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All Nature is but Art, unknown to thee;

All Chance, Direction, which thou canst not see;

All Discord, Harmony not understood

All partial Evil, universal Good. 

—ALEXANDER POPE, An Essay on Man




Part I

They strike at heat, she said, and so there is no escape. What if evil were like that, too, a heat that rises from the worst of us, its correction like a hawk circling overhead; always present, but unseen in its dive? Perhaps in all such speculations, the question mark alone is relevant, the opening it offers to a strange dark hope. 

But heat, at least, is real, and the one that shimmers around me now comes from the building light, the green, turgid river, the dense jungle and...

"Always reading," Mr. Mayawati says as he strolls out onto the deck. He is large and slow-footed, his scent a blend of sweat and curry. "I have noticed that you are always reading."

I put down the book. "Yes."

Mr. Mayawati's face is the color of meat slow-roasted on a skewer. He wears a white linen shirt, already moist in the armpits, and baggy flannel pants. "I hope I do not disturb you," he says as he reaches the chair beside me.


"Not at all," I tell him. 

Mr. Mayawati grabs the front of his shirt and slaps it against his chest. "So hot so early here."

It is a heat that does not come from the sun above us, I tell Mr. Mayawati, but from the earth below, waves of it rising from our planet's molten core. "A gift from Hell, you might say."

This observation appears faintly to unsettle Mr. Mayawati, so that he quickly moves to a different subject. "What summons you so far upriver?" he asks casually.

"Things I haven't seen."

Mr. Mayawati laughs and in his laugh I see the avuncular charm that is no doubt his most effective tool, a salesman of himself. How could one refuse to go where he directs, accept what he offers, buy whatever he has to sell?

"And you?" I ask him.

"I have been made rootless by circumstances," Mr. Mayawati answers with a sad shake of the head. With a fat man's groan, he lowers himself into the chair and drops his hands onto the great bulk of his stomach. A gold tooth glints brightly when he smiles. "But I was born in Amritsar."

"Where the massacre was."

Mr. Mayawati is quite obviously surprised by the fact that I know his remote birthplace, its history, the savage slaughter that took place there.

"Ah, but that evil was avenged, was it not?" Mr. Mayawati says with a broad grin. "O'Dwyer, wasn't that his name? The Brit who thought it was all quite proper to slaughter Indians?" The smile widens even more. "Shot down in London some years later, wasn't he?"

"He was, yes," I tell him.

"A sweet vengeance," Mr. Mayawati says with satisfaction. He laughs. "It is a good feeling, is it not, when an evil man does not get away with his crime?" 

I nod. "A very good feeling." The smile I offer him has the feel of a forged document. "You've been made rootless by circumstances, you said?"

Mr. Mayawati releases a great sigh and peers out into the jungle thickness. "Yes," he says mournfully. "In my own country I am an Outcast."

His lowly status has made him a vagabond, he adds, so that he now roams the world in search of safe harbor.

"I wish only to live in peace," he tells me. "Is that so much to ask?"

When I don't answer, he glances at the book in my hand. "To my sorrow, I read very little." He thinks I have not heard him, that his voice has died beneath the rattle of the boat's ravaged engine, and so he raises his voice to hold my attention. "I see you read Spanish."

"Yes."

"And the book you are reading, may I ask what it is about?"

"A man who disappeared in Juarez," I tell him.

"An official of some sort?" Mayawati asks.

"No, a man who killed several children," I tell him. "They found some of their bloodstained clothing in his house."

"But the man himself was gone?"

"Without a trace."

Mr. Mayawati waves his hand dismissingly. "No one disappears without a trace." The deck chair releases a little child's weak cry as he shifts his weight. "I give no credit to such stories."

I look over the boat's unpainted rail, the river beyond it, the mist that boils up from its murky depths.


Mr. Mayawati swabs his neck with a red handkerchief. His face has the rounded folds of one long unable to control a ravenous appetite. "I prefer happy endings," he says with a robust laugh. He takes off his hat and begins to fan himself. "Perhaps I am fit only for the sort of story one reads to children." He laughs again. "Fairy tales, that sort of thing." 

"But there are some stories you can approach only hesitantly," I tell him. "Fearfully." The last ragged tendrils of the river's mist dissolves into the rising heat. "As you would reach out to touch the substance of a ghost."

Mr. Mayawati's hat stops in mid-flight. "The substance of a ghost," he repeats. "Do you know such a story?"

"Yes."

"What sort of story is it?"

"It's a mystery," I answer. "Rather dark."

Mr. Mayawati releases his breath and glances out into the encroaching jungle. "Such a long way to the central station." He smiles brightly. "A fit occasion for a story, is it not?"

"I suppose."

He smiles like one in anticipation of a treat and, without fear, without hesitation, he says, "Would you mind telling it to me, then?"

"Not at all."

And so like a spider spinning the first delicate fiber of its web, I begin my tale.
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THE STORY CAME to me by way of Arlo McBride, a man whose light blue eyes seemed oddly shattered. 

"Sorry about your little boy," he said quietly.

He meant my son Teddy, who'd gone missing seven years before, and who, as it happened, would have turned fifteen the next day.

"So am I," I said dryly.

There'd been the usual community searches after his disappearance, people tromping through the woods, parting reeds and brush, peeking into storm drains. They'd been strangers for the most part, these many, nameless searchers, so that watching them I'd felt a glimmer of that human kinship the Greeks called agape, and without which, they said, one could not live a balanced life. That glimmer had gone out at the sad end of their endeavors, however, and since then, I'd hunkered down in the little foxhole of myself, the days of my life falling away almost soundlessly, like an ever-dwindling pulse.


"His name was Teddy, right?" Arlo asked. 

"Yes," I said. "Teddy."

His body had been miles away by the time the last search had ended, all further effort given up. It had been weighted with stones and sunk to the muddy bottom of a river, where it fell prey to nature's customary indifference, the rot of bacteria, the hunger of fish. When it was at last discovered by an old angler, there was no feature left that might actually have been identifiable, nor any way to know just how long my little boy had lived captive to the man who'd taken him, nor what that man had done to him during the time they'd been together.

"I'm sure he was a great kid," Arlo said.

