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But always where she goes there is rain.

—Kathleen Eull



… and the Hollow Girl knits her clothing out of self-loathing.

—anonymous fan
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PROLOGUE
1993, Lenox Hill Hospital

Nine years had passed since Israel Roth and I had placed pebbles atop Hannah Roth’s headstone. I didn’t know it then, but that day in the granite fields, on the crusted snow and icy paths, was goodbye. Husband was never coming back to see wife again. I couldn’t have known it then. Mr. Roth never said as much, but I had since learned to recognize goodbye. Goodbye has its own feel, its own flavor, a flavor as distinct as my mother’s burnt, over-percolated coffee. Sometimes the taste of it comes back to me, that black, god-awful goop that poured like syrup and had a viscosity and flavor more akin to unchanged motor oil than coffee. Sometimes, that’s what goodbye tastes like. Goodbye also has its own aroma, its own scent. Sometimes, like today, it smells like a hospital room.

“So, Mr. Moe, where are you?” Israel Roth asked, his voice weak and strained. “You seem far away.”

“Sorry, Izzy, I was time traveling.”

He smiled up at me. “I’m the one who’s dying, here. You think maybe I’m the one what should be entitled to going back in time?”

“I was thinking about my mother’s coffee. Trust me when I tell you you wouldn’t want to go back in time for that.”

“That bad, huh?”

“Worse. You know the saying about what doesn’t kill you only makes you stronger?”

“Sure.”

“By that measure, I should be Hercules.”

“You’re plenty strong, Mr. Moe. You shouldn’t fool yourself otherwise.” His eyesight almost gone, he blindly reached his hand out for me to take hold of. I noticed that the skin of his forearm was so loose that it folded over on itself, obscuring at last the numbers tattooed there.

I took his hand, squeezing too tightly. “I’ve never been very good at self-deception,” I said.

“It’s no gift, lying to yourself. I’m not so blind as you think, Moses.” He only ever called me that when he was serious. “You see the skin covers the numbers those bastards put on me like cattle. Not seeing it doesn’t fool me that it’s not there. Only when I am so many ashes, when I am dust and teeth and bits of bone, will I be free from that number. You know what, sometimes I think even then, when you scatter me to the wind, that I will be only a number.”

“Never to me, Mr. Roth. Never to me.”

He squeezed my hand back, but didn’t say a word. We sat there like that for a few minutes, his hand clutched in mine, both of us time traveling.

Goodbye, as Emily Dickinson might have said, has a certain slant of light. Maybe I was imagining it, but the angle of the afternoon light coming through the vertical slats of the blind seemed to whisper goodbye. I wasn’t ready for it, whispered or shouted. In Mr. Roth’s company was perhaps the only place I ever truly fit. When he was gone, where would that leave me? Where would I fit? Although I’d loved being on the job, the job never quite loved me back. Shit, most of the guys I worked with wouldn’t have known who Emily Dickinson was, or when she lived, or if she wrote, or what she wrote. None of them could have quoted a line of poetry if their lives depended on it. But their lives never depended on it. Has anybody’s life ever depended on such a flimsy thing? Only I knew about that slant of light. Only the college boy who had become a cop on a drunken bet.

Not even now, not after sixteen years away from the Six-O, did I feel like I ever quite fit in. I was always stuck somewhere in between, always apart from and a part of at the same time. Mr. Roth’s fate was at hand. I wondered if mine was to always be stuck above or beneath. Maybe that’s why I’d wanted my gold shield so fucking bad, to show that I fit in, that I was one of the guys. It was nonsense. I didn’t fit in any better in the wine business. If anything, it was worse. I never wanted any part of it. No gold shields in the wine business.

“So, Mr. Moe, where are you traveling now?” Izzy broke the silence, his hand clenching tighter still. “Back to Momma’s coffee?”

“No. I’m all over the place. I’ve never been able to live in the moment.”

“Such a stupid phrase, ‘in the moment’. It’s foolishness, no? When is the moment? Now is just the past in waiting. As soon as it’s here, it’s gone. You can’t live in a place that vanishes as soon as it comes. The present, Mr. Moe, is always coming and then always gone. Live for the future, and live in the past. There is only that.”

I opened my mouth to argue. No words came out. I wanted to think it was because Mr. Roth seemed to have drifted into sleep, but it wasn’t that at all. It was that the truth of what he’d said had knocked me silent. But whatever the nature of the relationship between past, present, and future, there was one inescapable fact: Israel Roth had very little future left. And when he was gone, a piece of me would go with him. Then, when his hand went suddenly slack, I knew that wherever that piece of me was going, it had just arrived. Mr. Roth was right: There is only future and past. Now is fleeting. Now is gone.


