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For Noah




So Much Pretty





Prologue

THEY ARE LOOKING for someone with blond or dark brown or black hair.

Someone with blue or maybe brown or green eyes. She could be five foot six or five-eight. Her hair could also be red, could be an unnatural color like pink or white.

It is likely she weighs between 110 and 140 pounds and may have a scar or bruise on her throat.

She would be working somewhere unseen. Working as a waitress or secretary or laborer. She could be a student. There is a strong possibility she would have a nontraditional job. That she’s transient, works agriculture or construction or second shift.

She has physical strength and is articulate. Could be speaking English or Spanish or French. Could be in New York or Illinois or Tennessee. Canada or Mexico. Places where it rains all day or places where the grass has burnt to yellow. Could be among hollows between road and field, trails where the creek bed has dried. Could be anywhere.

She could be hitchhiking or taking public transportation, could be walking. She could be named Jamie, or Catherine, or Liz. Alexandra, Annie, Maria. Any name at all.

She may be aloof. She may be sensitive and drawn to helping people.

She is on her own and likely broke, and might be reliant on those she doesn’t know.

Searches peaked in the spring and summer months, and they are looking for her still.

As we are well aware, it is easy for a woman who fits this description to just disappear.





Claire

ALL THREE OF us walked in our sleep.

Later, when I would think about what happened, I would tell myself she was sleepwalking. Acting out a nightmare. Sleepwalking ran in our family. Dreaming while walking. Dreaming while talking. I know this is not an answer. The real answer is too simple.

Did she have health problems? Was she low–birth weight? Did she have headaches? Self-destructive behavior? Sudden changes in grades or friends? No.

Alice was a remarkably consistent soul. Healthy and athletic like her father. At home wherever she was. Happy at school and happy with all the things outside of school. Gymnastics and trapeze. And later, swimming, building, archery, shooting.

Her focus was so joyful, so intense. Like her happiness, when she was little, about swimming in the river, about building the cardboard forest or the paper Taj Mahal. Once she made a mobile of hundreds of origami frogs, locusts, paper dolls, and butterflies.

She was never bored. Had the same friends at sixteen as she’d had at four. Her teachers talked about how she was a “leader.” It was a word they used often, and this is certainly part of the problem. “A Leader.” But they also talked about how she was sensitive to other children, always so caring.

I am not trying to justify a thing. I am not trying to make excuses for my daughter. I am describing it as it was.

Before April 14, the words “I am Alice Piper’s mother” meant very little to anyone but me. Now those words are a riddle, a koan. A thing I have to understand even though nothing will change, even though the phrase “nothing will change” is something we fought against our entire lives.

The years in which we raised her were marked by diminishing returns for our diminishing expectations. But it hadn’t always been that way.

Things were different in the city. We moved because of Constant’s uncle. Because of Gene’s dreams about land and air and autonomy. But also because of me. Because of traffic and noise and sewer smells and the seventy hours a week I worked at the city’s Comprehensive Free Clinic for the Uninsured on First Avenue.

Prior to moving upstate, Gene and I lived on Saint Mark’s and First Avenue. Then later in a two-bedroom apartment on First and Seventh, with Constant and Michelle Mann, who were also done with their residencies and, like Gene and I, planned on working for Doctors Without Borders. We moved to First and Seventh because of the rooftop, so Gene could have space to plant. In those days everyone but Gene was exhausted—sometimes punch-drunk on three hours of sleep a night, nodding off on the subway coming home from Lenox Hill or staggering bleary-eyed in clogs and scrubs from Beth Israel or CFC. We all felt like the walking dead, knew we were in bad shape, envying Gene, especially later, when he was home all day with the baby. In the end, moving to Haeden was all we wanted.

When we drove out to the house and barn through that wet and green countryside, we were excited. We would finally have a place of our own. The apparent beauty and possibility of it all was overwhelming, something we had tried and failed to build for ourselves the last six years in New York.

Even the double-wides and sloping farmhouses with their black POW and American flags seemed oddly majestic with so much land around them, the tiniest trailers close to creeks or ponds.

As we drove in, I was thinking about Michelle when we worked in the clinic together, saying the responsibility of every intelligent person is to pay attention to the obvious. How had we missed the obvious benefit of all this land? A whole house and acreage for the cost of one room on the Lower East Side. I was thinking how, the second we got out of the car and brought our boxes inside and wrote Uncle Ross his rent check, this whole thing would start. In those days I could not wait for it to start.

Alice was two then, and we walked inside and put our boxes down and sat on the kitchen floor, nervous and tired from the drive, eating some blueberries we had bought on the way. She had just woken up and her face was placid and her hair was tangled and she leaned against me eating blueberries, her body warm and gentle from sleep. Then evening came in from the fields and lit the place with sound and stars. Peepers called up from the river, and crickets played below the windows in the grass. It was the first time Alice had heard crickets, and we went out on the porch together, Gene and I, watched her listen, quiet and alert and hunkered down, her whole body taking in the sound. Her blue-stained lips parted and her eyes shining.

It was Alice’s happiness, her joy in those moments, that allowed me to stay even years after, when paying attention to the obvious became a horror.