And indeed Teddy had been that: a sweet, winsome child, not the consolation prize for the wife who'd died giving birth to him, but a blessing all his own. For a time after his death, living in Winthrop had been like living in his coffin. There were little reminders of him everywhere: the ice-cream parlor he'd favored, the town park where he'd played, the small stretch of Jefferson Street we'd often walked in the evening, usually from the nearby ball field where we'd slung Frisbees at each other. Mildred, the retired schoolteacher who'd lived next door and often served as babysitter for Teddy on nights when I'd had to work late at the paper, had suggested that I move away from Winthrop, perhaps even back to New York, but I'd remained adamant about staying in the town I'd made a home, however briefly, with my wife and son.

"I'm not the guy who kidnapped and murdered an eight-year-old boy," I told Mildred. "He's the one who should be hounded to the far corners of the earth."

She'd noticed my hands clench as I said this. "But he's not going to be, George," she'd replied. "It's you the dogs are after."

Which they angrily were that night, a kind of snarling I could feel in the air around me as I sat in my usual place at the back of O'Shea's Bar, remembering Teddy, the slow burn of his lost life still scorching mine. 

"A terrible thing," Arlo said, those little blue circles of cracked sky now gleaming oddly.

I took a quick sip of scotch and glanced toward the front of the bar, the usual late-night stragglers in their usual places, mostly men, any one of whom might have killed my boy. "Yeah." I shrugged as one does when confronted with an unbearably bitter truth. "A terrible thing."

"No one ever gets over it," Arlo added. "Which makes it even more terrible."

Suddenly I recognized his face. He'd been one of the people who'd organized search parties for my son.

"You worked for the state police," I said.

He nodded. "Missing Persons. I'm retired now." He offered his hand. "Arlo McBride."

He looked to be about seventy, but there was a certain youthful energy about him, the sense of a still-faintly-glowing coal.

"So, what does a cop do when he retires?" I asked idly.

"I read, mostly," Arlo answered. "As a matter of fact, I read the book you wrote." He seemed faintly embarrassed. "The title escapes me at the moment."

"Into the Mist" I said.

As it had turned out, it had been my only book, written before Celeste and Teddy had lured me from a travel writer's vagabond life.

"I liked the section on that little town in Italy," Arlo went on. "The one where that barbarian king died."

He meant Alaric, the Visigothic chieftain who'd sacked Rome.

"Do you think it's true?" Arlo asked. "The way he was buried?"

After his death at Cosenza, the River Busento had been rerouted, Alaric buried in its dry bed, the river then returned to its course, all this great labor done by slaves who'd subsequently been slaughtered so that no one could reveal where Alaric lay. 

"I don't know," I answered. "But it keeps the town on the tourist map."

Arlo glanced at the clock, though absently, a man who no longer had appointments. "Anyway, I just wanted to say I'm sorry about what happened to your son."

I recalled the way he'd looked seven years before, a robust figure, with short white hair, close-cropped military style, clean-shaven, with a ruddy complexion that gave him an outdoorsman's appearance that struck me as entirely at odds with his sedentary profession. Now I saw something else: a curious intensity that attracted me, and which was probably why I pursued the conversation that evening, though it may also simply have been that he was linked to Teddy, my murdered boy, on this, another anniversary of the life he'd never had.

"Missing Persons," I said. "Did you like that work?"

Arlo's voice suddenly took on a quality I couldn't quite decipher: part gravity, part wistfulness, a nostalgia for the dark. "It's a strange kind of mystery, a missing person. Until that person's found, of course."

The memory of what I'd identified as Teddy flamed up inside me. I doused it with a gulp of scotch. "You must have a few interesting stories," I said.

Arlo nodded.

"Is there one that sticks out?"

"Yeah, there's one." Arlo seemed to sense that my gloomy solitariness was not impenetrable and slid into the booth across from me. "Her name was Katherine Carr."

"A little girl?"

"No, a woman," Arlo answered. He appeared to see this missing woman take shape before him, then like any other such apparition, slowly fade away. "Thirty-one years old. She lived on Gilmore Street, between Cantibell and Pine. Last seen at around midnight. Standing near that little rock grotto over by the river. A bus driver saw her there." 

"Very dramatic," I said. "When was this?"

"April 24, 1987."

I had no trouble imagining the subsequent search, some people moving through the woods and exploring caves while others probed the river's watery depths with long, thin poles, or dragged its bottom with grappling hooks.

"She was a writer like you," Arlo said, "only she wrote poems."

"Was she published?"

Arlo nodded. "In those little poetry magazines. I'm sure you know the type." He added a few spare details. "She lived alone. No relatives left. No boyfriend. She had a friend over in Kingston, but that's quite a ways from here. I guess you'd have to say she lived with her writings."

"And she just vanished?" I asked.

"Like she cut a slit in this world and stepped through it into another one." His eyes drifted down toward the table, the nearly empty glass. "No one ever saw her again."

Arlo suddenly looked like a man weighted with the burden of an uncompleted mission. He drew in a slow breath, then re-leased it no less slowly. "I sometimes wonder what she would look like now."

She would look like Teddy, I thought, reduced to mush, but I kept that thought to myself.

Arlo drained the last of his beer and returned the glass gently to the table. "Well, I better be getting home." His smile was tentative, a cautious offering. "It was nice talking to you, Mr. Gates."


With that he rose and left me alone in the booth, where I finished my drink, then headed to the little apartment I rented a few blocks away. 

Outside, a light rain was falling. I turned up the collar of my coat and hurried down the street. The shops were closed, windows unlighted, so that when I glanced toward them as I walked, I could see myself in the glass, a transparent figure streaked by little rivulets of rain. At a certain point, I stopped, though I don't remember why. Perhaps it was a sound, or that eerie touch we sometimes feel, that makes us turn around, only to find no one there. For whatever reason, I came to a halt, looked to my right, and saw the man I was, not a bad man by any means, but one stripped not only of the curiosity, say, of a traveler for new sights or a scientist for discovery, or even a writer for that elusive image, but of that far simpler and more basic curiosity that says of tomorrow, Let me see it. In fact, I could imagine only flatness ahead, like a man walking on level pavement, with nothing before or behind or at either side of him, just an illimitable and featureless stretching forth of days.

Once in my apartment, I hung my jacket on the metal peg beside the door, walked directly into my bedroom and climbed into my never-made-up bed. The room's one charm was a skylight, and for a moment I lay on my back and let my attention drift out into the overhanging darkness. The rain had stopped, which somehow pleased me, and the sky was clearing.

