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Hope is the thing with feathers

That perches in the soul,

And sings the tune without the words,

And never stops at all,

And sweetest in the gale is heard;

And sore must be the storm

That could abash the little bird

That kept so many warm.

Emily Dickinson

Truth is not the result of an effort, the end of the road.

It is here and now, in the very longing and search for it.

You do not see it because you look too far away from

yourself, outside your innermost being.

Nisargadatta Maharaj



One

It wasn’t a routine event, something so normal and habitual that she was lulled to sleep by dozens of previous repetitions. She couldn’t make that excuse. It was, in fact, a once-in-a-lifetime occurrence. And yet she had imagined the moments so often, rehearsed them, picked through so many possible problems and solutions to the problems, that when it finally did come time to put Sarah on the camp van, send her only daughter off for the first time in her life, it was as if she had done it many times before.

And when what she imagined actually happened, without any problems, the coincidence of her imagination and reality lent those whole few minutes of goodbye an even greater authenticity. She wasn’t duped so much by a clever individual as she was by her own expectations. We see what we want to see. Magicians and con artists know this about us. We are blind and trusting at the same time. We trust our interpretations of what we see because to do otherwise would paralyze us. We are all blind. This was her mantra in the dark times, the words keeping the scalding guilt of those days from burning through to the bone. There had been every indication that what she saw was real. She never thought to question.

Perhaps if David had been there, one of them would have questioned, would have stepped back and said, “Wait a minute.” But it hadn’t worked out that way. Lena had been left alone to get things organized, calm fears, put Sarah on the bus, and say goodbye. An hour earlier, without warning, David had come out of the bedroom and said he would have to miss the send-off, that he had just gotten a call on his cell phone, that he would have to go in to work for a few hours.

“Something’s come up and they need me.”

Lena doubted this was true. David’s calls from work, at least any she could remember, came on the landline. And it was Saturday and he was officially on vacation for the next two weeks. Plus his job, truth be told, was not so important that he would need to leave an event like Sarah’s first departure for camp to deal with some work problem. Lena was about to question the call, the need to leave, when she saw the way David couldn’t hold her gaze, and she wondered if the whole situation was just too much for him, that he feared the goodbye, feared, perhaps, the time alone with her after Sarah was gone. She let the lie slide.

David found Sarah in her bedroom and told her he had to leave. She wasn’t bothered by this, he was happy to see, and gave him a hug before he asked for one.

“You get to email, right?” he asked as they held the hug.

“I think so, but it’s something like once a week. Linda says the computers suck. At least they did last year.”

“Well, take good notes so you can tell us all about it when you get back.”

David kissed her on the forehead and smiled down at his nine-year-old. A sudden rush of incompleteness, of things not said or done, came over him. This wonder, who had gone from a bloody bundle of flesh to a bright-eyed young girl in no time, was only an hour away from her first solo trip out into the world. Weren’t there warnings he should be giving her? Shouldn’t there be some definite “I love you,” one that didn’t have the usual singsong, everyday, taken-for-granted tone, one that Sarah would hear and could carry with her for the two weeks she would be away? He had always planned to one day give his daughter a précis at least of his accumulated wisdom, the life lessons he had gathered. Shouldn’t he have done that by now? But the look on Sarah’s face, the one he and Lena always associated with a sort of tacit declaration of independence, stopped him. He realized that any utterance like “Watch out for snakes” would be met with a “Duh.” He had nothing more to say.

He backed up, waved a goodbye, and she waved back. He turned and took his tall frame through the doorway. Lena was working through a checklist in the dining room. Since deciding not to challenge David on the phone call from work, she had been preparing herself for a frosty goodbye with him, a little piece of mutual dissembling, something they had become very good at in recent years. David didn’t disappoint. He was almost out the front door, a good fifteen feet away from Lena, before he said anything. He held up his cell phone.

“If there’s any problem, call me on the cell. I may not be at my desk.”

“Right,” Lena answered, wanting to jab in something like, “You sure aren’t going to be at your desk.” But she just gave him the usual half smile and knew that would send him out the door.

Lena looked at the grandfather clock in the living room and realized she was a little behind schedule. The van was supposed to come at nine. The camp had said that they were the first on the route, and so Lena wanted to be ready at least by ten of nine. It was eight twenty-five when she put down her list and headed for Sarah’s room.

Sarah was on her computer, staring at some postage-stamp-sized grainy video. Lena saw that she had laid out clothes and a couple of books on the bed. Without saying anything to Sarah, she scooped these up and went to her own bedroom, hers and David’s, and began packing Sarah’s suitcase. Like David she wondered if she should have some words of wisdom for Sarah’s departure, but big mother-daughter speeches weren’t part of their relationship. Lena decided to make the goodbye as low-key as possible.

Sarah appeared in the bedroom door. She looked a little lost, maybe scared.

“What’s up, honey?” Lena kept packing, not wanting to seem too concerned.

“I just remembered. One of the first things they do is make you take a swim test. Linda said it’s, like, real cold and you have to float at the end.”

“You’re a good swimmer.”

“No, I’m not. And I can’t float. You’ve gotta be fat to float.”

Lena laughed at this and went to her.

“Take it from a professional, that has no basis in fact. And, uh, I can float. Do you think I’m fat?”

“No.”

“It has to do with bone density. If your bones are dense it makes it harder to float. I think you probably have the same bone density Dad and I have, so the likelihood is that you can be a good floater.”

