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Lois


Everyone thought we were dead. We were missing for nearly two months; we were twelve. What else could they think?


They were glad to have us back, of course. But nothing was the same. It was as if we had returned from the dead, as if we were tainted somehow. Our unlikely survival made us guilty. We must have sold our souls, I could see them thinking—or worse. Undoubtedly, it had not been our fault (not altogether, anyway), but still. We were not the same.


And it was true, though not in the way they thought. What mattered to us was that we had been chosen. Singled out. We had always suspected we were different; at last it had been confirmed. There was no point in pretending otherwise; in fact, to our relief, pretense was no longer expected of us. The world acknowledged that we were extraordinary—and kept its distance, as if we might be rigged like bombs, might someday explode without warning.


Once I insist that we were chosen, it is only fair to admit that he chose me second. Carly May was first. I’d like to think this was pure chance, an accident of geography; that he wanted us equally but happened to be closer to Nebraska, at the time, than Connecticut. But I know nothing was an accident with him. I was second. Carly was first. Forever.


Our pictures were everywhere, though we never made it to a milk carton. We had that already-doomed, by-now-I’ve-been-chopped-up-and-buried-in-the-woods look in our photographs. The TV stations and the newspapers often showed our school pictures, in which we smiled dreamily, tragically, against smoky-blue backdrops. But they also showed our press photos: Carly with sparkling tiaras perched on her golden ringlets, her lipsticked smile full of disturbing promises. I, Lois, more serious, posed with my spelling trophies, alluring in the way that a hostile kitten is. Or so it seems to me.


Carly May disappeared again when she was eighteen, this time on her own. She left a note: “Don’t look for me, you won’t find me,” she scrawled on one of her portfolio shots. She had drawn a mustache on herself and blackened the whites of her eyes. I know this because her stepmother, Gail, called me two years later when she was working on her memoir. She thought I might know where Carly May was. I didn’t; I hadn’t heard from Carly for years. This is all in Gail’s book, with an emphasis on her own suffering and her resourcefulness; she sent me a copy. I dropped that book off a bridge.


By the time Carly resurfaced in my world, she wasn’t Carly May Smith anymore, and we were nearly thirty.


Carly May


It’s always been hard to talk about what happened without sounding all melodramatic. And as soon as that happens, I feel dishonest, like I’m trying to pitch an idea for some made-for-TV movie. “Based on a true story,” which isn’t the same as being true. Actually, I haven’t mentioned it for years, not to a goddamned person.


It wasn’t really melodramatic at all. That’s the shocking thing about it, if you ask me: how calmly we accepted what was happening. For me, getting abducted in broad daylight on the main street of a nowhere little farm town in Nebraska was far from the most fucked-up thing that could have happened that day.


I left my ballet class and took my time walking down the street to the House of Beauty, where stepmother Gail was having her nails done and God only knows what else. That woman took a lot of maintenance. I was wearing skin-tight biking shorts and an oversized T-shirt, dragging my twelve-year-old feet down the hot, wide sidewalk of Main Street, Arrow, Nebraska, with my dance bag slung over my shoulder. I was thinking about ways to make Gail miserable when the car pulled up beside me. Nondescript, gray. I didn’t know anything about cars. What I did know was that the guy driving it was an actual stranger. In Arrow, that was pretty rare. The man leaned over and rolled down the passenger-side window. He must be lost, I was thinking. I figured he was going to ask how the hell to get back to somewhere civilized, so I stopped walking and waited, more or less willing to explain how to get to the highway. I’m sure I had that snotty twelve-year-old look on my face.


But he didn’t want directions, and he’d seen enough pictures to know he had the right girl. “Get in,” he said, smiling. “I’ll give you a ride.”


And so I did. Didn’t think twice. God knows why. When I’ve tried to explain it, I always come back to the way he looked at me—as if he knew me perfectly, as if he could read my mind, as if I were the only person in the world who mattered. Doesn’t everyone want to be looked at that way?


Later, I studied the photos of me that he had in his file. In some I had a big, toothy, fake smile. In others I looked a little sulky, imitating the pouty faces of models in magazines. I tried to figure out how he knew; how he could have been so sure, I mean, that all he would need to do is open his car door and I’d hop in. I looked for some telltale reckless gleam in my preteen eyes, some hint of latent depravity. I’m sure the police looked for it, too, later. I could never see it, though, not even with the benefit of hindsight. I had already mastered the vapid gaze that we expect from beautiful girls. As far as I could tell, it gave away nothing at all.


We drove and drove. I knew only that we were going east. He hardly said a word in those first hours, just flipped through the radio stations occasionally, though he never seemed to find anything he wanted to listen to. He winced at Mariah Carey, Nirvana, Beck—paused once on Johnny Cash, but even then jabbed at the dial after a few seconds. I couldn’t help wondering what he hoped to find, and why he set himself up for disappointment if he already knew the radio had nothing to offer. When the radio was off, I could see out of the corner of my eye that his hands were relaxed on the steering wheel, and somehow that made me feel safe. Every now and then he would glance over at me and give me a little smile: an uncle smile, I thought, or maybe a teacher smile, although I had no uncles and my teachers had so far mostly been anxious young women with permed hair and sad, flowered blouses. He was more of a fantasy teacher, handsome and a little mysterious. I watched his eyes when he looked my way and noted that they rested on my face; they didn’t stray to my tanned, skinny legs or the recent bumps in my pink T-shirt.


