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We can see the people upon all sides,


 But by no one can we be seen;


 The cloud of Adam’s transgression it is


 That prevents them from seeing us.


– Mider to Etain


They did not know her – gods are hard for mortals to recognize.


– Homeric Hymn to Demeter


mystery    n. a secret doctrine;
anything very obscure;
that which is beyond human knowledge to explain;
anything artfully made difficult;
a sacrament;
a miracle play;
a shiftless, drifting girl.







THE MYSTERIES








1. JOE


The strangest memory of my childhood concerns my father’s disappearance.


This is what I remember:


It was late September. I was nine years old, and my sister Heather was seven and a half. Although summer was officially over and we’d been back at school for weeks, the weather continued warm and sunny, fall only the faintest suggestion in the turning of the leaves, and nothing to hint at the long Midwestern winter yet to come. Everybody knew this fine spell couldn’t last, and so on Saturday morning my mother announced we were going to go for a picnic in the country.


My dad drove, as usual. As we left Milwaukee, the globe compass fixed to the dashboard – to me, an object of lasting fascination – said we were heading north-northwest. I don’t know how far we went. In those days, car journeys were always tedious and way too long. But this time, we stopped too soon. Dad pulled over to the side of a country road in the middle of nowhere. There was nothing but empty fields all around. I could see a farmhouse in the distance and some cows grazing in the next field over, but nothing else: no park, no woods, no beach, not even a picnic table.


‘Are we here?’ asked Heather, her voice a whine of disbelief.


‘No, no, not yet,’ said our mom, at the same moment as our dad said, ‘I have to see a man about a horse.’


‘You mean dog,’ Heather said. She giggled. ‘See a man about a dog, not a horse, silly.’


‘This time, it might just be a horse,’ he said, giving her a wink as he got out of the car.


‘You kids stay where you are,’ Mom said sharply. ‘He won’t be long.’


My hand was already on the door handle, pressing down. ‘I have to go, too.’


She sighed. ‘Oh, all right. Not you, Heather. Stay.’


‘Where’s the bathroom?’ Heather asked.


I was already out of the car and the door closed before I could hear her reply.


My father was only a few feet ahead of me, making his way slowly toward the field. He was in no hurry. He even paused and bent down to pick a flower.


A car was coming along the road from the other direction: I saw it glinting in the sun, though it was still far away. The land was surprisingly flat and open around here; a strange place to pick for a comfort stop, without even a tree to hide behind, and if my dad was really so desperate, that wasn’t obvious from his leisurely pace. I trailed along behind, making no effort to catch up, eyes fixed on his familiar figure as he proceeded to walk into the field.


And then, all at once, he wasn’t there.


I blinked and stared, then broke into a run toward the place where I’d last seen him. The only thing I could think of was that he’d fallen, or maybe even thrown himself, into some hidden ditch or hole. But there was no sign of him, or of any possible hiding place when I reached the spot where he’d vanished. The ground was level and unbroken, the grass came up no higher than my knees, and I could see in one terrified glance that I was the only person in the whole wide field.


Behind me, I heard shouting. Looking back, I saw that a second car had pulled off the road beside ours: an open-topped, shiny black antique. This was the car I’d noticed earlier coming along the road from the other direction. My mother had gotten out and was now in agitated conversation with a bearded man in a suit, a woman wearing a floppy hat, and two girls.


My mother called me. With a feeling of heavy dread in my stomach, I went back to the car. Heather was still in the backseat, oblivious to the drama. Seeing me approach, she pressed her face to the window, flattening her nose and distorting her face into a leering, piggy grin. I was too bewildered to respond.


‘Where’s your father, Ian?’


I shook my head and closed my eyes, hoping I would wake up. My mother caught hold of my arms and shook me slightly. ‘What happened? Where did he go? Ian, you must know! What did you see? Did he say anything? You were with him!’


‘I was following right behind him, then he wasn’t there,’ I said flatly.


‘Yes!’ The cry came from the woman in the old-fashioned car. She nodded eagerly. ‘That’s exactly what happened! He just winked out of existence.’ She snapped her fingers in emphasis.


‘I was watching the road, of course,’ said the man, sounding apologetic. I had the feeling he’d said this before. He cleared his throat. ‘So I didn’t exactly see what happened. But I had noticed two figures in the field, a man and a boy, and when I looked again – just after Emma here cried out – there was just the boy.’


My mother’s face settled into an aloof, stubborn expression I had seen before when one of us kids, or my father, was being difficult. It meant that she wasn’t going to waste time on argument.


‘Take me to him, Ian,’ she said. ‘Show me exactly where he was when you lost sight of him.’


I did what she said, although I already knew it was hopeless.


We searched that whole field, over and over again, at first quietly, then, in increasing desperation, calling loudly for ‘Daddy!’ and ‘Joe!’ The people in the other car, the only other witnesses to what had happened, stayed with us to help.


Finally, when it began to get dark, we gave up, driving to the nearest town to report my father missing. Here again the people in the old-fashioned car were helpful: the man was a judge called Arnold Peck, his wife was a Sunday school teacher, both of them well-respected pillars of the local community – even their two solemn, pretty little girls had a reputation for honesty – and so the impossible tale of my father’s disappearance was treated seriously. Search parties were organized, with dogs; a geologist was summoned from the university in Madison to advise on the possibility of hidden underground caves or sinkholes beneath the ordinary-looking ground.


But no trace of my father, or what might have become of him, could be found.


It’s strange, after all these years, how vividly I still recall the events of that day: the heat of the sun on the back of my neck as I plodded around that desolate field; the smell of earth and crushed grass; the low buzz of insects; the particular shape and hue of the little yellow flower that my father stopped and picked before he started his endless journey; the despairing sound of my mother’s voice calling his name.


What’s really strange about it is that none of it actually happened.


My father did disappear – but not like that.


My ‘memory’ came from a book about great unsolved mysteries, which I’d been given as a present for my ninth birthday, just a few months before my father vanished. One of the stories in the book was about David Lang, a farmer from Gallatin, Tennessee, who disappeared while crossing a field near his house in full view of his entire family and two visiting neighbors one bright sunny day in 1880.


How long I believed I’d seen the very same thing happen to my father, I don’t know. At least I seem to have had the good sense not to talk about it to anyone, and eventually the fantasy fell away like a scab from an old cut.


But there’s another twist in this tale of unreliable memory.


