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To the community

of loving friends and family

who have helped us find light

in the darkness



PROLOGUE


July 26, 2009
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Warren drives frantically toward the police barracks in Tarrytown, New York, tightly clutching the wheel of his Acura. His three little fair-haired daughters should be heading home right now in a two-tone red Windstar, driven by his sister, Diane, but something has happened. He’s gone to the spot on the road where he told his sister to wait, but saw no sign of any of them. Not Diane or her two children. Not his three girls.

Cars don’t disappear. Children don’t vanish from the earth.

The police barracks looms ahead. Warren rushes in, and his father, who has come with him, follows behind. Warren starts to blurt out his story, but the troopers are already aware of the situation.

“Somebody else gave us the information,” one tells him. “Maybe your wife.”

The police claim they have done a twenty-five-mile-radius search, and there’s no sign of the missing car. Later, Warren will wonder how they could have missed it.

Children don’t vanish from the earth.

After his last call with her, when she sounded so ill, Diane stopped answering her cell phone. Now Warren suggests that the police try to track it. Cell phones have GPS, and pinging a signal always works in the movies. If they locate the phone, maybe they can find her. In the background, Warren hears one of the officers take a 911 call from his friend Brad, who has also called to report the situation. Missing car. Missing children. Huge worry.

The police, less concerned, gently urge Warren to leave.

“There’s a diner about a mile down the street,” one of the cops says. “If your sister wasn’t feeling well on the road, maybe that’s where she went, to get something to eat.”

Warren and his father drive to the diner, but the Windstar isn’t in the parking lot. As they drive around aimlessly for a few minutes, a sense of futility engulfs them, and Warren turns back to the police station. This time, the moment Warren pulls up, a trooper rushes out and opens the door of a police vehicle.

“Get in the car,” he calls out to Warren. “I’ve got to take you to the hospital.”

Warren feels the blood drain from his head. “This is bad,” he says to his father.

They get to the hospital, and Warren rushes in, yelling for his girls—his daughters, his life. Nobody has told him anything.

“Where are my children?” he asks.

A trooper who is waiting there takes him to a side room. He tells Warren the news.

Warren slams his fist, making a hole in the wall. Then another. He would punch a hole in the universe if he could, stop time, make it turn back. The trooper begins to sob, devastated. He shows Warren a picture of his own baby and Warren claps him on the back as the trooper cries in sympathy and fear and frustration.

A strange composure descends on Warren. He wants to talk to somebody about organ donation, to see how he can help even as his own life is disintegrating. But there is confusion everywhere, and the troopers are gone.

He asks for a room with a phone where he can be alone.

His first call is home.

Warren’s father’s version of a BlackBerry is a scrap of paper in his wallet with phone numbers of all the aunts and uncles and cousins. He hands it to Warren, who calls every one. He wants to be the one to tell them.

An hour or so later, three of his close friends come into the hospital. Brad and Rob flank Warren and lead him outside, where their friend Doug is in a car to whisk him home. As his father stays behind to be with Diane’s husband, Warren’s community of friends is already coming together to protect him.

A hundred yards away, reporters are beginning to arrive at the hospital with microphones and cameras. It’s a big story. Someone must have something to say. But nobody notices the grieving father as he leaves the hospital.



Part One
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One


Summers are supposed to be relaxing, so how did this one become so hectic? I thought as I started packing up Emma, Alyson, and Katie for a weekend trip with their aunt Diane, uncle Danny, and two little cousins.

The girls had more activities than ever, and I seemed to spend all day driving them one place or another. The camping trip this weekend would be a peaceful break for everyone, even though I didn’t like the thought of Emma, Alyson, and Katie—eight, seven, and five years old—going away without me. We were almost never apart. But they had been looking forward to joining their aunt and uncle at the upstate campground—and I would have two whole days with no car pools to drive.

I pulled the girls’ duffel bags out of the closet and lined them up in the bedroom.

The pink duffel said Emma in blue lettering. The blue one had Alyson inscribed in pink. And the smallest purple bag had a pink Katie on it. Very cute. Just like my girls: each bag was distinctive, and the three together created a lovely harmony.

I took shorts, T-shirts, and bathing suits from the dresser drawers and piled them on the beds so that the girls could make their own selections. Though they were young, each of my daughters already had a sense of style and definite ideas about what to wear, so it wouldn’t do just to make the decisions for them.

A few minutes later, Emma, Alyson, and Katie crowded into the room, chatting and giggling, and started to pack. The sounds of three little girls make a special kind of music, and the walls of our house always resounded with the girls’ laughter and the sweet clamor of happy voices. I wasn’t looking forward to the quiet that would descend when they left.

“We need bathing suits!” said Emma. “Don’t forget bathing suits, Mommy!”

“They’re on the bed,” I said, pointing. Emma and Alyson were already good swimmers, and Katie had been learning this summer at camp. I myself rarely stepped into an ocean or a pool, but I was glad my daughters had more courage. I didn’t have to worry about them in the water.

