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For my children


Jenna
David
Kayla


With all my love




With what price we pay for the glory of motherhood.


—Isadora Duncan
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When she was born, I named her Lavinia, but I called her Vinni. Her left, sleepy eyelid hung lower than her right, but when she was twenty-two months old, the surgeon took a slight tuck under her brow and made her as perfect as a child could be. By the winter of her third year, signs of the stitches had disappeared. By the summer of her eighth year, her skin was bronzed and beautiful.




YEAR ONE




ONE
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THE DAY VINNI AND I LOST EACH OTHER, WE WOKE EARLY to have breakfast on the beach. A giant tote bag stuffed with towels, suntan lotion, and bottles of water rested against the back door. James and the Giant Peach, number two on Vinni’s reading list, sat in the outside pocket, next to the galleys for my new coffee-table book—Fashion in the Twentieth Century—a spin-off from my editorial job at Hot Style magazine. A box of pastels—a gift from Evelyn, who lived downstairs—hid in the bottom of the bag; a ratty sketchpad peeked out at the top. Each day I planned on taking the pastels out of the bag, but each day my child wanted me to see something, walk somewhere, or talk more.


She’d start by saying, “I have an idea. . . .”


At the perfect spot, we spread the food out on the matelassé I had rescued from a flea market on Orchard Street on the Lower East Side. After we devoured the waffles and berries, Vinni and I walked along the beach. The early-morning sunlight illuminated the world around us. Even the birds respected the quiet.


In the distance, we saw them—Rudy and Hilda—strolling the way older people do, taking care not to get too close to the water’s edge. They waved to us as we walked in their direction. The two fascinated Vinni because they were always together. “I think Rudy is Hilda’s best friend. They’re like you and me,” she declared, as if giving this some thought. Her father and I had separated when she was five. Now, three years later, Steve kept a distant presence in San Francisco.


The couple used to stop and talk to Vinni and me on the beach, but it was Vinni they studied. Sometimes Hilda ran her finger down Vinni’s cheek in one smooth stroke, as she complimented her hair or the color of her eyes. I remember how Vinni would just stand there and smile. She never turned away.


What had she seen when I had been studying the color of the ocean?


“Rudy and Hilda don’t smile the same way,” she said. “Rudy’s lips turn up wide, and his eyes look happy, but Hilda’s eyes don’t smile, even when her mouth does.”


“I’m sure Hilda’s happy.” I smoothed away the dark, wavy hair from Vinni’s right cheek as I spoke without thinking.
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ON OUR WAY back up the beach, I stopped on one of the hilly sand piles common to the Jersey Shore and leaned over to remove a piece of shell wedged between my toes.


That’s when I saw Rudy slumped over in the sand. At first I wasn’t sure, as he and Hilda were far away, but something made me grab Vinni and run. By the time we reached them, Hilda was leaning in close to Rudy’s face. Her arms wrapped around his shoulders as she knelt beside him. He was whispering in German. Hilda nodded, crying softly, kissing his cheeks. She held his right hand against her chest.


The muscles in his face twisted, but he reached for Hilda’s shirt collar with knotted fingers and said, “Geh.” Twice more he repeated the word. “Geh. Geh.”


Go. Go.


I told Vinni to stay with Hilda and Rudy while I raced home to call 911. Usually a cell phone addict, I had tried all summer long to wean myself off this seductive attachment. I have gone over and over why I made this choice—why I made Vinni stay on the beach.
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AS I REACHED the front porch of the summer cottage, I turned back and the breeze from the ocean swept sand across my face. I blinked away the grainy flecks and as my eyes focused, in the distance, by the water’s edge, I saw Vinni’s hand on Hilda’s shoulder. Hilda was sitting in the sand, with Rudy’s head on her lap. I don’t know if I imagined it or not, but later I thought I had heard Hilda singing to Rudy.


After making the 911 call at the house, I turned around too fast and tripped over a pile of books stacked on the floor by the couch near the front door. I stumbled and grabbed the air. My arm landed on the lampshade Vinni said reminded her of an old lady’s hat. I regained my balance and kept moving. As I slammed the door behind me, I heard a loud crash and knew the table lamp had fallen.


I hurried to the spot where I had left Vinni. She and Hilda were gone. The faded color of Rudy’s lips stopped me from touching him. I knelt down and put my ear to his chest.


Rudy was dead.


I looked up and saw two men dressed in shore-police attire—white shirts, navy Bermuda shorts, and skinny navy ties— running in my direction. Two people from the rescue squad, one woman and one man, carried a stretcher behind them.


The tide stilled. The earth stopped its rotation. “Where’s my daughter?” I said to the cop who reached me first.


“Where did they go?” I closed my arms around my chest. The August sun was hot for so early in the morning. I shaded my eyes with the side of my hand. Both policemen were on their knees in the sand, bent over Rudy.


“Who?” the woman from the rescue squad asked, as she looked around.


“My daughter. My daughter was here with Hilda. I don’t know—”


“Do you know this man?” the policeman interrupted, looking up at me with a baby face full of summer freckles.


“His name is Rudy Haydn. He lives in the yellow clapboard house on Morris Avenue, two blocks down, at number twenty-three. My daughter . . .” I slowed a bit and looked around. Why did Hilda leave Rudy? Didn’t Vinni just say last night that they were best friends?


“My daughter must be with Hilda.” And then I added, “She’s eight.” I said it again. “She’s only eight.” My throat closed a little, the way it used to when my father would tell me that my mother had to return to the hospital.