The book I'd been reading lay open on the table beside the bed. It was about the Buranni, a primitive people who lived in Paraguay, remote and poverty-stricken, their hard lives ameliorated by nothing but their odd faith in the Kuri Lam, a mysterious presence whose job it was to find the most evil ones among them and cast them into a bottomless pit.


I read a few more pages, then turned off the light and lay in the darkness, my mind now returning to the particular evil one who'd stolen my son, taken him to some horrible place, and done God knows what unspeakable things to him. 

These were brutal thoughts, and to escape them, I rose and walked to the window, where I looked out onto the empty sidewalks, followed the few cars that passed by, then returned to my bed and lay down again, knowing, as I had for many years now, that when sleep came it would be in the form of a drifting off, a passing out, a gift of exhaustion rather than of peace.
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THE NEXT MORNING dawned with me slumped in the chair behind my desk. I remembered getting out of bed before first light, walking drowsily to my desk, and turning on my computer, but the specific thought that had urged me from sleep had vanished. I may have thought of Cosenza with its little wall overlooking the Busento and felt a slight rekindling of the wanderlust that had once sent me tramping across the world. Or it may have been Alaric who came to mind, so long indistinguishable from mud and water, and in that way like Teddy. 

I do recall that my waking thought was of Orwell, his early writings, the days of his being down and out in Paris and London or working as a cop in Burma, the legion of nameless souls he'd encountered on his way, the plongeurs and tramps and rickshaw pullers, even the gharry ponies of the Far East—not men at all, but animals worked to death, and for whom, as Orwell wrote, the whip served as a substitute for food.


Why did I think of these creatures that morning? I don't know, save that in some way the thought of them directed me to the odd fact that a person once written about, whether a Visigothic chieftain or an old gray-haired rickshaw pulley is never completely missing, while a boy like Teddy, too young to have been recorded by anything other than the memory of those who knew him, is well and truly gone, or at least will be when the last of those who could recall him is gone, too. 

This was not a comforting thought, of course, but such thoughts always plagued me on Teddy's birthday, so this particular dark meditation hardly surprised me. And so, as I'd done on other such occasions, I retreated to my work: little articles for the Winthrop Examiner, a form of journalism that was far from Orwell, to say the least, but which paid my rent and put a drink on the table at O'Shea's and by its sheer redemptive triviality, daily saved my life.

On that particular morning I had a profile to write for the Weekend section of the paper, this one on Roger Beaumont, the choirmaster of the local Episcopal church. It was the sort of assignment I was usually given at the paper: light stuff, often upbeat, as if Wyatt Chambers, the paper's editor suspected that my troubled soul was too frail for the dark side, or any story that touched upon it. And so it was the occasional admiring profile that usually landed on my desk, like the one about ninety-three-year-old Eleanor Graham's tireless commitment to her rose garden, or some equally affirming piece, the story, for example, of a hardworking Vietnamese immigrant who'd won the lottery.

The subject of my current piece had enjoyed the rare good fortune of both loving his work and making a living at it. In the slanting light that came through the front window, I typed out the first line of the profile, careful in my initial identification to use the all-but-obligatory phrase "much admired."


I finished the piece an hour later, glanced up from the laptop, and thought suddenly of Arlo McBride, probably because having finished one profile, I was already searching for the next one. In any event, he kept returning to me as I worked on other assignments that day, the opening of a pet store, the proposed restoration of the town bandstand. For the most part, he was like a little tune playing in my head, though at other times his presence seemed more real, like someone watching me from behind the slightly parted slats of Venetian blinds or through the tiny crack of a surreptitiously opened door. 

Later that afternoon, I turned in my piece on the choir director to Wyatt, then, as always, waited as he read it.

"I hear the triumphant chords of the Ode to Joy, George," he said as he placed it in the slot for copyediting. "And you managed to omit the fact that dear Roger is quite the dancing queen." He sat back. "Care for a drink after work?"

"No, thanks," I said, my usual late afternoon numbness coming on. "Maybe another time."

And so, after leaving Wyatt, I drove out to the little cemetery where Teddy's remains, such as they were, had been buried. It was a practice I'd maintained since his death, though a decidedly muted one, void of emotional histrionics, that banging drum of grief. There was no talking to my dead boy, no conjuring up of his spirit.

In fact, I didn't even bow my head when I visited Teddy's grave on these annual occasions, for all sense of prayer had left me the moment I was certain he'd been murdered. Before that time, for all the weeks between his disappearance and the discovery of his body, I'd prayed with the ferocity of a faithless man, prayed for faith and that little sprig of hope that bloomed inside it. I'd pledged all sorts of eternities, a soulful tithe of obedience. As Faust had sold his soul to the devil, I'd offered mine to God, or Providence, or anything else it might be called, but which, for me, boiled down to whatever had the power to intervene on my son's behalf. If it had had an elephant's head on an obese body, as Shiva's son Ganesha does, I wouldn't have cared. I would have bowed to Baal in any form, dropped to my knees before any Golden Calf. I would have lit every candle in St. Patrick's, piled bags of grain on the pagoda scales, marched to Samara with my back whipped raw—anything, anything, for a single answered prayer:  Bring him safely home.

But all that was over now, and so I didn't linger at the cemetery for any longer than it took to read his name on the stone, have a few grim thoughts, feel that jagged edge of anger that accompanied my every memory of him.

Following that small wrathful interval, I headed home, where I expected to have a quickly prepared dinner, read a while, and after that go to bed, the routine of a solitary. Nor do I think there'd have been any change to that routine had I not glimpsed a road sign I'd never noticed before, but which suddenly flared so brightly out of the descending shade that even its black letters appeared briefly illuminated: Gilmore Street.

I recalled that Arlo McBride had mentioned it when we'd spoken briefly in O'Shea's. Gilmore Street, he'd said, between Cantibell and Pine. Perhaps I could begin the profile with that very conversation: how it had happened by accident, just two men who'd run across each other in a bar.

But I knew I shouldn't get ahead of myself. McBride might not be interested in a profile, might be a very private man, or one with secrets. Still, a little background material wouldn't do any harm, showing interest in a story that clearly interested him.


With that thought, I turned onto Gilmore, now looking for another street sign. I found Cantibell after only a couple of blocks, and up ahead, easily visible beneath a pale streetlight, the sign for Pine. 