“You’re getting to be such a good swimmer,” I said to Katie. “You’re going to have so much fun at the lake.”

“Would you swim with us if you came?” Katie asked.

“I don’t like lakes,” I admitted. “They’re all icky on the bottom.”

“Oh, Mommy, you’re silly!” said Alyson.

“We’ll wear water shoes so the lake won’t feel icky,” said Emma, being practical.

Alyson turned her bright smile at me. “Do you think the crab would have gotten you if you had water shoes?”

I laughed. The Mommy-bitten-by-a-crab story was part of family lore. When I was exactly Alyson’s age, I had gone into the ocean one day near my childhood home in New Jersey. I felt a sharp ping on my toes and ran screaming from the water. When I got to the beach, I saw that the nails on both of my big toes were gone.

I concluded that a crab had bitten them off.

And they never grew back right.

Hence, my fear of water.

Now Emma looked at me skeptically as I retold the story. She was old enough—and smart enough—to ask a lot of questions.

“How could one crab bite off both your toenails?” she asked.

“I don’t know, but it happened,” I said.

“Mommy, there are no crabs in lakes, so you’d be okay,” Alyson promised.

We got busy filling duffels with all the clothes three little girls could possibly wear in two days. I looked around the room to make sure they hadn’t forgotten anything important.

“Don’t forget your bear,” I told Katie, whose favorite stuffed animal was the Build-a-Bear that we had made together at the local mall. “And everybody bring your journals so you can write about the weekend,” I added. I wanted them to be able to tell me about every detail when they came back.

While the girls put the finishing touches to their camping bags, I dashed down to the kitchen to pack bags of food for them to take. I’d bought marshmallows and other ingredients to make s’mores, which seemed necessary for a camping weekend. Plus Honey Nut Cheerios, their favorite cereal, and peanut butter for Emma, who liked nothing better than low-fat smooth Skippy. She couldn’t be tricked into trying another brand (or even full-fat) because she immediately knew the difference. Not knowing what type of peanut butter Diane would pack, I figured better safe than sorry.

I suddenly felt a hole in the pit of my stomach. Call me sentimental, but I was going to miss my girls terribly over the weekend. Of course, I hoped they’d have fun, but I already couldn’t wait to get them back so we could continue with our hectic summer.

•   •   •

With the girls going off, I should have been looking forward to a weekend alone with my husband. But the girls were my full-time job and our mutual joy. Weekends were usually dedicated to the girls’ sports and play rehearsals and parties. We did everything as a family, and the girls filled our every minute. Given two days with my husband without children, I didn’t feel excited, I felt anxious.

They’ll be back on Sunday, I reminded myself. Stop worrying.

Warren’s sister, Diane Schuler, had organized the trip. She planned to drive to the campgrounds with our daughters, as well as her two small children, Bryan and Erin. Her husband, Danny, would head there earlier to set up everything for their arrival. He and Diane had bought a camper a few years before, and they loved bringing it to the Hunter Lake Campground in the Catskills during the summers, using it as a base for activities.

The girls had gone on a similar camping trip with their aunt Diane and uncle Danny the previous year and considered it a perfect summer treat.

“Should Mommy come with you next time?” I had asked them after they came home from the last trip.

“No!” Emma and Alyson insisted. “This is our special trip!”

Only Katie had hesitated. “Do you and Daddy go camping?” she asked.

“Not really,” I admitted. “That’s why you have aunts and uncles—to do the things that parents don’t.”

The girls’ uncle Danny loved to hunt and fish and hike. Since Warren is more a football and baseball type, he didn’t mind letting Danny oversee an outdoor weekend for the girls. Warren had gone camping on family vacations when he was growing up, since at the time, it was all his family could afford.

“The reason I work is so I never have to go camping again!” he joked to me once.

Given my aversion to bugs and swimming outdoors, I heartily supported the sentiment. But we wanted the girls to have every experience possible, and if Diane and Danny could give them a taste of the outdoors, we were all for it. The girls had spent all week talking excitedly about how they would get to go fishing, swimming, and rowboating, so I lived vicariously through their excitement, relieved I didn’t have to actually partake.

The camping trip, though, would be one of the rare times that the girls and I were separated. We had fun being together, so whether cooking dinner or baking cupcakes, dashing through the grocery store or buying new clothes, they hung close, my constant companions. I would miss them, but they’d be together with adults who loved them, in a place they’d been before. What could happen?

Thinking about my three girls at a campsite for two days, I had the same mundane concerns any mom would have. Did the girls need extra-strength bug spray? Would they be able to sleep in a strange place? How would they handle slimy creatures at the bottom of the lake? (Obviously my worry, not theirs.) I reminded myself that going to the Catskills with loving family members wasn’t exactly a trek on the wild side.

In fact, the only hitch at all had occurred the night before when Diane called to say her and Warren’s father wouldn’t be joining them. Mr. Hance had been on the trip last year when Emma, Alyson, and Katie ventured to Hunter Lake for the first time with their cousins and aunt and uncle. Five children, however well behaved, can wander in many directions, and I felt better having three adults instead of two there to help supervise.

