I am. It’s complicated.”


“I bet.”


“Are you still writing, Phil? Where’s the new book?”


“It’s complicated.”


“Why? Tell me.”


“Nothing to write about.”


“There’s a whole world to write about.”


“Meh. The world is such a mess right now. The whole novel thing—­it feels trivial, telling little stories when everything is falling apart.”


“Everything is always falling apart. We still need art.”


“I know. It’s just, I want to write something real, something complicated.”


“So do it. Write something real. Write something complicated.” She gave me a weary, mischievous smile. “Maybe I can help.”


It was Miranda who first discovered her mother’s absence, on Wednesday, November 12, 1975. She was about to turn eleven years old, a fifth grader. No shadow had fallen over her then. She was a curly-­blond pixie, the sort of bright-­faced child adults are drawn to.


She walked home from school that day carrying in her arms a bulging three-­ring binder, a bulky math textbook, and a paperback novel, Sounder. She wore her favorite teal miniskirt and the bone-­white ribbed turtleneck that went with it, her “school clothes.”


She went to the back door of her house and, clutching her books against her chest, she twisted to press the doorbell. No answer. Someone was always home to meet Miranda, usually her mother, but that day the house was dark.


She put her books neatly on the stoop, then tested the doorknob. Locked.


She fetched the spare key from the garage, where it was hidden in an empty flowerpot, unlocked the door, and immediately returned the key to its hiding place, as she had been taught to do.


Inside, she called, “I’m home!” When there was no answer, she went to the foot of the staircase and aimed her voice up toward the second floor: “I’m hooome!” Still no answer.


She wandered through the first floor, up the stairs, checked every room. She called out, “Mom! Mom!” for a while, but the house was empty.


It did not occur to her to be frightened. Mom’s pocketbook was in the front hall. She had probably just run out for a moment. Far from panicking, Miranda felt a little thrill of independence at having the house all to herself. She could not remember ever being left completely alone like this.


She took three Oreos from the kitchen, turned on the little black-­and-­white TV in the first-­floor den, and settled in contentedly to watch The Mike Douglas Show. The Jackson 5 was on the show that day (Miranda would always remember this detail) and she luxuriated in the fact that Alex and Jeff were not there to change the channel to The Three Stooges or some stupid cartoon.


At four, when Mike Douglas ended, she turned off the TV and drifted around the house. In the quiet, it was easier to notice the house itself. Empty, it was not Miranda’s home; it was just a building that, for now, her family happened to occupy. The house was eighty years old, very boxy and plain, with four flat, featureless sides, unlike the many grander wedding-­cake Victorians in the neighborhood. Every surface had the patina of years, of human touch—­the dark wood, the tarnished brass hinges and knobs, the wavy horsehair-­plaster walls. The very age of the house prompted a troubling idea: Other families had lived here, had passed through the house. Other children had stood on these same chipped, creaking bird’s-­eye maple floors. And other families would occupy it after the Larkins were gone too.


The empty house made little breathing noises. The radiators knocked as they filled with steam, the pipes creaked inside the walls as they expanded and contracted, the boiler thunked on and off in the basement.


She shuffled into her parents’ bedroom, crossing the usual borders. On Dad’s night table there were only three objects, a Sony digital clock with little hinged cards that flipped to show the time, a copy of Newsweek, and a Horatio Hornblower novel with a sailing ship on the cover. Miranda opened the night table drawer, peered at the few neatly arranged things inside: a small box of Kleenex, a tube of cream, a few magazines turned facedown. Miranda turned the top magazine over. It was Penthouse. The glossy cover showed a woman in soft focus with her naked back to the camera. The model looked over her shoulder with a blank expression. Miranda studied the magazine cover, wishing she hadn’t seen it, then replaced it precisely and closed the drawer.


In a high chest where Dad kept his clothes, there were stacks of dry-­cleaned shirts, all folded and wrapped in plastic bags. She opened his closet, where business suits were arrayed neatly on matching wood hangers, grouped into blue suits and gray suits. His wingtip shoes were lined up on the floor, cedar shoe trees in all of them, black shoes and brown shoes and oxblood shoes.