And for a long time we did not regret our singular vision. Our attempt to strip the irony from the slogans we’d come to live by. Phrases that buoyed us and embarrassed us at the same time. “Demand the Impossible,” “Beneath the Paving Stones, the Beach,” anarchist sentiments we first took up in the city as a joke, then ultimately to comfort one another, to remind ourselves that we were different from our cohorts. Those words seemed—with all the incessant construction, and the destruction of the natural world, and Gene becoming fixated on “living the solution” and bringing down corporate agribusiness—more poignant at that time than when real revolutionaries scrawled them on the Paris streets in 1968. We might not have been burning cars and shutting down a city, but we were living in the sterile and violent future they had imagined, and we were certainly committed to destroying one culture by cultivating another.

This sensibility was one more way we were sleepwalking, dreaming. We did not stick with our plan. Though all four of us had passed the initial screening process for Doctors Without Borders, only one of us left on assignment. Gene and I were graced with Alice; Constant became plagued by an American concept of freedom, liquidity, mobility. These changes did not seem pivotal at the time, seemed instead the best possible outcome, exciting, a release. And how could we not admit that what we had been looking for by joining Doctors Without Borders was a release. Absolution from the lifestyle our postresidency careers seemed to necessitate, a lifestyle that was making the four of us—and not our colleagues—sick.

Those early years in Haeden were restful. Literally. Luxurious eight- and ten-hour nights. Waking up to quiet and birds instead of traffic. No six a.m. meetings at the clinic. Each season with its own particular beauty.

Bright, quiet winters snowed in and baking bread together, sitting around the woodstove, each of us silently reading. Summers resonant with the hum and staggered harmony of insects. The meadow in front of our house growing tall and strange from the warm rain. Swimming in the river and tending our vegetable garden. Alice could talk pretty well when we moved, and she loved the sounds, imitated them. Never herself, she was a frog, a mermaid, a bird. Radiant fall spent roasting and canning peppers with the smell of wood smoke on the cool air. And spring: Alice’s favorite time in the world, when everything comes back to life and it’s warm, with patches of snow, and we would wear shorts and big rubber boots and celebrate the first snowbells and crocuses. The air was lush and still cold and smelled like mud. Alice loved to run along the mowed path all the way to the river. In those early summers she was no taller than the goldenrod, just a head above the jack-in-the-pulpit that flanked the trails between the barn and woods. She loved to climb in the exposed roots of trees along the pebbled riverbank and collect stones and dried skeletons of crayfish. She was fearless.

We expected after a few years our friends would come, build, plant. Once Constant had made the money he wanted, once Michelle had finished her assignment, we would get back to the land, we would live and drink and work by the ideals we’d always had. Mutual Aid, No Boredom.

We expected, when Alice was bigger, we’d have enough money to have a real farm and for me to go back to some kind of practice. But these things never happened, and paying attention to the darker aspects of the obvious became a bad way to live if we wanted to stay happy and make friends.

Sleep had won out at last. We moved through our days in Haeden in a somnolent kind of daze, blithe when our senses called for panic, blind to our deepest fear, even as it lay, naked among the tall weeds, waiting.



Flynn

WHEN I GOT to the woods, they had not yet moved her. I ducked under a makeshift barricade—a carpenter’s horse painted orange—so I could get closer, and I stood looking at the taped-off gully until a form became clear in what had previously looked like a pile of discarded clothes. A hand revealed itself to be connected to a pale mottled arm reaching forward, a twist of denim and pink. And then the tangle of blond hair, which wisped across white lips, one open eye and skin like skim milk shining through the mud, reflecting back the blue and red strobe from the cop cars.

Dino was looking up the road away from the woods, talking on his radio, and Giles walked past me unwinding a roll of yellow tape. His face was red. No one else was there yet. I had run down from the office when I heard it on the scanner.

I had my notebook out already and didn’t realize I had walked around to the other side of the ditch and crouched beside the body until I glanced up and took in the woods and road from another angle. Saw what she might have seen in the last moments she lay there, had she been alive. New red leaves and blue buds. Scrub grass, gravel, generations of wet and blackened leaves, something pale green and flowerless about to uncurl. I rested my gaze on these things for a moment before standing to take in the situation at hand.

“Is it White?” I asked Dino. I saw the pink sweatshirt, dirt-covered legs beneath the miniskirt and long wide bare feet, chipped toenails lacquered with the last fading ghost of clear glitter nail polish.

“Is this Wendy White?” I knew immediately that she had not been there as long as she’d been missing. Hollow-cheeked as she was, she’d clearly arrived a few hours before us at most. The smell of filth and staleness, not decomposition, hung in the air. A wave of nausea descended upon me and raised sweat across my back, up my neck. Giles walked by again, now wearing rubber gloves and a dust mask. This was not the way they did it back in Cleveland.

“Still haven’t gotten ahold of him,” Dino told Giles.

“Try again. Maybe he’s up at the dairy.”

I wrote the date and time across the narrow page. It was April 3, 2009. I walked back over to stand next to Dino and didn’t say another word to him. I had nothing to ask him that I couldn’t already see.

Later, I would have difficulty driving past Tern Woods without holding my breath. I would see the marker for the “woods,” a little wedge of remaining forest, not half the size of a city block, and forget to inhale.