“Who’s Hilda?” the policeman asked, as he bent over Rudy. No one was there but Rudy and me.


“Hilda is his wife. She . . .” I looked around. “She must have taken Vinni back to the house,” I said, wondering aloud to no one. Panic waited in the pit of my stomach.


A few early risers stopped and stared at Rudy. Two women in their midthirties, both with sun-streaked hair pulled back in a ponytail, had been jogging. They looked like typical Spring Haven mothers: good skin, trim bodies. They wore the latest running shoes, tied in double knots. Women like this learned all about life from their own mothers. They combed their children’s hair before they went to school, scrambled eggs, and watered their plants so they wouldn’t die.


“Do you need help here?” the taller one asked. I shook my head.


The younger of the two policemen questioned an older couple and a single man in his forties walking a golden retriever. Dogs were allowed on the beach until 8:00 a.m. If Vinni had been here, I know she would have stopped to pet the dog.


More heads shook. No one had seen Rudy fall. More time passed. No one had seen a little girl with an older woman leave the beach.


I continued, “My daughter was here with Rudy and Hilda. I left her here to make the call.”


“We’ll send someone over to the house,” the young policeman said. His voice was deep with confidence. Salt and sun had bleached away some of the letters on the officer’s nameplate.


“What’s your daughter’s name?”


“Vinni. Lavinia. Everyone calls her Vinni.”


Should I have fled and run to Hilda’s, instead of staying with Rudy?


I must have been with the officers on the beach for at least twenty minutes. No one moved fast. Maybe it was the heat, or the summer laziness that affects small-town police departments.


“We’ll need your numericals,” the older police officer said, as he stepped to my side.


“Numericals?” I asked.


“Full ID, Social Security, how long you’ve been down here. You’ll have to come to the station and answer some questions.”


“Yes, yes, but I’ve got to find Hilda. My daughter . . . I’m sure my daughter’s with her.”


I ran toward the yellow house. Rudy and Hilda had always kept their front door unlocked. As a New Yorker accustomed to locked doors, I found this strange. Now, when I turned the handle, the door didn’t budge. I called out for Hilda as the sun beat down hard on my head. To the right of the top step, where I stood, I saw Hilda’s beach shoes—old brown sandals with ankle straps—thrown to the side in the garden, sitting among the purple and white pansies. It had been at least fifty minutes since I had last seen Vinni. Hilda’s shoes tossed in with fresh mulch sent a wave of illness over my body.


“Vinni!” I screamed, as I banged on the door.


I ran around to the back door and pushed it open. The silence in the house lashed across my face. I raced from room to room. Why did I take so long?


I heard someone come up the steps and turned to see the young officer from the beach.


“I checked all the rooms. They’re not here,” I said. “What’s happening? Where are they?” My voice rose as I moved my face close to his, and he took a soft step back. “Something . . . something’s not right. Where are they?” Repeating the words offered no comfort.


Another officer, who had been dispatched to check the house before I got there, had been poking around the garage.


“The car’s gone,” he said, as he stepped inside the kitchen. “Looks like someone had an oil leak. There’s fresh drops of oil on the concrete floor.”


Sixty minutes had passed since I had last seen Vinni.




TWO
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THE MISTAKE I MADE WAS NOT MOVING FAST ENOUGH.


“Time counts.” The Spring Haven detective spoke as if he were measuring each word before it dropped from his mouth. He was of average height—maybe five foot ten—and had a solid build for a guy who looked like he had been sitting behind a desk for at least a decade. He was probably in his late thirties, and still had lots of thick, dark hair that looked hard to comb. My mother would have called it Italian hair.


It was the detective’s idea that we go back to the house in case Vinni returned home. He and I sat across from each other at the kitchen table that only the day before had been an innocent dining set with four chairs, four blue plaid seat cushions, and one rectangular table. Now, I popped up and down from the seat, unable to be still one minute and frozen with fear the next. I loathed the blue plaid. When I dropped my head, the tiny squares made me dizzy.


“Time counts.” Detective D’Orfini said it twice the day Vinni disappeared. “The idea that Hilda and your daughter, Vinni, are together is a working assumption. It’s just one of them. There may be a third party involved in all of this. Or Vinni may be with a friend. We can’t rule out anything. The important thing is for you to stay calm. Calmness is key.”


“She’s my only child,” I said. My voice weakened behind my teeth in the back of my throat. I jumped up and walked into the living room and saw traces of Vinni from the morning. A pair of hot-pink socks was on the floor, next to the waist-high bookcase filled with decades-old issues of Ladies’ Home Journal. She had two backpacks. She had taken one to the beach with her. The other one was at my feet. Unzipped, it held a bag of half-eaten popcorn, two Hershey’s Kisses, a mini-container of Altoids mints (a symbol of status among eight-year-olds at her school), and a short-sleeved, eco-friendly green T-shirt that read STAND UP FOR PEACE.


One hour turned into two.


“I’ll need a list of Vinni’s friends from school,” D’Orfini said. “Maybe she saw one of them down here at the beach. Her teachers, too. And friends here in Spring Haven.”


I had already called the little girl whom Vinni had met less than two weeks ago on the beach. It was 8:00 a.m. when her mother picked up the phone. I apologized for disturbing her, then hung up quickly when I learned Vinni wasn’t there. I imagined the other mother hanging up and climbing into bed with her safe child. Promising her pancakes with warm syrup. Curling her fingers around her daughter’s small hand.


That is what I would have done.


Looked after my own.
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“DO YOU HAVE a child identification box?” D’Orfini asked.


“A what?” I said.