On her mother’s dresser was a wedding photo from seventeen years before, Dad in a short haircut, Mom in her white gown, hair piled high on her head like a top hat, both of them smiling. Miranda opened her mother’s jewelry box, looked inside it. On a silver tray were coins, mascara, lipstick, a small tub of blush, and an irresistibly soft makeup brush. A Mason Pearson hairbrush with Mom’s hair snarled in the bristles. An open pack of Larks (red with silver foil) and a ceramic ashtray filled with cigarette butts marked by her lipstick. Miranda swirled the makeup brush on her cheeks, nose, and forehead to feel its sensuous bloom of soft bristles.


By 4:30 daylight was faltering, the house became gloomy, and Miranda got very worried very quickly.


She considered calling her father at work. His office number was in the kitchen, in the address book. But Miranda had never called his office before and she was too shy to try it now. Who would answer the phone? How would she ask for her dad, what would she call him? “Mr. Larkin”? “Dan”? Anyway, he was at work, and Miranda understood, without ever having been told, that she was not to disturb him during the workday. Mom and the three children regarded Dan Larkin’s work with reverence. The Law—­that was what her mother called it—­was demanding, abstruse, noble. No one in the family ever spoke cynically about it, except Dan himself.


There was no trusted neighbor or friend Miranda felt comfortable calling, either. Her parents had few friends, and none of those adults penetrated the Larkins’ circle.


There was Grandma Lil, but she would surely overreact and rush right over in a flutter, when the truth was Miranda did not even know whether there was a problem.


There was Grandma Mildred, too, but that was much too scary an option.


So she waited. What else could she do? In the deepening gloom, Miranda turned on a single lamp in the little den on the first floor, and in the shelter of that warm light, she read Sounder, determined not to look up from her book until her mother got home. She was a good reader, but that day it was difficult. In the back of her mind, an idea tugged at her attention—­as sometimes a stray thought will distract you from a book—­that it was possible her mother would never come home again.


Forty years or so later, when Miranda described this part of the story, in her cluttered studio, she paused here.


“Isn’t that weird? Why would I think my mother was gone forever? It’s like I already knew.”


“I don’t know. Maybe it’s natural for a kid to think the worst.”


Miranda accepted this and went on with the story: Jeff’s return home from school, carrying his crimson football jersey with the shoulder pads inside so that it resembled a torso. Then Alex, towering over the two younger kids, reassuring them it was probably nothing. Dan’s return home from work to discover his wife missing, the kids alone, no dinner on the table. The increasingly frantic phone calls to friends and, later, to the police, who refused to investigate that night because Jane could not be considered missing until she had been gone for forty-­eight hours. Miranda lying in bed in a low panic, listening to her father’s voice on the phone downstairs, frightened by his tone even when she could not make out the words, yearning for her mother to come lie beside her.


She told me, “I thought it was my fault. I thought I did something to make her go. That’s how I knew she wasn’t coming back.”


“What could you have done?”


“I don’t know. It makes no sense. But I still think it sometimes.”


The next morning, Miranda woke up early. The light in the house was dim, foggy. It was Thursday, a school day, but everything was wrong. It did not feel like a Thursday. It did not feel like any day at all. The day had come unmoored from the calendar.


There were voices speaking in the kitchen but they were all men’s voices.


Miranda sensed right away that her mother had not come back. If she had, Mom would have come straight to her, to her room, to her bedside. Miranda was almost sure of it.


She had to pee but could not take the time. Barefoot, wearing her pink-­striped Lanz flannel nightgown, she made her way down the stairs.


Three people were in the kitchen, framed in the doorway: Dad, wearing the previous day’s starched blue dress shirt, uncharacteristically wrinkled and untucked; Alex; and a third man whom she had never seen before.


This third man might have been very handsome—­he had square features and an appealing, level way of looking at you—­but his face was marred by a large port-­wine stain on the right side of his forehead. Miranda had never seen a face marked this way, and the surprise of the man’s appearance, compounded with the off-­kilter atmosphere in the house, left the little girl gaping.


Her father stepped forward to say, “Mom hasn’t come home yet. We don’t know anything. We’re still waiting.”


“But where is she?”


“I’m sorry, sweetie, we just don’t know. That’s all I can tell you.”


Miranda absorbed the news and, with a quivery feeling, she stood frozen.


“This is Detective Glover. He’s a policeman. He’s going to help us.”


The man gave her a half-­hearted smile.


Her dad made no move toward her, to hug her as she yearned for him to do, so she turned and floated back up the stairs.