Wendy White is a name people know the same way they know the name Haeden—both have entered into the national vocabulary as catalysts, a particular kind of tragic iconography. I was interviewed a few times about the White case and about April 14. I tried to put it in a broader social context, but somehow I was unable to ever really make things clear. I talked about national statistics on rape, on abduction, on rural poverty, on adolescent violence, but then the show would air and it would be me talking about April 14, or worse, me talking about me.

The first and last “TV reenactment” I was interviewed for was during the early days of the search for Alice Piper. A studio interview for which I was asked to wear contact lenses.

“You arrived at the same time as the police,” the interviewer asked by way of statement.

“Yes.”

“Five months had gone by since anyone had seen Wendy White,” he said, softly emphasizing the word “months.” His face was tense, telegraphing the response I was supposed to give. A brief holding-forth through silence in which I could suddenly smell his cologne. Then he said, “It must have been a horrifying scene.”

He was only out of character for a moment; he raised his eyebrows and gave a nearly imperceptible nod. I had a sudden sense that his next question might be about whether it was hard for me to stand in the woods in high heels. Whether my boyfriend had to come pick me up after I puked or peed my pants. I knew I wasn’t a source, wasn’t telling him any story—I was part of the story.

Then he said, “Were you frightened?”

I remember the feeling of wanting to stand up and walk out. I remember the heat of the fill light and thinking, I will never do this again. And the vague sense of paralysis that prevented me from leaving but unfortunately didn’t prevent me from rolling my eyes and making an impatient “wrap this up” gesture, which was not the kind of press I needed, considering my “situation.”

In the footage I am wearing pale pink lipstick and a black turtleneck. The interview lasted eight minutes, but they had to do several takes because they said I squinted. I smirked. Kept shrugging.

When I watched it, I couldn’t get further than my answer before turning it off, disgusted with my own face, ashamed I had ever agreed to talk about it again.

“Well,” I exhale, shake my head slightly. “I don’t get what you mean.”

“Let me ask you this . . .” the interviewer begins. He would ask me what I was really brought there to answer. What made me a subject instead of a peer.

“Why?” he would ask. “Why did you write what you wrote after Wendy White was found?”

I want to put this event in context. If you just want to read about April 14, you can go buy one of those paperbacks they sell in the checkout line at Wal-Mart. But if you want to know what really happened, you need to know where it happened. And you need to know why. You need to know who Wendy White was and that I made some mistakes. I didn’t intend to become part of this story.

I took this job when I was twenty-four. White was nineteen the night she walked out of work at the Alibi and never came back. I am not trying to avoid my responsibility, say that I was too young to see the things I saw. I’m just making sure the details are straight.

Prior to taking the job, I was writing for an independent in Cleveland, and I had a pretty good little scene going on. I lived on Schiller Street, where there were still a lot of family duplexes and old houses and where the abandoned mills and meatpacking plants were being converted into studios or bright, high-ceilinged offices for start-ups that had moved into the neighborhood. My apartment was a tall efficient box of exposed brick and leaded-glass windows that buzzed when trucks drove past, cool in the summer and cold in the winter, with a fire escape overlooking garbage cans. There was a renaissance of strangeness going on in the neighborhood. Sculptors, painters, art students, and businesspeople rented space alongside old Jewish and Slavic and black families, several generations living in the same sprawling houses divided up into apartments. Grandparents on the porches and wiseass scruffy kids on the sidewalk. It was a neighborhood in the process of being converted and would soon morph into a business and tourist district. At the time I didn’t like it, the gentrification, but a few weeks after moving to Haeden, I longed for the life of my old neighborhood badly, especially the sounds; traffic, parties, kids on the street. The utter silence of my new home woke me up at night.

I stayed in Haeden at first because I was committed to writing my big-picture story. And because I wanted the word “editor” on my résumé. But I did not stay there comfortably.

Haeden was the whitest place I had ever been. And it was a specific kind of whiteness, a blankness I’d never experienced. Apart from the musicians, who played at the Rooster and the Alibi, and the guy who made stump sculptures of bears and eagles, and the ladies who knitted afghans or painted landscapes on rusty saws, there wasn’t much of a scene.

Before I took the job, the Free Press was run by a guy named Stephen Cooper. He had been the paper’s editor, reporter, and photographer for thirty years. Everyone called him “Scoop.” Nice nickname, if not exactly accurate. A weekly paper in a one-paper town rarely gets the chance to break news, and the major competitor usually has the word “swapsheet” or “pennysaver” in its masthead. Still, his was one of the few important professions left in town: chief of police, head of public works, town judge, volunteer fire chief, and Scoop. A tight affiliation of people who kept the place from becoming just a point on Route 34 you’d miss if you closed your eyes for eight seconds while driving by. My job was to write all the content for the paper, making it folksy and general enough so that it could be reprinted in five other local papers if the need arose. Free Press was owned by Weekly Circular. My paycheck came from Syracuse, New York, and was not signed but was stamped by a name I was unfamiliar with. Despite the fact that I had clearly replaced Scoop, he liked to act as though he were my boss. He had after all interviewed me for the position.