“I’ll get someone else to join us,” Diane said, mentioning various members of the extended family whom she might ask. I agreed, but tonight she called back after the girls were asleep to say that everyone she contacted was busy. She would drive the kids herself.

I felt an irrational tremor of anxiety.

“Diane doesn’t have another adult in the car,” I told Warren after we hung up. “Maybe the girls shouldn’t go.”

“Why? You drive five kids all the time,” he said.

He was right. Carpooling remained a fact of life in our town, and Diane’s children or the girls’ friends would often pile into our minivan. I’d shuttle a pack of children to soccer practice or gymnastics class or a birthday party without a second thought. An upstate trip somehow seemed different to me, but Diane reminded me that the campground wasn’t that far away, just an hour or so in traffic. Relax. All would be fine.

Diane had always been trustworthy.

•   •   •

While they waited to leave for their trip on Friday, the girls practiced gymnastics on the front lawn. Emma and Alyson did graceful cartwheels and Katie tried a few somersaults. Looking at my three daughters playing happily together gave me a warm glow. My girls were more than just siblings. They were best friends.

Though she arrived a few minutes late, Diane seemed happy and ready for the weekend when she drove up to our house with her two kids in tow. Since my car had a third row of seats, we moved kids and equipment from her Jeep to my red Ford Windstar. Katie needed a booster seat, so we strapped that in tightly. Always well-organized, Diane had juice boxes ready at each seat and DVD players in each row to keep the children entertained.

“Everyone go the bathroom now,” Diane called out cheerfully. “We’re not stopping until we get there!”

Emma took the seat next to her two-year-old cousin, Erin. Tall and slim, Emma looked and acted older than eight, and her outgoing, mature attitude made her an ideal in-car babysitter. Talented in both sports and school, she had a bit of my perfectionism about her. She liked to smooth her hair into a perfect ponytail in the morning (“No bumps!” she always insisted), and her clothes were always carefully chosen each morning. She had a flair for the dramatic, and when she starred in the school play that year as Cinder-elly, I had a feeling she might have found her future career.

In the car, Emma made sure her sisters had their own iPods so there wouldn’t be any arguments about what music to listen to.

“Everyone have their pillows?” Emma asked, looking around. She was ever the good big sister and older cousin, making sure everyone was comfy for the ride.

Seven-year-old Alyson buckled her seat belt with her usual air of delight. Easygoing and happy, she had been born smiling and never stopped. Her first-grade teacher once said to me that Alyson was the kindest girl in the class—and the most popular. Even the boys wanted to be her friends because she could run, jump, and climb the monkey bars as hard and fast as anyone. Alyson could make everyone—including her mother—feel a bit brighter with her ready smile and generous nature. She exuded sunshine, and today was no different.

As the baby in the family, five-year-old Katie sometimes got clingy, but this trip didn’t unsettle her at all. After a big hug—she was a specialist in giving hugs—she got in the car, ready for the much-anticipated adventure. Katie was all about the love, offering kisses freely and asking for them often. Her big sisters always said that I spoiled her, but what third child isn’t treated just a little differently? With Emma and Alyson so close in age, they always had each other. And Mommy and Katie stayed home together, going about their day while the big sisters attended school.

Warren pulled up to the house just as Diane started to drive away. He had already said his good-byes to the girls in the morning before he went to work, assuming they’d be gone before he arrived home. But because Diane had been late, he had another chance.

“I get to say good-bye to my girls again!” he said. He rushed over to give each of them another hug and kiss and make sure everyone was safely buckled in. We both waved as they left.

As I watched the car disappear down the street, I began to cry.

“What’s wrong?” Warren asked.

I shook my head, unable to explain. I wanted to be with them.

I went back in the house and got busy cleaning and organizing. In what seemed hardly any time, Diane called to say that they had arrived safely at the campsite.

“You’re there already?” I asked, delighted.

“I told you it’s not very far,” she said.

We chatted a little, and I felt a wash of relief that the weekend had started smoothly. Knowing all was fine, Warren and I decided to enjoy the night and went off to join our close friends Brad and Melissa Katinas, who were having a lobster bake in their backyard. We danced under the stars as our friends all had a good laugh about Warren’s outfit. For some reason, he had decided to surprise me that night by wearing pink plaid shorts with a white belt and a pink button-down shirt. White loafers completed the look. Knowing I’d be sad without the girls home, he wanted to make me laugh. It worked.

Nothing special happened that night—we just had a good time with friends. But I sometimes look back on that night and wonder if we will ever have an evening like it again. The very normalcy is what I can no longer imagine, the simplicity of a happy evening not marred by a backdrop of loss, emptiness, and pain.

•   •   •

On Saturday morning, Warren got up early and I lay in bed, my mind whirling. Although I knew how lucky I was—my girls were happy and well loved—I wanted even more for them. Like so many mothers, I thought endlessly about what would make them happy, and even when my life revolved around camp and car pools, I enjoyed all the tasks of motherhood. But my head never stopped focusing on “What next?” and “Am I doing this right?” Without them home this weekend, needing me to cook and counsel, I found myself focusing on their futures.