Reassured, I relaxed and watched Nebraska rush by outside the window as if it had nothing to do with me. I had never been out of the state. I was thrilled when we crossed into Iowa, although it looked pretty much the same; I liked the idea of leaving my world behind. At that point we left the interstate and stopped at a gas station, where he pulled a dark brown wig out of a duffel bag in the backseat. He handed it to me as if he were giving me a present, as if he knew already that I would get a kick out of a costume. He waited outside the strangely clean ladies’ room studying a map while I stuffed my long hair under the wig and adjusted it until the bangs hung straight across my forehead. The wig must have been cheap—it was like doll’s hair, with a stiff plasticky sheen. I had never worn a wig, but I took to it right away. I rubbed off the lip gloss and pale frosted eye shadow I’d been wearing at my ballet class and felt like a different girl. In the cloudy, cracked mirror, I tried out my new look. I’d be shy and innocent, I decided. Guileless, though I didn’t know that word then. (The plan didn’t last long.) I glanced up at my reflection through timidly lowered eyelids and basically flirted with my new self until the man knocked politely on the door. He gave me a nod of approval when I finally emerged.


He bought us charred gas station hot dogs and we headed east on a rural highway, carving through endless cornfields. I couldn’t have been happier.


Lois


It would have been easy to miss her. In the bottom-left corner of the screen, a shadowy woman in dark glasses flung herself to the sidewalk to avoid a bullet. Her action wasn’t important in itself, or necessary to the plot; it only contributed to the general chaos—she wasn’t a main character or even a secondary one. Her fate seemed irrelevant to the larger story. “Is she one of the gangsters?” I asked Brad, squinting at her blurry, half-hidden face.


“The chick down there in the corner, you mean? Gangster’s floozy, more likely. Or moll? Isn’t moll the word? She’s hot. In that sort of dominatrix-Barbie way.”


“She’s got her own gun,” I pointed out, keeping my voice light. “She’s no mere floozy.” I noted that she held it in her left hand. As I watched her long, narrow fingers curl around the gun—getting ready to make a run for it, it looked like—I knew I was right. I knew that hand. It was older, longer, more elegant. But I would have known it anywhere.


I had finished my PhD and landed a teaching job at a small SUNY school in upstate New York, where I was teaching British lit to young students whose brains, I was discovering, were attuned almost exclusively to electronic stimuli. They weren’t all that much younger than I was, but they seemed to be from a different century. I lived in a spacious apartment on the top floor of a turn-of-the-century Victorian with more charm than insulation. (In upstate New York, spacious is a rental agent’s code word for cold.) I spotted Carly May in the corner of my TV screen on a Thursday night in late January. Outside, it was below zero and had been for days. An English department colleague and I were huddled under afghans in front of my TV, watching a movie and eating take-out pizza. When I say huddled, I mean separately huddled. We weren’t touching. Brad Drake and I were the youngest assistant profs in the department. The next tier, the thirtysomethings, had kids, yards, lives. They had dinner parties from which all the guests departed by ten o’clock, yawning and murmuring about the babysitter. I’d been to a few, when I first arrived. Watching-bad-movies-ironically was not a pastime that amused them any longer. Perfectly good colleagues; I knew they’d never be my friends. Which was fine. I didn’t need many friends: Brad sufficed.


“Go to the credits,” I ordered Brad, who was clutching the remote as usual.


“Can’t we just wait till the end?”


“I know that girl,” I said. “I swear I do. I have to check.”


“How could you know her? You can hardly see her face. And if you do know her, why do you have to check? If you’re so sure, I mean. And—”


“Why do you have to argue with everything I say?” A pointless question; this was what Brad did. It was an endearing form of perversity, usually, and one of the many traits that justified, at least to me, the decidedly nonromantic basis of our relationship. I seized the remote.


I scrolled quickly past the characters with actual names, then lingered over the ones identified more cryptically: first dead girl, second dead girl, girl in diner, girl with gun. In this last group I saw a name that was not the one I was looking for, but caught my attention nevertheless: Chloe Savage. The initials were right. And something else: a ghostly echo, beyond logic; a sort of thud in the pit of my stomach. I knew, simply.


“It’s not her,” I told Brad, feigning disappointment, sinking back into the couch. Subterfuge was instinctive; I didn’t for a moment consider telling Brad the truth.


It made perfect sense that she would have changed her name.


After Brad left, dragging his sleepy self reluctantly out into the snow with a wistful look that suggested he was hoping for an invitation to sleep on the couch, I went straight to the computer. I found enough photos of Chloe Savage to confirm what I already half knew. The bios available were disappointingly sketchy, not to mention full of lies. Only one detail linked her to Carly May: competed in beauty pageants as a child. The bios didn’t say she was Miss Pre-Teen Nebraska. They said, in fact, that she was from Connecticut. Like me, I thought. She was borrowing that from me. In an obscure way, that, too, counted as evidence.


I printed everything I could find: bios, filmographies, photos. I placed them neatly in a folder and labeled it Carly/Chloe. Then, for no reason, I slid it into the bottom of a drawer, as if to conceal it from—what? Prying eyes? I could have kept top-secret government documents on my bedside table at that point, and they would have been perfectly safe.


Nevertheless, I hid the folder. It felt like the right thing to do.


Chloe


I was cute as hell. Tall for my age, willowy, with pale gold curls and sapphire-blue eyes. Like a little fairy. A sexy little fairy, I should add, once they started dolling me up. That was after Gail showed up. By the time Daddy brought her home to meet me, it was already pretty much a done deal: she had agreed to marry him. She had dyed red hair and violet contacts and long pink nails. Nature had made her a drab, mousy little person, but she had done everything in her power to color herself in. It was like Technicolor, though: unconvincing. She had a high, nasal voice. To me, at seven, she seemed like a cartoon. Why sad, quiet Daddy would want to marry a cartoon just two years after my mother’s death was something I would never understand. He must have thought I needed a replacement mother; maybe he assumed I would welcome siblings, which Gail was quick to produce, in the form of two little half brothers. Wrong on both counts, but he never bothered to ask.


“Doll” is what Gail called me the first time we met. “Oh, Carly May, you’re such a little doll!” she gushed. “Hugh, you never told me what a doll she was!” My father just kept unloading grocery bags from the trunk of the car. I noticed right away that he tended to let Gail do the talking.