CHAPTER ONE
2013

Humpty Dumpty had nothing on me. No egg ever cracked so well, no window shattered into as many ragged pieces. Me, so hardened, so sure there was nothing new the nonexistent God could put on my plate. It galled me that in the end, my mother—think Nostradamus vis-à-vis Chicken Little—had been right. “When things are good,” she used to say, “watch out.” But I hadn’t watched out, because I had a new grandson. Because after surviving stomach cancer, and burying my childhood friend Bobby Friedman, and finally asking Pam to marry my sorry old ass, I’d stood high on a mountain of my own self-assuredness and waved my middle finger at the universe. It waved it right back. Fuck you, Moe Prager. Fuck you!

If you need a lesson about the appalling lack of fairness in the universe, let me give it: I was still alive and Pam was not. I’d lost my folks, Katy, Mr. Roth, Rico Tripoli, Bobby, and a hundred other people from my past, but the grief those deaths had caused was a warm-April-sun-on-your-face-all-the-hotdogs-you-could-eat-on-opening-day-at-Citi-Field compared to this. Because with this came guilt, the gnawing guilt of coulda done and shoulda done. I hadn’t known guilt, not really, not until I heard the sirens, not until I looked out the window of my Sheepshead Bay condo and saw half of Pam’s body sticking out from beneath the front of a car, the poor girl who’d hit her sitting on the Emmons Avenue curb, arms folded around herself, rocking madly, wishing it would all just go away. I wanted to scream down at her that not all the mad rocking or self-comforting behavior in the world would make anything go away.

Guilt is like that, a permanent infection. Not chronic, permanent. The thing you’ve done to bruise the universe may fade, but the guilt never goes. Not really. Not ever. Oh sure, there are bad days and worse days, and you come to see the less bad days as good ones. That’s a lie. I wanted to scream down to the girl that the guilt was mine, not hers. That it was me who’d sent Pam down to get the Sunday Times. That I could have gone myself, should have gone myself. That my car was in its parking spot in back of my building, so that it wouldn’t have been a trade-off, my life for Pam’s. That I was nearly fully recovered, but that I’d grown old and lazy and used to people doing for me. I did not scream down to her or go down to her, not immediately. I don’t think I cried. I was frozen there in front of the window.

I wasn’t a forgetter. Even at my drunkest, I’d never blacked out. Like the rest of my life, that all changed the night Pam was crushed beneath the wheels of Holly D’Angelo’s new Jeep Wrangler, a high school graduation gift she had received that very June day. Sometimes I find myself thinking about Holly D’Angelo—a pretty neighborhood girl who kept saying “I’m so sorry, mister, I’m sorry”—and the gift of guilt that would keep on giving. I wanted to take her hurt away. I really did. We all fuck up. We all fall down. But we shouldn’t have to pay forever. Holly D’Angelo shouldn’t have to, anyway. That was for me to do, to pay.

I do remember that I was standing in front of the uniform from the Six-One Precinct, his face not a blur exactly—a blank, his face was more of a blank. I remember speaking to him, but looking back and forth between Pam’s motionless body and Holly D’Angelo’s endlessly rocking one. More than that, I don’t recall or don’t want to recall. The guilt, that’s another matter. There’s been no escape from that.


CHAPTER TWO

I was conscious of someone standing over me. For a brief second, I thought it was Pam. She was like that, getting up early, leaving me to sleep, making us some fancified breakfast that I’d barely touch, then she’d come to wake me. She wouldn’t kiss me, but rather lean down close so that I could feel her warm breath on my neck. Then she would brush the back of her hand against my cheek. Is there anything quite as subtly intimate as a lover’s touch on your cheek? In the depths of my illness, during the worst of the chemo, I swore it was Pam who willed me to live. I was too sick, too weak, too unhappy to have willed myself to do anything but surrender. And oh, how I wanted to surrender. How I longed to shut my eyes and have it all go away. Pam wasn’t having any of that.

She didn’t pretend that I was well, didn’t ignore my symptoms, but she also refused to treat me like a leper. When she was down visiting from Vermont between cases, she always shared my bed. Even at the lowest points, when I was bald and ashen and skeletal, when I couldn’t stand to look at myself in the mirror, when I reeked from coming death, Pam slept with me. Cancer is an isolating experience. You can’t imagine just how isolating. Treatment and recovery are worse, in their way. When I needed someone to keep me tethered to life, Pam kept me tethered.

Then that brief second ended and reality flooded back in. It wasn’t Pam standing over me. Pam was never going to stand over me again. I would never see her again. Never taste her again. Never feel the brush of her hand against my cheek again. Pam was gone. And gone was gone forever. The truth of that was hard enough to take, but it was the guilt the truth came wrapped in that made me close my eyes to the light, to the figure throwing shadows over my bed.

“Moses. Moses. Get up. Get up!”

“Go away,” I heard myself say, voice slurred and sandpapery. I was grabbed by the shoulders, yanked to a seated position, my head snapping forward. “You’ve got that wrong, bartender: I prefer to be stirred, not shaken.” I fell back onto my bed.

“Very funny, little brother. Get up.” It was Aaron.

“What time is it?”

“About four hours after you should’ve gotten up.”

“That’s my brother, the King of Rights and Wrongs. Leave me alone, Aaron.”