We lived in Floral Park on Long Island, in the house where Warren had grown up, which his great-grandfather had built. Warren liked the sense of deep-rooted tradition in the walls, but Emma and Alyson shared a bedroom and Katie’s room wasn’t much bigger than a closet. Was it time to move? Did they need their own rooms? And then came the question of schools. Several of our friends had already moved to a nearby town where they had a middle school, which Floral Park didn’t. Katie was only in kindergarten, but shouldn’t we be thinking ahead?

The phone rang a few times with friends calling, but I didn’t answer. My friend Jeannine Votruba texted to see how Warren and I were doing on our own. She and I had met at the Mothers’ Club in town years ago, and with her high energy and take-charge attitude, Jeannine could probably run any corporation in America. But right now she focused her executive skills on her four young children and her many friends, me included. Her daughters Sydney and Nina were as close as sisters with Emma and Alyson.

“We’re having a great time!” I quickly texted back.

Let her imagine laughter, great sex, and a romantic second honeymoon. If I admitted to her that I had sunk into a blue mood without the girls around, she’d rush over and tell me to snap out of it. And she’d be right. I knew I should try to enjoy this private time with Warren.

You have a wonderful life with three beautiful children, I told myself. Just appreciate it.

I knew I was blessed. My girls had a gleam about them and seemed to glow with joy. Though still young, they had big hearts and enough confidence to help the underdogs. Emma’s third-grade teacher told us how incredibly kind my daughter was to an autistic boy in her class. He responded to Emma better than to anyone else—probably because she always took the time to talk to him and give him special attention. I was proud of that. Loving my daughters and having fun with them was having the right effect.

A few days earlier, a woman I didn’t know had come up to me at the beach club where the girls attended day camp.

“Are you Alyson Hance’s mother?” she asked.

“I am.”

“I just wanted to meet you,” she said, extending a hand. “You have such a happy child, I figured you must be a really great person.”

Remembering that as I lay in bed on that Saturday morning, I smiled into my pillow. Yes, I had happy children. And what could be more important than that? Everyone admired Alyson’s ease and her smile embraced the world. I didn’t have to worry about her. And Katie, though only five, expected the world to be good to her, and so far, she hadn’t been disappointed.

Emma was the Energizer Bunny of the group—she loved being active. Her days this summer started with an 8 a.m. enrichment program at the school, then at 9:30, I drove all the girls to camp for a full day of swimming, sports, and playing at the beach.

Every day at 4 p.m., when camp ended, the other girls carpooled home and Emma hopped into my car, scarfed down a snack, and changed her clothes while I drove her to travel soccer practice. Two hours later, we zipped to another town (requiring another change of clothes) so she could rehearse for a play with a church theater troupe. Emma was one of the youngest in the cast, and since the adults couldn’t get to the stage each evening until after work, the rehearsals went on until 10 p.m. The production of Beauty and the Beast would surely be terrific, but really, was all this worth it?

“I’m so tired,” Emma groaned one morning when I woke her at 7 a.m.

Uh-oh. What had we gotten into? I didn’t want her feeling stressed and pressured.

“You’re doing a lot,” I said, stroking her head. “Maybe you should give up something. Should we stop the enrichment?”

“No!” she said, sitting bolt upright. “I got picked special for that.”

“Travel soccer?”

“Not travel soccer!” she said. “I tried out for the team and I made it. I can’t quit.”

“Camp? You don’t have to go to camp.”

“Nooooo! I love camp!”

Well, that was that. I didn’t have to ask about rehearsal. Neither of us would want her to give up the play. Emma was transformed when she stepped onstage. I loved watching her and could easily imagine her becoming a talented actress one day.

Warren, who believed in strict bedtimes, didn’t like how the days and nights were getting longer. The girls needed their sleep. Or maybe Warren was trying to keep his little girls from growing up too quickly. Emma was only eight—how busy would she be when she was fifteen?

“But Daddy, I want to do the play,” Emma said, overhearing us discussing it one night. “I know it’s late, but I’m going to sleep right now. I won’t complain.”

Too much? Just right? Was Emma overscheduled or getting exactly the stimulation she needed?

Thinking about the girls now made me want to hear their voices.

I checked the time and called Diane. My girls were too young to have their own cell phones, so Diane handed hers over to them and we chatted briefly about their plans for the day. Boats! Swimming! Hikes! Their excitement came through the phone. We blew kisses good-bye, and for the rest of the day I smiled as I pictured them happily playing together at the campsite.

When we spoke again that evening, Alyson proudly reported that they had gone swimming and paddle boating. She and Emma had swum far out in the lake and then clambered up on the dock, where they practiced their dives and cannonballs.

“I didn’t get to the dock, Mommy, but I went in the lake,” Katie reported when it was her turn to talk.

“That’s great,” I said, smiling at the delight in her voice. “And by next year, I promise you’ll be swimming all the way out with your sisters.”