After I left the second time, Gail published a book. Notice I didn’t say wrote a book. I swear she never wrote more than a grocery list in her life. No, it was ghostwritten by Liz Caldwell, whose name is in small print in the lower-right-hand corner, like an artist’s signature—you only see it if you’re looking. “With Liz Caldwell,” it says. I can picture what with meant: Gail sitting in the living room, wearing enough makeup for the frigging Oscars, with a cigarette in one hand and every ring she owned smashed onto her chubby fingers, wallowing in self-pity and a pathetic vision of her own importance. Liz Caldwell across from her, pretending to be impressed by Gail’s wisdom and strength of character, consulting her notes and offering an occasional gentle prod, tape recorder whirring away beside her. How do I know Liz was pretending? I know Gail, is all. In fact, Liz might not have had to bother hiding her contempt; Gail would’ve been too caught up in her own drama to notice. Sensitivity to other people’s emotions was never her strong point.


Even the book’s title is a lie: Losing My Daughter Twice. It would be nauseating even if it were true, granted. But I am not—was never, in any sense of the word—Gail’s goddamned daughter. And you can’t lose what was never yours.


I was smart, believe it or not. Am smart. People don’t expect it. My mother, who died in a car accident when I was five, was a schoolteacher. My father liked to read. He would come in from the barn and collapse into his recliner and pick up a book. Non-fiction, mostly, but novels, too. They read to me when I was little, talked to me like I was an intelligent life-form. I got good grades in school, if I bothered, though under the Gail regime there didn’t seem much point in trying.


She must have researched the pageants on her own. This was pre-Internet, so it would have been harder then than it is now. She would have had to send away for information. Anyway, when she brought home the brochures that started everything, it was the first we’d heard of it; I mean, Daddy and I. “I didn’t know they had these things for such young girls,” Daddy said, flipping through glossy pamphlets with his big rough farmer’s hands like he was holding something he’d rather not touch—a dead animal, maybe. “I guess I would’ve thought they’d be older.”


“Look at those girls,” Gail said, tracing their round, smiling faces with the hot-pink talon of her index finger. “You have to tell me Carly May is cuter than every one of them. No question she could win these things without hardly even trying.”


“Now why would she want to do that?” said Daddy, handing the brochures back to her and tugging one of my pigtails. “Carly May has a good head on her shoulders.” I was in second grade. “These girls look like a bunch of airheads. Just pretty faces, that’s all.”


“There’s worse things to have,” said Gail.


“Pretty is as pretty does,” Daddy said.


I stared at the glittery, ruffled dresses the little girls were wearing—maybe airheads, maybe not; how could you tell?—and thought about what Gail had said. God, how do kids know the things they know? I remember very clearly understanding two things: one, that Gail was right when she said I was prettier than the other girls. I was only eight, but I knew this like I knew that hens laid eggs. And I sure as hell knew that, since I gathered them from the coop. I’m tempted to say no one told me, but the world must have told me, somehow.


I also knew that Gail—much as I hated her, even then—was probably right when she said how much it mattered. Being pretty, I mean. And I knew that there was something I wanted, something big, something I couldn’t name. Something outside my present world. So I let her find me later, flipping through the brochures on my own at the kitchen table. Daddy was out.


That was all she needed to start planning.


Lois


I don’t hide my past, exactly. My story did not follow me from high school to college, and I chose not to revive it. I wanted to try being a different Lois, at least publicly. Even when I wrote my dissertation on the trope of abduction in the British novel, no one but my parents and my dissertation director made the obvious connection. I have grown up, it seems, to be respectably anonymous: Lois Lonsdale, assistant professor of English, specialist in very long novels in which, according to my students, nothing happens. Stickler for the proper deployment of semicolons. Until recently, no one remembered the abduction, much less the names of the miraculously rescued girls. There have been too many girls in the news, most not so lucky; as spectators, we allow our imaginations to skitter from one tragedy to the next. Carly May and I essentially ceased to exist once our pictures disappeared from the papers; the reporters abandoned my doorstep long ago.


Now, though, I have a new secret: I am Lucy Ledger, author of the modestly selling thriller Deep in the Woods, which is, however improbably, soon to be made into a major motion picture. The novel is loosely based on the abduction. My life has become complicated again.


I have always liked secrets.


I’ve been teaching Samuel Richardson’s Pamela in my class on the British novel. My plan is to get it out of the way early in the semester and then move on to the fun stuff. More fun, I mean; I admit that it’s relative. I am trying to persuade my skeptical students that Pamela is, in fact, fun. It’s an epistolary novel, of course, a novel in letters, though in a rather perverse way, as most letters in the novel never get to their intended recipients. But you could argue that it’s also a kind of horror novel, spun as a marriage plot. When Mr. B’s none-too-subtle efforts to seduce (or ravish) his young (very young!) servant fail, he abducts her, ships her off to another of his houses, and places her in the custody of his ally and conspirator, the sadistic Mrs. Jewkes. The fact that Pamela gets to marry her “master” in the end does little to mitigate the fact that she spends half of the novel imprisoned, warding off his attempts to rape her, and frequently unconscious from fear.


But then, it’s a love story, too.


My students tend not to buy the love story part.


So when Sean McDougal darkens my office door one early February afternoon, I assume he is one of the disgruntled, and steel myself to deliver my speech about the importance of Pamela to this looming, cigarette-scented specter.


But he surprises me. “I Googled you.” Sean is tall, pale, thin but also somehow soft around the edges. Sparse, wispy facial hair contributes to the effect: he is blurry. Would he be handsome if he were more kempt, less skulking? I think he might be. It’s hard to say. I have a vague sense that he reminds me of someone, though I search my memory and can’t find the source of the echo.