Scoop smelled. Fried onions or peppermint or sweat. He wore yellow suspenders and a flannel shirt nearly every day, like a uniform. In winter he wore long underwear under the flannel, and in summer he just rolled up the sleeves. He was tall and very thin and had an unruly salt-and-pepper beard to which crumbs stuck; he would let it grow up his face to just beneath his eyes before finally shaving. Scoop would come around the office once a week or so to see how things were going. And things were going dull and well before the White thing happened.

For the most part, Scoop was a good guy and a decent writer. He left Haeden for J-school in the sixties, then came back and took over the paper from some other old guy who was retiring. That was the longest Scoop had been away from home. Upon his return, he moved into the house in which his grandfather was born. Also the house in which his father and he and his brothers were born. He married the girl he’d dated in high school: a smart, round woman who taught third grade. All this background is just a way of saying Scoop wasn’t a guy from whom I was taking reporting advice.

A couple days after White disappeared, Scoop took me target shooting, a local pleasure for which I had no aptitude. Then he took me to the VFW for beer, gave me a can of pepper spray to keep in my pocket, and told me to keep an eye on the White case. I was not happy about the impromptu meeting. I had my own story ideas and hadn’t thought much about White. I had assumed she ran away because she was bored, something I felt I might do at any minute. I had to keep reminding myself that Haeden being boring was actually part of the reason I was there. The perceived tranquillity, the silence, the old family homes, the meth labs and poverty and giant swaths of corn-infested, shit-covered nowhere, lives intersecting and connecting through pure habit. The meanings of things having been shaken loose half a century ago.

I understood that this was Haeden: Apart from the lake and the river and the little chunks of forest, the town itself had evolved into a strip of highway that doubled as the village’s main road. This was lined with a strange mix of houses, old brick buildings, and a little farther out, chains and big box stores: Home Depot, Subway, Wal-Mart. The edge of Tern Woods was a parking lot, a wide black expanse of asphalt with a grid of yellow lines covering what had once been the fullness of a forest. The lot was often empty, and during the hours when people were shopping, it was barely half full.

Haeden was supposed to be farming country. I thought maybe I’d see sheep and cows wandering around on the hillsides, but this was no country I could reconcile with my imagination. And this became the main focus of my reporting—the disparity between what things were called and what they actually were. In a million ways, this little town was getting fucked over just like the low-income neighborhoods in Cleveland—environmental problems, food prices, bad mental-health services, disproportionate numbers of returning veterans, poverty, obesity—but unlike in Cleveland, these people were isolated, scattered throughout the county roads where the sound of a rifle report or a tractor motor was more common than a neighbor’s voice.

When I first took the job, Scoop said I would need to get off the main roads to see some of the big farms. Which I was very happy to do. He told me I should drive out to see the Haytes dairy and gave me directions. Told me that the Haytes and three other farms were what constituted the real local economy, unlike what he called the franchises, by which he really meant multinationals.

I was waiting for the rain to stop before I scouted for farms. It seemed to rain constantly in central New York, and I had yet to get used to it. The sky was often a solid white-gray color for days at a time. The first sunny day that came along, I set out on County Road 227 in the direction of fucking nowhere with the windows down and the Pretenders playing on the radio. Haytes Road was five miles in that direction, and I found it easily, as the dairy could be seen from miles away, atop the low green hillside, from the winding road below.

Part of the road had washed away and collapsed into a ditch filled with mud and stones and grasses. The air was lush and humid. I stuck to the middle of the road, where it crisscrossed the gentle incline. As I got closer to the dairy, gravel gave way to a new, shiny black asphalt drive as wide as a highway, leading all the way to the central complex, the slate-and-silver-colored pole barns separated by narrower roads and footpaths comprising the enormity of the Haytes empire. From the top of the hill, you could see the entire farm. It took up what would have been four or five city blocks. You could also smell it.

Three metal buildings like storage units or warehouses, as big as football fields, were butted up to one another, windowless and silent. There were two massive lagoons of liquefied manure, millions of gallons stored in dark blue two-story open tanks flanking the operation. A chemical smell hung over the surrounding area, not like cow manure but something else, something rancid and chlorinated. It was nauseating, and even up on the hill, it made your eyes burn. Driving back through the valley and past the buildings, the smell was worse, but oddly, there were no flies. I heard no insects or birds at all. And the land around the warehouses was all poured concrete that appeared smooth and almost polished. The low grasses near the various pole barns and modern concrete structures were yellow and powdery white. I stopped the car and looked up at the buildings and contemplated the vast scale of the manure tanks.

Scoop had told me this was the oldest farm in the county, here before the town was even built. Owned by the Haytes brothers. I realized, standing there, that I didn’t know what a farm was.

And driving along the dirt roads back to town, I realized I didn’t know what the countryside was, either. Mile after mile of lost places. Old wind-and-rain-battered houses, the windows empty of shades or curtains and sometimes glass. You could look right into these houses, right through them. Piles of garbage and furniture stacked up to the ceiling were visible in the upstairs of one rickety colonial, the porch crumbling, filled with empty paint cans, rusting tools, tarps, and canvases. It was like the owners or tenants had just disappeared, or might have died there and no one had happened along to find out. Farther down the road, five weathered school buses were up on blocks outside a barn with a caved-in roof, the paint faded to white and peeling from the sides. There must have been a school bus auction at one time, because I’d seen buses on property closer to town that looked like they had been converted into trailer homes, and old Ross had a school bus on his land, too. There also must have been a fire sale on American flags and prisoner of war paraphernalia.