The campsite had an arcade, and as soon as we hung up, they were going to head over for a round of games.

“I packed quarters for you,” I reminded Emma. “Make sure you share them with your sisters.”

“I know, Mom, I’ll share,” Emma said good-naturedly. “And after the arcade, we’re going to roast marshmallows.”

I didn’t have to worry about Emma. She always took charge of a situation and helped her sisters. I was happy that the girls were having experiences with their aunt and uncle that they wouldn’t have had with Warren and me.

Sunday morning I woke up in a rush of good spirits. I could see the end of the weekend. The girls would be home soon.

Anxious as I had been about the children getting to the campsite safely, I never thought twice about their trip home. Maybe worry is more an emotional reaction than a response to reality. Watching them drive off, I felt helpless to safeguard them. But now that they were coming home, I assumed they were out of harm’s way, that my sister-in-law was only hours away from delivering them safely to my doorstep. Maybe that wasn’t rational—but when is worry ever rational?

In the late morning, Emma called Warren at his office to say that Aunt Diane had gotten a late start, but they were all in the car now and heading home. It was like Emma to worry about the time. Like her daddy, she was very punctual and must have been concerned about missing play practice. Warren phoned me to relay the message, and I started figuring out how to reorganize the day. A little after noon—12:08 p.m., as records later showed—I spoke to Diane to check what was happening. Just a late start, she explained. No problem and no reason to worry.

We then launched into the kind of conversation you might have a million times with friends or family. Two moms chatting about logistics. We talked about what time they’d be home and about plans for the week ahead. Diane wanted to attend Emma’s play, but since she worked full-time, could she get tickets for the following Sunday? Sure. We went over how many tickets she’d need. Let’s see, Erin could sit on her lap and Danny and five-year-old Bryan would stay home, so one ticket should be enough.

“I’ll make sure to come to that performance, too,” I promised.

“Great,” she said.

I called my friend Melissa to tell her about the schedule change. Melissa, a pretty blonde with a perfectly decorated house that looks like she has a staff cleaning it 24/7, keeps everything in such meticulous order that her husband, Brad, jokes that they live in a museum. But she’s one of the most warmhearted people I know, and she and Brad, a successful Wall Street guy, were among our closest friends. Our oldest daughters were the same age and shared the same name, and both Emmas had been cast in the summer play.

“Emma won’t be going to play rehearsal today,” I told Melissa, explaining the situation. “The girls are getting home late.”

“Is everything okay?” Melissa asked.

“Everything is fine.”

But by 12:58 p.m., it wasn’t fine.

The phone in the house rang, and when I answered, Emma said, “Something is wrong with Aunt Diane.”

“What? What’s wrong?” I asked.

“I don’t know.” Emma was crying and she sounded scared. I heard Alyson in the background, also crying. My heart began to pound. What was happening?

Diane took the phone from her.

“They’re just being silly,” Diane said. “They’re playing.” But her words were slurred, almost incoherent. I assumed that they were on the road heading home, pulled over somewhere.

“Are you okay? Where are you?” I kept asking.

I couldn’t get an answer.

“Let me talk to Emma again,” I said.

Diane continued talking, her sentences muddled, and I looked around for my cell phone to call Warren. My strong, capable husband could take care of this. He’d talk to his sister and straighten it out. Diane hung up just as Warren walked in the door.

“I just spoke to your sister and she’s slurring her words. She sounds drunk,” I said, growing more nervous.

“Impossible,” he said.

“I know, but she sounded strange. Maybe she had a seizure. Or a stroke.”

He grabbed the phone and called her right back. She answered and Warren immediately knew something was wrong. She couldn’t have a coherent conversation. Scared as he was, he went into action. He would go over and get them.

“Stay right where you are,” I heard him say. “Do not move. Do you understand, Diane? Do not get back in the car. Do not move.”

He asked to speak to Emma, trying to figure out exactly where they were.

“Tell me what signs you see on the road,” he said to our eight-year-old. “Read me all the words you can.”

Instead of getting overwrought, I felt unexpectedly calm. A problem, yes, but Warren would handle it. Diane must have made it to a rest stop, which meant other adults would be around to comfort the children. I pictured them at McDonald’s, many people nearby, the girls in safe hands. Someone was surely helping them.

Warren listened as Emma carefully read from the road signs, spelling out the words she didn’t know. My good girl. She wasn’t crying anymore and apparently sounded composed. As near as Warren could tell, they had stopped at a rest area near the Tappan Zee Bridge in Tarrytown.

“I’m on my way,” he said, rushing toward the door. He called his dad, asking him to come with him. If Diane couldn’t drive, they’d need two people to get the kids and the Windstar back home. As he left the house, he called back to me, “Call the police. Call 911.”

I went over the conversations in my mind again and concluded that Diane had suffered a seizure. That was the only reasonable explanation. I knew something about seizures because Danny had been struck with one out of the blue not long ago. And one of my oldest friends from nursery school was regularly coping with her husband’s seizures from a brain tumor. I had heard all the symptoms. Diane’s seemed to fit the pattern.