“It’s a good idea for every parent to have a box that holds a current photo of her child, dental records, medical records, even a list of friends and teachers, updated each year.”


I stumbled into the bedroom, grabbed my black leather tote bag, and returned to the living room. Vinni’s third-grade school picture was in my wallet. I reached in and handed it to him. He looked at me for a moment and then said, “We’ll make copies.”


I opened up my laptop and went straight to my photo library.


“These are good. I’ll need these forwarded to the station,” D’Orfini said.
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FIVE HOURS LATER, I called Vinni’s father from the police station in Spring Haven. The cheap plaque on the edge of Detective D’Orfini’s desk said his first name was John. Johnny D’Orfini. Sounded like a kid who hung out with pizza delivery boys when he was in high school. Slid into criminal justice when he decided firehouse cooking wasn’t going to be what he expected on a dinner plate. Graduated from college and then moved back home to run his small-town police department. Each time he spoke, I found myself hopeful that he’d tell me where to go to grab my child’s hand and take her home. His green eyes caught me from the beginning.


“Steve? Vinni’s gone.”


I made the call because he was her father, even if he hadn’t talked to her all summer. Vinni loved her dad, but she had learned to expect little from him.


“Maddy, I just got into the office. I’m getting ready to fly to Hong Kong this afternoon. What do you mean, Vinni’s gone? What the hell are you talking about?”


Steve had never been my go-to guy in a crisis. He didn’t like to be interrupted.


“I don’t know. We went to the beach early this morning . . . and then Hilda and Rudy . . . Hilda was crying and Vinni stayed . . . and . . . oh my God, Steve, she’s gone.”


Seconds piled up. No words came from either of us. I could hear Steve breathing in that racing way he had when he was trying to keep control, before he spoke. “Who are Hilda and Rudy? Where the hell are you?”


My voice quivered. “I’m at the police station in Spring Haven. You know that Vinni and I rented a house down here for July and August. You do remember that, don’t you, Steve?”


“What are you doing at the police station? And who is Hilda?”


I was crying. For a minute, I wished Steve had been there with me; I thought he would have been better than no one. Then I caught myself.


“Put somebody else on the phone.” I recognized the steel in Steve’s voice. It was better that he was across the country in San Francisco. I could already hear the lecture he’d give me on responsibility, on not paying attention, and a general berating about any parental belief in myself that I had built up in the three years I had been raising Vinni alone.


I passed the phone to D’Orfini.
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EVEN AS A young child, Vinni had different perceptions of her dad and me. When he called in June, two weeks before the end of school, and explained that he was not returning from Sydney as planned, she didn’t cry or throw a tantrum. It was another one of those times when I looked at her with a stranger’s eyes, examining her young face, searching for a hint of maturity. But there were no outward signs. It was all about her brain and her heart and how they grew entwined within a silk mesh of compassion. She snatched questions out of the air.


“Does everyone have a heart?” she asked.


“Well, of course, honey,” I answered.


“Everyone?” she asked again, doubting that I had understood the question in the first place. I began to explain, but I think I lost her after the first sentence. I know she got what I meant. When she understood something, her forehead did this little funny lift and receded like a drawn-out sigh.


Except for a slight dip in her chin, Vinni’s face made an almost perfect circle. The dip added a sense of seriousness. Her dark hair and deep brown eyes were my father’s. Vinni’s lips were so full, I never doubted men would kiss them when she was older. She looked nothing like me, except for the hair, although Vinni’s had a strong hint of gold folded in among its thickness. When she was a baby, I shampooed her hair in the kitchen sink while cupping her head in my palm. As I gently massaged her scalp, I studied her features as if I were seeing them for the first time.


From the beginning, I knew Vinni was a different child. She had a strong presence that made me aware when she was near, even before I could see her.


“Mommy, watch me,” Vinni used to say.


When I looked up from stirring a pot of chicken soup that I made one winter Saturday, Vinni was staring up at me with a napkin floating on her head. “Doesn’t this make me look like a fairy?” Vinni danced around me in a circle, her eyes looking upward like safety nets ready to catch the floating napkin should it dare to slip. Once, she told me she was practicing being “invisible.”


“How do you do that?” I asked.


“I tiptoe.” With a scholar’s concentration, Vinni stepped one foot in front of the other. She kept her gaze locked on the tile floor beneath her and held her arms crossed over her chest.


“Can you still see me?”


“Yes,” I answered. “But you look smaller.”


Vinni smiled up at me. “That’s how it starts,” she said. “I get smaller until I’m invisible.”
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STEVE FLEW IN and stayed with me in the rental in the guest bedroom. We walked around like zombies, not touching each other. We ate standing up, each of us looking out an open window, as if Vinni might run by and we would reach out and grab her. I avoided Steve’s stares as much as I could. At first, he bombarded me with questions: Why had I left Vinni alone? How long had I been gone? What did I know about Hilda and Rudy?
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ONE EVENING, THEY had invited us to a dinner served on blue plates at their home. Over sauerbraten and potato dumplings, Rudy reminisced about his days as a student and then as a professor at Heidelberg University in Germany.


“This is where I met my sweet Hilda,” he said. He closed his eyes for a moment—long enough for Vinni to ask, “What was she doing there?”


“Vinni, honey,” I interrupted.


“Ah, it is all right.” Rudy sat up a little taller in the chair and twisted his body in Vinni’s direction. She sat on the floor, with her arms wrapped around the tops of her knees.