He’s sitting altogether too comfortably on the other side of my desk, snow from his heavy coat melting onto my floor, a faintly malicious gleam in his pale, no-color eyes. He looks pleased with himself.


Damn.


Originally, I had thought adopting a pseudonym would magically secure me a double life; I had thought I could establish and defend a sharp border between Lois Lonsdale and Lucy Ledger, and shuffle between them as I pleased. My editor, Amelia Winter, swiftly disabused me of this fantasy. The first time she asked me about the backstory of my novel, I told her confidently that there was none. It’s pure invention, I said. She extended a sinewy arm, selected one of the dozens of brand-new books stacked high on her desk, and flipped through it. Glittering skyscrapers crowded the twenty-fifth-story window behind her; I still couldn’t believe my luck. My manuscript was taking on a life of its own. “The thing is,” Amelia said, scanning the pages, “it’s important for us to know. Because if there is anything—anything—it’ll come out. The Internet makes sure of that. If we know ahead of publication, we can make it work to our advantage. Otherwise, if you’ve been less than forthcoming with us, it’ll be hard for us to control the damage.” She snapped the book shut, as if she had found whatever she was looking for. “Something to think about,” she said.


I didn’t want to think about it, but I did it anyway.


Sean sniffles loudly, and I thrust my box of Kleenex in his direction. He ignores it. Beneath the desk I uncross my legs, bracing each flat-soled suede boot firmly against the floor. It’s my defensive stance, undetectable from the waist up. “Oh really?” Needlessly, I straighten a stack of papers on my desk. “The wonders of modern technology, yes? If only Pamela could have Googled Mr. B, that whole scandal with his pregnant mistress would have come to light much sooner, and Pamela might not have been so sympathetic.” I say this lightly, since I don’t really consider it an acceptable way of talking about the novel. I am breaking one of my own rules: there are no what-ifs in fiction, no alternate universes in which the characters might have done something other than what is on the page, where everything would have turned out differently, had they only been half as wise as we. It makes no sense, for instance, to insist that Pamela shouldn’t have agreed to marry Mr. B; Pamela matters only because that is precisely what she always does, has always done, must always do. There would be no novel, otherwise. No Pamela.


“We didn’t get to that part of the book yet,” Sean says, his voice devoid of humor. “Don’t you want to know what I found? On the Internet?”


I know all too well what he has probably found. When I finally came clean with Amelia, I suspected that I was only confirming what she had already discovered; apparently it didn’t require Holmesian sleuthing to trace Lucy Ledger back to Lois Lonsdale. Sean’s hands rest on my desk, red and raw, nails gnawed and not as clean as they could be. I wish he would stuff them back in his pockets; they make me queasy. Sean is no Sherlock, but it seems he’s about to prove Amelia’s point.


I prevaricate. “If I wanted to know, I suppose I would have Googled myself.” Which I have done, of course. Doesn’t everyone? What I know is that you used to have to scroll through nine pages of obscure singers bearing my name, census data and death records, someone who still has a Myspace account, and a doggy day-care owner in Ohio, not to mention my own faculty profile and syllabi, before you came across a brief, dry item cataloging child abductions by decade. My kidnapping is listed as one of many from the midnineties. Now you need only click through four pages to discover that Lois Lonsdale is also Lucy Ledger, and from there it’s a short virtual leap to the rest of the story.


I smile at Sean in a way that I hope is both teacherly and winning, hoping to divert him from whatever unpleasant course he is set on. There’s still time to turn back, time to rethink whatever he’s about to do. His plot is still flexible, unlike Pamela’s.


But he is not to be won. He wrote a terrible first essay, I remember. Did I give him an F or a D? Probably an F. I am trying to make sure no one thinks I am a lightweight, a pushover. I flip open my grade book. Yes, an F. Too bad.


“It was when you were talking about Pamela and how she could marry Mr. B after what he did. I just thought there was something funny about how you talked about it.” His voice is curiously uninflected. Creepy, I begin to think. Unnerving. “Sometimes that happens to me. I get these feelings about people. So I checked you out. Do you want to guess what I found?”


“I can just imagine,” I say drily. “I don’t suppose it was my third-place finish in the national spelling bee.”


For the most part, I have managed to keep Lucy Ledger out of Lois Lonsdale’s everyday life. In her author photo, Lucy Ledger is smoky-eyed and edgily glamorous. She sports a leather jacket and assertive earrings. Lois Lonsdale, on the faculty Web site, peers sternly through forward-falling hair, face framed by a crisp collar emerging from her prim suit. You wouldn’t see a resemblance unless you were looking for it. We didn’t broadcast my real name when the book was published, though a handful of intrepid reviewers figured it out. My parents received a few calls from people interested in reviving the old story, and Miranda and Stephen’s disapproval of my literary venture deepened the faint chill between us. I told my department chair about the book when he hired me, but did not mention its roots in my history; he seemed to find the fact that I had written a popular novel scandalous enough and all too gladly agreed to keep it under wraps to the extent that it was possible. That part was easier than I had expected: there was minimal intersection between my worlds. I never saw a familiar face at a reading. I tried to handle most publicity long-distance; I became adept at the e-mail interview, the phone chat.


Sean McDougal is the first real threat I have had to confront.


After scrabbling for a moment in his backpack, he withdraws a battered paperback. It’s swollen and darkened, as if it’s been rescued from drowning—or dropped in a bathtub, more likely. “Got it used on Amazon,” Sean says. “Basically free, except for shipping.”


It’s Deep in the Woods.


The thought of this grubby, ill-mannered student poking around in my life—and even in my sentences—chills me. Surely it’s hardly disastrous, though. I think quickly, trying to anticipate how this terribly unappealing young man could use his discovery to hurt me.


I really cannot imagine.


For a fiction writer, that’s a failure, I suppose.