More than twenty years later, when I’d gone about as deeply into the subject of mysterious disappearances as it is possible to go, I discovered that the story of David Lang’s disappearance was a complete fiction, probably inspired by a short story by Ambrose Bierce, but certainly with absolutely no basis in fact. It first saw light as a magazine article in 1953, and was picked up and retold in dozens of other places. Although later researchers conclusively proved that there never was a farmer named David Lang in Gallatin, and that everything about him and his mysterious disappearance was made up out of whole cloth, the story still survives, floating around on the Internet, popping up in books dedicated to the unexplained, while other, genuine, disappearances are forgotten.


Although David Lang did not exist, real people vanish every day.


Let me tell you about some of them.





2. LAURA


At the time, it felt more like the end, but looking back, I think this was the beginning:




The body of a woman found in a South London park at the weekend has been identified as that of Linzi Slater, a sixteen-year-old schoolgirl who went missing more than a year ago.





As I read those words on the Guardian’s Web site, a terrible numbness spread through me. I read the opening paragraph again, more slowly, but it was still the same. Linzi Slater was dead.


The old leather office chair creaked as I leaned back, turning my eyes away from the screen. I wasn’t ready for the rest of the sordid details. I stared, unseeing, at the wall of books to my left and heard the sounds of life that filtered into my dusty, cluttered office from the world outside. Laughter and applause from my next-door neighbor’s television, the screech of air brakes from an HGV on the street outside, the more distant rumble and whine of a train approaching the nearby station. Life went on as usual. Of course, I had suspected for some time that Linzi was dead, but suspecting is not the same as knowing.


My throat ached. I found it hard to swallow. I felt sorry for the young girl I’d never known, sorry for her mother, and, more selfishly, sorry for myself. I had failed Linzi and her mother.


The police, it was true, had failed them, too, with less excuse. At least I could say I had tried. The police, with far more resources than I could hope to muster, had preferred to believe Linzi was in little danger. They had decided she was just another runaway. Young people go missing every day, and most of them vanish by choice. They run away from difficulties at home, or they go in pursuit of some barely understood dream. Linzi was sixteen, rebellious, moody, often truant from school. She had been seen last on a winter’s evening within half a mile of her home, leaving a corner shop where she had bought a pack of cigarettes. After that, nothing, until a few days ago, when an unlucky dog walker had stumbled across a decomposing body under a bush in Sydenham Hill Woods nature reserve.


I’d been there often myself, since a school friend had mentioned it was a favorite hangout of Linzi’s. She’d enjoyed the gloomy romanticism of the paths that wound past ruined houses and a disused railway cutting. I remembered the dim winter light, the smell of damp earth and leaves, the eeriness that always attaches to a place once settled and civilized, but now reclaimed by the wilderness. Reasoning that if she remained in London, Linzi might return to at least one of her old haunts, I had gone there several times. And as I’d tramped along those shaded woodland pathways I felt I was getting to know her, that just being there was bringing me closer to her. As it turned out, I’d been right, only not in the way I’d imagined. I must have walked past her hidden body more than once. She might have been dead within hours of vanishing. Almost certainly there was nothing I could have done to save her by the time her mother came to me three weeks later.


I read on, fearing, but needing to know how she had died. Murder? Suicide? An accident, even? Sydenham Hill Woods was a strange place to go on a winter’s evening. It was a long walk – more usually, a bus ride – from Linzi’s home, a destination for a Saturday or Sunday afternoon when the sun was shining. Still, people did do things on impulse – teenagers, especially.


Had it been arranged? Had someone asked her to meet him there, intending to kill her?


Another image came to my mind: a girl crawling through a low, hidden opening, into a cavelike space. I recalled reading about an early suicide attempt by Sylvia Plath: after leaving a note saying she was going for a long walk, she had crawled into the tiny, almost inaccessible, space beneath the house, with a bottle of pills, and huddled there, entombed, to wait for death.


Had Linzi been suicidal?


Her mother hadn’t thought so. Janis Lettes, Linzi’s mother, was convinced Linzi had no serious problems. Sure, she wasn’t terribly happy at school, but there was nothing bad enough to make her run away. She’d been insistent that theirs was a close relationship, that she would have known if Linzi was depressed. As I recalled it, Mrs. Plath, too, had believed her relationship with her daughter was exceptionally close. But there would always be secrets even the most loving daughter didn’t share with her mother, whether casual experiments with drugs and sex or the careful plans for her own death.


I heard the bubble and hiss of the coffeemaker in the next room and thought of getting myself a cup. Instead, I forced myself to read on, anxious to know how and why the girl had died.


But that was something no one knew yet. Forensic examination was under way. The next sentence shocked me.




Police say they have not given up hope.





Linzi was dead – how could there still be hope?


I was soon enlightened. Despite its lead, this story was not about Linzi Slater. Not really. The great newspaper-buying public had never heard of her. Linzi’s disappearance had been a local story. It never made the national news, never lodged within the general consciousness as some crimes did. Maybe, if she had been a couple of years younger, or prettier, with a matched set of middle-class parents, the hacks might have turned her into a cause célèbre instead of ignoring her. But the press had not been interested in Linzi Slater when she vanished, and they weren’t much more now. The point of this story was not that Linzi Slater’s body had been found, but that someone else’s hadn’t.


This story was about the Nicola Crossley case.


Nicola Crossley, a fourteen-year-old from Kent, had vanished two months ago on her way home from school. Her parents had not come to me, or to any other private investigator, for help: they didn’t have to. The police had made finding Nicola Crossley a top priority, and the media and public had responded. Her parents had made an emotive appeal for her return on television, her last-known movements had been reconstructed on a special episode of Crimewatch, and her brother had set up a Web site devoted to gathering information he hoped would lead to her return. But, so far, every hopeful new lead had come to nothing. When an early-morning dog walker in South London stumbled across the decomposing body of a young girl, every journalist in the country had thought of Nicola Crossley.


I thought of poor Janis Lettes and wondered how she was coping. I wanted to express my sympathy, but I didn’t have the nerve to call her. She’d had faith in me once, and I’d let her down. Although I’d had nothing to do with Linzi’s death, and couldn’t possibly have saved her, I still felt guilty.


Instead of picking up the phone, I logged onto a few more news sites, searching for information, but everywhere I found only the same few sad, bare facts about Linzi, and a rehash of the Nicola Crossley case. Within a few days, I was willing to bet, there’d be a thoughtful piece in the Guardian on the subject of unsolved missing persons cases, or teenage runaways, and maybe Linzi’s story would finally be told. Maybe her killer, if he existed, would be caught. But that wasn’t my job, and this wasn’t my case, although it had haunted me for more than a year.