I pulled over to the curb midway between the two streets, then got out and stood looking south, to where Gilmore came to a dead end, then north toward the river. The little rock grotto where Katherine Carr had last been seen was only a short distance away, a stroll I estimated at no more than twelve minutes.

I stopped in mid-thought, surprised that I'd quite unconsciously calculated the time it had taken for a woman I'd never known to take her final walk. Why had I done that? I had no answer, save that the curious impulse I'd followed had seemed to come from that strange inner sanctum where our dearest hopes and darkest fears reside like a quarrelsome couple in a monstrously cramped bed, every movement of the one a discomfort to the other.

I sank my hand into the pocket of my jacket and looked at the houses that fronted Gilmore Street. They were quite unassuming: all of wood, with small front lawns shaded by large trees. A few had painted wooden shutters with matching trim. Most were lined with bushes and shrubs that had been planted along the front and sides. The grass was green and thick, and at one house, a motionless sprinkler rested near the middle of the yard, a bright red hose snaking from it to an outdoor nozzle a few yards away. It was a neighborhood of families: kids playing in the street, parents calling from front porches at the end of day, not the usual choice of a single woman. In fact, it was exactly the sort of neighborhood I'd fled after Teddy's death—fled wisely, it seemed to me, since there is nothing more heartbreaking than the sounds of other people's children when you have lost your own.


I turned back to my car. Before getting in, I looked up Gilmore again, now thinking of Arlo McBride, the missing woman he'd mentioned in O'Shea's the night before. The street's lovely trees and neat little houses gave no hint that anything tragic had ever happened here, an ordinariness that suddenly returned me to a moment years before, when I'd found myself off the coast of Saipan, staring at the cliffs from which Japanese parents, fearing the atrocities they were certain American troops would visit upon them, had hurled their children, then leaped themselves. American sailors had watched through their binoculars as the tragedy unfolded, helpless to save the panicked parents or to draw their eyes away from the dreadful scene itself. But years later, as my ship drifted by, the cliffs betrayed nothing of those terrible events. They were craggy and rather squat, not at all impressive. I had stood on the Cliffs of Moher, tentatively neared the fearful precipice at Slieve League. Saipan's heights were nothing in comparison. It was only my knowledge of what had once happened there that gave them resonance, the suffering that had topped those undistinguished cliffs, parents with babies in their arms or holding the hands of small children, all that pain hovering on that rocky ledge. 

But something tragic had also once touched Gilmore Street, and thinking that, my feet now on the same pavement a missing woman had once walked, I suddenly imagined her moving past the same modest houses, the only difference being that it had been about midnight when she had taken her lonely walk, and so most of the windows would have been dark, most everyone inside already sound asleep.

Even so, someone had once known the fate of this missing woman, and for a moment I imagined him waiting behind the wheel of a beat-up old sedan. As if I were an invisible presence in the backseat of that same car, I saw his broad shoulders, large ears, and thick, muscular neck, followed the curl of cigarette smoke that twined around him, heard the caught breath when he spotted what had surely been his prey. 

But this was, itself, an odd surmise, I realized. For I knew nothing of how or why or by what circumstance this missing woman had vanished. And certainly I had no idea if there'd ever even been such a man lurking on this street, or if so, whether he'd had any of the stereotypically brutish physical characteristics I'd given him. I knew only that such men had always existed and always would, and that many years after Katherine Carr's disappearance, on a different street within this same small town, one such man had spotted a little boy with blond curls standing at a bus stop, glancing about, waiting for his father, wondering how long he'd have to wait in this pouring rain.
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GIVEN THE DARK turn of my mind, I might have predicted another sleepless night. The surprise, instead, was that I slept, and that in the torment of that sleep, held captive by it, I dreamed of Teddy's capture. 

It was an imagined scene I'd successfully avoided most nights, but which, on this occasion, drifted through my mind as if carried on the same mists that bore the Burannis' mythical child-stealers over the jungle floor.

I saw my son as he got off the bus that gray afternoon, followed invisibly behind as he chatted briefly with a neighborhood friend. In my dream, his lips are moving and his head is thrown back in a laugh, but there is no sound. It is as if I'm watching a silent movie.

The exchange ends with some little grade-school joke and an affectionate tug at the bill of my son's red baseball cap as the two boys part, Jimmy Dane heading off to the right, his home only a block away, while Teddy remains in place, standing near the bus stop, waiting for me because a sudden storm has broken and earlier that morning, I'd promised to pick him up if it rained. 

He straightens his cap as the storm intensifies, now with occasional lightning, which always scared him more. In my dream, the streets clear abruptly, people vanishing not into cars and houses, but simply disappearing, as if effervesced by the rain itself, the street now deserted save for Teddy and a figure whose approach I see over my son's shoulder, a man in a yellow rain slicker^ his right hand sliding beneath it, as if reaching for something tucked under the opposite arm.

In this vision, I reach for my son's shoulder but I have no body, no hand to draw him beneath my own protective arm. Again and again I grab for him, but my hand passes through his flesh and so I cry out in warning.

But there is no sound, so that my scream falls silently on a world gone deaf. Then—quite suddenly—I hear the rain thudding against the sidewalk and slapping through the trees. I try to scream again, but before I can release my warning, I am drawn up and away, as if seized by a vertical thrust of wind, Teddy now visible far beneath me, growing smaller and smaller until, like a bird circling high above, I see a red dot touch a yellow slash, then disappear inside it.

I awoke from this dream exhausted by my own powerlessness, all the energy that had been drained by its vision of futility, like an armless man forever reaching and reaching, but with no hope of gaining a grasp.

I glanced at the clock. It was just after midnight, and I'd actually fallen asleep while working on my latest piece, an old woman's triumphant struggle to hold on to her house against the encroachment of developers. She'd been a talkative sort, as I'd discovered, who'd often interrupted the interview with questions of her own, most all of them about my past. I'd told her that I'd once been a travel writer, but that those days were behind me, that I'd settled in Winthrop some years before, and planned to stay here. 

"And are you a family man?" she asked.

"I once was," I told her, then quickly glanced at my notes. "So, when did you first hear that Allied Properties was interested in your house?"

And so on and so forth, until I'd gathered enough material to write the piece whose final page had gleamed from my laptop screen as I'd awakened quite suddenly later that same night.