Chloe


I belong on the stage. Zed told me so (that was what we called him—like the British letter Z; we never knew his name until afterward), and I knew right away it was true. But I’ve ended up in movies. They say my face is better suited to the screen. You need a speaking face for the stage. Big eyes, a wide, expressive mouth, shadowy cheekbones, a well-defined, even prominent nose. In a way, says my agent, you’re too pretty. He doesn’t mean it as a compliment. He doesn’t even say beautiful. He says fucking pretty. And fucking pretty is perfect for certain kinds of parts in certain kinds of movies.


The thing to understand about your character, a director once said to me, is that she’s beautiful, but she’s completely unaware of how beautiful she is. That’s why everyone falls in love with her. There’s this innocence at the core of her beauty.


You mean stupidity? I said, laughing. He didn’t know what I meant, and proceeded to explain the whole concept to me again, as if I hadn’t been hearing it since high school, at least. She’s really pretty, but it’s like she doesn’t even know it! people would say admiringly of certain girls.


Only then can you forgive a girl for being pretty: if she’s an idiot or a liar.


There’s no way you can grow up in this world and not be able to look in a mirror and gauge how much you look (or don’t look) like the girls in magazines or on TV. Even if you somehow manage not to figure it out for yourself—because you’re so terribly modest or whatever—the world will tell you, just like the world will be sure to let you know if you’re ugly, or fat, or ridiculous in any way. I don’t mean people will come out and say it, necessarily (though someone will, sooner or later), just that they have ways of letting you know. You can see it in the way their eyes react to you, the way they interact with you physically.


Unless, as I said, you’re stupid, or totally delusional. I’m sure that’s sometimes the case.


It’s not a question of vanity, I argued with that director, knowing already that I would lose. I’m just talking about calling a spade a spade.


He thought I was playing my character as too knowing, too self-aware. People would lose sympathy with her, he said.


Sometimes I think we’re a whole country of hypocrites. And I’m one of them: I played it like he said, in the end. My character became some kind of cheesy male fantasy instead of a real person.


And I still didn’t get famous.


I settle myself in a sunny window with a cup of tea, still in my robe, determined to read the script Martin has been nagging me about. He has told me it’s good, told me I’ll be excited, but I don’t believe him. His enthusiasm makes me nervous. I know his hopes for me are different from what they used to be, and I’m a little scared to learn what he thinks is a “great role” for me these days—a pain-in-the-ass mom in a teen comedy, maybe, or the clingy, shopaholic ex-wife in a romantic comedy about other people. Caricatures. I’m almost thirty. In actress terms, since I haven’t managed to become Nicole Kidman or Julia Roberts, that’s what I’m fit for: caricatures.


The screenplay begins with a standoff between police and a lone gunman who has staked out a house in the woods. Two pretty preteen girls work on a jigsaw puzzle in the main room of a rustic cabin, their gazes turning anxiously to the windows. On the porch sits a man, gun in hand, gazing calmly out at the woods. The house is surrounded. As the police close in, the man ignores repeated commands from a loudspeaker outside, makes no move to come out with his hands up. The girls are frozen with fear. They are neat and clean, but oddly dressed: they wear plain, dark cotton dresses, and their long hair is long, loose, old-fashioned. They look vaguely cultish.


There is a sudden commotion—we hear it, rather than see it—as the police descend upon the back of the house. The man lifts the gun.


I read ten pages before I get up, go to the kitchen, and trade my tea for a bloody Mary. What I’d really like is something stiffer, but it’s technically still morning, so I compromise. Then I go back and reread the opening scene. I need to make sure I haven’t lost my mind.


Martin is out of his office and not answering his cell. I leave him five messages. I need to know if this is some kind of joke. I don’t see how it could be; then again, I don’t see how it could be anything else. There are differences: We were upstairs when it happened, not in the main room. There was no jigsaw puzzle; we were making costume decisions about a play we were working on. But the clothes, the hair. The cabin. The man in the Adirondack chair. My fucking story.


It takes a lot longer than it should to realize that I would not be playing one of the kidnapped girls. No, I would be the female detective who gets too involved in the case, helps to track the girls down, becomes obsessed with the kidnapper, must confront disturbing truths from her own past, blah blah blah. That would be me. Although I should find it comforting that I have no idea who the hell this woman is and can only assume she’s totally fictional, like the jigsaw puzzle, I find it aggravating, instead. So much of the story is familiar that the discrepancies are weirdly jarring.


The beginning is the end. The rest of the script tells the story of everything leading up to that point. Everything from the moment the first little girl gets in the man’s car, with some more lies thrown in.


Here’s my story. The story that Lois has stolen. (It has to be Lois; who else could it be?) We never stopped at motels, the man and I. We slept in the car. I dozed on and off all the time, in a sort of lazy, pleasant way. He took quick catnaps in empty parking lots, on dead-end roads, in little parks. The first time we did this, he strung a sturdy rope through my belt loop and tied it to his own wrist; if I moved, he said matter-of-factly, he’d wake up. He didn’t make it sound like a threat, though I guess on some level it was. By then I knew that he had a gun in the glove compartment. In Nebraska, everyone had guns—but this was different, a little handgun. A TV gun, I thought. I’d never before seen anything but hunting rifles.


You never know who’s out there, or what crazy things they’ll do, he said when I saw the gun, as if he wanted to make sure I understood that the gun was not intended for me but for troublesome strangers we might meet on the road. He sounded apologetic, a little embarrassed.


We didn’t meet anyone, though. People must have assumed we were father and daughter, if they thought about us at all, though he would have been pretty young to have a twelve-year-old. One of the things that struck me on that trip was that most people seemed awfully preoccupied. They had their own shit to deal with. I was used to the small-town busybody-ness of Arrow, and it fascinated me to see that out on the road we could drift through town after town like ghosts, and no one paid any attention to us at all.