“I was a professor in the philosophy department. I like ideas. I like to make people think about what they believe.” Rudy leaned in closer to Vinni. Hilda’s eyes fixed on her husband. She listened to him speak and nodded in agreement.


“Hilda was just a girl,” he said.


“I was twenty-one!” she exclaimed.


“Just a girl.”


Hilda clasped her hands with excitement, fingers tip to tip in what resembled a jubilant prayer.


“I was at the Hackteufel café with my colleagues when I saw Hilda with her friends across the room. We used to go there, the young professors, and talk philosophy. We smoked and drank coffee and beer.”


Vinni was insistent. “And did you like her?”


Rudy laughed. “Ah, yes, my little girl—I liked her from the start.”


“Why did you leave Germany?” I asked.


Hilda set down on the table a pedestal cake dish filled with vanilla iced strudel. “Come and taste,” she said. “I had a doctor’s appointment today in New York and stopped off at my favorite bakery.” Hilda looked over at Rudy. Their eyes locked as she smiled without parting her lips. Hilda tilted her head.


So this is what it could be like, I thought. A man and a woman loving each other after all this time. Sending messages without words.


Rudy continued. “The opportunity to come to the United States to head the philosophy department at Columbia University . . . well, this, I couldn’t pass up. Twenty-three years ago.” Rudy sighed as he placed the coffeepot on an iron trivet on the table. Hilda touched his wrist with the tips of her fingers but then withdrew them onto her lap.


“And you stayed all these years? Didn’t you miss Heidelberg?” I asked.


Hilda surprised me by answering before Rudy.


“I miss Rodenbach more than Heidelberg. I grew up on a farm with lots of pigs.” Hilda leaned forward and fixed her eyes on my only child.


“And, oh, the smell in the summer was so strong—those pigs! But most of all I miss the smell of the land,” she said. Her long hair, twisted into a graying bun, sat on the top of her head like a cupcake. Curly wisps framed her face. She touched her temple as she remembered.


After dinner, Hilda asked Vinni direct questions.


“Tell us, what is your favorite thing to do?”


“Be with Mommy,” Vinni said.


I knew Vinni liked to be with me. It’s natural. Children are supposed to like their mothers, aren’t they? Mothers are supposed to hold their hands when they’re afraid.


I’m the one who grew up unnatural. Vinni knew nothing about this. There was nothing for me to hold on to when I was afraid. Instead, I stood still. My arms hung.


“Mommy works a lot, and so this is our special summer.”


“Special?” Hilda asked.


“We have breakfast on the beach. Early. Mommy reads and writes.”


“And tries to paint,” I added, with a nervous laugh. I picked at the overgrown cuticle on my left index finger. The summer sky began to darken, making way for an early-evening shower.


“When she’s busy, I read. Mostly books for school. I like to find out about people.”


“What kind of people, dear?” Hilda asked.


Vinni’s face creased into a bright smile. No wonder she was the center of attention.


“The kind of people who get into trouble and then have to find a way out.”


“I believe we have a budding philosopher in our midst!” Rudy said.


Hilda turned toward me. “Your work . . . it keeps you away from your child?”


Her voice had a sternness I hadn’t noticed before. I continued to pick at my finger without looking at it. For a moment, I wanted to be gone from there. I needed air.


I wasn’t sure how to answer without stuttering. My neighbor Evelyn was always inviting me to come down to the studio to paint with her. It simply wasn’t possible to do what I had done before Vinni was born. I was uncomfortable with any answer I could think to give. I hesitated, realizing I had dug too hard on the crusty cuticle, until it bled.


Hilda’s gaze hardened, but then she said, “Listen to me. I sound like an old woman. Let’s have dessert.”


Tenderness returned to her round face as quickly as it had disappeared.




THREE
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THE FIRST NIGHT IS NOT THE WORST WHEN SOMETHING bad happens. Every night that follows is the worst.


The FBI took over the police station in Spring Haven. I could see from the beginning how John D’Orfini searched for solid footing as the men in suits claimed his space. Two from the team had been assigned to stay at the rental house with Steve and me. In the beginning, they stayed there for hours and hours. But that was in the beginning, when I wondered if I was supposed to prepare and serve coffee in ceramic mugs or Styrofoam cups for the investigating agents. Were there rules written for mothers of missing daughters?


Everything they asked, I did. I asked questions. I gave answers. I appeared on the local television news. I helped at the checkpoints with the rest of the fourteen full-time police officers called in to search for a missing child. We held up Vinni’s photo to drivers, passengers, and curious children in seat belts who strained their necks forward to see the picture.


I did what I was told to do.


You would not have done more than I.


In the beginning, things appeared to happen. Steve set up two websites and hired a young student from Rutgers University Law School who was on summer break to manage them. I let him take the lead. I knew the rhythm. John D’Orfini instigated the reverse 911, something I had never heard of, that moved the investigation forward. Officers on duty and those called in on their vacation day made calls alerting the community to a missing child.


“Vinni. Full name Lavinia Stewart. Eight-year-old female. Dark hair. Last seen wearing a yellow two-piece bathing suit with blue hooded sweatshirt. Could be traveling with an older woman.” Snippets of conversation drifted in and out, as I was part of the call team. When the detective pulled up a seat for me next to him, I was aware of my own sound and how it sat inside my chest. Flat, uncurled, like broken sticks.
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SIX DAYS AFTER Vinni disappeared, Steve and I listened to John D’Orfini explain why he rejected an immediate AMBER Alert, a cooperative program between the law enforcement community and the media that sends a warning when a child under eighteen has been taken. On highways, electronic signs beam information about the missing child. In theory, an observant driver who calls the police after seeing a child fitting the description has the ability to stop an out-of-state kidnapping. Maybe a murder.