“Thanks for the lecture.”

“No charge. Are you all set? What shoes are you wearing?”

“These,” Sarah said pointing to the sneakers she had on, new ones. “And I know what you’re going to say. ‘They’re new. You’ll get them all dirty.’ Right?”

“Well, yeah. That makes sense.”

“But I’m just going to wear them on the bus and I’ll change into my cleats when we get there.”

Lena made a quick decision not to wade into the cleats waters again. Sarah, a better-than-average soccer player, had been torn between a soccer camp her Sprout League coach had been heavily promoting among his players and Camp Arno, the all-purpose sleepaway in the Catskills her friend Linda had gone to the year before, one that didn’t have a soccer program at all. After she made her decision to go to Camp Arno, Sarah went through a long period of the nine-year-old camper’s version of buyer’s remorse and vowed to wear her cleats all the time she was in camp. Lena had tried to point out that hiking, in particular, would be a tough, perhaps dangerous slog in cleats. But she had long ago stopped trying to win that battle.

Sarah turned and left, and Lena stood there for a minute watching her young daughter go down the hall. Because Sarah had always moved gracefully, Lena had hoped Sarah’s early dance lessons might have stuck instead of soccer. While others in the tutu set looked wooden and struggling, Sarah made the space around her float as she moved through the elementary steps. Lena, who didn’t consider herself graceful at all, mourned a lost opportunity when Sarah had said she didn’t want to go back to Miss Threadgill’s “stupid” dance school and David had backed her. How nice it would have been, Lena thought, to be sending Sarah off to a ballet camp instead of either a soccer camp or Arno. But Lena was not the sort of parent who imposed her own wishes or thwarted ambitions on her daughter. Sarah was Sarah, and Lena was determined to support her in whatever direction she might take in life.

“They’re here,” Sarah called from the living room. Lena wasn’t sure what Sarah was referring to at first but quickly realized the bus must be in the driveway. She went to the bedroom window and saw the blue van with the Camp Arno logo on the side. Lena called back to Sarah.

“Tell them we’ll—” She stopped when Sarah came into the bedroom.

“No, Mom. You tell them.” Sarah looked as if a lot of confidence had drained from her in the past few minutes. Lena put a comforting hand on her shoulder on her way out of the bedroom.

“Zip up that suitcase and . . . Let me think.”

She went to the front door, opened it, and stood on the small front porch. A curly-headed young man, probably a college student, had opened the driver’s side door and was getting out. Lena waved at him.

“Hi! We’ll be right out!”

He waved acknowledgment and Lena went back in the house. Sarah was dragging her suitcase into the living room, a good sign, Lena thought. Lena checked the grandfather clock and saw that it was only twenty of nine. At least they’re punctual, Lena said to herself as she went to the dining room table and picked up her checklist.

The next few minutes were devoted to that slip of paper: pillow, towels, sleeping bag, dopp kit (“What’s a dopp kit?” “Oh, that’s what Dad calls it. You know, with your toothbrush and soap and stuff.”), hat, sunscreen, bug spray, flashlight, soccer ball, preaddressed postcards, and summer reading books, all stuffed into the new duffel. Lena kept checking out the driveway and saw the college student leaning against the front of the van, seemingly not worried about them.

Then it was time to haul the suitcase and the duffel outside. Lena grabbed the heavier suitcase and was about to tell Sarah to pick up the duffel when she saw Sarah’s chin crinkle and tears form in her eyes. Lena gave her a small hug.

“Things are going to be fine, honey. Linda will be there with you. And it’s just for two weeks.”

“I wish I was going to soccer camp,” Sarah managed, as she brushed away the tears. But she picked up the duffel and, true to her independent nature, led Lena out the front door.

The college student gave Sarah a big smile, held out his hand to her, and introduced himself as J.D. He wore a polo shirt with the camp logo on it that Lena thought was a bit too tight for his padded frame. He took the duffel and went to the back of the van. Lena followed and was pleased to see that the van was immaculate inside. Once the suitcase was in the back and the doors closed, Lena held out her hand to J.D.

“I’m Lena, Sarah’s mother.”

“Hi. J.D. Nice to meet you. I need you to sign some papers.”

They moved toward the front of the van, and Sarah shadowed Lena as they walked. J.D. pulled a clipboard from the front seat and handed it to Lena with a pen.

“You need to sign the bottom of the first page, page three, and the last page.”

Lena skimmed the pages, seeing it was the usual waivers and consent forms. “I didn’t know I’d need my lawyer today.”

J.D. laughed and then noticed that Sarah was hanging back. He moved to her.

“Was that a soccer ball I felt in your duffel?”

“Yes.”

“You play, huh?”

“Yes.”

“Well, you’re going to have a ball, no pun intended, at Arno, then.”

“How come? They don’t have soccer.” Sarah was confused but expectant too. J.D. hesitated a bit, then grinned as if he were revealing a secret.

“I know, the brochure didn’t say anything about it, but they cleared a new field down by the lake last fall and they’ve decided to make a soccer field out of it.”

Sarah looked at Lena, who was listening as she read and signed.

“Mom, you hear?”

“That’s great,” she answered, handing the clipboard back to J.D. When she saw Sarah’s joy at the news, she also wanted to give J.D. a big thanks for bringing up the topic. This was going to make the goodbye that was around the corner a lot easier.

And it did. J.D. opened the side door, Sarah hopped in, Lena helped her with the shoulder seat belt, used the opportunity for a final hug, and spoke to her from only inches away.