What to do till dawn? More than to be or not to be, that is the question. My answer to it had long been O'Shea's.

I was there ten minutes later, in my usual booth at the back, watching the men at the bar, always with an eye to singling him out, something that would catch my eye, some little trinket I might have given Teddy in the past, a piece of jade from Hong Kong, for example, or some figure carved from amber I'd bought at Cracow's central market, cheap souvenirs of my traveling life, entirely unnoticed by everyone else, but to me proof enough of what he'd done to my little boy.

It was a totally hopeless scenario, of course, but I'd never entirely stopped harboring the notion that the man who'd killed my son would one day walk into my sights. I'd even played out the details of what I'd do next in order to make sure that he didn't get away. First, I would engage this man in idle talk, find out where he lived. At some point after that, I would carry out his execution: shoot or stab or strangle him, and by that murder save someone else's little boy as I had failed to save my own. I knew this was a typical Hollywood ending, but fantasy is grief's nearest companion, and this miraculous act of retribution had been my chief fantasy since Teddy's death, the only one that gave me energy, pumped life into my inner world, the prospect of murder working in me like a heater in a stone-cold room. 

"My God, George!" Charlie Wilkins came up from behind me and slid into the booth. "Did you sleep in your clothes?"

He was a fellow reporter at the Examiner, the type the paper called on for breaking news of fire and accident, but who was never assigned features because Wyatt had never had much regard for him as a writer or a man. He'd been married twice, but had been "bitched out," as he put it, both times, the children he'd spawned with these two women now located at a place he identified only as somewhere out west.

"So, you working on anything?" he asked.

"The old woman who beat Allied Properties," I said. "I finished it a few minutes ago."

"I read your piece on the pet shop." He laughed. "Very cuddly, George."

"For cuddly, I'm your man," I told him.

He laughed again, the easy laugh of a man who considered himself something of a worldling, at least by Winthrop standards.

"I had an idea for a piece on that brothel over in Kingston," Charlie added. "Wyatt said I'd have to find a human-interest angle in it, but I haven't found one yet."

A waitress came over. I was set. Charlie ordered a beer.

"You hit many places like that, when you were globe-hopping?" Charlie asked. "Brothels?"

By globe-hopping, Charlie meant the time before Celeste and Teddy, when rattling trains and chugging riverboats had been my only homes.

"Yeah, I saw a few brothels," I answered.

Some had been more memorable than others, but only one came to mind at that moment, an undistinguished dive in the whorehouse district of Nuevo Laredo, the haunt of bikers and college-boy one-nighters, along with the usual border flotsam. He'd come in with an eerie sense of being himself unreal, a man, dressed to the nines, his shoes brightly polished, hair slicked back in a full, slightly graying pompadour. For five consecutive nights I'd watched him take the dimly lighted dance floor, wheel and turn whatever bar girls took his fancy, teaching them the steps and in the process irrigating their parched souls with humor and compliments and what seemed a strangely genuine regard. Then, like a prince on the midnight, he'd leave them with a nod and, strangest of all, a soft kiss on both eyes—not a whoremaster, this one, but a feeder of hungry hearts. 

"I read about the ones in Thailand," Charlie said. "Crazy, man. Girls smoking cigarettes with their—"

"At least those girls are inside," I interrupted dryly. "Not like the ones who work along the Trans-Africa Highway."

With that, I told Charlie the story of a truck stop in Uganda, a shack of corrugated tin that dispensed beer, smokes, canned meat, and various supplies pilfered from hijacked trucks bearing First World charity, barley, sorghum, baby formula in huge vats. The girls had stretched themselves out on cardboard pallets behind a mound of trash nearly six feet high, the grunts of their johns clearly audible above the idle of diesel engines. Since then, efforts had been made to educate them, at least as far as AIDS was concerned, but I had little doubt that the next generation of doomed girls was already at work on the usual cardboard pallets. The people who covered this part of the world had shared a single, hopeless code for the intransigent horror of the place: AWA: Africa Wins Again.

I took a quick sip of scotch when I finished the story. "So, what else is new?"

Charlie shrugged. "I had another idea besides that whorehouse in Kingston," he said, "but Wyatt wasn't crazy about that one, either." He took a doleful sip from his glass. "There's always something missing in my stuff. That's what Wyatt thinks." 

I knew that this "missing something" was the beating heart of a story, and all that bore the reader toward it, a somberness within the pace and a gravity within the words.

"Anyway," Charlie said. "I thought I might write a feature on this girl who has progeria. You know what that is?"

"The premature-aging disease, right?"

Charlie nodded. "Yeah. She's twelve now, but she looks like an old lady." He glanced at his watch like a man always on the clock, though I knew he wasn't. "Heart disease takes them out." He went on with a few more details about the progress of progeria, then added, "Sandra Parshall, the woman who runs Brookwood Residential, she says the kid's brilliant. Reads all the time. Murder mysteries, stuff like that. She likes coming up with better endings than the authors were able to think up." He smiled. "A little genius, that's what Sandra says."

Charlie's beer arrived. He took a sip. "I could tell Wyatt liked the idea, but figured I wasn't the guy to write it." He grew quiet for a moment, thinking something over. Filially he said, "So, would you like to do it, George, a profile of this little girl?"

I shrugged.

"You got something better on the line?"

I'd not planned to say what I said next, since I never talked about Teddy, and didn't on this occasion, either, save that what I said struck me as somehow about him, too. "You know Arlo McBride?"

"An old cop, yeah. Used to work for the state police."

"Missing Persons," I said. "He's evidently still thinking about a woman who disappeared twenty years ago."


Charlie laughed. "Old cops are always mulling over old cases." 

"Exactly," I said. "So I thought I might do a profile of him. Just the type you mean: old detective, obsessed with an unsolved case. People can never get enough of that."

"Yeah, but it's not a cuddly piece, George," Charlie said.

"I thought I might give it a try, though," I said tentatively, by no means convinced.

Charlie laughed. "Kiss your St. Jude medal first."

Normally such an allusion would have vanished from my mind, but I suddenly thought of St. Jude, so strikingly handsome in official church portraits, long reddish hair, the glow of health in his rosy cheeks, a serene smile and eyes far too untroubled for the role he'd been assigned: patron saint of hopeless cases.