John D’Orfini lifted his green gaze above mine so he wouldn’t see me when he spoke.


“All the pieces have to fit together before we sound the AMBER Alert. If we overutilize it without due and prudent fact finding, we can abuse it. Prudence is key.


We don’t know if it would have helped. We had to piece together that the suspect was headed out of state,” he said. “We didn’t have the answer. First, we had to check the hospitals to see if someone matching Hilda’s description had been admitted. We contacted other law enforcement agencies to see if she had shown up—alone or with a child.”


“I need you to be more specific, Detective!” I said. “What agencies?” My voice cracked.


John D’Orfini hesitated and looked down, but only for a second. Then he focused on me and me alone when he spoke. “To the south, we’ve hit every police department from Sea Girt through to Philadelphia. To the north, we’ve spoken to departments from Belmar through to Bergen County and upstate New York. These are the quickest routes out of the state, and since the car has been missing, we’re assuming that the suspect drove out of here. Public transportation would have tracked her and the child by now. An APB—uh, sorry, all points bulletin—went out after twenty-four hours to points of nearby public transportation.”


“Twenty-four hours?” I jumped up. How do you sit still and talk about a missing child when it’s not somebody else’s? “That was too damn long to wait to do this!” I pushed my fingertips into the middle of my forehead, sliding my thumb back against my left temple. I pressed hard, as if I could jam everything back into my head, away from spilling into the room. Steve sat next to me. At any moment, I suspected, he would reach for my arm and tell me to sit the hell down. He was used to men sitting around a conference table and talking in turns.


Three FBI agents sat stiffly in their seats, their suit jackets thrown over the backs of their chairs. One leaned forward and said, “We narrowed the investigation, but only after we confirmed that Hilda wasn’t on the outer perimeter.”


I mumbled the words outer perimeter and shook my head. I pressed my top teeth onto my tongue. I said the words again, but more loudly. “Is that an FBI term? Because I don’t get it.” My voice was high, shrill, like it had sprung out of the top of my head. Whose voice is this?


It wasn’t an actual question, but John D’Orfini answered, “We still don’t know for sure—that is, we don’t know if Hilda has left the immediate vicinity—but we’re proceeding.” He stopped and cleared his throat, as if the words he had uttered were about to grow thorns.


I stared back at him, and for the first time I noticed he had a small mole to the left of his chin, on the lower half of his cheek.


I was still standing when I raised my voice. “But an AMBER Alert might have slowed Hilda from wherever she was headed. We could have tracked her car,” I said. I could feel the heat on my face. Accusation rose up through my throat. I leaned farther over the table, with my knuckles folded tight underneath my palms.


John D’Orfini listened but then shook his head. “There aren’t any rules on how much time needs to pass before we instigate the alert. I thought it was the right call.” He hesitated but then plunged forward. “I take full responsibility.” He swallowed and waited, as if I might like the idea of “no rules.” There was no manual detailing protocol. It was all about judgment and John D’Orfini and how I had to trust this man to help me.


“One more thing.” John D’Orfini spoke slowly. “We found out that Rudy and Hilda put their house in a trust.”


“Which means?”


“They hired a lawyer to take care of everything: taxes, all the bills, including selling the house. I checked with our tax office, and they sent the tax bills to the trust in care of a lawyer in New York City.”


“What’s his name?”


“I’ve already tried to talk to him, but he won’t speak to me; he cited attorney-client privilege. What I can tell you is that Rudy and Hilda planned on leaving Spring Haven.”


“Is the house for sale?” I asked.


“Not officially, but we’ve learned it’s going on the market in a few weeks.”


I looked down and fought back tears. Would all traces of Hilda and Rudy disappear, like Vinni? Darkness filled me so completely that I almost missed hearing John D’Orfini. If I could have gone back and begun Vinni’s life again, I’d have stayed closer.


“Our agents have already visited the philosophy department at Columbia University, where Rudy was a professor and head of the department before he retired.”


“Why wasn’t I told about this?”


“Maddy, for God’s sake,” Steve said, “let him finish.”


I glared across the table at my former husband.


“We hoped we’d get something from Rudy’s former colleagues. About either Rudy or his wife.”


Was it compassion or pity that I detected in John D’Orfini’s voice? I couldn’t tell.


“Rudy was there for over twenty years. He was highly respected as a scholar. ‘Brilliant’ is what they said. Clear-minded and brilliant. Devoted to his students. Of course, we’ll want to talk to everyone who worked with Rudy. It’ll take time.”


I remembered what he had said earlier. Time counts. I wouldn’t forget this.
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WHILE RUDY’S BODY lay cold and unclaimed at Monmouth Medical Center, Hilda and Vinni disappeared under the closed eye of the amber light. Along with the police department, I canvassed the neighborhood. We went door-to-door. People looked at me with pity and horror. I spun in and out of that first week. Steve grew quieter in the second. Time passed. When he returned to San Francisco, I cried on a bench on the Spring Haven boardwalk. The night’s summer breeze felt warm, until I realized I couldn’t stop shaking. While the moon’s face lit up the world, I sat in the dark and cried. Hilda and Rudy hadn’t seemed like bad people. Now that Rudy was dead and Hilda and Vinni were missing, I traveled to a place where evil prescribed the itinerary.


By the time I returned to my apartment in New York City, Vinni had been gone for thirty-one days. It is impossible to understand how time does not stand still even when we beg it to stop. Day becomes night and repeats itself.