“I love you, honey. See you in two weeks.”

“I love you, Mom.”

Lena thought she saw more tears, but she backed out and J.D. slid the door shut quickly. He held out his hand and gave Lena a look that said, “She’ll be fine.”

“Nice meeting you, Mrs. Trainor.”

“Thank you. Have a good two weeks. And, uh, do you want me to call the Rostenkowskis and tell them you’re going to be early?”

J.D. looked at his watch and shook his head.

“No, I think I’ll be right on time. But we’ll wait if we have to.”

He smiled again before he got in the van. This time Lena noticed what she thought was a tobacco stain on one of his front teeth. It always bothered her to see young people who smoked. But it was a small glitch in her assessment of J.D. She had already formed the sentence she would use to describe him to David. “Sarah’s in capable hands.”

The reflections off the van windows kept Lena from seeing Sarah clearly as the van backed up, turned out into the street, then pulled ahead. For a brief moment Lena had the urge to run after the van. Why? She couldn’t say. Was it the loss of control? She had prepared well, solved all the minor problems, and the goodbye had gone like clockwork. But now Sarah was out of sight, hurtling, Lena thought, into some outer space. Through tear-fuzzed eyes Lena watched the pristine calm of the Westchester street settle as the van drove out of sight. She wiped her tears and chastised herself for being so sentimental. Look at this clearly, she thought. Be proud of Sarah. She had hopped in the van with a stranger and left without theatrics, a credit to herself and her parents. Sarah, as J.D.’s look had told her, was going to be just fine.

Over her coffee and bagel during the next fifteen minutes, however, Lena wondered if she and David were going to be fine. His pulling out at the last minute had not been a real confidence builder. There wasn’t any talk of separation or divorce but there hadn’t been much talk of any kind between them for quite a while. They had been warm and loving in the years they had tried to give Sarah a sibling. But after they had made the decision not to “go techno” (Lena’s phrase), i.e., the in vitro route, something had changed in the relationship—nothing tectonic, nothing the outside world would even be aware of, but a heart shift for both of them nevertheless.

Lena wasn’t exactly going to make a checklist of things she and David needed to talk about, but she was going to approach the two weeks the way she would approach a problem in her oncology practice: the marriage had a cancer of sorts, something was wrong, they needed to describe the symptoms and find the causes in order to be healthy again. She would never use that metaphor directly, but her thinking went that way. Symptoms: sporadic, unhappy sex, avoiding time together, sharing little about anything not having to do with Sarah. Causes: David’s job dissatisfaction…

She was stuck on this cause. He had been in investment banking in the city when they met and had hated it. When they moved out to Pelham, he hated it even more because of the commute, and so he found a well-paying job in the marketing department of the Dell regional headquarters. He mastered the job’s basics in the first week, was promoted twice in the first year, and then began to itch for something more. Lena had urged him to look for another job, but he seemed stuck. The job gave him time with Sarah, he would say, the pay couldn’t be beat, he didn’t want to commute again, and the benefits were great. Lena thought the two weeks they had now would be a good time to broach the subject of his quitting altogether, finding something more satisfying, something creative even.

They didn’t exactly need the money. Lena had been in her practice at Mount Sinai for five years. She and her partners had arranged a very lucrative deal with the hospital that had allowed Lena and David a bit of a financial cushion. David could take a year or two off and it wouldn’t kill their bottom line, ruin their savings. She wanted David to be happy. That would be chemo to the cancer.

She was lost in these thoughts when the doorbell rang. She didn’t know who it was ringing, but as she ran through some possibilities—the mailman needed something signed, a lawn care company looking for work—she hoped it wasn’t Janet Rostenkowski. Janet was Sarah’s friend Linda’s mother, a perfectly nice but dishwater dull woman Lena had been forced to be friends with by virtue of their daughters’ friendship. Janet and her husband taught at Pelham High School and had little to talk about except kids and things that were happening in the school. And money woes. Lena dreaded the times when Janet would drop Linda off at the house and stop in for a chat. She hoped this wasn’t one of them, though with their daughters just off to camp together, it would be an ideal time in Janet’s mind for such a kaffeeklatsch.

But it wasn’t Janet standing on the front doorstep. It was a young woman with a trim athletic build, a lovely tan on smooth skin, sparkling eyes, and pretty, blond-streaked hair. She was upbeat and smiling.

“Hi. Is Sarah ready?”

Lena looked from the young woman to the driveway. There she saw a van, different from the Camp Arno van, green instead of blue, a different make, but it too had the Camp Arno logo on the side. Lena was confused for a second but then recovered.

“Uh, no. They already picked her up.”

The young woman was not ready for this. Lena noticed that she had on the same type of shirt J.D. had worn and she carried a walkie-talkie in her right hand. She tried to smile through her confusion.

“Um, who picked her up?”

“J.D. The other counselor. I guess he was a counselor. He had a van like yours.”

Now the young woman couldn’t conceal her confusion. She put the walkie-talkie to her mouth, looking back at the van, and spoke to the driver. Lena could now see him through the windshield.

“Was there somebody else supposed to pick up Sarah Trainor?”

“No” came squawking through the walkie-talkie.

“Do you know a J.D. from camp?” the young woman asked.

“No. Why?”

“Well, um, Sarah’s mother says a J.D. somebody came in a camp van to pick up Sarah.”