Another question ate at me, one more grimly personal than the mystery of how and when she had died. Maybe I’d been given the case when it was already too late to save her. But why the hell hadn’t I found her?


Janis Lettes could barely pay for a week of my time, but I’d worked a solid month for her, off the books, in my supposedly spare time: looking all over London, talking to everyone who had known Linzi, following up everything that looked remotely like a lead. There were precious few. If she’d had a secret life, or nurtured dreams of leaving, they’d remained hidden from the girls who called themselves her friends. Trying to get a feel for who she was, I’d spent hours in all her usual haunts and hangouts, nowhere more than Sydenham Hill Woods. I’d felt instinctively that it was significant, so I’d kept going back. I must have come within a few feet, if not inches, of her body, without knowing.


I’d failed before. I don’t mean to imply that I was such a hotshot investigator that I’d found everybody I went looking for, because I certainly hadn’t. Observational skills, intuition, dogged persistence all played a part in my success, but so did serendipity, and you couldn’t count on that. Normally when I drew a blank, I just moved on to the next problem. The unsolved case remained open in my mind, a burden I would always carry with me, but it didn’t stop me from taking on more. But somehow this failure felt different, and weighed more heavily. Maybe it was just the timing, because over the past year there had been a string of cases I couldn’t solve, people I couldn’t find, and it was making me reassess my whole career.


Maybe, after all, I wasn’t any good at it. Maybe, for the better part of a decade, I’d been coasting along on luck, not skill, and now that luck had run out.


It didn’t help that I was flat broke, and suddenly aware of middle age staring me in the face. I’d had a good, long run at my fantasy of being a great detective – with a base in London, no less! – but maybe fantasy was all it had ever been. I’d never made any real money out of it; it was more like a self-sustaining hobby. Maybe it was finally time to give it up, grow up, and find a new line of work.


I was distracted from my gloomy thoughts by a familiar soft, pattering sound, followed by a sharp metallic slap. I looked up in time to see the postman, transformed by the thick, frosted glass to a blurry grey ghost, bobbing away from my door.


The surge of hope that sent me bouncing up out of my chair to get my mail was irrational, but as inevitable as the tides. Even though these days I did most of my business by phone or e-mail, the regular morning arrival of the mail set off an anachronistic flutter in my chest, the feeling that my whole life could be about to change. Unfortunately, the positive feeling rarely lasted long.


That morning, the most interesting envelope came from my publishers, Wellhead Books.


This turned out to contain a short letter, signed by someone I’d never heard of, informing me that as sales of Taken! had slowed to a trickle, they’d decided to remainder all unsold stock. They were offering me the first chance to buy all or some of the copies at an 80 percent discount. Orders in multiples of twenty, please, and kindly let them know how many were required before the end of the month.


The news was not exactly a shock; I knew I was lucky my book had survived for as long as it had. Most books these days are allowed only a few months of shelf life before they disappear forever, and mine had been published nearly six years ago. Wellhead had been a small firm with an old-fashioned approach (small advances; personal relationships with authors; keeping books in print forever), but last year they’d been bought out and turned into an imprint of a much bigger media corporation. I couldn’t blame them for wanting to dump me; I’d never managed to deliver a second book to my long-suffering editor. My career as an author had been even shorter and more inglorious than my life as a private eye.


I set aside the monthly bank statement unopened and tossed all offers of loans, credit cards, and private financial services onto the pile on the couch awaiting my next trip to the paper-recycling bin. That left only a Lands’ End catalog and a pale blue envelope postmarked Milwaukee, WI.


I knew before I opened it what it would be, and at the sight of the card my spirits plunged even lower.




Happy Birthday, Son.





Another unnecessary reminder that I was no longer young. Two weeks early. Inside the card my mother had sent a check for five hundred dollars. The sight of it made me feel both relief and guilt. Relief, because now I dared open my bank statement; guilt because what kind of forty-year-old man still needs handouts from his mother?


Just a loser like me.


I was converting dollars to pounds in my head and trying to figure out how much would be left after I’d paid this month’s bills, when a small sound made me look up.


Through the frosted glass of the top half of the door I glimpsed a diminutive figure in green. The door handle rattled again.


I had a disorienting flash of déjà vu, the shadow of a shade, like the memory of a dream. I stared at the door unmoving, trying to remember.


There was a tapping sound, tentative at first, becoming a firmer knock against the glass. The little person outside wanted in.


Finally, still feeling as if I’d slipped back into a dream, I got up and went to open the door.


The woman on the doorstep was small, barely five feet tall, slim and lightly built. She wore a leaf-green linen dress. Her hair, just covering her ears, was a dark blond sifted with silver. She tilted up a heart-shaped face and looked at me out of golden brown eyes that reminded me, for one heart-stopping instant, of Jenny Macedo, the love of my life.


I knew that this woman was a stranger, but for a moment, ambushed by memory, I couldn’t speak or move, couldn’t do anything but stare at this vision, seized by the irrational idea that Jenny had finally come back to me.


My silence made her nervous. I saw her pupils dilate, and she leaned away from me. ‘Excuse me, I was looking for Ian Kennedy. Do I have the right address?’ She spoke with an American accent, with a faint Texas twang – again, like Jenny’s.


Her eyes shifted away from my too-intense gaze. She looked past me, into my front room. With its book-lined walls and stacks of books and box files everywhere, it looked more like the abode of a particularly messy academic, or even a small secondhand bookshop, than anyone’s idea of a private investigator’s office.


Finally I saw that apart from her height and the light brown eyes, she was nothing like Jenny. And although she was still attractive, she had to be nearer fifty than forty.


‘Yes! You’re in the right place. I’m Ian Kennedy.’ Trying to make up for my slowness, I spoke too heartily.


‘I’m Laura Lensky?’


I didn’t understand the rising inflection, but she was obviously still wary of me.


I took a step back, gesturing to her to come in. ‘Please. I’m sorry the door was still locked; I’ve been at my desk for an hour already, but I’m a bit slow this morning. Please, take a seat.’


I shut the door behind her, then moved to open the blinds, letting daylight flood through the big front window. When I looked back, my visitor was still standing because there was nowhere to sit: the couch was littered with old newspapers and junk mail waiting for recycling, and even the chair that’s supposed to be kept free for clients had a copy of the Fortean Times on it. I swept it away as quickly as I could, embarrassed by the garish cover.


‘There. I’m sorry. I wasn’t expecting anyone. Never mind. How can I help you?’