“For chrissakes, Moe, you smell like a barroom floor. And when was the last time you shaved?”

“Gimme a drink. And how did you get in here, anyway?”

He jangled keys on a ring. “You gave me these when you were sick.”

“Give ’em back. And get me a fucking drink!”

“No more drinking for you. Unless it’s water.” He shoved a plastic bottle in my hand.

“Leave me alone. My fucking head is pounding. And plastic bottles are bad for the environment.”

He placed three ibuprofen tablets in my other palm. “C’mon. Take these. Get up. You’ve got a client to meet.”

Client? More than anything else my big brother had done or said since I became conscious of his presence, that word got to me. I swallowed the tablets and drank the water.

“What client?” I asked, the faint sound of hope in my voice. I wanted no part of that, no part of anything that might interfere with my dark, and as of yet unsuccessful, plunge into numbness. “I thought you didn’t want me to come into work until I was ready. And since, according to you, I smell bad and need a shave, I don’t think I’m ready to kiss some wine buyer or caterer’s ass so that we might—”

“Not that kind of client, you idiot. A client for you.”

I knew what he was saying. I understood the words, but they didn’t move me, at least not in the way Aaron had wanted them to. I tossed the empty water bottle to the floor and rolled back into bed. “Fuck you and fuck the client.”

“You really are a coward.”

“Sticks and stones, big brother. Sticks and stones.”

“Maybe I should let her see you like this. Then maybe she’d come to her goddamned senses. She’s been looking for you for a week, calling all the stores. She left so many messages that it finally got back to me. That’s why I’m here.”

“Call her back and tell her to go fuck herself, whoever she is. Tell her someone else can go spy on her husband or find her missing cat. The only lost cause I’m interested in is my own. I think I have Carm’s number up in Toronto. Let her call Carm or Brian Doyle. Besides, I’m not up for making new friends.”

“She’s not looking for a lost cat, Moe. She’s looking for you.”

“Not interested.”

“You know her.”

“I used to know lotsa people.”

That did it. Aaron blew up. He threw the apartment keys at my head, barely missing. “You know what, little brother, fuck you! For years, for our whole lives, I’ve carried you. I put money in your pocket and food on your table so you could play cops and robbers. Where would Sarah and Katy have been if I didn’t drag you kicking and screaming into the wine business? How would you have put a roof over their heads or sent your daughter to school, by being a PI? And for all our lives I’ve had to deal with your sneering contempt for my being someone happy to do normal things, responsible things. Well, no more. I don’t care anymore. Fuck you!”

“Yeah, you said that.”

“Her name and phone number are on the coffee table. You’re supposed to meet her at two for coffee at the El Greco Diner. Go, don’t go. I don’t give a shit.”

The door slammed. A few minutes later, I got up to answer nature’s call and to pour myself a drink. I toasted the front door with a half-tumbler of Dewar’s and took a healthy swig. I snatched the note up from the coffee table, as ready to crumple it up as I had ever been ready to crumple up any piece of paper in my life. But when I saw the name written on it, I stopped. I looked at the man in the Deco mirror Pam had bought for the apartment at a Vermont antique store. The man looked very sad and very old. He put the drink down and went to turn the shower on.


CHAPTER THREE

The too-thin man in the diner vestibule mirror looked like a changed person. He was cleaner, smelling more of soap and fresh-cut-grassy aftershave than of barroom floor. His head still throbbed, but not fiercely. He watched as he ran his fingers over the trim goatee he’d shaped out of the gray chaos that had covered his face only a few hours earlier. His mostly salt with some pepper hair, which had grown back thick and defiant post-chemo, had been combed and brushed into something akin to submission. His casual dress, his light, navy blue sweater over jeans and boots, lent him an air of easy composure. He knew better. He turned away.

I turned away from the mirror because there was nothing composed about my shaking hands or the sick feeling in my belly. But I was too old to play Prince Hamlet. I had already chosen to be, although given my behavior over the last few months I would’ve been hard pressed to prove it. In spite of my drinking, I’d fought too hard to survive and to hold my grandchild in my arms to chuck it all now. The problem was, I hadn’t seen or held Ruben since August. Sarah was pretty mad at me for being drunk that day. Then I’d made it worse.

“It’s been six weeks, Dad,” she’d said, pulling me off to a corner. “Stop it. Please stop punishing yourself. Pam would hate this, you’re making yourself sick again.”

But I was several sheets to the wind by then and not in the mood for a lecture. “Don’t tell me how to grieve, kiddo.”

“Grieving. Is that what this is? Seems more like wallowing to me.”

“You’re just pissed off because I didn’t go this far down the rabbit hole when your mother was killed.”

The expression of horror on my daughter’s face would have cracked glass. She looked up at me, tears streaming down her cheeks like when she was a little girl and she’d scraped the skin off both knees.

“I know you’re hurt, Dad,” she said, struggling against the sobs, “and you blame yourself for what happened to Pam. I know you’re a grown man whose life is his own. I will always love you, but I don’t like you this way and I won’t have Ruben around you when you’re like this.”