This time there was no response from the walkie-talkie. Instead the driver’s door opened and an older man with graying hair, the tan of someone who’s been outside a lot, and a very purposeful gait came walking toward the house. Lena would never forget the seconds of that walk, of the way his stride and knit eyebrows made him look like a walking question mark, of what his even coming out of the van and toward them meant. The world was suddenly missing pieces. Things were floating that should have been anchored. Lena’s ordered, scientific world was dissolving. What’s the question here? Where’s the problem? What can be tested? The man kept walking toward the house. Lena’s heart beat hard in her chest. You’re the dream, she thought. J.D. was the reality. Please. Go away.

Suddenly nothing in the world could be trusted. Was she really standing at her front door like this, with these people? Had she actually strapped Sarah into a van only a half hour ago? Was David gone somewhere or was he in the house? Who was she?

The man had reached her and was making a concerted effort not to seem confused, to be in control. He was asking questions in a calm voice, and Lena was answering them as best she could. But there was a horrible, drumbeat voice inside her that blotted out all the words the two of them were exchanging. Over and over it pounded. She couldn’t fight it. The man talked. She talked. The blond girl’s eyes went wide with apprehension. There were no anchors. Nothing was real.

Where on earth was Sarah?



Two

If J.D. was a fake, an illusion almost, then Sarah was lost in an unreal world. That couldn’t be. Lena hung on to the “this is all a big mistake” belief as long as she could. But slowly, with the two strangers inside her house unable to unravel the mystery, she had to give in. J.D. wasn’t from the camp. J.D. had duped her. J.D. had taken Sarah with him, and they weren’t going to the camp.

David didn’t answer his cell phone. Lena had a tumble of words she was going to deliver when he picked up, but when she got his voicemail, she didn’t know what to say. The situation was still a confused thing happening in the house, the voices speaking to her all distant and hard to understand. She managed only the basics.

“David. There’s a problem with Sarah, with camp. Call me.”

She thought about calling his work number but she was certain now he wasn’t there. Why wasn’t he answering his cell, though? Had he gone into the city and been in the subway? There was coverage everywhere else she could think of. Had his battery died? Would it be hours before they got in touch? She wanted to talk to him now.

She was calling from her cell in the bedroom. The gray-haired man and the young woman were using the landline to “straighten this thing out.” Lena went back to the kitchen to see what they knew now, but she had no hope they would have figured out something so mysterious so quickly. The looks on their faces confirmed her suspicion. They seemed lost. The young woman was on the edge of tears. The gray-haired man was on the phone, not talking, waiting for someone on the other end of the line. He then listened, grunted, and hung up.

“They’re all down at the front gate doing registration. There’s a junior counselor in the office, but he doesn’t know anything.”

“Can’t you call the front gate? Doesn’t somebody have a cell?” Lena asked as she moved into the kitchen.

“There’s no cell coverage at the camp.”

“Well, have the junior counselor go get somebody.”

“He’s doing that. They have this number.”

Lena was stiffening now, a reaction to the resignation she was seeing in the two people in front of her. She’d been in consultations when certain doctors, faced with a flurry of results and evidence, tucked their heads like turtles, and she would have to be the one to get everyone moving toward a diagnosis.

“We need to call the police. Sorry, what is your name?”

“I’m Winston and this is Kerry,” he said. “Let’s wait a minute before we call the police. This could be some simple mistake.”

“What kind of mistake? You said you didn’t know a J.D. and there wasn’t any other van.”

“That I know of. It’s a big camp. You said it seemed brand-new. Maybe they bought something, didn’t tell us, got schedules mixed up. I was out on a canoe trip most of last week. Maybe I got the wrong info. I wouldn’t want to go running off to the police and find it was a simple mistake.”

“Kidnapped. What if she’s been kidnapped?” Lena said the word for the first time out loud though it had been poised to leap out of her mouth ever since Winston walked toward the house.

“I can’t believe—,” Winston started and was stopped by the phone ringing. At Lena’s nod he answered. “Hello… It’s me, Rich. You get the message?… No, she said it had the camp logo on the side and the guy had papers with the camp logo too. Waivers, sounds just like ours… Yeah. Right here.” He turned to Lena and held out the phone. “He’d like to speak to you.” Lena took the phone.

“Hello. This is Lena Trainor. Who’s this?”

“I’m Rich Carlone, Mrs. Trainor. I’m sorry about this. Can you describe the man who, uh, picked up, uh, Sarah?”

“He looked like a college student. About maybe five ten, curly-haired, a little overweight, and he wore a shirt just like these people are wearing here with me. And… he had tobacco stains on his teeth, on a tooth, in front.”

“We don’t hire smokers.”

“How was I supposed to know that!” Lena shot back, feeling herself losing control now. The image of the van driving away down the street was replaying over and over in her head and all this talk was keeping her from running after her baby.

“You’re not. I’m sorry.” Carlone sounded confused. Lena pushed.

“Is there any chance this guy had anything to do with the camp? Has there been some sort of mix-up?”

There was silence on the line, as if Carlone were really thinking through the question. “No.”

“Then we have to call the police.”

“Yes. But—”

“But what?”

“Can you let my drivers go? They have to pick up other kids. You can have the police call me if they need information.”

“If? Who else are they going to ask for information?”

“Right. Right. Sorry. But my drivers don’t know anything.”

“Okay.” She listened to Carlone’s further apologies, handed the phone to Winston, heard him get instructions, and shared a look with Kerry. When Winston got off the phone, Kerry spoke up.