She took a step backward, nearer the door. ‘I thought we had an appointment?’


Finally, it clicked. I groaned and screwed up my face. How could I have forgotten? It wasn’t like I had that many potential clients these days … I couldn’t afford to alienate this one.


‘Laura Lensky, of course. Forgive me – you booked by e-mail. Said you’d be in between eight-thirty and nine. I’m really not with it this morning – I’m sorry. I’m not usually this bad, I promise. I just had some bad news …’ I waved my hand at the computer monitor. ‘To do with an old case. I was thinking so hard about the past, I’m afraid I kind of lost track of the present.’


My babbling seemed to reassure her. Some of the tension eased out of her posture, and when I invited her again to sit down, she sat.


I started for my side of the desk, then stopped. ‘I’ve made some coffee—’


‘No, thank you.’


‘Tea?’


She gave a brief headshake, occupied with settling a large leather shoulder bag onto her lap.


‘I have herbal teas.’


‘How nice for you.’ She shot me a glance and softened her tone. ‘I’m fine. And I need to make this meeting short because I’m on my way to work.’


‘OK. Let’s roll.’ I settled down at my desk and opened her file. So far, it contained only her two e-mails and my replies. ‘You’re looking for your daughter.’


‘Yes. Peri.’


‘Full name?’


‘Peregrine Alexandra Lensky. But we’ve always called her Peri.’


‘What age is she?’


‘Twenty-one, last week.’


‘And when did you last see her?’


‘Two and a half years ago. It was just before Christmas.’


I felt something heavy drop, that inward feeling that said it was hopeless, I should refuse this case. I didn’t want another failure. Two years was too long.


Not taking my eyes off the screen, I said softly, ‘You know, even after a few months the chances of—’


‘But I talked to her about five months after she disappeared.’


That surprised me into meeting her eyes. ‘You talked to her?’


‘On the phone. She called me, collect, from a pay phone in Scotland. She said – all she said was, she wanted me to know that she was happy. And she loved me.’ Laura’s eyes were very bright. ‘I tried to keep her talking, to tell me more, but she wouldn’t. She said she couldn’t stay. We talked for maybe, I don’t know, two minutes.’


‘You’re sure it was her?’


The golden eyes flashed. ‘I know my own daughter.’


‘Yeah, sure, I didn’t mean—’ I raised my hands helplessly. ‘I have to ask.’


‘It was Peri,’ she said quietly.


‘And she’s never called you since?’


She shook her head.


‘Did you get the feeling that she was—I don’t know … making the phone call under some sort of pressure? That somebody was making her say she was OK?’


Looking a little puzzled, she shook her head. ‘Why?’


It seemed unlikely to me as well, but I was feeling my way. ‘Was there a big search for her when she disappeared? A police hunt?’


She shook her head. An old bitterness twisted her mouth, and I knew in advance what I would hear. ‘Peri was an adult, over eighteen, and there was no evidence of any crime, or force … The police always assumed she’d left of her own free will. That she’d had enough of me and her boyfriend and just went off to live her own life.’ She sighed. ‘And, well, maybe she did. Except there was no reason for it – she wasn’t unhappy, in fact, everything was working out just as she wanted. There was no reason for her to run away, none at all.’


I left that one for the moment. ‘Why do you think she called?’


She sat up a little straighter. ‘Because she knew I’d be worried. I mean, she could have thought of that months earlier, but, well, better late than never. She didn’t want me to worry – she wanted me to know she was happy. But she didn’t want me trying to interfere, talking her into coming back, which is why she didn’t give me any way of getting in touch with her.’


So far, so ordinary. It was an old, old story; only the details would be different. Peri had fallen in love with a stranger, or she’d joined a religious cult, or maybe she’d just gone on the road to find herself, in her own way, in her own time.


‘And you believed that she was happy? That she was OK? How did she sound?’


She considered the question carefully, kneading the soft leather of her bag between her hands. ‘Alive. Herself. Um. Emotional—very …’


‘Scared?’ In my mind’s eye, there was a man in a phone booth with the girl, a little snub-nosed pistol pressed into her back.


As if she could see this melodramatic image, Laura frowned and shook her head. ‘Not scared. Happy, but … I thought once she was on the brink of tears. Maybe a little homesick? Torn two ways? She did say she missed me, but …’ She sighed and gave her head a shake. ‘I’d like to think I’m more important to her than I obviously am. Maybe I’ll never know what made her leave the way she did. But I think she meant it when she said she was happy. I don’t think she said that under threat.’


I nodded slowly, as if I understood. ‘So you accepted that she was OK and let it go at that?’


‘Of course not!’


Her astonished, angry glare made me feel like a complete idiot. I was wise enough to keep my mouth shut rather than make things worse.


‘She’s my daughter,’ Laura said slowly, explaining the facts of life to a half-wit. ‘My only child. Of course I couldn’t let it go. I wouldn’t try to force her to come home – even if I could. But I wanted to know for myself that she really was OK. I got in touch with the police again, and they traced the call for me. Once I found out where she’d been, I went there myself, the next day.


‘There was no sign of her, but I managed to find this woman who had talked to her – she’d given Peri the coin she’d used for the pay phone. She’d felt sorry for her, she said. She said …’ Laura paused, her eyelids fluttering, and drew a steadying breath before going on. ‘She said Peri didn’t look all that well. She offered her a meal, but Peri wasn’t interested. She said she didn’t need anything but a coin for the call.’ She fixed her eyes on mine, willing me to understand. ‘But she didn’t have anything. Not a penny. Her clothes were in rags. She wasn’t even carrying a bag, she didn’t have ten pence to stick in the phone, and – at least, the woman thought – she was pregnant.’


I felt a jolt of vindication, almost triumph. It was like fitting the vital piece of a puzzle satisfyingly into place. I was careful not to reveal my feelings, and spoke gently, aware that this could be a sore point: ‘Could that be why she ran away?’


‘Peri didn’t have to run away!’ It was a cry from the heart. Laura bit her lip, composed herself, and said, sounding resigned, ‘I guess you need to know a little more about what the situation was when she left.’


I gave her my most sympathetic look. ‘Please.’


She gave a small sigh and settled as best she could into the chair. It was a cheap, secondhand piece of mass-produced office furniture, impossible to really feel comfortable in. Usually I didn’t care – after all, this was an office, not my living room, and I was only a cheap detective. But already I felt that Laura Lensky deserved better, much better, than anything I could provide.