In her parents’ bedroom, the Big Bed was rumpled but the sheets were still tucked in. Dad must have spent the night on top of the covers. On her mother’s side of the bed, Miranda tugged the sheet open and climbed in. She snuggled down in the little hollow that Mom’s body had impressed into the mattress, laid her head on the flat pillow Mom used, felt Mom’s presence still on the sheets, her smell. She did not cry; it was not clear yet that a tragedy had occurred. She just lay there, luxuriating in her mother’s lingering, ghostly companionship in the bed.


After a while, Jeff came upstairs to check on her. He was already dressed, in jeans and a T-­shirt. Jeff was twelve and a half, and something had happened to him recently, a quickening in his body. Miranda thought he seemed suddenly much older than she was. The eighteen-­month gap between them seemed to have widened. He was becoming a junior adult like Alex, leaving Miranda alone in little-­kidhood.


“Hey, Mimi.”


“You need to brush your hair.”


“Yeah?”


“You look like the wild man of Borneo.”


This was her mother’s phrase. The kids had no idea where Borneo was or who was its wild man, but apparently he had messy hair.


“You okay, Mimi?”


“No.”


He sat down on the floor beside the bed, knees up, back against the wall. “It’s gonna be okay.”


“Who’s that guy downstairs?”


“He’s a cop.”


“Duh. I mean, what’s he doing here?”


“Dad made the cops send someone.”


“Why?”


“Cuz he’s worried about Mom. Duh.”


“You shouldn’t call them cops. I don’t think they like it.”


“They don’t care. They call each other cops, I think.”


“What’s that thing on his face?”


“It’s just a birthmark. He can’t help it.”


“It looks weird.”


“You look weird.”


She smiled. “Where’s Mom?”


“They don’t know.”


“Where do you think she is?”


“How should I know?”


“They must think something bad happened. That’s why there’s a cop here.”


“No, Mimi. You shouldn’t think like that. You’ll make yourself sad. We need to stay cool.”


“Stay cool.”


“That’s right. Stay cool.”


“What if she had a car accident and she’s out there somewhere waiting for us to come get her?”


“She’s not. They checked all the hospitals and all the police departments. There weren’t any accidents.”


“Maybe she’s hurt.”


“Maybe. We just have to wait, Mimi.”


“Maybe she’s dead.” Miranda grinned then covered her mouth, surprised at the weirdness of her own reaction, and buried her face in the pillow.


But Jeff laughed too. “She’s not dead, you idiot. Why would she be dead?”


They waited a moment, listening for a sign that the adults in the kitchen, Dad and this weird-­looking cop, had heard their inappropriate laughter.


“Maybe she just went away.”


“Went away where?”


“I don’t know.”


“Why would she go away, Mimi?”


“I don’t know. Maybe she was sad.”


“Sad?” His tone became quite certain: “Mom wasn’t sad.”


“Maybe she had a boyfriend and they ran away.”


“A boyfriend! What?”


“Yeah. Only, if she had a boyfriend and she ran away with him, she’d take us with her, wouldn’t she?”


“No! Miranda, if you have a boyfriend, you don’t want your kids around. You go off to, like, a hotel or something.”


Miranda knew he was talking about sex and she could not bear to look at him. She knew what sex was, in a general way, but she did not like to talk about it, certainly not with her brother, and she certainly did not like to think of her mother doing it.


“Are they going to get a divorce?”


“I don’t think so.”


“How do you know?”


“Cuz they never fight.”


“Oh.” A pause. “What if she doesn’t come back?”


“She’s coming back.”


“But if she doesn’t. Will they still be married?”


“She’s coming back, Miranda.”


“Okay, but what if she doesn’t?”


“Why wouldn’t she come back?”


“Cuz maybe she doesn’t want to.”


“Of course she wants to!”


“You don’t know. Maybe she doesn’t want to be with Dad anymore.”


“Well, she’d still come back to be with us.”


“Maybe not. If she wanted to be with us, she wouldn’t have run away.”


“If she doesn’t want to come back? I don’t know. I guess they’ll get divorced. It’s okay, though. Lots of people get divorced.”


“What would happen to us?”


“We’d go live with Mom, I guess.”


“Why not Dad?”


“It’s just not the way it works.”


“Where would we live?”


“I don’t know where! None of this is going to happen, Mimi. She’s coming back, they’re not getting divorced, there’s nothing wrong. You just have to wait. Be cool. Be. Cool.”


“What if she doesn’t want to be our mom anymore?”