“Why don’t I stay with Mrs. Trainor?”

Winston agreed but Lena imagined being alone in the crisis would be preferable to having to deal with this cheerleader.

“Thanks, but my husband will be home any minute. You go along with…” She had forgotten the gray-haired man’s name again.

“Winston,” he filled in. “Are you sure?”

“Yes. Any minute.”

“Should we wait until you call the police?”

Lena was wondering if maybe that was a good idea when the phone rang. Winston instinctively reached for the receiver but then handed it to Lena. Lena got a wary “hello” out.

It was Janet Rostenkowski, and as usual she just launched into the reason for her call.

“Hi, Lena. Sarah wanted me to call you. She forgot her fleece and so we lent her one of Linda’s. She didn’t want you to see her fleece at home and worry she was going to be cold. How are—”

“She was there, the van?” Lena rushed her words, not knowing what question to ask first.

“Yup. They’re off. Two happy campers. I wondered—”

“A blue van? A guy named J.D.?”

“I didn’t get his name. Phil talked to him first. Seemed nice. Uh, why?”

“He’s not from the camp. The real drivers are here, with me.”

Janet was silent for a long time. The line buzzed as if she were walking with a mobile phone. “I don’t understand. What are you saying?”

“The guy who picked up Linda and Sarah wasn’t from the camp. They don’t know anything about him.”

“The van was from the camp. It had the logo on the side.”

“I know. He must have done that himself. And the forms. He had you sign forms?”

Janet didn’t answer and Lena could hear her talking to Phil, telling him what Lena had just told her. Phil got on the phone.

“Lena. It’s Phil. What’s up?”

“I think the girls have been kidnapped.”

“Kidnapped? By whom?”

“The guy who picked them up. He said his name was J.D., right?”

“Yes, but, I, uh, knew him. From last year.” Phil said this haltingly.

“You knew him?”

“Well, come to think of it, he said he remembered me from last year. He said he was a junior counselor then. I didn’t really remember him.”

“The real drivers are here now, with me.”

“Shit.” The word was completely out of character for the buttoned-up Phil. “I signed… the forms were the same as last year.”

“When did they leave?”

“I don’t know. I went out to the garden… Janet, when did they leave?”

Lena could hear Janet in the background. Her voice seemed to be coming through tears. Phil spoke into the phone again.

“Maybe a half an hour, forty-five minutes ago, Janet thinks.”

“I’m calling the police.”

“Yes. You’ve got the real drivers with you?”

“Yes.”

“Any others they’re supposed to pick up?”

“I think so,” Lena said, suddenly realizing that other parents should be alerted. She turned to Winston. “You have others you’re supposed to pick up?”

“Yeah. Out in the van. I’ve got the list out in the van.”

“How many?”

“Three more, I think.”

“Get it. Get the list,” Lena barked, kicking herself for not thinking of the other parents sooner. Hadn’t J.D. said he had other pickups? Kerry dashed out of the kitchen. Then Lena spoke into the phone again.

“Phil, I’m going to hang up and call the police. Then we’ll call the other parents. Or maybe we’ll do that first.”

“Is David there?”

“No, he’s uh, at work.”

“Oh. Look. We’ll come over, be with you.”

“You don’t have to—”

“We’ll be there.” He hung up. Lena hung up as well, forgetting Winston was still in the kitchen. When she turned and saw him standing there, a hangdog look on his face, nothing to offer, she was startled at first, then frustrated. She couldn’t remember his goddamn name.



Three

There were two other families hit by the same lightning that hit the Trainors and Rostenkowskis. One was named Walker and they lived in one of the tonier neighborhoods in Larchmont, near the water. The wife had already gone to work after putting her son Franklin on the van with J.D. Winston, who was doing the calling while Lena got in touch with the police, reached the mother at the First Presbyterian Church and found out she was the senior minister there. The fourth family was named Williams and lived in White Plains. Their son Tommy was the last one to board the van. When the father, Mike, a contractor whose trucks were ubiquitous in Westchester County, heard what had happened, he had all his crews searching for the van within minutes.

Lena had gone into the bedroom to call the police. She had to go through a couple of layers of command at the station house before she got a captain who could comprehend what she was telling him.

“So did the guy like grab your daughter and throw her into the van?”

“No,” Lena started. This was the third time she had told the story. “He pretended that he was from the camp. My daughter was being picked up to go to camp. He pretended he was the driver. He had me sign papers and then he left.”

“And you’re saying he wasn’t from the camp?”

“Right. About a half hour later the real drivers showed up. They’re here now.”

Winston, on cue, came to the bedroom door, got Lena’s attention, and held up two fingers.

“And they don’t know anything about this other driver?”

“No. It’s not just my daughter. He took my daughter’s friend from her house and two others, I think.”

Winston nodded that this was right. The captain cleared his throat.

“Were they here in Pelham too?”

“I don’t know. Let me put the driver on.”

Lena gave Winston the phone and listened as he detailed the families involved for the captain. Then Winston listened for a while, nodding, and hung up. Lena didn’t want to let go of the captain.

“What? What did he say?”

“We have to call the Westchester County Sheriff’s office. He says it’s their jurisdiction because the other families are in different townships.”

“Jesus, can’t he call them?”

Winston gave her a blank look, and Lena decided that she was wasting time trying to figure out why the police couldn’t call the sheriff’s office. She took the phone and paged through the book of emergency numbers the city had sent out, found the sheriff’s office number, and began another climb up the chain of command there.