I didn’t blame her. I didn’t blame anyone for their anger at me. No one was angrier at or more disappointed in me than I was. No one. I had called to apologize, but it was no good. I hadn’t stopped drinking or beating myself to a pulp. After our last call, I’d given the self-immolation a rest for a few days because Sarah invoked the Prager family holiest of holies.

“What would Mr. Roth think of what you’re doing, Dad?” she’d asked.

I hadn’t answered. The truth was that Israel Roth would have understood. As someone who’d avoided the showers and ovens at Auschwitz, while the rest of his family had not, no one understood survivor’s guilt like he did. What he wouldn’t have approved of was my pretense of trying to get numb, of playing at making the pain go away.

“There is no magic trick, Mr. Moe. No presto change-o, no abracadabra,” he would have said. “There is no making it go away, only living with it. So stop already with pretending and make a friend of your guilt. What choice have you got? What choice do any of us have?”

So as a nod to his memory, I’d stopped drinking for a week. But then I saw something in the paper about a girl killed in a traffic accident, or I heard it on the radio. I can’t recall. Whichever it was, it was enough to get me going again.

Now I had another ghost to face. One that had, in her way, haunted me for many more years than either Pam or Mr. Roth. One who had the potential to pry the lid off a piece of my past, a piece I would just as soon forget.

I opened the door that led from the vestibule into the dining area and spotted her sitting at a booth. She sat hunched over a cup of coffee, staring into it as if into a well. I’d first met her in January of 1978, thirty-five years ago, during my early days in purgatory. Fresh from getting put out to pasture by the NYPD, wracked with pain from yet another negligibly successful knee surgery, it was like being a kid at Brooklyn College all over again: aimless, with no career and no prospects. What I had was my brother Aaron pestering me to come up with the last ten thousand dollars we needed to buy into our first wine shop. Talk about mixed feelings.

I loved my big brother, though we were essentially different people. He used to joke that I had been adopted from the space orphanage. There were times I wasn’t so sure he was kidding. He was an anchor and I was anchorless. His dream had always been to go into the wine business and have me for a partner. Me, I neither had dreams nor cared much about wine. I had the business sense of a housefly, and the only partners I ever had or ever wanted wore blue uniforms and badges. Still, I wasn’t stupid. There wasn’t much else out there for me. When you don’t have dreams of your own, the next best thing is to hitch your wagon to someone else’s, right? Then my best cop buddy from the Six-O Precinct, Rico Tripoli, threw me what I thought was a lifeline.

There was this college kid, Patrick Michael Maloney, the son of some political mover and shaker from upstate New York who’d gone missing in Manhattan that December. The cops had gotten nowhere on the case nor had the PIs hired by the Maloneys or the hundreds of volunteers who came down to the city from the kid’s hometown to search for him and hang posters. Rico was related to the Maloneys through his wife and he had convinced the kid’s old man that I was magic. That I had a sixth sense about missing persons. That I would find his son. I wasn’t magic. I hadn’t even made detective before getting retired. What I was was lucky, and then, only once.

“Been a long time,” I said, sliding into the booth across from the woman who’d hunted me down.

She nodded in agreement. “It has, a very long time. Thank you for coming.”

The Nancy Lustig I’d met thirty-five years before was a poor little rich girl. Lucky, too, in some ways. In others, not so much. Lucky, because … well, she was rich. She had lived in Old Brookville on Long Island in a mansion the size of a jumbo jet hangar. Little, because then she was young, an underclassman at Hofstra University. Poor, because she was ugly, not hideous, certainly, but not pretty enough to be called plain either. Unlucky, because she had had the misfortune of getting romantically involved with Patrick Michael Maloney. Before disappearing, he’d gotten her pregnant and nearly strangled her.

I’d liked her back then, liked her a lot. She was brave and brutally honest about her missteps, her desires, her jealousies, her foibles, and, above all, her appearance. I think—no, I know—that I’d fallen a little bit in love with her. After only a few minutes with her, I’d stopped seeing her looks or stopped caring about them. It wasn’t a romantic love. I didn’t want her. It was the love of spirit, the kind of thing the poets I’d wasted my time studying before I became a cop would have understood. Stone walls do not a prison make, nor iron bars a cage … . That kind of love. But not even the love of spirit endures.

I flagged down the waitress. “Irish coffee. Heavy on the Irish. No whipped cream.”

“Irish coffee?” Nancy said, still staring into the well. “You never struck me as a drinker.”

“And you never struck me as a woman who would turn into one of those vain, self-obsessed women from Long Island who divide their time between shopping on the Miracle Mile, playing tennis, and studying the next great innovation in plastic surgery.”

“Ouch!” she said, smiling. “You’ve become quite the diplomat in your dotage, Moe.”

“Surviving stomach cancer and grief, they kinda give you license to speak your mind.”