Then another face abruptly came to mind: my father's, as he lay in his final illness, his white hair combed back, though left with a curl that hung raffishly over his forehead. We'd been talking of his own checkered past when the question came to me: "What did you struggle most against, Dad?"

His answer had struck me as so darkly resigned to the human fate that my eyes had suddenly glistened. "The inevitable," he'd said. Something in my father's remembered tone at that moment reminded me of Arlo, the murky world of missing things, how sad it always is, the unresolved.

"Her name was Katherine Carr," I said. "The missing woman Arlo keeps thinking about. She lived here in Winthrop and was some sort of poet, evidently. Not famous or anything like that, of course. Arlo says she published her stuff in little literary magazines."

"Good name for a poet," Charlie said with a wide grin. "Alliterative."


At that instant, a first line came to me: Katherine Can's name was as lovely as her fate was grim. I knew it wasn't good enough to make the final cut, but it didn't seem bad for a starter. 

"Yeah, it is a pretty name," I said. "Katherine Carr."

In a certain kind of story, she might have materialized suddenly at that moment, a figure in a shadowy corner appearing only for an instant, alluringly, of course, like a tantalizing flash of snow white ankle at the hem of a Victorian dress. But the possibility of such apparitions meant nothing to me then, and so I saw only the space where Arlo McBride had once stood, now empty, with no hint of his afterimage in the air^ and certainly none of the missing woman he could not get off his mind.
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IT WAS ARLO HIMSELF who was on my mind the next morning. His name was in the phone book. I waited until it seemed late enough to call a retired man, then dialed the number. 

"It's George Gates," I said when he answered. "We talked for a little while at O'Shea's."

His voice was oddly weighted, like one suddenly drawn into a dark contemplation.

"Yes," he said. "About your son."

"And your work, too," I said. "A case you recalled. A missing woman."

"Katherine Can;" Arlo said.

There are certain ways a man may say a woman's name. It can be said with love, either passionate or long-enduring. Or it can be said with bitterness, as the names of women sound in the mouths of scorned men. But it was neither love nor bitterness I heard in Arlo's voice. There was nothing fraternal or avuncular about it, either and certainly nothing paternal, no hint of the melancholy loss that tinged Teddy's name on the increasingly rare occasions when I spoke of him. If anything, it was a strange uncertainty I heard when he said her name, the way one might speak of something that had both real and imagined qualities, like Innisfree or Xanadu. 

"I'm interested in..." I stopped because I knew I couldn't say "Katherine Carr," because no magazine, or even the local Weekend Section of the Winthrop Examiner would be interested in a case as cold as hers, one in which there was no hope of resolution, thus, from my point of view, a story doomed to hang, with no ending to nail down, and thus, by common lights, unsatisfying. But as I'd said to Charlie Wilkins, there might be interest in a profile of an old detective obsessed with an unsolved case. Such tales were familiar, of course, but they also possessed a certain deathless appeal: elements of mystery and intrigue along with the always-popular notion of a hero-cop, relentless, high-minded, unselfish. I didn't know if Arlo McBride was such a man, but finding out if he were, or at least learning enough for me to write about him as such, seemed worth a try.

"I'm interested in, well, you, Arlo."

"Me? There's nothing interesting about me, George."

It was a blunt statement, beyond further discussion. If I wanted to write about Arlo, I would first have to show some interest in the case that haunted him.

"Okay," I said cautiously. "Katherine Carr. Her case will never be solved, right?"

"Not by me, that's for sure." Arlo's tone was completely genuine, with no hint of modesty, let alone false modesty.

"But you never forgot it?" I asked.

Arlo didn't answer immediately, and because of that I felt that my hold upon him was tenuous, our discussion one he might at any moment bring to an end. 

"Do you ever think of reopening it?" I asked quickly.

"Reopening it?"

I felt a tug on the line, reeled it in gently.

"At least we could talk about it at some point," I said. "You could tell me what you know about her."

There was another brief pause before Arlo spoke again. "I should tell you about Katherine, George," he said.

His voice struck me as unexpectedly urgent, but not in the way of alarm. It was too quiet for that, too carefully considered, his urgency not the product of some unanticipated threat or of something coming suddenly to a boil. It was more like the urge to make an admission, though not the confessional sort, a penchant, say, for licking high-heeled shoes. With Arlo, I decided, the secret would more likely be professional, that he'd missed a vital clue, mislaid a critical piece of information, and due to that misstep, however inadvertent, the case of Katherine Carr would forever go unsolved.

"But first you'd need to read her story," he added.

Outside my window, a bird suddenly took flight. I don't recall whether it was large or small, dull or brightly colored, a sparrow or a jay. I know only that as it took wing, I felt rather like a child in a fairy tale, halted where the road forks: one path familiar, the other unknown.

"Her friend Audrey has all the stuff Katherine wrote," Arlo added. "You'd need to talk to her at some point if you get interested."

As if it were being played out in my mind, I watched the child at the fork in the road take its first step down the unfamiliar path.

"I'd like to hear a little more about it," I said.


There was a pause during which I knew that Arlo was considering my answer. I guessed that it was probably some all-but-inaudible tone in my voice rather than anything more concrete that would decide the issue for him. 

"How about the Calico," he suggested finally. "At two thirty?"





I arrived at the Calico at 2:15. It was a large steakhouse, but nearly deserted at such an early hour, the only customers a couple of dark-suited businessmen nursing gin and tonics. The lounge was tarted up in cowboy motif, with longhorns bolted to the wall behind the bar. Other ranch droppings were scattered all around, saddlebags, spurs, a rusty hand water pump and trough, even a holstered six-gun, its barrel no doubt run through with a metal screw or plugged with wax. It was entirely phony, of course, and it reminded me of a similar place I'd seen in, of all places, Vienna, only on this occasion there'd been an Alpine motif, with skis and snowshoes and thin layers of ground Styrofoam to simulate snow. I'd come there to meet a doubtful character who'd claimed to be the inspiration for The Third Man, a swindler who said he'd run the table on a whole host of prominent Eastern Bloc officials. The scheme had involved a shimmering mother lode of diamonds pilfered from the death camps, already an old, almost-always-false story, but to which had been added a macabre detail, the "fact" that this treasure trove of jewels had been buried in infant caskets in village churchyards throughout Eastern Europe, all under the same name, Otherion, which was, according to this tale, the elf translation for Victor. Elf? It was, of course, a far-fetched tale, but I was young and curious and open to the most outlandish hopes, and so had agreed to the meeting.