The first sheriff’s cruiser arrived in the driveway about ten minutes later, and the officer who came to the door was fairly well briefed on what had happened. He was a man in his forties, with a starter potbelly and a large nose. His name tag said Norman. As Lena began to give him details, she caught a hint of skepticism from the officer, as if the story wasn’t smooth enough. She could see herself while she was talking and realized how farfetched the whole thing sounded in the retelling. Not so much her end of the story, but that of the kidnapper, the lengths to which he must have gone to effect the kidnapping. Thank heavens, she thought, that she wasn’t the only one who had been duped by this scheme. The biggest contractor in the county had let his son leave with the bogus driver too.

Officer Norman had turned his questioning to Winston when his radio crackled and he answered. Lena, who had gone into the kitchen, couldn’t decipher the squawk that followed but, expecting news, went back in the living room. Norman told the radio operator that he “copied,” then turned to Lena.

“They found the van.”

“With the kids?”

“No. Empty except for some of their gear. They’re checking the registration now.”

“Where?”

“In a little cul-de-sac in White Plains. They must have had a switch planned. That van was way too identifiable.” It seemed like Norman’s skepticism had diminished. He began to ask about possible suspects, people who might know the pickup routine. Lena knew nothing and Winston said he’d have to check with the camp. Norman said somebody from the sheriff’s office was probably already on the way out there.

Then there was a knock on the front door and the Rostenkowskis came in without waiting for Lena to answer. Janet looked horrible. She was a plain woman to begin with, one whose looks got a boost from a small amount of makeup, but now, without makeup and clearly having cried a lot since getting the news, her face looked like a fright mask. Lena was surprised by this. Janet was always composed, too composed.

Phil, coming in behind Janet, was seething and looked like he wanted to punch something, anything. He was tall and gaunt with eyes that bulged normally, and an Adam’s apple that bounced when he talked. Lena had rarely seen him without some sort of cheap sports coat, even on the weekends. But he was wearing only a short-sleeved blue shirt now.

Janet went to Lena, ignoring the others in the room.

“It’s our fault. We pushed the camp. I’m so sorry. It’s our fault.”

Lena and everyone else could see this was a piece of theater. Linda had had a terrific time at Camp Arno the year before, Lena and David were impressed with the change in Linda after she came back, and Sarah had made the decision to go to Camp Arno instead of soccer camp completely on her own. Lena brought her into a hug, the first sincere one the two women had ever shared.

“No. It’s nobody’s fault… You know there were two other families hit, don’t you?”

“What?” Phil yipped, looking from Lena to Norman to Winston.

And they began to fill the Rostenkowskis in on the news about the families and the van. As they were doing so, Lena suddenly remembered that David wasn’t there. When she had been absorbed in the calls to the cops, she hadn’t missed him, but now, looking at the Rostenkowskis, she felt his absence. Where was he?

This question was followed by a thought so devastating that she had to sit down. How many times had she heard that when horrible things happen to children, the police almost always suspect the parents first? In one of her rotations in medical school she had been involved in a case in which a boy brought to her with multiple stab wounds was eventually found to be the victim of his father’s rage. What were the police going to think about David and her? Were they going to suspect them first? Lena knew this was ludicrous. You don’t kidnap your own child. But where was David? And why had he left under such a phony excuse? And why hadn’t he called back? It wasn’t that she suspected David, but that she could see how someone unfamiliar with him, with his love for Sarah, might raise an eyebrow at the circumstances.

Lena was drawn back into the conversation by a question from Norman, one that seemed to have plumbed Lena’s thoughts.

“And where is your husband, Mrs. Trainor?”

“What?” she stalled, weighing the possible answers.

“Your husband? You are married? He does live here?”

“Yes. Oh, yes. He’s, uh, at work.”

“Was he here when the van came, the first van?”

“Um, no. He got called in early this morning.” Lena felt Janet’s eyes on her but didn’t look over.

“And you’ve called him. He’s aware?”

“Yes.”

Lena thought it best to keep everything clean, even if she was stretching the truth. Something might be going on with David, but it didn’t have anything to do with the kidnapping, and it would only detract the police from the real investigation. She looked over at Janet and Phil. She hadn’t fooled them. They could see the dissembling behind Lena’s assurance. Maybe, she thought, Norman could too. She always got angry with people in books and films who didn’t tell the truth, who covered for others, and here she was doing the same, perhaps. But that was melodramatic thinking. She had told David’s voicemail that there was a problem. She had told the truth.

Norman got another squawk on his radio and said, “The detectives are here.” He nodded toward the driveway and they could see an unmarked police car stopped, a heavyset older man and a thirtyish woman, short and petite, get out of the car and walk toward the front door. “It’s Auggie Martin. You’re in good hands.”

Martin and the woman were barely in the door when the phone rang. Lena started for the kitchen, but Norman stopped her with an upraised hand. He spoke to Martin.

“Auggie. You want her to answer?”

Martin came toward them, nodded a hello to Lena, and addressed her.

“You okay? You prepared if it’s them?”

Lena wasn’t but she tried not to show it.

“Uh, yes, but what… anything special?”

“Listen, don’t commit to anything, try to keep them on the line, we’ve already got a tracer on the phone, don’t yell at them. Got it?”

Lena nodded yes and picked up the phone on the fourth ring, just before the answering machine would have clicked in. It was David.