Steve was back at work in San Francisco. I stopped in at the editorial offices for Hot Style magazine in the evenings, after I was sure everyone had left for the day. When I walked into my office, I let out a deep sigh. I wasn’t even sure that I belonged there anymore. I picked up a framed photo of Vinni sitting on a gold-colored horse at the carousel at Bryant Park in the middle of Manhattan.


“Where are you, love? Where the hell are you?” I said out loud.


I left notes for the young intern I had hired for the summer. I talked on the phone to the editor in chief, who told me to take as long as I needed . . . but this was all in the beginning, when everyone clung to the hope that the police would find my daughter and together our lives would go on and bad things would happen to other people.


During the second month that Vinni was gone, life had no timetable. John D’Orfini called me daily, but with nothing to report. I dreaded his “hello.” My day-to-day living consisted of going for long walks or staying in bed and waiting. I ate in spurts, collapsing on the couch with a bowl of cereal or crawling into bed when I could no longer bear the silence in my life.


Then John D’Orfini stopped calling.


Had he sensed my despair?
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ON A COLD afternoon in November, I drove down to Spring Haven. Detective D’Orfini offered me coffee. I refused twice. After that, he fixed me a cup and put it on the desk, with a pack each of Equal and sugar next to it, two mini-creamers, and a wooden stirrer on a napkin.


“Madeline? Or is it Maddy?”


For more than two months, John D’Orfini had been calling me Ms. Stewart. I hadn’t cared until he said my first name and it sounded . . . sweet.


“Maddy’s fine,” I said.


John D’Orfini began, “I thought . . .” His eyes changed from green to blue, depending on what tie he wore.


I hesitated, moving my chin forward, as I did when I was about to say something I’d rather not. I liked him, but I wish I hadn’t met him.


“Detective D’Orfini, I’m not interested in your thinking process.” I moved my hips to one side of the folding chair, letting my cashmere skirt ride up where it wanted. I continued talking, sensing that at any moment John D’Orfini was going to interrupt, like a parent unwilling to wait for a child’s explanation.


“I’m tired,” I said. “My daughter’s been missing for almost three months. I don’t sleep. I’m living on yogurt and Grape-Nuts and lots of coffee. I hang out at Barnes and Noble to lose myself in a book, but instead I just lose my self a little more. I’m scared that if we don’t find her . . .” I dropped my head back and closed my eyes.


Since that day in August, John D’Orfini’s skin had lost its shade of summer. His cheeks had thinned, making his eyes look wider and deeper set. His impenetrable stare made it impossible for me to read what he was thinking. Why did I care? I turned my head and looked out the window to the right of the detective’s desk. It faced a quiet seaside town where disappearing children were unheard of.


Until Vinni and me.


“I keep asking myself what I did wrong.” I moved closer to the edge of my seat, gripping D’Orfini’s desk. He leaned back in his chair without taking his eyes off me. I could feel their presence on my face, watching for what? For me to confess that I had hired a private investigator after trolling the Internet for someone with credentials who looked like he was hungry?


I kept talking.


“I hired someone,” I squeaked out in a voice I didn’t recognize. A bird’s, perhaps. “A private investigator. I had to do something.”


John D’Orfini knew how to wait before he spoke.


“He scares me,” I said.


“I know.”


“You know that he scares me?”


“I know that you hired someone. It’s my job to know.”


“I thought your job was to find my daughter.” I turned my head away. I didn’t like how I sounded, but I couldn’t stop myself. Heat hit me from head to toe. Strange. John D’Orfini’s office was always cold—even the edge of his desk.


“Why didn’t you say something?” I asked, in a tone of irritation combined with something sounding like defeat.


John D’Orfini had a way of letting a question float around the room until it landed in the most preposterous position.


“I don’t know how you found him, but you’re wasting your money.”


There it was. Blunt and heavy.


I lowered my eyes and rubbed my forehead back and forth with my second, third, and fourth fingers, drawing a steady line across the middle of my skin.


“He smells, you know. When I walked into his office, it smelled like a boys’ locker room. I think it was the sweatshirt he was wearing.”


“TEXAS in big white letters, with orange sleeves pushed up above his elbows?”


I dropped my hand in my lap and looked up.


“I wrote him a check for twenty-five hundred dollars before he told me the dismal statistics on a missing child being found alive after forty-eight hours.”


John D’Orfini ran his hands through his hair and leaned back so far in his chair that I thought it might tip over. He exhaled deeply, pushing an involuntary sigh from his throat.


“Do yourself a favor and don’t see him anymore. He’ll rip your heart out while he’s taking your money.” His voice deepened on the word heart.


Without a sound, John D’Orfini released the backbend of his chair and leaned over his desk, his forearms resting on the cold wood. In a husky voice, he said, “I don’t want to see that happen.”


“Which part?”


“What?”


“Which part? The heart part or the money part?” My eyes filled. His tone softened.


“I know this guy. He could mess up the investigation, scare away potential witnesses. He’s only going to be following our tracks anyway. And besides, it’s too soon to quote statistics.”


I believed him because the alternative was unbearable. I looked at the serious detective who sat across from me. I opened my mouth and spoke, leaving space in between my words.


“Over and over, I ask myself, What should I have done to keep my child safe?” One beat. Two beats. Three beats passed. John D’Orfini said nothing in response. Instead, he stood up. His lips parted, then closed. One more beat of silence lingered, before he said, “Let me get you another coffee.”