The Third Man had never turned up, but during the course of a long evening, another gentleman had: large and barrel-chested, but with abnormally short legs, so that despite his size, he appeared oddly dwarfish. He said his name was Max, and never went further as far as identification. He'd spoken excellent English, complete with little Briticisms like "ever so much" and "to hospital," without the American "the." We'd hit it off instantly, as strangers sometimes do, especially strangers who are traveling and thus have little time to grow to like one another, so that it is either done quickly, this give-and-take of affection, or not done at all. 

In any event, the evening passed into early morning, the streets of Vienna now deserted, I at last ready to depart when Max said, "Do you want to see the dark side?"

"The dark side?"

"Of Vienna." Max smiled. "The Viennese demimonde."

I nodded, though with a twinge of apprehension, now wondering for the first time if this huge man might be the elfish Victor. It was not a question to which I ever found an answer. I know only that for the next few hours Max made good on his promise, leading me past the Plague Monument and far from the grand boulevard of the Ring, into a criminal shadow world, smoke-filled gambling dens and the back rooms of fences and shylocks, the countinghouses and securities exchanges of a secret economy of black-market goods and laundered money, the traffic of arms and drugs and forged documents.

It was dawn by the time this presentation of Max's Viennese Mahagonny came to an end. By then we'd taken a cab into the hills overlooking Vienna, where we stood peering down upon the whole sleeping city as the first rays of dawn rouged the waters of the Danube Canal.

"Thanks for the tour, Max," I said.

He smiled, then waved me toward his little gray Citroën for the drive back into town. As I got out at my hotel, he offered his hand. "Always remember, George," he said. "The Unseen." And with that, he drove away, leaving me with nothing but the dark phantasm of a storied evening made all the more mysterious by the fact that I'd never seen Max again, never heard his voice or received a note in the mail, a character who'd made himself perfect, as it struck me suddenly, by vanishing. 

"George?"

Vienna dissolved before me, and I was once again rooted in place, staring up at Arlo McBride.

He was wearing black pants and a light blue shirt, his shoes black and carefully polished, nothing rumpled about him, nothing in disarray. He might have been a retired military officer or the head of a small company. It was the sort of dress that carried a purpose, and in Arlo's case it seemed to insist that he was a down-to-earth, no-nonsense kind of man. That had been my impression all along, however, so it seemed strange that he'd found the need to declare it.

"Thanks for coming," I said.

I'd expected an exchange of pleasantries, but from the moment Arlo took his seat, it was obvious that he hadn't come for an idle chat. Rather, he appeared to be scouting the territory, a man on reconnaissance, the proposed mission by no means certain.

"I worked the original case," Arlo began. "We had a few leads, but nothing came of them, so that in the end all we had left were the writings Katherine left behind."

"Which Katherine's friend has," I said.

"Audrey," Arlo said. "I talked to her last night. She's very wary about giving Katherine's story to a reporter. But I told her about you, about your ... tragedy. It was something the two of you have in common, it seemed to me, a lost loved one. So she's willing to give you some of what Katherine wrote, but she won't give it all to you because she's afraid you'd leap to judgment." 

"Judgment about what?"

"About Katherine," Arlo answered. "Audrey doesn't want anything crazy written about her." He took an envelope from his jacket pocket and handed it to me. "Audrey said I could give you this. It's the opening chapter of her story and a few poems Katherine wrote when she was young. She said the poems would give you an idea of what Katherine was like."

I took the envelope and put it in the now-battered leather briefcase my father had given me years before, and which had tramped with me about the world.

"They found the story and one last little poem in the house after Katherine disappeared," Arlo added now. "The poem didn't have anything to do with what happened to Katherine, but the story did, so that's what we looked at when we were trying to find out what happened to her."

"Did they find anything else?" I asked. "In the house, I mean?"

"You mean clues?" Arlo asked. He shook his head. "Well, there was no sign of a struggle, if that's what you mean."

"So, the cops, they—"

Arlo lifted a hand to silence me. "We'll talk after you've read the stuff I just gave you."

We didn't discuss anything having to do with Katherine after that. Instead we talked quite amiably about his own background, the long years of law enforcement, work he'd found frustrating and at times fruitless, save for occasional moments he described simply as "unexplainable."

"Unexplainable in what way?" I asked.

"The way some' kid will turn around at just the right moment, see a guy coming out of the woods," Arlo answered. "That's how they caught Whitey Lombard last month."


The Examiner had detailed the arrest of Whitey Lombard aka John Merrill Hersh aka Edgar Price, an itinerant day laborer who'd murdered a farm girl in a neighboring county, and who might have gone on to murder many more had a boy on a bicycle not glanced toward a break in the forest as a man stepped out of it. 

"The kid turned around at just the right moment," Arlo added. "He said it was like he got tapped on the shoulder like someone said, 'Look there.'"

"Even killers have bad luck, I guess," I said.

"Seems so, yes," Arlo said.

Then, as if cued by manners, he turned the topic to me.

"So, what other stories are you working on, George?" he asked.

"I haven't got anything pinned down at the moment," I answered. "But maybe something about a girl who has progeria. Premature aging. A very bright girl, by all accounts. She's over at Brookwood. Doesn't have much time left, evidently."

Arlo's gaze was the opposite of searing, or even penetrating. There was something almost feathery about it, though this seemed carefully controlled, his eyes like heated objects he kept at a distance from whatever he looked upon. "How old is she?" he asked.

"Twelve," I said.

Charlie had added a few other details before I'd left him at O'Shea's, so to keep the conversation rolling, I related them to Arlo: how rare progeria was, only about a hundred people living with it at any given time.

"They have tiny, pointed noses, these kids," I added. "Which makes their eyes seem enormous."

Arlo asked no questions, so I just kept going.

"By the time they get to middle school, they're old," I said. Old, often breathless, I added, and incontestably dying of the cardiac disease that would kill most of them either before or shortly after they reached early adolescence. 

"What about their minds?" Arlo asked.

"Clear as a bell," I answered. "To the end." Thus, although old in body and appearance, I went on, a victim of progeria died with all the torridly hopeful expectations of a wildly youthful heart. They did not become forgetful, as old people often did, nor lose a whit of their own identities. To the last breath, they knew who they were and where they were and exactly what was happening to them.