Glad as I was to be leaving Nebraska, I wasn’t exactly in a hurry to get anywhere else in particular. I liked watching the world flow past my rolled-down window, farmland blending into small, dusty towns, the hot wind stirring my ugly-Barbie wig. Partly I remember the trip as a succession of smells: cowshit, chicken farms, fast food, charcoal grills, freshly mowed grass, doughnut shops. Once we got stuck in a town that was having a parade, for no apparent reason, and since we couldn’t get through anyway we got out and watched, as if we belonged there. I can still smell the thick haze of cotton candy and sausage sandwiches and fried dough that made the atmosphere in the village seem like something you could eat, though you’d be sorry later.


He bought me cotton candy on the way back to the car, and I twirled sticky strands of it around my tongue for miles and miles, glad not to be the blond Dairy Princess who had ridden through town in a white convertible, swiveling her hand and wrist at the crowds like a useless flipper. The frozen smile fixed on her pink face could have been mine. Thank God, I thought when we were back on the road.


You could have yelled, people said later. You could have run, you could have gone for help. Sounds like he gave you plenty of chances.


Lois Lonsdale is the only other person in the world who knows this story.


Lois


“Have you ever had Sean McDougal in a class?” I ask Kate LeBlanc. I know she has; I looked at his transcript: he took a survey course with her last semester. She’s an early-Americanist, and it occurs to me now that there’s something fittingly puritanical in the creases that descend from the base of her nose to the corners of her narrow mouth, creating the illusion of a frown even when her face is neutral. I wonder if I am making a mistake. I don’t ask for help, as a rule. Kate and I sit in a corner of a downtown café, well away from the door, which keeps opening to admit blasts of winter. It’s a comfortable enough café, and the coffee isn’t bad. It’s about as cosmopolitan as this town gets. The local art on the walls is poignantly overpriced, and it never moves.


“Once. Last semester.” Kate sips her tea, having recently eliminated coffee from her diet, as she seems eager to explain. Such arbitrary gestures of self-denial make me nervous, and so do her next words. “Why? Are you having trouble with him?” If she had said “Is he giving you trouble,” it would have been fine. But her sentence, whether consciously or not, attributes the problem to me.


I press on, because I have to know: has Sean singled me out—which is what it feels like, and clearly what he wants me to think—or is this simply what he does? “Just a slightly creepy vibe,” I say, making it sound as casual as possible. The problem, I mean to convey, is entirely his; I am not the one who’s creepy. Nor am I the sort of paranoiac who sees creepiness everywhere, who spins the mundane into personal drama.


“Really!” Kate widens her eyes. Her long beaded earrings tremble and shimmer, echoing her surprise. “Odd. He’s a smart kid. Quiet, certainly, but I wouldn’t have said creepy. What does he do, exactly? If you don’t mind my asking?”


Smart? Interesting. “Well, in class, not much. I just feel his eyes sort of fixed on me; it’s unnerving. He comes to my office pretty often. Weirdly often.”


“Yes, he’s a big fan of office hours,” says Kate. “Probably because he’s so shy about speaking in class, I always assumed. He’s more comfortable one-on-one.” Which a good teacher would understand and even encourage, she doesn’t say aloud; but it hangs in the air, all the same.


Why is she refusing to entertain even the possibility that I’m right? What’s at stake for her? I should stop, at this point, I realize; I should change the subject to spring break, or local shopping options. I don’t. The shy, smart student she describes is not the Sean I know, and my misgivings deepen. “Yes, but—there’s something too personal about it, if you know what I mean. That’s what I meant by creepy. He seems a little too interested in my life, as opposed to my insights about eighteenth-century literature. Did you ever get that?”


A look of something like distaste flits across Kate’s face, and she cuts me off with a sharply dismissive wave of her hand. “Oh, Lois. I wouldn’t think anything of it if I were you. Keep in mind he’s a very socially awkward kid; I don’t think he has much control over the signals he seems to be giving off. I don’t think you want to jump to conclusions, or attach too much meaning to your first impressions. You’re a new professor; this is a small school. Naturally they’re curious about you, the students. They don’t always know where the boundaries are. But I wouldn’t mistake curiosity for obsession.”


I never said obsession; that’s her word, and it’s hostile. Appalled, I see in her eyes what she really means: Of course you assume young men are obsessed with you just because you’re pretty. What’s worse, you are vain enough to want me to admit it. You are waiting for me to say: Oh, Lois, you must know, boys will always be like that with you. Have you thought about putting your hair up, dressing more plainly? You are the sort of sick, ego-driven person who always demands praise . . .


I tuck my hands around my coffee cup for warmth, though it’s rapidly cooling. Kate is wrong. I don’t care about flattery, not from my students, and certainly not from her. I do want information, even of the haziest kind; I want to know whether my suspicions are justified and whether I should be worried. But I can see from the tight lines that have formed around her mouth and the impatient tap of her foot that she’ll be no help; what’s more, I’ve turned her against me. You can’t really afford enemies in such a small department. I think of my mother, suddenly. Why don’t kids like me? I asked her once, after some elementary school social incident involving rejection. Oh, they’re probably just jealous, she said vaguely, clipping a dead rose from a bush, failing to convince me that she understood my world well enough to make such a pronouncement. Later I asked one of my therapists the same thing, and by then I really wanted an answer. What do you think? she asked, in her usual helpful way, head tilted quizzically.


Finishing my coffee, I change the subject: I mention the snow that’s predicted for the weekend, and we sidestep into a spirited discussion of the weather. After all, I have found out what I needed to know: Sean’s behavior is specific to me; this isn’t simply his usual routine. It’s personal, and he wants something.


The part of my mind not actively engaged in the weather conversation slips nervously into an old game from my spelling days. It’s been happening more often lately. Kate, I think. Words with a K: kaleidoscope, keratin, kamikaze. Krypton, kosher, kirtle. There are fewer than you’d think. K words are harsh and angular. They suit her, I think, draping them about her neck, fastening them to her ankles like anchors. I festoon Kate with K words. It soothes me.