Jeff growled at her.


Miranda nuzzled her face into the pillow, thought about it. “Do we still have to go to school?”


“I’m going. I don’t know about you.”


“Do I have to?”


“Yeah. You’re not sick.”


“Maybe Dad will let me stay home.”


“He won’t. You have to go. You’re not sick.”


“If I go, what do I tell people about Mom?”


“Nothing. It’s none of their business.”


“None of their beeswax.”


“That’s right. I don’t think we should tell anyone. It’s none of their beeswax. Okay?”


“Okay.”


“Really, Miranda. You have to promise, okay? It’s embarrassing.”


“Okay, I promise.”


Jeff squinted at her, then decided to trust her. “Okay, good. I promise too.”


Jeff did go to school that day, and the next day, Friday, as well. His behavior was normal in every way. He even played in his football game after school on Friday afternoon. I saw Jeff in school both days, and I did not have any idea his mom had gone missing until Saturday morning, when there was a story about it in the Herald American, which my own mother noticed. When I came down to breakfast Saturday, she held up the paper, showed me the story. “Isn’t this your friend’s mother?”


A few days after my conversation with Miranda at her studio, I called Tom Glover, the lead detective on the case back in 1975—­the man with the port-­wine stain above his right eye. I was having a hard time shaking the idea of this book. I doubted the story was rich enough to hold my interest (and yours), but the idea was worth a little digging, certainly.


I did not know Detective Glover. Before I became a novelist, I worked for a few years as an assistant DA in Middlesex County, which includes the city of Newton, but I had never handled a case of his or even met him. I knew he had retired from the force several years earlier, with the rank of lieutenant. Some of my old friends who had known Glover remembered him as smart, prickly, reserved. Not a bad guy, exactly, but then no one had his phone number, either. Still, I expected he would be happy to talk with me about the Larkin case.


He was not. When I called, he turned me down flat. “That’s still an open investigation,” he said. He made an insincere apology and, while he did not hang up on me, he made it clear he had no interest in prolonging our phone call. The whole conversation lasted only a minute or two.


Now, I am not so presumptuous as to think everyone should be eager to talk to me when I call for my novel research, but in fact most people are. It is flattering to be told that your life is the stuff of novels. Cops in particular have always been happy to talk. Maybe it helps that I used to be a prosecutor and that I am generally referred to them by another prosecutor or a cop. I am on the right team, at least I used to be. Whatever the reason, cops have always been receptive to my questions.


Glover’s excuse was also ridiculous. The Jane Larkin case was ice cold. Talking to me could not possibly endanger the investigation. There was no investigation, just a bunch of forgotten old file folders in a storage unit somewhere.


I called Miranda to report all this. Evidently there was some frustration in my voice because she said, “Don’t be mad at him. He doesn’t mean to piss people off. Let me talk to him.”


“You think he’s going to talk just because you tell him to?”


“I know he will.”


And Miranda was right. After she called Detective Glover, he did agree to meet. He was not especially enthusiastic about it, but he allowed me to come to his home, a little Cape-­style house in Burlington, north of Boston.


We spoke in the living room. There was a small brick fireplace. On the mantel was an old picture of Glover’s father in a Cambridge Police uniform. He looked like a thicker, coarser version of the man standing beside me, the raw material that had been refined in the next generation.


Glover himself was handsome, just as Miranda had described him, though he was now seventy-­one years old. I could see how as an eleven-­year-­old girl she might have been awed by him. He had a guarded, diffident, watchful sort of manner, like a very smart, shy child.


About the port-­wine stain, which Miranda had described several times and which I had prepared myself to ignore: In the actual event, I could not help being distracted by it at first. It lay on his forehead like a thought, and, watching him, I had the uncomfortable sense of his nakedness, as if what lay exposed was a private part of himself that ought to be hidden. Its color was not as lurid as Miranda had described. The stain was not the strawberry red that she remembered, but a darker nut-­brown, not all that different from the surrounding skin. It is possible the stain had a brighter appearance when Miranda met the detective in November of ’75, when Glover was thirty-­one years old. Or maybe she simply saw it with a child’s eye and could not help being fascinated by it. Because of the way it was placed on the right side of his forehead, as he turned his head, it created a two-­faced, Janus-­like impression. His left side in profile was unmarked and strikingly handsome; his right side in profile was an entirely different face, dominated by the stain. I will say no more about it. Now that I know Tom Glover—­I would even call him a friend—­I understand that he would hate to be defined by it.