I‘d seen Nancy Lustig only once again in those thirty-five years. By then she had transformed herself into everything the old Nancy wasn’t. She’d had a lot of “work” done on her nose, her teeth, her breasts, her body. Her Coke-bottle glasses were gone, as were thirty-plus pounds. When I stopped by her house in 2000, she was impeccably put together: the hair, the nails, the tan, the achingly blue contact lenses. But I didn’t resent her wanting to be pretty. Who doesn’t want to be pretty? It was that she had seemed to have turned ugly inside in direct proportion to her newly crafted attractiveness.

The woman who sat across from me had aged well and appeared to still be the woman I’d met that second time, although she had traded the blue contact lenses for rich brown ones more suited to her eyes’ actual coloring. Her hair, now a darker blonde with perfect highlights, was parted down the middle and fell past her shoulders. Her redone nose and cheekbones and thickened lips were beautifully made up with products that came from Orléans and the Orient. Her skin was taut and tanned. The neckline of her camel-colored cashmere sweater plunged to reveal more than a hint of cleavage between her gravity-defying breasts. There was some age on her hands, though she tried hard—too hard—to keep them young. That was what the French nail job and the five pounds of jewelry were for. The diamonds, emeralds, and gold she wore in the form of rings and bracelets were as much about distraction as attraction.

“So what’s this about?”

“My daughter.”

“Your daughter?”

“Yes,” she said, finally looking up from her coffee cup to meet my gaze. “My daughter, the Hollow Girl.”


CHAPTER FOUR

After the waitress served my very Irish coffee and I took half of it in a swallow, Nancy pulled an iPad from her Prada bag. She tapped the screen, her sculpted nails click-clicking as she worked. Then, when she had what she wanted, she made a stand of the iPad’s beautifully tooled custom tan leather cover, and placed it in front of me.

There, frozen on the screen, was a girl about the same age Nancy had been the first time we met. She was obviously Nancy Lustig’s daughter. Not the Nancy Lustig who sat across from me, not the bionic woman who had reshaped herself with her will and her checkbook, but ugly-beautiful Nancy. Although this girl was thinner, a bit prettier than her mother had been, she had not reached escape velocity from the gravity of her mother’s double-helix. This girl had lovely blue eyes—probably from her dad’s side of the family—and a less bulbous nose. Still, the dumpiness, the thin lips, the weak chin had all been passed on from mother to daughter. Her bare, pale arms were tattooed, if not ridiculously so, and she wore a diamond nose stud. She was dressed in a plain white men’s T-shirt, loose-fitting faded jeans. Her feet were uncovered, and she sat on a barstool in front of a white wall.

“What’s her name?” I asked.

Nancy chose to answer a question I hadn’t asked. “I can read your mind, Moe. You’re thinking it’s too bad plastic surgery can’t be passed down from mother to daughter.”

I didn’t deny it, since I was thinking something along those lines, if not exactly in those words. “What was it you called your daughter before, a hollow girl? What’s that about?”

“The Hollow Girl,” Nancy corrected. “I’m surprised you’ve never heard of her. The Hollow Girl is an Internet legend. Go ahead, press play.”

I tapped the screen and the frozen image came to life. The girl spoke in a whisper, her expression sullen.

February 14, 1999, Valentine’s Day, the blackest day of my life. A lot of you will be getting roses today, chocolates, gold lockets, diamond rings. I’ll get nothing. I was on the phone with Lionel all last night, begging him to take me back. Begging! Do you know what it’s like to beg? Do you have any idea what it’s like to really beg? I mean, we say it all the time, but we don’t know. You don’t know. I do. Now I know what it is to make an idiot of myself, to completely demean myself, to plead and plead and plead until there isn’t a single ounce of pride left.

And when he said he wouldn’t have me back because he was tired of having an ugly white bitch like me at his side and hung up the phone on me the last time, you know what I did? I ran across campus to his dorm room and rang his bell till he came to the door. When he came to the door he wasn’t wearing anything at all. “Okay, bitch,” he said, “y’all couldn’t make this easy and jus’ go away. So now you here, c’mon, we gonna do this the hard way.”

He pushed me into his bedroom, and there in the bed was Victoria. You know Victoria. I told you about her, beautiful, perfect Victoria who I used to dream about kissing. Beautiful, perfect Victoria who I used to masturbate thinking about until I was sore. Victoria, who got drunk at our end-of-term party our freshman year and made out with me. Beautiful, perfect Victoria, who was so embarrassed she had let me touch her that way that she dropped me as a roommate. That Victoria, she was in Lionel’s bed, and when she saw me she laughed. “Make her watch, Li. Make her watch. I want her to watch.” He didn’t have to make me. I would have stayed no matter what, because, like I said, I had no pride left. I wanted to see how low I was willing to sink. So I sat at the edge of the bed and watched them fuck. I listened to them sigh and grunt.