‘Peri and I were always close,’ she began. ‘Then I got offered this job in London, when she was in her senior year of high school. We agreed that the most sensible thing was for her to finish out the year, living with her best friend in Texas, while I came over here. She’d already been accepted by Brown University – her first choice. The plan was that she’d spend the summer with me in London, then fly back to the States when school started.’


Her eyes roamed restlessly about the room, along my bookshelves and up to the old, dusty cobwebs in the corners of the ceiling.


‘Peri loved London, as I knew she would. But then something happened that I hadn’t expected. She fell in love with a London boy. A young man, I should say. Hugh.’


‘You didn’t like him?’


‘I did.’ She caught my eye, to stress her sincerity. ‘He’s great; a really nice guy. He was completely smitten by her, and he made her happy – it was so sweet to see them together. I was fine with it, really.’


I thought she was protesting too much. ‘But?’


She sighed. ‘But this was not the nineteenth century. I wanted something more than a good marriage for her – and I’d always thought she did, too. But now, the first time she falls in love, she just loses interest in everything else. She didn’t want to go to college. She didn’t want to leave Hugh. I guess if he’d had his own place, she would have left me and moved in with him. But he was still living with his mom and his stepdad and a couple of sisters – so she was stuck staying with me.’


‘You argued.’


Her shoulders slumped. ‘Well, of course we did. I couldn’t bear to see her throwing everything away for an infatuation. Not even for true love, if that’s what it turned out to be.’


She straightened up. ‘And Hugh took my side. He didn’t like the thought of being separated from her, but he was sensible, a responsible young man – and more in touch with reality than Peri was. He knew she ought to continue her education. Finally, under pressure from us both, she agreed to go away to Brown as planned. Meanwhile, Hugh was going to look into the possibility of a job in America, and she could apply to transfer to some English universities. I figured that would give her an incentive to keep her grades up. She’d be back in London for Christmas, and at that point we’d all discuss what would happen next. I admit, I was hoping that after a few months apart they’d find it easier to go on like that – eighteen is awfully young to tie yourself down for life – but I wanted the best for her, whatever it turned out to be.’


‘So what happened?’


‘As soon as I saw her get off the plane I knew I couldn’t send her away again. She was so miserable she looked ill. She didn’t come back to life again until Hugh hugged her.’


‘True love.’


She couldn’t quite manage a smile in response. ‘She needed him, that was obvious.’


‘And that was OK with you?’


She made a sound somewhere between a laugh and a sigh and shook her head. ‘I guess you don’t have any children.’


‘Not that I know of.’


‘Maybe it’s different for a man. For a woman, the baby is part of you. At first, she can’t survive without you. And then, more and more, she can. Until, finally, it seems that she can’t survive with you – everything you try to do for her is wrong – so you just have to let go, and stand back, and let them make their own mistakes, and realize, maybe, they aren’t mistakes, they’re just somebody else’s life.’


I waited, but she was finished.


‘So. You were going to let her drop out of college, stay in London, do what she wanted. What about the boyfriend? Had his feelings changed?’


‘Of course not. Hugh loved her as much … more than ever.’


‘So why did she run away?’


She was silent, looking down at the bag in her lap.


I pressed. ‘If all she wanted was to be with Hugh and nobody was standing in her way, why leave? Did they have a fight?’


‘No … at least, I don’t think so …’


‘If she was pregnant by someone else …’


‘What?’ She stared as if I’d said something unthinkable.


To me, it seemed obvious. ‘She’d been away for months. Even if she loved Hugh, something might have happened while they were apart. I’m not saying it was her fault. Who knows how it happened. Maybe she couldn’t bring herself to confess. Maybe she was afraid Hugh would reject her, so she ran away first.’


‘She didn’t run away. I’m sure. She was taken.’


Taken!


My nerves vibrated like a struck bell.


I took a breath. ‘Tell me everything that happened on the day she left. Everything you remember about the last time you saw your daughter.’


She chewed her lip, then shook her head. Her hair bounced and shimmered, strands sparkling, in a shaft of dusty sunlight. ‘I don’t have time today. Anyway, you need to talk to Hugh. He was with her the whole evening, and according to him, the things that happened – well, the police could never make any sense of it, but somehow it’s got to be connected. You’ve got to hear his story before I tell you mine.’


‘His story,’ I repeated. ‘Do you think he made it up?’


‘No! Well …’ There was pleading in her gaze. ‘Hugh’s honest. I’m sure he is, he means to be, but he’s an artist. Imaginative. He, well, he fantasizes, and he’s not always aware that he’s doing it. It means he has a different take on the world. He doesn’t always see things the way you or I would. But he’s not a liar. And he tried his best to find her. He’s helped me so much. He was devastated when she disappeared.’


I was getting a bad feeling about this guy. ‘He was with her when she disappeared?’


‘No.’ She shook her head in emphasis. ‘He brought her home. And then he left. She was last seen in my flat.’


That seemed a strange way of putting it. Last seen by whom? Before I could quiz her, though, Laura had extracted an envelope file from her bag. ‘This should have everything you need. Hugh’s phone numbers, some pictures of Peri, her notebook, the detective’s report—’


‘Detective? You’ve got a copy of the police report?’


‘No, a private detective in Scotland. I hired him after she called, when I realized I couldn’t get any farther on my own.’


I sat up straighter in my chair, competitive. ‘Did he find anything?’


‘He found a few people who had seen her at the campsite, or on the road nearby, and took statements from them. But there were no sightings of her after that day. The trail went cold. He was honest with me. He said that without any leads he didn’t know where to begin. He wouldn’t give me false hope. He could have gone on taking my money for years without ever finding her.’


‘I’ll be honest with you, too. After two years, your daughter could be anywhere. She probably has a new identity, a whole new life. Even if I do manage to track her down, she may not want to come back. She’s made certain choices. She’s an adult, not your little girl anymore.’ It had to be said, even if she would ignore it, and probably blame me in the end.


‘I know that,’ she said quickly. ‘I don’t expect to get her back. I just want to know what happened. And I want her to know that I still love her, that I’ll always love her, and that I’m always waiting for her call.’


She ran her fingers through her shining hair, pushing it away from her face. ‘The Scottish detective said something. He said there are only two kinds of disappearances. Either someone is a victim, or they want to disappear. He said if it was the latter, I had to respect Peri’s choice. She hadn’t called to ask for help, but to tell me she didn’t need it.’


‘Maybe.’


Her eyes flashed up to mine, and I saw the need in them clearly: the anxious, needy hope.


‘What do you mean?’