I punched in the emergency police number and blurted out the story. We needed help. My sister-in-law was driving my kids home from a camping trip, and something seemed to be wrong.

“I think she’s sick or having a medical emergency,” I said.

I stressed that there were five children in the car. Five children. As far as I knew, the car had pulled over at a rest area in Tarrytown, but I couldn’t say exactly where.

The cop listened politely but responded laconically. “You don’t know where they are?” he asked.

“No. From what my daughter said, they’re at a rest stop in Tarrytown,” I repeated. And then for good measure, I added, “She’s eight years old.” Whether I meant Emma’s age to give validity to the report or express the urgency of the situation, I’m still not sure.

“Well, you’ll have to call the police in Tarrytown,” the cop said. “Maybe they can help. It’s outside our area.” He gave me a phone number to try.

I hung up and suddenly felt my sense of calm disappear as a wave of helplessness crashed over me. Call Tarrytown? I needed to rally help however I could, but I realized how vague my story sounded. At a loss, I called Melissa and filled her in, telling the disconnected details one more time. Brad’s brother was a cop, so maybe he could give some suggestions. What was I supposed to say to the police to get their attention?

“I’m coming right over,” Melissa said.

“You don’t have to,” I assured her.

I tried to reach my cousin Liz, who lived near Tarrytown. Maybe she could get to the car quickly. But I just got her voice mail. I called my mother in New Jersey to see if she knew how to get in touch with Liz.

“Should I come to you?” my mom asked, her voice quavering slightly.

“No, Mom, everything is going to be okay. The girls are at a rest stop. I’m sure somebody is taking care of them. There must be a lot of people around. Warren is on his way there right now.”

I tried the number in Tarrytown and got transferred a couple of times, repeating my story to anyone who would listen. I got through to a cop who asked me my license plate number and registration. I couldn’t remember the number. Maybe I was more anxious than I realized. He couldn’t help without the information, and I hung up in frustration.

Melissa showed up at my door and came into the living room. She knew how to keep her house perfect, but right now, even she couldn’t sort out this mess. After my call to her, Brad had called 911 for me. Eventually, the police went to the only big rest area on a highway in Tarrytown, but didn’t find anything that matched our description.

Melissa called Diane’s cell phone. No answer. I didn’t know that Warren had been trying the number over and over.

“Diane’s probably in an ambulance,” I told Melissa again. “I think she had a seizure.”

I slipped into a practical gear, anticipating what I had to do. With Emma’s play and Alyson and Katie’s activities, the week ahead was already crammed with responsibilities. But if Diane was in the hospital, I’d pitch in and take care of Erin and Bryan. That’s what family did. The whole thing seemed like an inconvenience and maybe a good story to tell later.

What else can I do? I wondered. Danny had been the last one with them, so maybe he knew something. Diane and the children had planned to leave the campsite first, with Danny staying back to pack up the camper. But everything seemed unclear now. I didn’t have Danny’s cell phone number, so I called another relative to get it. When I finally reached Danny, he sounded groggy. He had gotten home a while ago and fallen asleep before he had to go to work that night.

“Diane’s not there?” he asked sleepily. “She should have been home by now. I’m going to go find her. I know the route she takes.”

Warren called me from the car. He’d contacted his friend Doug Hayden because he was a lawyer and a judge in town and knew a lot of people. Warren had made Doug one of his first calls, thinking he might have some advice. But nobody knew where to go. Diane wasn’t at the rest stop where she was supposed to be, where Warren had implored her to stay.

By now Melissa’s husband, Brad, had come to the house, too. Not knowing what was going on, Jeannine called from Lord & Taylor and started describing a dress she was trying on. Instead of giving an opinion, I told her what was happening.

“I’m coming over,” she said. “I’ll try these later.”

“You don’t have to,” I insisted. “Melissa’s here. We’re fine.”

“Too late,” she said. “I’m already heading to the parking lot.”

What was going on? It was a beautiful Sunday afternoon and my friends were interrupting their plans to come over. I couldn’t understand why. Maybe Diane had gotten sick, but I kept telling myself that everything would be fine. I wouldn’t allow myself to see the urgency that other people did.

Una, the wife of our lawyer-judge friend Doug, walked in at some point.

“Oh gosh, what are you doing here?” I asked when I saw her.

“Doug told me about Warren’s calls,” she said. “I thought I’d better come here.”

I started to get increasingly anxious. Jeannine, Melissa, Una—why were all these people coming over? Was I missing something?

Everybody seemed to be on their cell phones. Melissa kept trying to call Diane’s cell. Una spoke to Doug and tried to get updates. Meanwhile, Warren was at the police barracks in Tarrytown. At his suggestion, the police were trying to tap into Diane’s cell phone, and they needed Danny’s permission.

Somehow, word came that there had been an accident. More calls, more confusion. I was uneasy, but I still wasn’t panicked. Car accidents happened all the time. The girls would be scared and probably shaken up a bit, but nothing we couldn’t fix.