His tone changed to one that men use when they think the women around them have gone mad. If I was mad, then I had reason. When I was questioned, I felt the weight of everyone’s judgment. I saw how John D’Orfini, the media, Steve, and strangers looked at me on the street.


When I was able to fall asleep, I slept for three-hour stretches during the night. Sometimes two. Often when I awoke, I had a fleeting moment of expecting to see Vinni standing by my bed. For a few seconds, I’d forget she was gone. I loved being in the dark when this happened. I loved not moving. I thought if I stayed still, I could reel in the nightmare and turn back the clock. I stared at the ceiling, knowing I had to pee but afraid to leave the bed and step into reality. All it took was the slightest movement, and then I remembered that Vinni was gone. My chest ached and ballooned with each breath. Inhale. Exhale. The ache swelled and settled. Swelled and settled.


“Beating yourself up isn’t going to help us find your daughter. What I suggest is you let us do our job.” I think John D’Orfini aligned himself with the FBI for my sake. The detective had stepped back inside the protection of his somber sports jacket, hiding a pair of broad shoulders.


“Stop telling me what to do! ‘Suggest’? Did you say ‘suggest’? Is this what it comes down to? Suggestions?” My speech turned sloppy. My voice dropped down into my throat, where it waited for moments like these to rise and lash out. The birdsong from my earlier tone flew away.


I jumped up. “I have to find my daughter. I can’t sit around here and do nothing. I know she’s out there. It’s just . . .” I stumbled for words. “Vinni is different from other children. She senses things before they happen. There’s something I haven’t told you.”


John D’Orfini stayed silent. I sucked the inside of the bottom of my mouth with little bites. “That morning as we walked on the beach . . . she said she knew I loved her differently than her father did. ‘Daddy is different than you, Mommy,’ she said. ‘If I lose you, I know you’ll never give up looking for me.’


“‘I’ll never lose you, honey,’ I said. ‘Never, never, never.’”


“Your daughter’s a pretty special child, isn’t she?” The words fell out of John D’Orfini’s mouth, but he leaped over them and added, “We’ll find her.”


I grabbed my black leather tote bag, catching the long handles on the back of my chair. As I pulled harder, the straps tangled more and dragged the chair with me as I tried to move away from John D’Orfini and his stare. The chair squealed as it followed behind me like a wounded puppy. I didn’t look back. I ran. I wanted to get the hell out of there and get out of the hell I was living. I started the car and drove up the Garden State Parkway. What had begun as a drizzle picked up until I could barely see beyond the windshield.


I skidded to a stop on the side of the highway and grabbed my cell phone from the pocket inside my tote. I hit the key for John D’Orfini. He had given me his direct extension and told me to call him anytime. I knew he’d pick up on the third ring. This was his style. Keep them waiting.


He hardly finished answering, “John D’Orfini” when I cut him off.


“Look. I don’t think you get it. This is not just another child missing. This is Vinni. This is my . . .”


I lost it. I started choking on my own words, until spit and tears and phlegm mixed together and paralyzed my speech. Alone, on the shoulder of the highway, I let go of every ounce of fight that had sustained me. I needed help but didn’t know whom to ask. I sunk low in my seat behind the wheel and let my heart go.


“Maddy? Where are you?”


“Maddy?” After what seemed like a long time, with John D’Orfini waiting on the line, I spoke in a voice that I squeezed out from the bottom of my heart.


“I’m nowhere.” Then I hung up.


I turned off the engine and watched the raindrops hit the windshield. Dozens fell at a time, splashing the glass. I closed my eyes and unraveled. Slowly at first, and then like a train picking up speed down a long stretch of open track, I began to tremble. My shoulders fell over the steering wheel. My head hung and bobbed like one of those dangling toys people hang from their car mirrors.


My pain fell onto the seat and settled in pools around the floor mat beneath my feet. It seeped its way into the back of the car and slipped through the bottom of the closed passenger doors. It hit the gravel on the shoulder of the road.


I vomited out the window. From inside the car, I gagged on the idea that I might never see Vinni again. Maybe it was a good thing I threw it all up. Otherwise, how could I have believed she was alive?


I closed my eyes. The sweat from my head wet the seat’s headrest as I stretched my neck back and up. My lower lip turned downward. My jaw released. I wiped my mouth with the sleeve of my jacket. I smelled rotten, like fresh vomit.


“Baby’s Feet.” Don’t ask me why I thought of this now, but I did. I traveled backward, with my eyes closed. Once, I had picked up a pale nude stone—flat and smooth—and showed it to Vinni. “What color would you say this is, honey?” Without hesitation, she replied, “Baby’s Feet.”


This is my smart child.
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FOURTEEN WEEKS AFTER Vinni had vanished, I walked up Fifth Avenue in New York City in the direction of St. Patrick’s Cathedral. As I crossed Thirty-Sixth Street, I skirted around a construction site directing pedestrians to walk through a narrow pathway into the street.


I was thinner than I used to be and wore my hair pulled tight into a ponytail reminiscent of my preteen years. My hunger went untended as I ignored the croissants in the window of Au Bon Pain on the corner.


Sometimes if I saw a woman holding a child’s hand, my heart beat more quickly. My memories slid quickly into chaos, and what was real versus what was not got scrambled. What Vinni wore was still vibrant in my mind. What she said was distinct.


I chose a pew in the middle on the left side of the aisle, knelt down, and prayed. My lower back rested softly on the seat’s rounded edge. Ever since I moved to the city, I couldn’t resist stepping inside the cathedral when I passed by. It had nothing to do with my parents’ Catholicism or with my having been baptized in the church or with feeling full of grace. I liked the peace it gave me when I sat in the pew and soaked in the quiet. I talked to God inside my head, and it made me smile.