“Hi. What’s up? Sorry I didn’t get back to you sooner. I left my phone on my desk.”

“Just a minute.” Lena turned to the others and said, “It’s David.” They started to turn away and Lena went back to the phone. She spoke softly, hoping no one would hear her. “Where are you?”

“I told you. At work. What’s up?”

“You’ve got to come home. Sarah’s been kidnapped.”

“What?”

“The driver who came to pick her up was… was a phony. He got Linda and two other kids too.” Lena turned as she said this to see if people were listening to her. Norman was, staring, his antennae up.

“What are you talking about?”

“Just come home. I’ll explain it all… There are police here. And the media’s on the way.”

“Kidnapped? Like… ?”

“David, yes.”

David said nothing but didn’t hang up. Such silence wasn’t foreign to Lena. It was a silence born of shock and the inability to make sense of information. For her it was as if she had just said “metastasized,” explained the word, and given the patient quiet time to put it all together. She waited, with David on the other end of the line, in the same way. Let him speak first.

“I’ll be right home.”

They hung up and Lena went back in the living room. No one was sitting. Janet and Phil were in a huddle with Martin and the young woman. Martin saw Lena come back, turned, and walked to her. As he did, Lena looked over his shoulder, out the front window, and saw a news van cruise past the house. She was still staring at this when Martin reached her with his hand out.

“Dr. Trainor, I’m Detective Martin.”

Lena took his hand and wondered how he knew she was a doctor. He smiled and held her hand a little longer than necessary. From afar, when he was in the driveway, he had looked pudgy and predictable, a graying, red-faced cop. But up close now, with warm incandescent light from the kitchen doorway bathing his face, his soft blue eyes centered his features, and Lena felt as if she knew him, as if they’d been friends for a long time.

“I’d like to introduce you to my partner, Detective Salerno.” The young woman moved beside Martin and held out her hand as well. She seemed nervous, and young, but the thin-lipped smile of reassurance she gave Lena was genuine.

“Denise. Please call me Denise. I’m sorry this has happened to you.”

“Thank you.” Lena knew this was a formality but she was comforted by the passive voice. It had happened to her. She had done nothing but see that her daughter got off to camp. Safely. Everything had gone off as she had imagined it would. She had checked the van. She had helped with Sarah’s seat belt. She had… Facing the detectives, she was batting away an attack of guilty thoughts as if they were buzzing gnats. But Denise’s words had helped.

Martin turned and addressed the Rostenkowskis as well as Lena.

“Why don’t we all sit down and start.” He turned to Lena. “Is your husband on the way?”

“Yes.”

“Do you want us to wait for him?”

“Yes. I would like that. He’s at work. He’s only ten minutes away.” After this was out of her mouth, Lena remembered that she didn’t know where David was and didn’t know how long it would take him to get home.

“Sure, we’ll wait,” Martin responded. “Wish I lived only ten minutes from work.” He said this and waited. Lena wondered if she was supposed to respond in some way. “You wouldn’t have any coffee, would you?”

“Oh, yes, sorry. I made a small pot earlier. Let me make some more.”

“Don’t fuss. We can always send out.”

“No. It’s no problem.”

Lena started back for the kitchen and Janet caught up with her, saying she would help. Janet seemed to have gained some composure. Her face looked less rubbery and strained. But she was still wound very tight. As Lena dumped the old grounds, Janet spoke to her in a low voice.

“What do we do about the press?”

Lena was well aware that people under stress do odd things, have strange thoughts, try to deflect the central cause of the stress. She assumed this is what Janet was doing. Who cared about the press now? Their kids were gone. What were they going to do about that? What could they do?

“I don’t know. Let the police handle it.”

“But you always see the parents. I couldn’t say anything in front of cameras.”

“You won’t have to.” Lena was starting to get annoyed.

“But I’m the mother.”

Janet had always struck Lena as self-centered, someone who thought she was the only one with problems, problems that others needed to hear about at length. She had been in a very serious car accident, not her fault, some five years earlier. She had broken many bones and spent almost a year in the hospital. Lena hadn’t known her before the accident and so didn’t know what effect it had had on her outlook, but in the time Lena had known her, Janet’s life seemed pinned in one way or another to the accident. Janet referred to it often, and the many times she mentioned her money woes, the cause was always the medical bills they were still paying off.

Lena busied herself making the coffee, not responding to Janet’s worry. Then she wondered about the Rostenkowskis’ other child, a high school junior.

“Where’s Paul?”

“He’s home. He’s supposed to go to Montana tomorrow. His friend’s grandparents live there, on a ranch. We thought it would be good for him to see the West. And we thought we’d get two weeks to ourselves.”

Lena was through talking. She wanted only two things then: she wanted David to get home, and she wanted to listen to the detective with the soft blue eyes in the living room. She had already invested him with some magical powers, some way he could use his radio and his skill and some unseen network to find Sarah and bring her back. She asked Janet to take cups into the living room and stood staring at the dripping coffee while she waited for the sound of David’s voice.

When the coffee was finished, David still hadn’t arrived. Phil and Janet had questions they couldn’t hold back, about the press, about the other families. Martin answered them as best he could, sipped his coffee, and quietly took control.

“Why don’t we start?” Lena said finally. “David must have been held up on the Hutchinson River Parkway.”

“I avoid the Hutch like the plague this time of day. Okay.” Martin put his cup down and stood. “Folks, obviously we don’t have any experience with this type of thing. To tell you the truth, I’ve never done a kidnapping. Twenty-four years in this business and I’ve never had a kidnapping. I’ll be reaching out to people who have, but I wanted to let you know how green I am.”