I want to get off the subject, as well, because as a writer I hate that port-­wine stain. It is a clumsy, ridiculous device and, believe me, I’m embarrassed by it. I would no sooner give one of my fictional characters a port-­wine stain to suggest some mysterious inner torment than I would give him enormous ears to show that he is a good listener. But the truth is Tom Glover did (and still does) have that port-­wine stain, and I am determined to report this story exactly as I found it, so let’s leave the damn thing on his forehead and move on.


That afternoon—­Thursday, November 13, 1975, the day after Jane Larkin vanished—­Glover was waiting in an unmarked car a half block from the Larkins’ house when Miranda walked by, on her way home from school. In the rearview mirror on the driver’s door, he watched the little girl shuffle ­toward him on the opposite side of the street. She moved slowly, head down, scuffing her feet, cradling her books and lunchbox.


Detective Glover had not been waiting for Miranda. He had been watching the house, or rather watching Dan Larkin, for nearly six hours now. He mistrusted Dan from the start. That morning Larkin had behaved in every way as a distressed husband might. He was worried sick about his wife; he said so several times. He would stay home from work all day in case she called. He asked Glover if it would help to call in the state police or even the feds; he had the connections, Glover only had to say the word. But there was something about Larkin’s performance—­wooden, self-­conscious, calculating, meticulous—­that ignited Glover’s suspicion. It was possible, of course, that the guy just had a stiff manner, but Glover could not help doubting him. All that playacting.


What Larkin wanted, perhaps, was to establish for the record that he had reacted appropriately, and that was why he had demanded the police send someone so quickly: he wanted an audience to witness his distress. Later, if the case came to trial, Detective Glover could be called to testify to the whole show: the panic, the pacing, the fruitless phone calls to friends. It was a pitiless, cynical impression, even for a cop, and Glover did not entirely trust it. So all morning and afternoon he watched. He watched to see if Larkin really meant to stay home and wait for his wife’s call, or if in fact he knew the call was not coming. He watched simply to see what Larkin would do next. He watched, in the end, because he did not know what else to do. There was no clear evidence that a crime had been committed and no leads to follow if one had been. Without more, until forty-­eight hours passed, Jane Larkin’s disappearance would not be a police matter at all, even as a (noncriminal) missing-­person case.


The truth was Glover enjoyed surveillance. At least if he could be alone like this. There was something peaceful in watching, motionless and silent, hidden, like an owl in a tree. A lot of detective work, it turned out, amounted to no more than being watchful, and his whole life had prepared him for it. To be acutely self-­conscious is, equally, to be acutely other-­conscious—­to observe people and note their reactions, to watch them watching you.


That morning Miranda had been too shy to speak with him, and Glover considered letting her walk past now, but the little girl recognized him and stopped. There was no more than ten feet between them as he looked through the open car window. She was looking at the unmarked side of his face, but Glover could see her thinking, remembering the stain, painting it onto him.


He allowed her a moment to work through her thoughts.


“She didn’t come home, did she?”


“No. I’m sorry.”


The girl’s eyes dropped and she stood there, frozen.


“We’ll find her,” he said. He did not believe this, at least he was not sure of it, but it seemed like the kind of thing one ought to say to a child. “You want to talk about it?”


The girl managed to shake her head, eyes fixed on her own toes.


“Are you okay?”


No response.


“You want a ride home?”


“I’m not allowed to take rides from strangers.”


“I’m not a stranger, I’m a policeman.”


“It’s the same thing.”


“True.”


A beat.


“I don’t want to go home anyway.”


“Why not? Your dad’s there.”


“I don’t want my dad!”


And with that, after nearly twenty-­four hours of waiting, it was all finally too much for Miranda. She fought to contain her emotions for a moment, and there were a few sniffles. Then she surrendered. Her books slipped out of her arms and cluttered around her feet, and all at once the little girl was sobbing so extravagantly, so unapologetically—­her shoulders bouncing and shrugging, her breath coming in wet gasps—­that Glover was awed by her lack of inhibition.