This was before I lost Vinni.


The size of St. Patrick’s Cathedral did not diminish what was in my heart. Its huge pillars hugged row after row of candles waiting to be lit with requests. What is everyone praying for? I wondered. Money? A career promotion?


How many women were lighting a candle asking God to return their daughter?


The woman across the aisle showed nothing on her face as she knelt upright, keeping her back straight and long. I noticed her hands. Palm to palm, fingers pointing upward, they aligned themselves perfectly, directed toward heaven. The man sitting next to her appeared interested in the architecture. I focused on the woman. She turned toward me and gave me a gentle smile, as if she knew I was in pain. Did I imagine the smile? I looked away and bowed my head. What was the right kind of prayer? How long should I stay on my knees? I looked back across at the woman who had smiled at me, but she was gone. My heart sank.


What was happening? Was I fading away or coming back to life?




FOUR
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I LEFT THE APARTMENT ON A COLD MORNING IN EARLY December and traveled north uptown, toward Columbia University. Ever since John D’Orfini had mentioned that the FBI had contacted Rudy’s former colleagues in the philosophy department, I’d had the idea to go there myself. I googled Rudolf Haydn, and a link appeared, featuring a photo of Rudy presenting a philosophy department prize to a graduate student. In the photo was another professor, the advisor of the prizewinner.


I made an appointment at Philosophy Hall for 10:00 a.m.


Dr. Baretta was a man in his late sixties with a handsome crop of thick white hair. He taught a course called Rational Choice. When I entered his office, he greeted me with a formal handshake and gestured for me to sit. I smelled the scent of papers and books—lots and lots of books.


“Thank you for seeing me,” I said.


“Of course, but I’m not sure what I can do for you.”


I told my story. He listened. He rested his chin on his fingertips, with both palms touching. His desk had several nicks in it around the edges where once they had been smooth and polished. The winter light from one small window lit the top of a wide bookcase overloaded with books stacked every which way. Piles of varying-size texts sat on the floor, their spines facing the center of the room.


“Was there anything unusual about Dr. Haydn?” I said.


What did I know to ask other than that?


Tell me something I need to know.


“Dr. Haydn was a brilliant philosopher and teacher. Everyone would agree. I was privileged to work with him all these years. He originated the curriculum for the popular course Rational Choice. He asked me to continue teaching it after he retired. I was deeply honored.”


Dr. Baretta talked about Rudy’s skills, his love of his work, and the way the university had revered him, as his farewell dinner, two years earlier, had demonstrated.


What does any of this have to do with Vinni and me?


“I’m afraid I haven’t been able to help you,” Dr. Baretta said.


I got up to leave. I shook the professor’s hand and moved toward the door. Dr. Baretta had already sat down and began shuffling papers.


“There is one thing,” he said in a quiet voice.


I stiffened and turned.


“One Sunday, Dr. Haydn invited my wife and me to his home on Riverside Drive for dinner. It was a rare invitation, a lovely evening with him and his wife, but I left wondering how one could live so well on a professor’s salary. His apartment was, shall we say, astonishing!”


“What does that mean?” I took a few steps to the center of the room.


“Art. Music. Books. All of it, in copious amounts. The apartment alone was in one of the city’s most exclusive neighborhoods.”


Dr. Baretta returned to his work, picked up a pen, and, head bent, said, “I’m afraid it’s nothing. My observation is that of a jealous old man. You must excuse me.”


On the subway ride home, I wondered about the philosophy professor’s comments. Art. Music. Books . . . Copious amounts . . . Most exclusive neighborhood.


Who were Hilda and Rudy Haydn?


Had the FBI knocked on doors in their New York City apartment building and asked the same question?
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THE TRAIN WAS stifling, so I got off a stop early. When I reached the corner and saw my building, I ran down the block and up the front steps and fumbled with my keys to get inside. Once there, I leaned against the interior door, out of breath. I closed my eyes. I could feel a thin layer of sweat around my belly. I started up the stairs and heard a door open as I crossed the third-floor landing. A familiar voice called up to me.


“Maddy, would you like to join an old woman for a cup of tea?”


Although Evelyn Daly lived an artist’s life in a studio downstairs from Vinni and me, it seemed as if she were only a room away. She was the grandmother Vinni never had. I had called her in a panic that first day Vinni was gone. Since then, we had spoken at least once every twenty-four hours. She tried to comfort me, but she never hushed me up. Soon, she was saying, “Come home. You need to come home.”


I fell into her arms. She held me like my own mother never did, as we cried together. She led me over to the couch, and I lay down with my head resting on a purple velvet pillow. She covered me with a cotton blanket. When I awoke, she was painting a few feet away from me. Later that evening, she warmed soup and together we sipped from small bowls as we sat by the window overlooking the street.


“I have nothing to say,” I had said.


“I know.”


Many nights, I’d go downstairs to Evelyn’s and sit and watch her paint. I had no desire to continue my own work at the easel. Somehow, she understood.


“Staring is good for you. Quiets the mind,” Evelyn would say, and so I sat and stared—at her, at her paintings, at the couch, and out the window.


She was probably in her late seventies—a guess that I made and she never confirmed. She wore bright red lipstick, slightly missing the natural curvature of her upper lip. Her silver hair was wound around in a twisted knot between two Japanese-style orange combs. For an older woman, she had unusually broad shoulders, as if announcing to the world, I have ideas.
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