“I know Emma broke her leg,” I said, hopping around the room. “I know it, I just know it.”

For Emma to have broken her leg would have been karmic. I’m a terrible liar, but I’d needed a dramatic excuse to get out of a commitment a few weeks earlier, and I’d fibbed and said that Emma had broken her leg. I’d felt guilty at the time. Now I was convinced it was coming back to haunt me. If Emma had a broken leg from this accident, it would be my fault. “Emma broke her leg,” I moaned, worried about retribution. But no, everyone was going to be all right. Mild injuries. A broken leg. We’d deal with it.

Then my mind jumped way beyond that. “Please don’t let anyone be brain-dead,” I whispered.

Una patted my shoulder. “Jackie, don’t even think that. It’s going to be okay.”

But she got on the phone, calling a nurse she knew at Westchester Medical Center, hoping to find out some details.

I leaned over Una as she held the phone, grabbing her arm with two hands. “Tell me, is anyone hurt? Is someone brain-dead?”

She had no information. “My friend doesn’t know anything,” Una said. “Stay calm.”

I began pacing up and down the kitchen, into the living room, then around in circles through the den. Back and forth, back and forth, like a dog chasing its tail, I kept going, seeking something I couldn’t find.

“They’re okay, they’re okay, they’re okay,” I chanted to myself, clasping my arms together and moving my hands from side to side.

Someone told me that Warren was racing to the hospital, so we’d know soon enough.

“They’re okay, they’re okay, they’re okay,” I said, continuing my chant. “I know they’re okay.”

Then I saw Brad on his cell phone and I heard him say, “Warren?” Fear and concern resonated in Brad’s voice, as if the person he was talking to on the other end was hysterical.

In the frenzy of the last couple of hours, time had sped by. But now it came to a grinding halt. My eyes were fixed on Brad and all the buzz around me seemed to stop.

As he listened to Warren try to give the full report, Brad stood straight, then slumped against the wall. I saw him drop his head once. Twice. Three times. The wall could barely hold him up. Then he put down the phone and came over to me. His face looked stricken.

“Jackie, they’re all gone,” he said.

“No,” I said evenly.

The words didn’t penetrate. I just kept looking at his tortured face.

But Melissa understood what his words meant.

“Brad, don’t say that!” she yelled. “Don’t say that!”

“They’re all gone,” he repeated. “Jackie, I’m so sorry . . .”

I don’t know what else he said because I ran out of the house shrieking. Screaming, shrieking, yelling. No words, just horror. I ran fast, because maybe if I got away from the house, from my friends, from the phone, it wouldn’t have happened. I charged down the street howling like a wild animal, feral cries resonating in the quiet afternoon. Neighbors started coming out of their houses at my horrified screams and people called out to me, but I kept running and didn’t stop.

Without thinking where I was going, I headed toward Salvina’s house. The matriarch of a big Italian family, Salvina had babysat for Emma, Alyson, and Katie in their first years. I would drop them off at her house when they were small, sometimes three days a week, and she cared for them like her own. Her house always seemed to me like a magical place, filled with cousins and sisters and extended love. Even as tiny babies, the girls never cried around Salvina—she had the secret potions to soothe upset stomachs or calm colic. As she watched my children grow, I watched hers. When Salvina’s daughter got married, Katie walked down the aisle, a flower girl.

Now Salvina opened the door. Since it was Sunday, she was cooking gravy for the big family dinner she served each week. The smell of food that would normally make me feel so good now hit my stomach and a wave of nausea took over.

“Jackie, what’s the matter, what’s the matter?” she asked in her heavy Italian accent. A tiny woman with short black hair, she waved me inside. But instead, I just grabbed her arm.

“Salvina, the girls are dead. The girls are dead,” I said.

“It’s not true,” she said placidly.

“No, that’s wrong. Couldn’t be,” said her husband, coming to join us.

Sal, another neighbor, who was an undercover cop, had followed me but I sat down in Salvina’s living room.

“It’s true, Salvina. There was a car accident,” Sal said. If anybody knew anything it was Sal. Not only a cop, he volunteered in the fire department and as an EMT.

But like me, Salvina couldn’t process the words. She began screaming and rushed over to the couch to sit beside me, holding me and moaning. We rocked back and forth together and I sat there for what seemed like hours. I heard Jeannine come in and say we should go back home, but I didn’t want to leave.

Maybe if I never left the sofa in Salvina’s house, I could make my own truth. Brad would be wrong. The girls would come in the door. Emma would be upset about missing play rehearsal but Alyson would comfort her. They would tell me about the fun they’d had camping and we would hug and kiss and talk about how scary it had been when Aunt Diane got sick. Salvina would give them delicious pasta, and I would tell them that they had been brave and now we were all together, which was all that really mattered and exactly what we all wanted. What I wanted desperately.