Yes, third place in the national spelling bee, as I mentioned to Sean; it’s one secret not worth keeping. It was before anyone cared: before the spelling bee movies, the television coverage, the geeky chic spelling acquired in the early 2000s. When I was ten, I saw an article in the kids’ section of the newspaper about a boy who had won a local bee. Intrigued, I read carefully through the list of words he had spelled correctly in order to win: gallantry, parsimonious, feckless, infallible, anemone, risible, psoriasis. I knew most of them; they were book words, as opposed to words people actually used in conversation. I couldn’t have pronounced half of them, but I recognized them, all the same. The others, the unfamiliar ones, imprinted themselves instantly upon my brain. I felt them do it.


I could do that, I thought. I plunged immediately into a fantasy of victory. I was convinced, then, that I was destined for great things; it seemed unjust that my life as a fifth grader afforded so few opportunities to demonstrate this. Spelling would be a start.


I began compiling dictionary lists, testing myself on them. I enlisted the help of my parents, who thought my pursuit odd but harmless, and of an English teacher seeking vicarious glory. I entered a regional bee and qualified for the final rounds as one of the youngest contestants. I didn’t win that year, but I did the next. By the time I was twelve, I had qualified for the national bee in Washington, D.C.


In the end I retired early from the spelling circuit. For one thing, by the time I returned from that summer with Chloe in the Adirondacks, publicity no longer appealed to me; seeing my picture in the newspaper was no longer a thrill.


But the words in my head were there for good.


As I leave the café and trudge along the snowy sidewalk, I move on to the Ls.


Lagniappe. Lachrymose. Lugubrious.


Even to me, my childhood looks picturesque. The rambling New England inn, the horses, the roaring fireplaces and fifteen-foot Christmas trees—you can’t deny their charm. But war-torn villages on the news, where ragged, ill-nourished children play in the beautiful bombed ruins of old stone buildings, can also be picturesque. That doesn’t mean you want to live there. I don’t mean to exaggerate the hardships of my childhood; my point is that I know it is possible to be desperately unhappy in surroundings that other people might admire on a postcard.


My parents ran an inn. The house had been in my mother’s family for generations. At its core was a squarish colonial manor, flanked by long wings that had been added later. Another addition straggled out of the back like a spare tentacle, leading out to what my mother still calls the kitchen garden. That’s where she had spent her early childhood—in the aesthetically dubious appendage at the back of the house, invisible from the road, not marring the grandeur or symmetry of the house’s lines. It was not the nicest part of the house, but it was the most practical; the small, low-ceilinged rooms were easier to heat, for one thing, and the rooms did not dwarf or disdain the comfortable modern furniture my grandparents filled it with. The rest of the house was shuttered then—unused, unheated. But my mother says that as a little girl she found passages to the long forbidden hallways, the shrouded rooms, and played there as, no doubt, two centuries of children had before her.


Then my grandfather began to make money. Lots of money. He managed to ride the cresting wave of Hartford’s insurance industry. And the house, my mother says, eventually swarmed with men hired to restore it to its original state, until at last the whole place stood open, windows brilliant in the sunlight. The family took up residence in the main house, amid the graceful furnishings and chandeliers of another era.


My mother inherited the house, but not enough money to maintain it; the restoration had already consumed a great deal of my grandfather’s wealth, and his increasingly extravagant habits hadn’t helped. (There was talk, my mother said, of secret card games, horse racing, expensive mistresses in the city.) She had been raised to assume that she would marry well enough to serve the house’s needs—which sounds improbably Victorian, I know. She went to Mount Holyoke; she was talented; she was groomed for more than husband-catching. But the family was prominent in local society; they mixed with other wealthy families; she dated boys who were destined to be bankers and surgeons and insurance magnates. There were expensive dresses and furs and cars and trips to the city. Horses, tennis.


But Miranda Sheridan did not marry into that world. She married my father, who had hazily grand ambitions and no money. Like her, Stephen Lonsdale was a painter, or so he thought then. He gave it up soon after they married; my mother, on the other hand, still retreats to her studio, though she seldom shows or sells her work. Her large abstract canvases lend the living areas of the inn a museum-like quality; they are too overwhelming, my father insists, for the guest rooms. According to my mother, Stephen was seduced by the glamour of the Sheridans’ life and at the same time despised it, a sentiment he did not manage to conceal from my grandfather, who was, to all appearances, graying and stiffly respectable.


Upon my grandfather’s death, my penniless and casually bohemian parents saw that the house would have to earn its own keep. Which it still does, admirably. They relegated themselves (and, eventually, me) to one of the wings and transformed the rest into a handsome New England inn, featured later in countless travel magazines, glossy photographs of upscale country grandeur that never look like home.


What an amazing place to grow up! I can’t count the people who have said this to me. But imagine: The house was always full, my parents eternally occupied with the guests. From the guests streamed endless needs and desires, and it was my parents’ mission to satisfy them. I saw little of my mother and father during the day; we generally had dinner together, but though we dined late in hopes that the guests would mostly have settled in for the night, it was common to be interrupted by the bell that connected our modest quarters to the rest of the house. My parents would sigh and meet each other’s eyes across the table, mutely deciding who should go—or who had had the least to drink.