Beyond the buses and some silent stretches of corn and soybean fields was an overgrown rectangular weed yard filled with junked tractors, lawn mowers, and agricultural equipment, some of it antiquated; a hand-painted sign on weathered plywood in front of the wreckage read tractors wanted dead or alive. The wide frame of a sprayer was tangled in a bale of chicken wire; the broken and twisted necks of hay balers, threshers, and metal objects that couldn’t be identified were scattered and forgotten, nothing but rust exoskeletons of their former selves. Broken machinery as far as the hills.

Beyond the farm-equipment boneyard sat a quasi-neighborhood of double-wide trailers, all slate green and dank gray-white, sidled up to their driveways close to the road. The yards held satellite dishes of various sizes, one nearly as big as the metal swing set that stood unoccupied beside the septic tank. Some yards sported tall white flagpoles flying American and black POW flags. Others were replete with painted white tractor tires, makeshift flower beds in which marigolds grew. One of the trailers had Christmas decorations laid flat in its crabgrass yard. Jesus and Rudolph, wide-eyed and partly covered with mud. Two feet of white picket fence, made of wood-textured plastic, stuck out of the ground on either side of the cinder-block stairs. A wreath hung on the dented metal door. No one played or worked outside. And apart from the occasional silhouette of a human form in front of a television, no one was visible inside the trailers that day.

Farther down the road were vinyl-sided ranch houses with attached garages. Then a variety of smaller restored farmhouses, and enormous vinyl-sided mansions with oversize Palladian windows, and newly dug ponds. Closer to town, a square white Greek revival stood blind at the end of a winding drive, overlooking a meadow of phlox and chicory. Long driveways housed tarp-covered boats on trailers parked off to the side under open carports.

I drove back to my apartment that day knowing where I really lived, and knowing I’d never be able to write about it for a tiny local. I was excited. I figured I’d be able to pitch this ghost-town U.S.A. story pretty widely. Wendy had yet to disappear. Piper had yet to become a household name. And I was definitely frightened in a way I had never felt on Schiller Street. The valley below Haytes Road seemed to me a dangerous place to live.



Gene

HAEDEN, NY, 1997

SHE WAS WEARING black-and-white-striped tights and a large paper bag into which she’d cut holes for her arms and head and drawn a picture of a tree in green Magic Marker. She was folded at the knees, hanging from a low bar connected to yards of heavy rope, which was attached to the ceiling of the barn. Her hair hung down, almost brushed the floor. Her face was flushed with the blood running to her head. She smiled, and her tiny white teeth formed a frown. Beneath her was a pile of straw, around which several pairs of socks with sewn-on button eyes lay, staring up at the vast and empty space.

“Are you getting hungry?” Gene asked her. He was still standing in the wide square doorway. “There’s food in the house when you get done hanging. Uncle Ross is coming over for dinner. And I think he’s bringing someone you want to see.”

“Then we’ll need another trapeze,” Alice said. She smiled and stretched her arms out at her sides, then extended them forward and curled up to hold the bar with her hands.

“I could not agree more,” Gene said. “One trapeze is hardly enough.”

She pulled herself into a sitting position, then grabbed the sides of the rope so she could perch in her stiff and crumpled bag. Her hair was so blond it was almost white. Her eyes were an icy translucent blue. Her skin was pale, but her cheeks were rosy from playing and hanging. The light dust of freckles that covered her cheeks and nose was invisible.

She was a strong four-year-old and had the aquiline features of her father. Had his muscles in miniature, his flexibility, his distant dreamy face. He wondered sometimes if her skeleton looked like his.

He watched her swing. Watched her think as she looked up into the rafters. Her lips moved as she said something to herself he couldn’t hear.

“Well, legs,” Gene said, “I know you’re a tree today, but you might get hungry nevertheless. And there are some people who want to see you.”

Alice smiled wide at him but didn’t move. She was always hesitant to leave the barn, and he had to convince her.

“Somebody special, maybe,” Gene said.

“Someone like Theo?”

Gene nodded at her. She stood on the trapeze and began pumping her knees to swing, looking up at the ceiling. Gene looked, too.

Swallows glided, diving in arcs inside the barn. They flew with her. Their ragged nests, dark in the corners at the loft’s beam, like the straw bales below that she landed on from the trapeze. The place smelled wonderful. Like hay and rotten apples, grease and the faint musty odor of mold. She could swing very high because the rope was so long. She closed and opened her eyes quickly while she swung, he knew, to get a strobe effect from the sunlight shining through the slats.

Gene saw how she got lost in it, made herself dizzy, played at being upside down with her head raised to the ceiling, somehow claiming the entire space, claiming every direction, a seamless radius around herself.

“Jesus!” he said. “You are one brave girl. Ready to jump?” He held out his arms, clapped his hands. Then counted with every upswing. “One . . . two . . . three. HUP!”