I don’t believe those ‘only two kinds of’ formulations. People are more complicated than that, life more ambiguous. There was such a thing as a willing victim – but did that mean she should be left to her fate? What if her call had been a cry for help? I had no idea why Peri had made that phone call, and I didn’t think the Scottish detective knew any better than I did.


‘I just mean we don’t know yet. Why Peri disappeared will be a mystery until we find her.’


‘Thank you,’ she said quietly, hoisting her bag onto her shoulder and starting to rise.


It would have been nice to end our first meeting on such an upbeat, positive note, but I got greedy.


‘Wait – just a few more questions.’


She glanced at the watch on her slender wrist, then back at me, not very patiently, but still sitting.


‘Peri’s father.’


She stiffened. ‘She doesn’t have a father.’ Her tone was glacial.


I raised my eyebrows, all innocence, ignoring her clear signal. ‘Quite often, when a child goes missing – even an adult child – there’s an estranged parent at the back of it.’


‘Not this time.’


‘You can’t know that. If she decided to try to find him, or he made contact with her …’


‘Impossible.’ She made it sound like her final word.


I waited.


She couldn’t wait as long as I could. ‘Peri doesn’t have a father.’


‘Ms. Lensky, if I’m going to help you, I need to know everything, and that includes personal details. Just because you’ve decided certain things aren’t relevant doesn’t mean you’re right. Even if Peri never knew her father, she would know she must have had one, and—’


‘It’s not just Peri who never knew him.’ She looked me straight in the eye, but I was damned if I knew what she was telling me. Had she used a sperm bank for conception, or was Peri the child of rape? Either possibility said something very different about her, and about her relationship to her daughter, and I’m not sure which I found more unsettling. There was a time when I would have bulled ahead and insisted on having her spell it out for me. But I’d been in England for too long and had adopted the local manners and mores. Now they were no longer camouflage, but an integral part of me, and so I backed down before her distress and respected her privacy as she expected me to, like a proper English gentleman.


I told myself it didn’t matter, because however it had happened, the man who’d provided half of Peri’s genetic makeup wouldn’t be aware of her existence and couldn’t be involved in her disappearance.


And yet there was still a niggling little doubt at the back of my mind telling me I was missing something important here.


‘Is there anything else you need to know?’ Her tone was cool and impatient, and I felt bad that I’d forfeited her earlier warmth.


I told myself it was part of the job. ‘I’m curious about why you’ve come to me now, two years after another detective let you down.’


She took a deep breath and held herself very still. ‘I want you to help me because this could be my last chance. I’m leaving, you see. The London job was for three years. Now my company is sending me back to America. I don’t even know where I’ll be a year from now – probably New York. If Peri wanted to get in touch with me again, she wouldn’t know where to find me.’


Her words were carefully chosen, but I could hear the anguish vibrating low in her voice, and I felt a sympathetic pain in my own chest.


‘I’ll do my best to find her for you, Ms. Lensky.’


‘Thank you.’ She rose in one fluid motion. ‘Call me after you’ve talked with Hugh.’


Ancient lessons in now-outdated etiquette pushed me onto my feet, and I hurried around the desk. My mother had done a good job on me: I opened doors for women and called them ‘Ms.’


She gave me a brief, social sort of smile and slipped out of my office, leaving behind only a faint trace of her summery, green-smelling perfume.


It was only then, my hand still on the door handle, that I realized I hadn’t taken a credit card impress, or a check, hadn’t even remembered to get her signature on a standard boiler-plate for my services. But none of that mattered. I was back in business, with a new mystery to solve.





3. BENJAMIN


Austria, 1809


The country was full of French spies after Napoleon’s recent victory over Austria. Britain was at war with France, and life was not safe for Benjamin Bathurst, the British envoy to Vienna. Before leaving the city, he took the precaution of obtaining false passports for himself and his Swiss manservant. Travel from the Continent to England, especially for someone known to the authorities, a man bearing important papers, was necessarily a slow, dangerous, circuitous progress. Bathurst was determined to reach Hamburg, a still-independent city, where he thought he would be safe.


On the twenty-sixth of November, Bathurst’s coach stopped in the small town of Perleberg for a change of horses. In the coach with Bathurst and his servant were two other travelers. All four dined at the inn while they rested. At nine o’clock, the travelers returned to the courtyard, where the coach was being readied. They waited as their luggage was loaded. Then, for no reason anyone could later explain, Bathurst moved away from the others, walking briskly around the horses as if to check something, or speak to someone on the other side of the coach.


He was never seen again.


The two other travelers boarded the coach. Bathurst’s servant called for his master, then went to look for him. But he was gone.


The other travelers were annoyed at the delay, thinking that Bathurst had gone off to relieve himself and perhaps missed his way in the dark. Maybe he’d had too much to drink, or had made an assignation with that pretty barmaid …


Only his servant knew that Bathurst had feared for his life and how desperate he had been to move on. He roused the others to search for his master, while he raced off to see Captain Klitzing, the Prussian governor of Perleberg. Unknown to the other travelers, Bathurst had earlier requested protection from Klitzing during his stay, which had been granted in the form of two soldiers, who had spent the evening hanging about the inn, eyeing everyone suspiciously.


When questioned, the soldiers had noticed nothing amiss. No one waiting in the dark and chilly courtyard had seen or heard anything unusual. Although some ruffian might have crept unseen into the yard under cover of darkness, surely the sounds of a scuffle would have alerted the others.


Klitzing arranged for the three remaining travelers to lodge at the nearby Gold Crown Hotel and started an investigation immediately. Every inn and tavern in the town was checked, fishermen were instructed to explore the local river, while gamekeepers and huntsmen with dogs were sent out to search the surrounding countryside. Bathurst’s servant unpacked the luggage and discovered his master’s sable cloak was missing. It was eventually found hidden beneath a pile of logs in the inn’s woodshed. An employee was questioned about this and held briefly, but his questioners were convinced he knew nothing of Bathurst’s fate.


A pair of Benjamin Bathurst’s trousers was found by huntsmen on a forest path. The trousers had been turned inside-out and shot at with a pistol – but not while Bathurst was wearing them. In one pocket was a scrap of paper, a scribbled letter from Benjamin to his beloved wife in which he mentioned the name of one Comte d’Entraigues as implicated in his trouble.


When the British government learned of Bathurst’s disappearance, they offered a thousand-pound reward for his return or certain news of his fate. Despite this substantial reward – which Bathurst’s family agreed to match – there were no takers.