Then, when they were finished, when the room smelled so much of them I almost fainted, you know what I did? [Sobbing.] I … I stabbed myself. I stabbed myself. [Lifting T-shirt to expose bandage.] I stabbed myself. I let the blood … I let … I let it run onto my hand and I wiped it all over Victoria’s perfect, beautiful face. [Lifting bandage to reveal stitches, raw red skin] And Victoria started yelling and clutching at her face.

“You crazy, bitch! You crazy!” Lionel screamed, grabbing me by the hair and throwing me out of his dorm.

Now I know what I have to do. This wound would heal, but I’ll never heal. My hurt won’t ever go away. [Steps out of frame. Returns carrying a full glass of red wine and a white plastic pharmaceutical bottle. Uncaps bottle.] I know what I have to do. I was right. I have nothing left inside of me. I’m just the hollow girl. [Alternates swallowing pills and drinking.] Goodbye. [Thirty seconds later, glass falls to floor. Wine splatters. Glass shatters. A few seconds later, she collapses out of chair.] Help! Help me, please. Help me … .

But when I looked up, Nancy Lustig was smiling with her great white teeth and plush, red lips. To say I was confused was profound understatement.

“When that got posted in ’99, there were a record number of 911 calls in several cities across the world. You should hear some of the tapes. People were panicked. ‘You have to help her. She’s killed herself. You have to help the hollow girl.’ But no one knew who she really was, or where to find her. The 911 tapes are available. You should listen to them. It’s kind of pathetic, really.”

“I’ll take your word for it. But I don’t get it. Was she okay?”

“What don’t you get, Moe? It was theater. Of course she was fine. Clearly the people who watched her didn’t know that. They thought she was some poor, homely girl away at college, in way over her head. Until that post you just watched, people called her Lost Girl. Lost Girl had thousands and thousands of online followers. There were chat rooms devoted to Lost Girl. She had fan clubs. Some university psych classes made watching Lost Girl’s daily posts required homework. But after the night of the ‘suicide’—” Nancy drew quotation marks in the air around the word suicide “—everything changed. She became the Hollow Girl. She caused quite a stir. Hollow Girl went viral before the term was in common usage.”

“But what was the point?”

Nancy tilted her head at me like a confused puppy. “The point? It was performance art. Would you ask Van Gogh the point of Starry Night? She had been going for acting lessons since she was ten. Performing is all she ever wanted to do. She even did stints at Juilliard and Yale Drama, but she was only seventeen and still in high school when she came up with the idea of this video blog about a nameless character she created out of herself. Amazing, isn’t it?”

“That isn’t the word that comes immediately to mind, no.”

“Don’t be silly, Moe. My daughter grasped the power of the Internet and became one of its first real stars.”

Finishing my drink, I made eye contact with the waitress, and made the universal sign for another round. She nodded. Message received. “Okay, Nancy. This was fourteen years ago. She’s what, thirty, thirty-one now? You said she was missing.”

“She is. She has been … for a month. I want you to find her.”

“Telling me her name might be a good place to start.”

Nancy shrugged her shoulders. “If you insist. Sloane.”

“And what did I do to earn the honor of finding Sloane?”

The waitress delivering my coffee prevented Nancy from answering. And before the waitress left, I ordered another round, only this time without the coffee.

“Rude of you not to ask me if I’d like something, Moe.” Nancy turned to the waitress. “Any single malt Scotch?”

“We got Glen something or other.”

“Glenlivet?” I suggested.

“I think so.”

Nancy frowned. “Nothing else?”

I snapped at her. “This ain’t the Gold Coast. It’s a diner in Sheepshead Bay. You think they’re gonna carry Lagavulin and Talisker? Take what they have and run with it.”

“A double of that Glen something or other. Neat.”

“Forget the Irish,” I said. “I’ll have what she’s having.”

The waitress smiled at me but left sneering at the back of Nancy’s head.

“So you were about to explain to me why you think I’ll be able to find your daughter.”

“Because the cops can’t be bothered and the other firms I’ve hired can’t seem to make any headway, or don’t seem to want to.”

“Always heartwarming to be told you’re somebody’s Plan C.”

“Well, you wouldn’t have been if I could have reached you.”

“Touché. Okay, so you found me. The cops probably think it’s none of your business. And maybe the PIs can’t find her because she doesn’t want to be found. Is she married?”

“For about five minutes, four years ago.”

“Boyfriends? Girlfriends?”

“Both, I think, but it’s not like we have a Hallmark Channel relationship. We don’t do girls’ nights. We don’t put on our flannel jammies and watch Steel Magnolias and have a good cry. We don’t meet in the city for lunch and the museum. We never have.”

The drinks arrived. I gave the waitress a twenty. “That’s for you. Thanks.”

Nancy seemed offended by the tip. “What was that for?”

“So she doesn’t spit in the food I order after you leave.”

“Am I leaving?”

“After your drink, yeah.” I raised my glass to her. She touched her glass to mine and we drank.

“You’ll take the case?”

“Such as it is.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

I ignored the question. “You still live in Old Brookville in the same house?”

“Same address, very different house. But yes, I live there.”