Alice leaped from the trapeze, her legs bent and braced to land, her arms outstretched toward her father. The bag made a loud hollow crumpling sound as he caught her, and they both laughed. She had her mother’s dimple on the left cheek. Her eyes shone, curved into little arcs, her blond eyebrows and eyelashes visible only when she was this close to him. Her body was strong and delicate in his arms, and he felt like he’d caught something wild.

He kissed her on the cheek and hoisted her to his shoulders, carried her out and along the long mowed path to the little farmhouse. Ross’s truck was parked in the driveway, and the doors were open. They could hear the old MC5 album, Claire’s favorite, playing on the five-dollar thrift-store turntable—a kid’s toy, really—the tiny speaker thumping and threatening to blow out.

Ross Miller was drinking from a brown bottle with a white label, sitting at the table with his five-year-old nephew Theo. Ross wore what Claire called his Libertarian Avenger Uniform: plain white T-shirt, Wrangler jeans, his VFW baseball cap with a little American flag pinned upside down across the front, and square BluBlocker sunglasses that wrapped around the sides of his head. He was a skinny man but strong and poised, with big straight white teeth. Nodded when he talked. Squinted and looked out of the corners of his eyes. He was known for long pained pauses in conversation in which he appeared to be considering whether or not it was worthwhile to go on speaking.

Ross was not related to the Pipers. He owned the house where Gene and Claire and Alice lived. He owned the barn and the fields and woods that lay between the Pipers’ house and the ramshackle compound he called home—a metal pole barn, a black and gray yurt built on an assortment of salvaged concrete blocks, and two gutted school buses, the one in which he slept retrofitted with an unfinished roof of partially shingled copper flashing and a chimney for the pellet stove.

The boy, Theo, was a tall lanky towhead one year older than Alice. His parents lived in Haeden but taught classics at the university in a neighboring town. Their commute and workload and social schedule often resulted in the boy spending several days a week with his Uncle Ross. During the two years that Gene and Claire had rented Ross’s house, the children had become inseparable. There in the kitchen, Theo was fully engrossed in playing with two large rectangular magnets, making one repel the other across the table.

The fact was, the adults had become inseparable in many ways, too. For Gene and Claire, moving to Haeden instead of somewhere else upstate was simply a matter of who knew whom. In this case the whom was Ross, and the who was Gene’s best friend, Constant Souriani, who had introduced them. Constant was related to Ross by marriage and had visited Haeden often—first when his Aunt Hediya married the man and, later, on weekend trips after he moved to the States to attend NYU.

The house had been a dream for Gene and Claire, but apart from their friendship with Ross and their daughter’s love of Theo, the reality of living in a town this small was something they were only just beginning to feel. There were few people their age there. Young families were becoming less common than the middle-aged and older couples hanging on to the remains of land and buildings that had been willed to them. Not too many people moved to Haeden, and it was obvious that the Pipers’ newness would be new for as long as they lived there. Despite what Constant had told them about friendly small-town life, people did not warm up quickly to “outsiders.”

It seemed the place was closed to the idea of a wider world. So resistant that people would continue to use words like “farm,” “forest,” and “town” long after the words no longer fit the reality of the landscape. Haeden was being collectively dreamed by its inhabitants, Gene thought. And in a way, it was a beautiful thing. He and Claire wanted to be part of that collective dreaming, the most recent reinvention of getting back to the land. And they had every intention of making it work.

Gene and Claire hadn’t moved here blind; they might be idealistic, but they had studied the demographics. Unless one of them went back to practice, chances of finding a job weren’t great. The largest employers in Haeden were not in Haeden at all. They were a big box store in the next town and a university a couple of towns beyond that. They had also understood that Haeden’s transformation from a self-contained farming village to a service-industry bedroom community on the margins of Appalachia was something that could be felt but was not discussed. A secret shame among friends. Gene and Claire believed all that could be changed. With the right influx of energy. With the right attitude.

Some days the idea of change made Gene almost manic. What surrounded them was intoxicating—so much space, so much opportunity—he felt that with enough time, they would make it their own.

In the summer of 1995, sitting parked in the silver Mazda outside the odd, slightly sloping yellow farmhouse with the car windows rolled down and tears of relief in her eyes, Claire had breathed in the smell of grass and a sweet smell of things gone to seed, and Gene had watched as she surveyed the old clapboard and dormer windows, the overgrown clematis winding up the white pillars and out along the clogged gutter, thick with black decaying leaves. They could not believe their good fortune.

Back in the baby seat, Alice slept surrounded by boxes and backpacks. Everything they owned fit in the two-door.

Sensing Claire’s slight pinch of guilt at having this new home and leaving her patients at the clinic behind, Gene leaned over and kissed her. “We’re going to be way more useful here than anywhere we’ve ever lived,” he said. “We’re fucking DIY, baby, and we’re going to get things done.”

He looked at Claire now, sitting on the counter in bare feet and a long denim skirt, wearing a white tank top screen-printed with the words CFC 5K RUN. Claire had strong ropy arms and legs, veins and tendons showing in her feet, in her forearms and hands. He loved the way she carried her otherwise voluptuous body with an unconscious tomboyish grace.