Glover, poor childless Tom Glover, had no idea how to respond. He stared at her a moment, wondering at her capacity for release. He wished she were a boy; then he would have some idea how to talk to her and shut this whole thing down. He looked around to see if anyone else was nearby, but there was no one. Finally, diligently—­what choice did he have?—­he forced himself out of the car and quick-­marched across to her. He said, “Shh, shh,” and put his hand on her head, testing it first with his palm as you would tap on a stove to see if it was hot. When that did not work, he knelt beside her, and Miranda abruptly threw herself against his shoulder and tossed her arms around his neck and went right on sobbing, so that he hardly had any choice but to wrap his arms loosely around her, and when she tightened her grip, he returned a cautious squeeze, and for the first time the gravity of what was happening to these kids sunk into Glover, and it became more than an idea, a case to be solved. They stayed like that for a few seconds. Glover was startled by his own emotion as much as Miranda’s. He was pierced. He resolved not to move until the little girl released him.


When she finally unclinched her arms, his shoulder was wet with tears and snot, and he understood that he—­his shoulder, his awkward, inexpert touch—­had somehow comforted this child. The strange emotion was sinking away, and he struggled to name it before it vanished. Not pity, not protectiveness, not love. It was a kind of covenant between them.


“Here,” he said, “let’s pick up your books.”


“I don’t care about my books.”


“Well, I can pick them up for you.”


He collected them, arranged them, and offered them to her.


“I don’t want them.”


“No? Okay. So, um, why don’t—­I can carry them home for you.”


“I don’t want to go home. I want my mother.”


“We can go see if she came home.”


“You know she didn’t. You already said so.”


“Well, maybe she called, maybe there’s news. Your father will know.”


“You’re just trying to get rid of me.”


“I am not trying to get rid of you. Why would I want to get rid of you?”


“I’m not a little kid. You don’t have to talk to me like that.” She refused to look at him.


“Okay. We could go sit by the lake. You want to go sit by the lake? We can just hang out until you’re ready to go home.” This was Crystal Lake, a block away.


“I’ll never be ready.”


“Well, then I guess we’ll just sit there all winter.”


He had not meant it as a joke and he did not see anything funny in it, but the little girl laughed, so Glover did too.


He left the books in his unmarked Ford, and together they walked to a shady slope beside the lake. They sat down on a wood-­slatted bench there, Miranda to the detective’s right, the same side she had chosen to walk beside him. He thought she must be choosing this side because she was curious about the port-­wine stain, but she was not stealing any glances at it. It occurred to him that she took this side to put him at ease, to show him that she was not fazed by it, that he needn’t be self-­conscious. He liked her so much for this gesture that he immediately convinced himself that it was impossible, she had not done it at all. It was just a coincidence that she had chosen to sit on his right side, because children are not so kind and neither, generally, are adults.


“Do you want to talk about it?” he said.


“No.”


“Do you want to talk about anything?”


“No.”


They sat there in silence for a long time, or what felt to Detective Glover like a long time.


“What’s your name?”


“Detective Glover.”


“No, your real name.”


“It’s Tom.”


“Tom. Do you like being a detective, Tom?”


“Not really.”


“Why not?”


“I don’t know. I suppose it’s because I meet a lot of unhappy people.”


“Like me?”


“Like you.”


“You meet happy people, too, don’t you?”


“Not many. Happy people don’t call the police a whole lot.”


“How do you get that job?”


“Well, you start by being a police officer, the kind that wears a blue uniform.”


“Did you wear a blue uniform?”


“Yes. I used to.”


“Why blue? Why not green?”


“I don’t really know. I guess people just like policemen to wear blue. I used to wear a green uniform, in the army. I’ve worn lots of uniforms.”


“But now you don’t.”


“Now I don’t. Not anymore. I wish I did. It’s easier. You don’t have to think about what to wear.”


“Can you find my mom?”


He looked down at her. “Yes.”


“Do you know why she ran away?”


“What makes you think she ran away?”


“Because she left.”


Glover nodded. He looked out at the lake, not at the girl. He waited for her to speak.


“Do people ever just leave like that?”


“Sometimes.”


“And then they come back?”


“Sometimes.”


They watched a duck capsize itself to snap at something under the surface.


“Why do they leave?”


“I don’t know. Lots of reasons, I guess. What makes you think your mother would run away?”


“I don’t know.”


“Did she fight with your dad?”


“Sometimes, I guess. Everybody fights.”


“What did they fight about?”


“They didn’t, like, fight fight. Just regular fighting.”


“Well, like what would be an example of them fighting?”


“I don’t know. Don’t you ever fight with people?”