“I’ll be there tomorrow morning.” I drank some more. She drank the rest of hers. “I’ll want the name of the cops you spoke with, the contact information for the PIs you hired. I’ll want her address. The keys to her apartment, if you have them. I want a current picture of your daughter. Names and addresses of friends, et cetera. Are you married?”

“Not for many years,” she said, staring into her freshly emptied glass.

“Does Sloane use your ex’s last name or yours?”

“Neither. After the stir the Hollow Girl affair caused, she had her name legally changed to Siobhan Bracken.”

“I’ll want all the info on your ex. Any siblings?”

“None. Anything else?” she asked.

“Yeah, it would be nice if you could muster up some genuine feelings, like you used to have when we first met. Your worry’s not exactly palpable.”

“Worry about whether my money’s palpable, Moe. My feelings are my business.” She wrinkled up her nose and dropped the corners of her mouth.

“I don’t need your money, Nancy. I’ll take it, but I don’t need it. What I need is the distraction. Till tomorrow morning, then.”

“I don’t like being dismissed,” she said, sliding out of the booth and standing close to me. I had to confess, she smelled awfully good.

“That’s not what I’m doing, dismissing you. I have to get some food in me and I have to do some research on my own. I have to get started.”

“Okay, then.” She reached out her hand as if to touch my cheek. Reflexively, I grabbed her by the wrist before her hand could touch me.

“Please don’t do that again.” I let go of her wrist, the stones on her bracelets leaving little red marks in the flesh of my palms.

Nancy Lustig shook her head at me and walked away, her heels making sharp clacking sounds on the unforgiving terrazzo floor. I did not look after her. Instead I waved to the waitress and opened the menu that sat before me, untouched until then.


CHAPTER FIVE

What the fuck was that all about? That was the question I kept asking myself as I walked from the diner back to my condo. The weather had turned cool on me. I stopped, about-faced, and used my hand to block the light from the sun that hung fierce and low in the western sky. It had already begun telling its late September lies. My hand could shield me from its light, I thought, but not from its lies. Soon, early darkness would follow. Too bad life wasn’t like that, darkness following the lies. It was my experience that a lot of life was built on lies, mostly the ones we tell ourselves. I had reached a kind of Zen about the ones I told myself. Most of my life had been a wrestling match with them. Not anymore. Om. But it wasn’t my lies or the sun’s that concerned me. I was thinking about the ones Nancy Lustig told herself, and the ones she would tell me.

When I got inside my flat, I poured myself a Dewar’s and thumbed through the mail. It was the usual daily mix of bills and begging. That particular day’s charity requests claimed that my contribution would cure pancreatic cancer, diabetes, AIDS, and autism. My donation would feed the poor of Africa, continue to reconstruct Long Island in the aftermath of Hurricane Sandy, and rebuild the lives of our wounded veterans. I was a powerful man, apparently.

It wasn’t that I was cold to the begging. I wasn’t numb. I believe my prodigious drinking in the wake of Pam’s death had proven as much. It was just that everything had been turned into a crusade. Not everything is worthy of a crusade. Sometimes it became just so much noise that translated into Give money, stop death. It was the biggest lie we shared. That if we only gave a few dollars more, we could all spread lamb’s blood above our thresholds and the angel of death would walk on by.

I put the glass of blended Scotch to my lips, then put it quickly down. Instead, I decided to call Sarah. I wanted to test some of what Nancy had told me. If the Hollow Girl was as legendary as she claimed, I wondered if Sarah would know the legend. I also longed to hear my daughter’s voice, and hoped she would put the phone in front of Ruben. I held the phone in my hand, punched in ten of the eleven digits, and stopped. What if she was screening her calls and wouldn’t pick up? I wasn’t sure I could take that. The thought of it, of Sarah staring at my number on the screen, refusing to pick up, made me want to reach for the Dewar’s again. Even during the years she had shut me out in the fallout from her mother’s murder, Sarah answered my calls. Of course, our conversations in those years were stilted and contrived, more chilling than if we hadn’t spoken at all. Still, I never doubted she would answer my calls. Things were different now. She was married, a mother. Her husband, her son, they were her life now. But what is life without risk? I punched in the last digit.

I got her answering machine, but then she picked up: “Hey, Dad, sorry, I was changing Ruben.” I couldn’t speak for the tears. “Dad, Dad! Are you all right?”

“Fine,” I finally said. “Sorry. No, I’m good. I’m good.”

“Okay …” she said, those two syllables thick with suspicion.

“I’ve taken a case.”

“My dad, the PI. That’s great.” She sounded like she meant it. “What kind of case?”

“Missing persons. Listen, kiddo, have you ever heard of the Hollow Girl?”

“Oh my God, Sloane Cantor is missing?”

“You know I can’t talk about that. So you’ve heard of—”

“Heard of! Dad, I used to be glued to my computer every night. For a year, the Hollow Girl was all we used to talk about in school. She was like this phenomenon.”

“Did you begin watching her when she was the Lost Girl?”

“Yeah, but after that suicide thing … it got crazy. She totally blew up after that.”