The kitchen smelled like cumin. Pots hung from the ceiling on hooks. A wall of square shelves served as a pantry and dish cupboard. One of Alice’s little wooden chairs was pushed up next to a pot containing a young avocado tree, its lower branches spread out along the floor, circling the chair. Blocks and wooden animals sat in the dirt at the base of the plant, as well as a notebook, crayons, and binoculars.

Claire looked up and smiled at Gene and Alice, stopped talking to Ross in midsentence. “Oh, good!” she said. “We were waiting for the tree. C’mere, tree.” She picked the girl up and hugged her tight. The bag crumpled and tore a little at Alice’s shoulder. Claire looked at her daughter’s rosy face, kissed her. Alice was sweaty, but she still had an otherworldly baby smell: milk, grass, rain on pavement, carnation. Claire put her nose on the girl’s hair and closed her eyes. “Did you see who was here?” she asked quietly into the top of Alice’s head. Ross sometimes made the girl nervous; Claire could always make her feel relaxed, give Alice strength by simply holding her or speaking one quiet sentence in her warm tenor voice.

Alice nodded. Put her forehead on her mother’s chest, wrapped her legs around her waist. “It’s Theophile!” Claire said, smiling, and the dimple in her cheek revealed itself, then disappeared. Alice’s eyes brightened, and Claire put her down.

Theo, who had been waiting, jumped off his chair. “He gave me the magnets,” the boy said, following Alice into the living room. Gene grabbed a Saranac from the refrigerator and stood before his wife for a minute.

“What are you grinning at?” Claire asked him.

He shook his head, touched her waist gently to feel the smooth skin beneath her shirt. “Ross, you need another?” he asked.

“Nah, not right now,” Ross said. “I was just telling Claire about these assholes at the VFW who don’t believe we’re starving the Iraqis to death with these fucking sanctions so we can occupy that region for the next millennium. Christ, what the Christ do you take out a country’s infrastructure for? They’re not stupid. Why the fuck else do you do it?”

“Wait,” Gene said. “I think you told me about this.”

“Nah. That was last Sunday, same assholes. We’re just sheep, man. Especially those bastards at the VFW. You’d think we’d have some idea about what’s going on.”

“‘We’?” Gene asked.

“Yeah. We, goddammit. Did you get up in this country today and drink a cup of coffee?” Ross paused, squinted, and pushed up his sunglasses. “We fucking live here, man. I don’t just mean the true believers.” He nodded to himself, and his eyebrows became visible for a moment above the heavy frames of his glasses. “We! Me and you and all of us that came here to do the right thing!”

“You were born here,” Gene said.

“Well, I stayed here because of the good folks, not ’cause of some assholes who were happy to go off to Vietnam and then happy to see their kids go off to Iraq.”

“Plus, you had all that good weed back then,” Claire said, winking at him.

“That’s another story,” Ross said, laughing. “And don’t think that story’s unrelated, ’cause it isn’t! Everything’s connected, is my point.”

The sun was starting to get lower in the sky. On the turntable, the Motor City 5 scratched out a tinny driving refrain, and Claire smiled broadly. “You know this band, Ross?”

“Can’t say I do.” He stretched his legs out and folded his hands on top of his cap. “But they’re pissed about something.”

She laughed. “We’re going to have to do something about your musical education. This is the album that got me through residency.”

The low ambient hum of insects came to their ears between the thump of the chorus: Call me animal, that’s my name, call me animal, I’m not ashamed. Gene admired Claire’s lips as she softly sang along.

Ross and Claire had slipped into silent reveries of their soldier days. This happened sometimes, and Gene would observe them, blanked out but somehow tied to each other, safe and gone. And still wearing the flag, the badges and scrubs from fights no one even knew had taken place. Fights no one here would believe happened, or care too much about if they did.

Gene sat with their distance and their proximity. Far away now from Vietnam and far away from the secondhand poverty and violence that made Claire what Claire was. Not quite underground, and maybe never able to live at the surface. A mother, whispering in her kitchen; his wife, his oldest friend, mentally leafing through a vespertime hymnal of the Motor City 5 while Ross talked about war. He’d seen it before: MC5 or the Clash or the Ramones used to drown out the din of silence in her head when the image of teenage girls sitting in waiting rooms with their caseworkers got to be too much. He remembered her, drunk and dancing to “Know Your Rights” on the jukebox at the International on First Avenue after work. Remembered her looking up at him, tight-lipped, eyes shining, resilient, proud of her work. Until she had become pregnant with Alice, he had never once seen her cry.

He looked at Ross and Claire and took in the expansive, silent damage they radiated, the way they could occupy the world by drawing a private one around them, like Alice in the barn with her head thrown back, blinking. He loved them, but he did not feel what they felt. Was haunted by no past or place. The mystery of Gene had always been how he could slip into the present and disappear.



Alice

HAEDEN, NY, 1997

IN THE LIVING room the city’s roads were the zigzag lines on the old Persian rug that Constant’s aunt had left in the house when she left Ross. Shoe boxes, cereal boxes, blocks, and butcher paper were spread across the floor and scaled, in a precarious masking-taped pyramid, up the lower part of one wall. The cars on this city’s roads ran on magnet power.