Lena was impressed. Martin’s confession worked to convince her of his competence.

Martin opened a pad and flipped through some notes.

“The van. You know they found the van. I say ‘they’ because we didn’t find it. You may know one of the other victims of this crime is Mike Williams. You’ve seen his trucks all over, I’m sure. The red ones with the white letters? He had ’em all fan out as soon as he found out what had happened, and one of his crews spotted the van. That was some smart thinkin’ on his part. I doubt we would have found it that fast.”

“Not fast enough.” All looked at Phil, who stared straight ahead, not accusing anyone in what he was saying.

“Right, of course. Now, the kids all had suitcases and duffels. I guess that was what the camp wanted, right?” The three parents nodded their heads yes. “Well, the suitcases were in the van, opened, and it looked like some clothes might have been taken out. We’ll have you inventory all that. But there were only two duffel bags. We guess they stuffed some basics in the two duffels.”

Janet, hearing details like these, sniffled. Lena wondered what sort of force J.D. must have used to get Sarah to do something like that, take her clothes out of the suitcase and stuff them in a common duffel. Sarah, Lena knew, might resist such an order. Did J.D. have to grab her by the arm, make her do it?

“We imagine this guy who picked up your children had an accomplice, someone who was waiting for him up in White Plains. We don’t have any way of knowing what the other car, if there was one, looked like. Our people are out there now trying to see if there were any witnesses, but I think that’s going to be a long shot.”

“Where was the van found?” Lena asked the question before she even thought about doing so.

“Off of two eighty-seven, there’s an industrial park on the left near the first White Plains exit. It was behind there, a little dirt road where they’re going to start excavating next year. Way out of sight of the road, any of the buildings in the park.”

Lena hardly heard the answer. She had asked the question just to hear Martin talk. She was becoming dependent on his voice now. He knew things. He was going to make everything better.

“Okay now…” He stopped when the front door opened.

David, who had gone through the police cars out front, the news trucks, and who had passed a couple of words with an officer on the lawn, still looked shocked to see his living room filled with people. Lena got up and went to him quickly. She wanted to be near him at least. She wanted to touch him.

“Sorry. I, uh, there was traffic on the Hutch.” He put his arm around Lena’s shoulders. Martin came toward him.

“Your wife guessed that. Mr. Trainor, I’m Detective Martin.” David removed his arm from Lena’s shoulders and shook hands. “And this is Detective…” He looked around for Salerno. She was in the kitchen on the phone. “Okay. Well, my partner, Detective Salerno. If you don’t mind I’m just going to continue and we can fill you in later.”

“No, but. I just can’t believe this. I mean, the guy just waltzes up the driveway and you let the kids go with him?” He looked at the Rostenkowskis as he said this, but Lena could tell she was the real object of the accusation. The room went deathly quiet. Lena had all she could do to keep from screaming back at him, asking where he had gone, why he wasn’t there to help her see J.D. was a phony. Martin’s blessed voice broke the silence.

“I don’t think we can blame anybody in this room, Mr. Trainor. Looks like you all crossed paths with a real slick Willy. You didn’t do anything wrong. Let’s get down to the business of finding your kids, okay?”

Lena hoped David heard this. Did he have any idea what she was going through? She kept staring at him, wanting eye contact, wanting a connection. Please, David, Lena thought, I was blinded by my expectations. We all were. I let Sarah go like a balloon I forgot to tie to my wrist. I could die from guilt. Help me. Our little girl is out there somewhere. Please.

But David was staring blankly at Martin, studiously avoiding Lena’s gaze, and Lena understood that he might be in worse shape than she was. At least she had been there to face J.D., to be duped. At least she had seen Sarah leave. Lena had that one ragged, ironic saving grace. David didn’t. He might have to live with the consequences of his absence for the rest of his life.



Four

J.D. didn’t say much on the ride from Sarah’s house to Linda’s. He made one cell phone call while he was driving, and Sarah knew this was illegal. But it was a fast call in which J.D. only grunted yes and no and hung up. Sarah could see only a corona of curly hair over the headrest on his seat and an occasional glimpse from him through the rearview mirror.

“Are you comfortable back there?” he asked as they neared Linda’s house. Sarah nodded and said she was.

Sarah was glad to see Linda when they got to her house, even though Linda was mad about something. Sarah stayed in the van as J.D. got out and helped Mr. Rostenkowski with Linda’s suitcase and duffel (Sarah always called Linda’s parents by their last name). Mrs. Rostenkowski came out of the house then, carrying a fleece for Linda, and Linda turned back and yelled something at her mother.

Then J.D. opened the side door and Linda got in. Linda hadn’t gone through the growth spurt Sarah had gone through. She was small and dark-haired, often nervous about little things. But she and Sarah saw eye to eye on the major stuff, including homework (they didn’t mind it), boys (they didn’t need to be silly in front of them), and soccer (Linda was pretty good as well). Linda, who often had spats with her mother, was steaming now. Before Sarah could say anything, Mrs. Rostenkowski was at the van door, holding out the fleece.

“Take this, Linda. Now.”

“I don’t need it! I’ve got a sweater and a sweatshirt and it doesn’t get that cold up there.”

“You never know. Take it.”
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“Don’t get on the bus—unless you’re looking for a terrifying read .”
—R. L. STINE