“What was the appeal?”

“She spoke to the ugly girl in all of us.”

“But you’re beautiful. You were always beau—”

“You’re my dad. You’re supposed to feel that way, but the world is tough on girls. Even pretty girls never feel pretty enough. We’re never thin enough or big-breasted enough, or we’re too big-breasted, or we’re too this and not enough that. The Hollow Girl spoke to that in all of us because she looked how we felt, and she felt it harder than we did. It’s like that show on HBO about the young women living in hipster Brooklyn. It’s about women in their early twenties, but it speaks to all women at some level because we either were that age, are that age, or will be that age, so—”

“Thanks. Can you put Ruben on the phone?”

“Sure, he’s right here. Hold on a second. Ruben, it’s Baba Moe. Say hello to Baba,” she said in her high-pitched happy mommy voice. Then I could hear my grandson squealing with joy into the mouthpiece. I wasn’t so egocentric to think it was because Baba Moe was on the other end. It was enough to hear him be happy because Sarah was happy. “How was that, Dad?”

“Great. Thank you for e-mailing me all those photos of him. He’s getting big.”

“Okay, Dad, I’ve got to go. He’s gonna be hungry soon.”

“I love you guys, kiddo.”

“We love you too, Dad.”

I breathed a giant sigh of relief. Any conversation that didn’t include the phrases, “Have you stopped drinking, Dad?” or “Are you still trying to drink yourself into a coma?” was a good one. It was progress of a sort, and it was great to hear Ruben’s voice again. Then, as I was enjoying my little reverie, I realized I was sipping the Dewar’s.

I put the glass down again and went to my computer. I typed “the Hollow Girl” into a search engine and couldn’t quite fathom how many hits I got. If the search engine was actually an engine and if life was a cartoon, sparks and smoke would have shot out of my desktop. Apparently, neither Nancy nor Sarah was exaggerating. The Wikipedia page alone scrolled down the length of a football field. Sloane Cantor, as my daughter had called her, was the cause of a minor revolution at the close of the last millennium. But as is often the case, the Hollow Girl’s high point was her low point too. Within two months of her suicide posting in December of ’99, it all came undone. First came the outing—“That’s Sloane Cantor. She’s not even in college.”—then the outrage, heartfelt and otherwise, the lawsuits, the investigations; then it was over.

Even after the Hollow Girl was outed as just some aspiring high school actress, she had a huge following, an even bigger one than when she was just lost. It quickly evaporated. When the women and girls who were vicariously living or reliving their own trials and tribulations through the traumas of the Hollow Girl discovered it was an act—inspired though it may have been—they felt cheated and betrayed. There were angry tirades about the Hollow Girl in women’s magazines and several op-ed pieces in papers large and small about the “hoax” Sloane Cantor had perpetrated on the world. Her attempted suicide act had transformed her from an “everygirl” hero into a kind of Evel Knievel/Harry Houdini hybrid: What stunt would she pull next? When none was forthcoming, her followers vanished. Age has some benefits. If she had been a bit more experienced, Sloane might have realized that once the suicide bit aired, she would be in the position of playing Can You Top This? with herself.

The lawsuits came to nothing. By the time depositions came around, the world had moved on. Besides, Sloane had been underage when the postings aired and there was no indication of malice on her part. In her own small way, Sloane’s Hollow Girl suicide had produced a reaction not dissimilar to what had happened in 1938 in the wake of the War of the Worlds broadcast. What surprised me was how little mention there was of the Lost Girl, the Hollow Girl, or of Sloane herself after 2002. Oh, there were clippings from the New Haven and Yale papers about some great performances in small roles by Siobhan Bracken, “an actress to watch,” but very little else. There was a thing in Variety about a pilot for a sitcom that was an updated version of the old show Hazel. Siobhan Bracken, née Sloane Cantor, “who first came into the public eye as the Internet’s Hollow Girl, is slated to play the lead.” That, too, came to nothing. Either the pilot was never made, or, if it was, the show wasn’t picked up.

After my brief session of playing catch-up, I decided I’d watch a few old, random postings to get a feel for what the Hollow Girl’s more typical diary entries were like. When I finally looked up from my computer screen, it was 1:42 A.M. I had been totally sucked in for hours. I could not stop watching her. Sloane Cantor was a compelling presence onscreen. She had a knack for turning the mundane details that make up all of our lives into joy and heartbreak. It was no wonder to me that she had attracted a huge following. I think if I would have known about her, I would have followed her, too.

I wasn’t quite finished. I did a search for Siobhan Bracken. I wanted to see if there was anything remarkable about her under that name, or anything about going missing. If there were any police reports that had leaked into the public domain, or if some enterprising TV reporter or entertainment reporter had picked anything up. Nothing. I shut down my computer, my mind wandering back to earlier in the day to my thoughts on darkness and lies. Though I was well-versed in darkness, I got the feeling I would need help navigating through the minefield of lies that had already been told to me, and the ones laying in wait.
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