The city’s newspaper occupied a whole shoe box. A white pipe-cleaner sign stuck up from the roof reading SHORT & SWEET. Inside, a wooden Peg sat in a dollhouse chair in front of a cube on which an open eye-shadow case had become a laptop computer. Peg was a fairy and a reporter who had lost her power to fly yesterday afternoon and could only get it back if she wrote a story about what happened to the forest. She had gold glitter glued to her round head, blue sequin eyes, and she wore a green tie made of embroidery thread.

Alice clicked the eye-shadow case closed and made Peg walk outside the Short & Sweet and get on top of the magnet car, which Theo drove by pushing the other magnet behind it, all the way into the woods: green and orange cardboard pine trees glued to butcher paper, on which other pine trees were drawn with a crayon and marker. The car stopped at the edge of the woods, and Peg got out. Theo’s band of plastic praying mantises, frogs, and snakes were waiting there for her.

“She would never have been able to meet them if you didn’t bring the magnets,” Alice said to Theo. He nodded at her gravely. They couldn’t believe it when Peg lost her power to fly. It was because of the dust in that one stream of light just when the sun was setting Friday night. It was sinister dust! They tried in vain to restore her power, and finally, Theo came up with the heroic plan to get her a magnet car. It was hundreds of miles from Peg’s newspaper to the woods. And there was no public transportation, because they didn’t have any animal-cracker boxes.

The insects and frogs gathered in a circle around Peg. The largest frog hopped through the low forest brush. He towered over her. But she wasn’t afraid at all. She knew they would help her through the forest.

The frog stared at Peg, and finally in a low chirp, he said, “We have something to show you.”



Flynn

WHEN WHITE DISAPPEARED in the fall of 2008, there was a lot of praying going on. A lot of people talking about praying, telling one another they were praying. We ran a full-page ad for months, featuring a picture of Wendy and calls for the community to pray. I prayed for Wendy myself while covering a town board meeting and bowed my head again for her when asked to do so before a high school football game. It was easy to get caught up in the idea that it might work. When White disappeared, stupidity became a form of politeness. Failure to feign stupidity would engender indignation and reproach, as if it should be clear to everyone that silence must be instituted in order to make it all just go away.

The White investigation was defined by how it did not unfold. It was a story about a name added to a federal list, about horrified parents and organizing community members and the repetition of the phrase “we are pursuing all avenues.” When she was found less than a mile from her apartment, it would have become a story about grieving and a funeral and the topic of off-the-record speculation, had I not been there to put it in context.

People liked to say it was a drifter who killed her, someone passing through. There’s only two thousand people in this town, and they’ve all been here for-fucking-ever. So naturally, no one from here did it, or someone would come forward. Get it? Someone’s brother or mother or father or friend. A tight-knit little town like this one, someone would have known what was going on.

I always think of one thing when people start talking about the town’s heyday or start quoting the PR that the town board attempted in the aftermath of April 14. I always think of these pictures I found in the paper’s archive: four black-and-white shots of an incredibly well-attended Klan march in 1941 through the Haeden town square. While clearly large enough to include most of the residents’ grandfathers and great-uncles, it was thought, as the cutlines read, to have been attended entirely by people from “a nearby city.”

As I sat at the bar in the VFW with Scoop that day, after failing to hit even one Mountain Dew can with whatever kind of bullets went in the handgun I didn’t really want to fire, he told me that everyone was staring at me and that a reporter should be inconspicuous. He talked so slowly I could barely stand it.

“If you’re going to cover this case, you need to get rid of those crappy glasses,” he said. He took a sip of his beer and seemed to be lost in thought. “And stop wearing those polyester shirts.” Paused again. Then: “You know, you should stop wearing those polyester shirts, period. A grown-up doesn’t wear stuff like that to work.” He also expressed skepticism that even people in Cleveland dressed the way I did.

Scoop wasn’t just talking about my clothes. In this land that time forgot that was the VFW, there was nothing untoward about a guy in his sixties making ten or twelve specific comments on a person’s physical appearance. His critique of my clothes was just the beginning, and I suspected it was a way to talk about my size. I am a small woman. I buy my clothes and shoes in children’s departments, often the boys’ department, because I’m not into floral prints and velvet dresses. When that doesn’t work out, I make my own clothes. I easily fit into things I wore in fifth and sixth grade and have altered these vintage items. Scoop was obviously concerned that I looked like a kid. His other editorial advice that afternoon included “It wouldn’t kill you to put on some makeup.” “You’ve got such nice silky long hair, maybe you should use a clip to hold it instead of a pencil.” And then eventually, the one I was waiting for, the great fishing question that would intimate that my line has some kind of miscegenation uncommon in these parts: “Black hair and blue eyes, that’s a little rare, isn’t it?” I was waiting for the comments on my smooth complexion to follow, but I got something even better: He said I looked like I thought I was a hotshot. People around here, he said, didn’t trust people from cities who wore Malcolm X glasses and thought they were hotshots. “You will never,” he said, “be able to get the cops to talk to you unless you clean up a bit.”
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