Two


I don’t know how I got back home from Salvina’s. Swarms of friends and neighbors had already gathered inside and outside our house, and several of the men had gone to the hospital to get Warren. I was in our living room when he arrived home, and the moment he saw me, he crumbled. His grief was already crushing, but once multiplied by mine, it became unbearable. He put his arms around me and we both fell to the floor, reeling and helpless, grief rolling over us like a locomotive.

Warren had always been my rock, his solidity a perfect foil to my more emotional responses. But now we were both in shock. Even his efforts to show superhuman strength might not be enough to sustain me.

At some point, I looked out the window and saw news trucks and camera crews.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“The reporters are all trying to talk to you,” one of my friends said. But she pulled the shades down and kept the curtains closed.

By the next day, the police had cordoned off our street, but television producers and news reporters clambered across our lawn, looking for an interview. Friends went outside to shoo away bookers from Dr. Phil and Oprah and the network morning news shows. Producers from a dozen or more talk shows and local news stations left notes asking for me. Were they joking or just unbelievably callous? My tragedy as a lead-in to Lindsay Lohan on Fox News?

•   •   •

I got the story in fragments and didn’t fully grasp what had happened until much later. In the immediate aftermath, all I knew was that Diane had put the children back in the car, then driven from the rest area where Warren had begged her to stay. Not answering her phone, she headed north instead of south on the major road, then drove onto an off-ramp for the Taconic State Parkway. For nearly two miles, she drove the wrong way on the highway.

Drivers who saw her beeped their horns and called 911.

Many reported that she held the wheel firmly and seemed serene. Even if she had gotten onto the ramp by mistake, there were several places along the highway where she could have pulled over. She didn’t.

After 1.7 miles, she plowed headlong into an oncoming SUV.

Diane and her daughter, Erin, died. Emma, Alyson, and Katie died. Katie was still alive when she got to the hospital but doctors couldn’t save her. The three men in the SUV died. Only Bryan, Diane’s young son, survived, with two severe injuries and broken bones.

Eight people dead. Police called it the worst car crash in the county in seventy-five years.

The newspapers dubbed it the “Wrong Way on the Taconic Tragedy” and splashed it across their front pages. Local TV couldn’t get enough of it, and the story went viral on the Web and got national attention.

But none of it could bring back my girls.

My daughters were gone.

Warren hadn’t seen Emma, Alyson, or Katie at the hospital. Ever the good person, he had gone to be with Bryan, since his father, Danny, hadn’t yet arrived. That’s how close our families had been. Only later would the goodwill become just another source of pain and confusion.

At some point that evening, I slipped away from the concerned friends and neighbors and went to the bedroom Emma and Alyson shared. I retreated into their closet and closed the door. I could hear the swell of voices downstairs, the anguish and the sobs. But I covered my ears and just rocked back and forth in the corner. My girls, my girls. In their dark closet, I could breathe their air and feel their presence. Friends came upstairs to get me, talking to me from the other side of the door. But why should I come out? Why would I ever come out again?

A psychiatrist I had seen in the past came by our house the next day, as did another doctor in town, and suddenly I had a fistful of pills to take every few hours—antianxiety drugs and antidepressants, drugs to help me sleep and others to help me cope. I didn’t know what I was taking and I didn’t care. Anything to dull the pain, the unbearable empty feeling that had suddenly taken over my life. If someone had suggested general anesthesia, I would have clamped on the face mask and breathed deeply.

Our friends marshaled forces and took over whatever arrangements they could. They set up a tent and tables with coolers at the end of the driveway for all the gifts of food that were pouring in. Someone made a schedule in which friends signed up to be in the house twenty-four hours a day. The whole community rallied around us, and even through my haze of shock and grief, I felt the goodness of the people around us holding me together.

Isabelle and Mark, our close friends and back-door neighbors, had been away on vacation, and they rushed back to be with us. Their children, Ryan and Kailey, were the exact ages of Emma and Alyson—and were like two halves of the same puzzle. We never closed the gate between our yards because the children traipsed back and forth, treating both families as their own. I was as likely to find Kailey in my kitchen as Kate. Now Warren whispered to me how terrible it must be for Isabelle and Mark to tell their children that their best friends were dead. A horrible conversation to have, he said. He couldn’t imagine having to give our girls that kind of news.

In truth, we would have given everything we owned to have one more conversation with our daughters, whatever the topic. But we were too shattered to think rationally. I nodded at Warren’s comment, sharing his regret that our friends and their children had to endure such pain. I felt that somehow, it was my fault.

The next few days were filled with questions no parent should have to answer—about caskets and burial plots and eulogies at the funeral. Warren took control, handling all the specific arrangements. Picking where the girls were laid to rest mattered deeply to him. I didn’t know how he was coping, but maybe staying busy helped him avoid the avalanche of grief that would otherwise overwhelm him—and that was currently crippling me.

Two days after the accident he came to me with the news that Father O’Farrell, our local parish priest, was able to get us into Holy Rood Cemetery.

“What? What does that mean?” I asked, not focusing.

“It’s a beautiful place for the girls, Jackie. You’re going to love it there. It’s right near Jeannine’s house.”
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