On weekends I spent as little time at home as possible. It was then that the guests seemed most present: they lingered after their breakfast, flipped through the pages of books on the shelves, read the newspaper on the porch. They paid well for these privileges, and in theory I did not begrudge them; I was well aware that our living depended upon these well-heeled, generally mild-mannered vacationers. Yet I couldn’t help feeling displaced. Technically, the wing my family occupied was separate from the inn. But sometimes guests wandered accidentally into our kitchen, which adjoined the large main kitchen where my mother prepared gourmet country breakfasts each morning; occasionally, intrepid explorers would venture farther and find themselves in our small living room if someone had forgotten to latch the door. One small back porch, an architectural afterthought, was supposed to be exclusively ours. The guests had the wide, beautiful veranda that ran the length of the front of the house, as well as the patio out back; but sometimes, forgetting or seeking privacy, they found their way onto our porch. When people stumbled upon me, it embarrassed us both—as if they had been exposed to a mop, or a pile of dirty sheets in the middle of a hallway: something meant to remain behind the scenes. From the guests’ perspective, my parents were creators of exquisite crab and goat cheese crepes and spinners of delightful local yarns, there to supply their every need or whim. I was a prop, prettily dressed and extravagantly well behaved. This, at any rate, was my conviction, and I fueled it with the kinds of books that confirmed my childish suspicion that I was alone and misunderstood.


I especially dreaded the guests who brought children. Young kids weren’t allowed, as a rule, but we permitted children ten and up. They were even more likely than the adults to wander into my world, to express uncensored curiosity about my status. If they were bored enough—and sometimes they were—they’d even try to pick fights, in the hope that a good round of childish insults would save them from a dull vacation of books and board games and country rambles. The children weren’t all monsters; once in a while I even formed a fleeting friendship with some lonely girl. For the most part, though, I cultivated a growing awareness that I was not entirely welcome in my own home. My parents’ hope was that eventually profits would soar and they would be able to pay people to attend to the day-to-day management and upkeep of the inn, but they hadn’t yet gotten much further than a couple of chambermaids and a groundskeeper. Like my parents—or at least my mother—I longed for the day when we would be restored to our rightful position as lords of the manor. By the time I got in the man’s car, I had begun to realize that this rosy future was more a fantasy than a solid business plan.


If I had noticed that it had begun to rain, I might have stayed at the library that day; we lived on the outskirts of town, and it was a long walk home. As it was, a gray car pulled up to the curb just as I stepped off the stone steps of the library into a steady drizzle. I noticed that it had New York State license plates, but I thought nothing of it; those are common enough in Connecticut. I do remember feeling a vague sense of alarm as the driver rolled down his window. I think it was simply shyness, though; I was skittish at the prospect of talking to strangers, not because this stranger seemed particularly alarming. Quite the opposite, in fact: the man was pleasant looking, nicely dressed. Younger than my father, though I couldn’t have gauged by how much; he was one of those people who manage to look simultaneously old and young. As I approached the car, the girl sitting in the front seat beside the man leaned forward to see me—or perhaps to allow me to see her. I noticed immediately that she was extremely pretty. Her hair was strange, a coarse, uniformly gleaming brown, but it had the effect of making her look even more like a doll than she would have otherwise. I tried not to stare at her in fascination; she stared frankly at me.


“We’re looking for the junior high,” said the man, his voice low and resonant, polite but with a friendly undercurrent of humor. “I wonder if you could point us in the right direction? We seem to have gotten turned around.”


“I’ll be starting seventh grade here in the fall,” the girl added.


“So will I,” I found myself saying. What was it about them that made me immediately comfortable, that so thoroughly disarmed me? “I’m pretty awful at giving directions,” I said apologetically, looking down the street and trying to visualize the turns they would need to take. “Okay—keep on going down this street. You see the church at the end?” I raised my arm to point, hoisting my backpack into a more secure position with my other arm as I gestured. It was raining harder; I could feel my hair getting heavier, and raindrops clung briefly to my eyelashes before trickling down my face like tears.


“Listen,” the man interrupted. “You’re getting soaked. Why don’t you hop in. You can show us where the school is, and then we’ll take you home.”


“Otherwise your library books will get wet,” the girl chimed in.


I knew I could guide them to the school more easily in the car than I could explain how to get there. And I lived fairly close to school; they wouldn’t have to go too far out of their way to bring me home.


If the man had been alone, I wouldn’t have gotten in. I’m sure of it, or as sure as it’s possible to be. I knew as well as any American child in the midnineties that it was ill-advised to accept rides from strangers. It was the presence of the girl that overcame my doubts. Her absurdly pretty face spoke to me somehow; it reassured me. This is a girl I might be friends with, I found myself thinking.


I slipped into the backseat, settling my dripping backpack beside me, perching in the middle and leaning forward between the two front seats.


“Okay. Go up there and turn right,” I said. For a few turns he followed my directions perfectly, arousing no suspicion. Then, quite suddenly, he didn’t: he took a left instead of a right, and without warning we were on a back road, heading out of town. I was so surprised, and he was so calm, that I said nothing at all. This is the part I could never explain to anyone’s satisfaction. I didn’t want to let the strangers down. I wanted to ride in that musty backseat forever; I wanted to belong to them. I could feel the girl watching me. I wondered if the man was her father, but I didn’t think so. Age aside, that wasn’t quite how they spoke to each other. I couldn’t have described how they did speak to each other. Words rose to my throat countless times, but somehow it had already become too late to say anything that would matter. Weirdly, I was reluctant to seem rude. They were so sure of themselves, and so pleasant.


No one spoke for the first hour or so, and then it was Carly May who filled me in on what little she thought I needed to know. We stopped once for gas, and Carly and I stayed in the car. “You don’t have to go to the bathroom, do you?” she asked me, and since “no” was clearly the right answer, that’s what I said. “You should stay down,” she explained, tucking herself lower into the front seat. “It’s best if no one sees us.” She sounded more like an accomplice than a victim of a kidnapping—if that’s what she was, if that’s what I was; kidnapped was a word that had drifted around my head a bit, but it carried little conviction. I did as she said. “There’s no point in running away or anything like that,” she added. She twisted around in her seat, fixed her blue eyes on me—darker than before, with only the lights from the gas station picking out specks of iris. “Are you scared?”
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