Benjamin’s wife appealed directly to Napoleon and, despite being at war with Britain, the French ruler granted her special permission to travel throughout France and Germany in search of her husband.


On her travels in the spring of 1810, Mrs. Bathurst managed to pick up a number of conflicting reports and rumors about her husband’s fate: He had escaped to the north coast of Germany, but drowned there; he had drowned while trying to cross the Elbe after escaping his abductors; he had been killed by a servant. The governor of Magdeburg Prison had been heard to boast, ‘They are looking for the English ambassador, but I have him.’


When Mrs. Bathurst confronted the prison governor, he did not deny his words, but said that he had been mistaken about the identity of one of his prisoners. He would not explain further, nor would he allow her to meet this man. In the end, she was forced to return to England sadly, none the wiser as to her husband’s fate.


At home, she was visited by the Comte d’Entraigues, the double agent who had been named in her husband’s last letter to her. The comte told her that Benjamin Bathurst had indeed been imprisoned in Magdeburg, and, when she asked for some proof, he promised to try to obtain it. However, a few days later, both the comte and his wife were assassinated at their house in Twickenham.


The general assumption at the time and also later was that French agents were responsible for abducting and disposing of Benjamin Bathurst; yet how they managed to accomplish this with such utter secrecy, in front of so many potential witnesses, has never been satisfactorily explained. As an early commentator on this famous case wrote, ‘The disappearance of the English ambassador seems like magic.’





4. JOE


Being a private investigator is not a normal sort of job, nor is it a career that many people choose. In fact, I’m not sure it’s a choice at all. I’ve often felt I was chosen for this role, rather than the other way around; and my dedication to it makes it seem more of a vocation, or an obsession, than ordinary work.


My calling is to look for missing persons, and you don’t have to look very deep to figure out the reason why. My first case was my father.


He disappeared when I was nine years old. In my childhood imagination, the disappearance of Joe Pauluk was on a par with the great unsolved mysteries of all time, like whatever happened to Benjamin Bathurst, Owen Parfitt, or the crew of the Mary Celeste; but in reality he was just another guy who didn’t come home from work one day.


When my mother called the service station where he worked as a mechanic, to find out why he was so late, they said he’d called in sick the day before. She discovered shortly that he’d cleared out their joint checking account, and emptied the joint savings account that was supposed to be our college fund. Luckily, she had her own private savings account, earmarked for emergencies, as that was exactly what our daily life had suddenly become.


A few weeks later, Dad’s car was traced to a dealer in Chicago, who had bought it from a man matching my father’s description. At that point, the police said there was nothing they could do. If my father had decided to sell his car and move to another state without telling anyone, that was his right. My mother couldn’t even sue him for desertion or child support because they weren’t married.


He could have left her anytime, as my mother’s mother liked to point out.


‘Yes, Ma, I know. Of course he could have left me – we both knew that. He didn’t need the state’s permission to move out. That’s just it: Why sneak away like that when he didn’t have to? Why steal money from his own kids?’ Dropping her voice still lower (my ear was already pressed hard against the door; now, I held my breath in order to hear) Mom confided into the phone, ‘Ma, I think he must be in some kind of trouble. I think maybe he had to go on the run. I just wish he would have told me …’


My father didn’t gamble, take drugs, or drink to excess. He had few debts, which were budgeted for. He had no obvious enemies, and his friends (such as they were) had no idea where he’d gone, or why. My mother always claimed that they had been getting along just fine, and, as far as I knew, that was true. They argued sometimes, but who didn’t? There was none of that constant, strained tension in our house, that invisible poison in the atmosphere that reveals an unbearable unhappiness. So why did he leave? And why leave like that?


He must have had to leave. It was the only thing that made sense. Some great outside force compelled him.


Sometimes I thought he’d been carried off to oblivion by a mysterious, incomprehensible power, like the Tennessee farmer, vanished into nothingness, that I’d read about in Great Unsolved Mysteries of the World. But although the weirdness attracted me in a story about someone else, closer to home it was just too scary. Mysteries should always have a solution. Despite the fantasy that haunted my childhood, in which I saw my dad wink out of existence before my own eyes, I needed to believe there was a rational explanation for what had happened to him. I’d been raised by my parents to be a skeptical humanist, and I already knew from television how easily people could be misled.


My father had never spent a lot of time with me – dads didn’t, as a rule, back then – and as far as the outside world was concerned he was just an ordinary guy, but to me he was a hero. As a regular viewer of TV shows like Get Smart! and The Man From U.N.C.L.E. (and too young to realize they weren’t meant to be taken seriously), I found it entirely reasonable that my dad could be a secret agent, his job at the service station a cover like the dry cleaners that hid the entrance to U.N.C.L.E. HQ. He wasn’t allowed to tell us, of course, but he had a mission to save the world. The thought of it made me glow with pride.


A secret government agency had the money, the equipment, the skills, and the reasons to make one of their operatives disappear in the most spectacular way. I’d never seen any of the James Bond movies at that age; but the stories were well-known on the school playground, and I’d been particularly impressed by Bond’s resurrection after his totally convincing murder followed by a burial at sea in You Only Live Twice. I felt grateful that nothing so apparently final had been done to my dad. He’d just ‘gone away,’ as my mother put it, and I expected, no matter what else she said, that one day, his mission accomplished, he would come back to us with no more warning.


My mother told us we’d just have to get on with our lives without him. She expressed no anger at my father’s desertion. Even now I don’t know what her innermost feelings were, but if not dictated, they must have been complicated by her feminist beliefs. She was, and still is, a strong-willed, quixotic individual, one born outside her natural time. Ever since I was old enough to read about them, I’ve realized that she was more like Emma Goldman, or the ‘New Women’ of the 1890s, than she was sister to Betty Friedan or Gloria Steinem or any of the new-wave feminists who came along later. She believed in free love and equated marriage with prostitution at a time when the average American girl went to college to get her ‘MRS’ degree and thought pregnancy out of wedlock the most horrifying fate imaginable. My mother wouldn’t even pretend to be married, not even – as her own mother would plead – for the sake of the children. Before the term ‘Ms.’ was coined, she was always, emphatically, Miss Kennedy, and gave her surname to her two children so everyone always knew that our father was not married to our mother.


She was a staunch individualist, and she believed strongly in love. Love was too important to be denied and could not be compelled. If love died within a relationship, people had the right – even the obligation – to leave their partners and seek it elsewhere.


My father knew the rules. If he no longer loved my mother, he had only to tell her so, and she would have let him go. He could have abandoned us honestly.