“Sure. Did they have a fight recently?”


“No.”


“Maybe about money?”


“No.”


“About something else?”


“No.”


“Maybe about something your father did?”


“No. There was no fight. I told you.”


“Did you ever see them do worse than arguing?”


“Worse like what? I don’t get it.”


“Did your mom ever get hurt? Bruises, black eyes, anything like that?”


“You mean, by my dad?”


“Yeah.”


“No!”


“Your dad never hit your mom? Or pushed her?”


“No! Never.”


“Threatened her?”


“No.”


“You’d tell me if he did?”


“Yes.”


He leaned back, folded his arms, stretched out his legs, and crossed them at the ankles. “Did you see your dad yesterday morning before you left for school?”


“I see him every morning.”


“Was there anything unusual about him? How he looked, how he acted?”


“No. He was happy.”


“He wasn’t angry or nervous or anything?”


“He was just normal.”


“What was he wearing?”


“A suit.”


“What color, do you remember?”


“Gray.”


“You remember his shirt?”


“Yeah.”


“What color was it?”


“Blue. Light blue. With a white collar.”


“That’s pretty good. How do you remember that?”


“When he comes down for breakfast, he always does the same thing. He hangs his coat over the top of the kitchen door, and when he sits down, he flips his necktie over his shoulder like a scarf so it won’t get dirty.”


“He must have been eating something messy.”


“No, just a muffin.”


“That can be messy, can’t it?”


“No. He used a fork and knife.”


“Why would he eat a muffin with a fork and knife?”


“He always does. He says it’s greasy. He doesn’t like to get grease on his fingers.”


“Hm. Okay. But you remember him wearing that shirt specifically?”


“Yes. It’s my favorite. It has little holes in the collar for a clip that he wears.”


“You have a good memory. How about the tie, do you remember that too?”


“Yeah. It was red with, like, decorations.”


“Decorations?”


“You know, a pattern.” She pronounced it patterin. “Like little flowers, kind of.”


“Have you seen that tie before?”


“All the time.”


“But he has other red ties too?”


“Yeah.”


“But you know the specific red tie you mean?”


“Yeah.”


“Would you recognize it again if you saw it?”


“Yeah.”


“Did he have any marks on him yesterday morning, scratches or bruises or cuts, anything like that?”


“No, I don’t think so.”


“But you’re not sure?”


“I don’t remember any.”


“On his neck?”


“I don’t remember.”


“How about your mom? Did she seem scared, upset, agitated?”


“Agitated?”


“You know, weird.”


“No, she was normal too.”


“Does your dad like to garden or work outside?”


“No. Why are you asking me that?”


He smiled down at her gently, like a kind uncle. “No reason. Just making sure you’re still listening.”


“My mom likes to garden sometimes. She plants flowers. But only sometimes. Daddy doesn’t.”


“Okay, this is going to be a weird one. You ready?”


“’Kay.”


“Does your dad keep his car very clean?”


“Pretty clean, I guess. Just regular.”


“Does he take it to the car wash?”


“I don’t think so.”


“Does he wash it himself, in the driveway?”


“No, never.”


“Does he ever have anyone else clean it for him?”


She looked at him. “You think my dad did something to her, don’t you?”


“Why would you say that?”


“All these questions about him.”


“I don’t think anything. I just notice things sometimes. I’m a good noticer. I get the feeling you’re a good noticer too. Is that true?”


“I don’t know. I guess.”


He thought about what the girl might say when she got home. “I don’t think your dad did anything at all, Miranda. I just want to find your mom, that’s all. Okay?”


“Okay.”


“You believe me?”


“Yes.”


Glover paused. He’d gone too far, trusted a child more than he should have. “Is there anything you want to ask me?”


“About what?”


“About anything.”


She made a concentrated face—­lips pursed, brow furrowed. “I don’t know if I can ask this.”


“You can ask me anything.”


“It’s not about my mother.”


“Okay.”


“Did you always have that mark on your face?”


“Yes.”


“How did you get it?”


“I was born with it.”


“So you had it when you were a kid?”


“Yes.”


“Were other kids mean to you?”


“Sometimes.”


“Did you wish you didn’t have it?”


“I did back then, yes.”


“But not now.”


“I don’t think about it anymore. It’s just a part of me. It wouldn’t do any good to wish I didn’t have it, so I don’t waste time thinking about it.”
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