His disappearance was the great mystery of my childhood, one which I was eager to grow up and solve.


The chance came sooner than I’d expected.


When I was sixteen I wrote an essay for my civics class (‘Dissent Makes Good Citizens’) that won me a trip to a student conference in Minneapolis. I got to stay in a motel, and even though my civics teacher was right across the hall, and I had to share a room with a strange kid from Oshkosh, this was a thrilling novelty that seemed the height of grown-up sophistication. I examined the miniature toiletries and paper-wrapped tumblers in the bathroom, and bounced on my bed while my roomie hunched over the end of his, flicking through the TV channels. There was a telephone on the stand between the beds, and the local phone books were in a drawer underneath.


I picked up the white pages and automatically turned to the Ps to look for my father’s name. I wasn’t expecting to find it, but there it was: Pauluk, J, just above Pauluk, M.


My heart turned over. I felt dizzy. I took a deep breath and mentally talked myself down. OK, it wasn’t a common name, but that still didn’t mean it was him. J could stand for Jane instead of Joe.


I reached for the phone and got the front desk.


‘I’d like an outside line, please.’


‘You’ll have to come down to the front desk and give us a credit card imprint.’


‘Credit card! It’s just a local call.’


‘I’m sorry, sir, but company policy requires that we take credit card details in advance from any guest wishing to make calls from their room.’


‘But I don’t have a credit card.’


She paused. I heard someone else speaking to her. Then she said, ‘There’s a pay phone in the lobby.’


I hung up without thanking her. My heart pounding, I tore out the page with Pauluk, J’s address and phone number and grabbed my jacket.


‘Hey, man, where you going?’


I turned and saw the kid from Oshkosh staring at me, his mouth hanging open slightly.


I gave him the same, mysterious reply my father used to give me: ‘Have to see a man about a dog.’


Scarcely a minute later I was dialing the number on the lobby pay phone.


A woman picked up on the third ring.


I took a deep breath. ‘May I please speak to Joe Pauluk?’


‘He’s not back from work yet. Who’s calling?’


My mind went blank. I had not planned for this; I hadn’t planned or expected anything. ‘Uh, that’s OK, I can call back.’


‘Well, don’t call during dinner, all right? We eat at six. And if you’re trying to sell something, don’t bother. We don’t have any money, and we never buy anything over the phone.’


‘No, ma’am, I’m not selling anything. I just … I’ll call back later.’


She hung up.


Looking at my watch, I saw it was just past five o’clock. She’d said they ate at six. He might be back any minute. I tapped my foot, nervous and impatient, wondering how long I ought to wait before trying again.


And what would I say if he answered this time? Would I recognize his voice after so many years? How could I be sure this was my Joe Pauluk?


I realized I would have to go and see for myself.


I went to the front desk. ‘Could I get a taxi, please?’


‘Ian? You’re not going out?’


Caught. My shoulders stiffened, and I turned at the familiar voice to see my teacher, Mrs. Charles, looking at me with furrowed brow. ‘Is anything wrong?’


‘No, no, nothing’s wrong.’ I tried to smile. My mind was racing. ‘I’ve got relatives in town. I promised my mom I’d see them while I was here.’


‘But not now.’


‘Yeah, they’ve invited me for dinner.’


‘Oh, Ian!’ She shook her head in dismay. ‘You can’t! The opening ceremony starts at six. It’s the first chance for all you students to meet and talk together. You can’t miss that!’


‘The banquet is tomorrow night. I thought that was the important thing.’


‘They’re both important! Look, you’ll have some free time tomorrow afternoon, couldn’t you visit them then? Surely you don’t have to have dinner with them. If you explain, they’ll understand. Would you like me to talk with them?’


She smiled with such kindly concern that I felt my soul shrivel. I shook my head. ‘No, no thank you. I’ll explain. You’re right, they’re bound to understand. I’ll try to get back here by six, six-thirty latest.’ I had no idea how big Minneapolis was, or how long it would take to get from there to the address I clutched in my hand and back again, but one minute would be more than enough to show me if this Joe Pauluk was my father.


‘Why do you have to go? Why not just call?’


‘It’s too late for that – they’ve already left, to meet me – I have to go and meet them, I said I would.’ I gabbled and grimaced, desperate to convince her. ‘It’s OK, really, I’ll rush straight back. But I have to go. My mom gave me money for taxis and all that,’ I went on, as easily as if I’d been lying all my life. My mother had given me fifty dollars for emergencies, but I knew she expected me to bring most of it back home. We lived to a very strict budget, every spare dollar going into the college fund for me and Heather.


From Mrs. Charles’s expression I saw she’d accepted my story, even though she didn’t look happy about it. Unfortunately, she stayed with me until the taxi arrived, chatting about the weekend’s schedule. I had meant to ask the desk clerk for a map of the city and some idea of what the taxi fare might be, but I didn’t dare do that in front of Mrs. Charles, fearful of rousing her suspicions. I wasn’t used to lying. Beneath my down jacket, my armpits ran with sweat while I concentrated on looking relaxed.


Luckily, the taxi driver had no problem with the address. Mrs. Charles waved, beginning to look a little anxious again, as he pulled away. ‘I’ll be back as quick as I can,’ I said, and sat back and tried to think of nothing.


It was completely dark, and very cold, when the taxi stopped in a quiet residential street. It looked like a fairly recent development at the lower end of the price scale. Except that the houses were newer, it reminded me of my own neighborhood back in Milwaukee. I paid the driver what he asked, barely registering the cost, then got out.


‘You want me to wait?’


‘No, no.’ As the cab drove away I realized that I didn’t know how I was going to get back to the motel, but I couldn’t worry about that just then.


I took a deep breath, feeling the cold air bite my lungs, and stared at the ordinary ranch-style house in front of me. It looked snug and sealed against outsiders, the curtains drawn against the dark and prying eyes. A yellow light shone above the front door, but it looked less like a welcoming beacon, more like a warning: yellow for caution.


Parked on the driveway, in front of the garage to the left of the house, was a light-colored, late-model American car. I could hear the ticking of the engine as it cooled and knew it hadn’t been parked there very long. On an impulse, I walked over to it and opened the door on the driver’s side. The warmth of the interior was like a caress. I felt a powerful urge to slip inside, behind the wheel, to start ’er up and back away from this house and whatever life went on behind its walls, to drive away from this neighborhood and this city, to hit the highway and go. I could drive, even though I wasn’t yet licensed. I could drive and drive … I think, if the keys had been left in the ignition, I would have done just that.
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