Arlo remained silent for a few moments before he asked another question.

"What is it about this story that makes you want to tell it?"

I hadn't known what attracted me to the story before Arlo's question, but suddenly I did. "Living without hope," I answered.

"Katherine was like that," Arlo said. "At least until—"

He stopped abruptly, clearly realizing, as I saw, that he'd inadvertently returned us to the original subject of our meeting, a place he didn't want to go. "The girl you may write about," he said quickly. "What's her name?"





Her name, as it turned out, was Alice Barrows, and Sandra Parshall, Charlie's neighbor, was very forthcoming about her when I called Brookwood Residential later that day.

"Her father deserted the family early on, and her mother died last year," she said. "Alice has been at Brookwood ever since." There was a pause before Sandra added, "I think you'll find her very interesting."

"In what way?"

"Her intelligence," Sandra answered. "She has a very high IQ, but there's more to her than that. She has tremendous curiosity. She's mature, and she faces the hopelessness of her situation with this"—she stopped and searched for the appropriate word until she found it—"this ... stoicism." 

It was a rather fancy word, I thought, though I couldn't have imagined one more calculated to draw me in. Of course, I also knew that it had a range of interpretations. Alice might simply be shy or prone to silence, either of which could easily be mistaken for fortitude in the face of trouble.

"So, do you want to meet Alice?" Sandra asked.

I knew that it wasn't really my kind of story, a dying girl, even a smart, mature, stoical one, but I recalled my earlier conversation with Arlo, knew that a feature article about him was anything but certain. A fallback position seemed well advised. "I could drop by after work," I said.





It was nearly five when Sandra Parshall received me in her small office at Brookwood Residential. She was a woman in her late thirties with somewhat lusterless brown hair, cut in a way that was ruthlessly indifferent to style.

"I read that piece you wrote about the choir directory" she said. "It helped me decide."

"Decide what?"

"That you're the right person for Alice to talk to," she said. "Frankly, I wasn't sure about Charlie, but I wanted someone to write about Alice, and I didn't know anyone else to ask." Her expression had a hint of warning. "I don't want a carnival show made of her. She's not some kind of circus freak." She smiled suddenly. "But like I said, that piece of yours about , the choir director, it made me think you're the right person for Alice. One line in particular."

She saw I had no idea what line I'd written in my piece on Roger Beaumont that had convinced her that I was the right person to tell Alice Barrows's story.

"You were talking about the voices of the choir," Sandra said. "About the voices the choir director brought together those harmonies, and you said that sounds may go on forever because sound is a wave. And I thought, Alice won't go on forever, not like a beautiful sound, going out into space. But she's here now, and she's a very interesting person, and people ought to know she was here before she goes. I've told her all this, even mentioned that you might be interested in talking to her. She wasn't crazy about the idea, but she wasn't completely against it, either." She leaned forward. "She doesn't want to get close to anyone, and so she keeps to herself. She never goes into the dayroom, and takes all her meals alone." 

"So what does she do all day?" I asked, already beginning to doubt that Alice would be a good subject for a profile.

"She reads," Sandra answered.

"Mysteries, mostly, according to Charlie," I said. "He told me that she likes to find solutions that are better than the ones the writers came up with."

"That's right," Sandra said. "But Alice also spends a lot of time on her computer." With that she smiled one of those institutionally bright smiles, all ribbons and bows, the cheery expression of professional caregivers, rosily painted over masks of sheer dread. "She's in her room," she said. "Shall we go?"

She was sitting in her bed, tapping at a laptop, when we came into the room. For a moment, she didn't look up, but instead kept her attention trained on the computer's softly glowing screen, her brow quite deeply furrowed, eyes squinting, like someone trying to bring a blurred image into focus. Teddy had had a similar focus, his concentration oddly like hers, so that quite without willing it, I connected Alice to my lost boy, though distantly, in the way we occasionally glimpse some aspect of a dead person—the glimmer of a smile, the arch of an eyebrow—in the face of a still-living one.

"Good afternoon, Alice," Sandra said in an upbeat tone that seemed remarkably cheerful in light of what appeared before us, Alice Barrows in the fullness of her affliction, her legs curled beneath her, almost doll-like in her smallness. 

Alice slowly drew her attention from the computer, though with a strange sense of this being a worrisome experience, as if she were being forced back into a world she did not welcome.

"Hello," she said coolly.

"Hi."

She said nothing further, though she seemed to be taking my measure in some way. Then, to my surprise, she glanced toward the window at her right in the pointed way that instantly called my attention to its peculiar ironies.

Like one silently instructed to do so, I looked toward where she indicated, and saw several mythical creatures of colored glass, all of them strung from the top of the window, so that the light passed through them, dappling Alice's white hospital gown and bedding and even the room's interior walls with pastel leprechauns and munchkins and unicorns, along with several different renderings of Tinkerbell.

"My mother liked this kind of stuff," Alice said. "I keep them to remember her."

It was not these fanciful creatures that grabbed my attention, however but a painting, clearly printed from the Internet and taped to the wall beside the window, a grim, Hieronymus Bosch sort of rendering that showed a group of child-stealing changelings, all of them laughing demonically as they stuffed a little boy, terrified and crying, into a burlap sack.

"That's pretty disturbing," I said, though lightly, merely as a way of engaging her.

Alice watched me intently. "It happens, though. Kids are taken."


And I thought, She's looked me up on that computer of hers. She knows about Teddy. 

I decided that if she were baiting me in some way, I wouldn't take the bait.

"Yeah, it happens," I said with an indifferent shrug. "But why dwell on it?"

Alice didn't answer, and so we simply stared at each other until Sandra Parshall leaped into the breach.

"Alice, as you've probably guessed, this is Mr. Gates," she said brightly. "The man I mentioned to you, the one from the paper."

Alice continued to stare at me, though exactly what she was in the midst of evaluating I couldn't guess, for all she could have seen was a man of normal height and weight, wearing a jacket and open-collared shirt,'completely ordinary in appearance.

The sight that confronted me, however, was anything but ordinary, for Alice Barrows, twelve years old, looked like an old woman. But that was only the beginning of what progeria had done to her. Her chin came to a point as sharp as a whittled stick, and her head seemed to bloom from it like a misshapen flower from a tiny vase. Her eyes were brown and very large, the skin around them deeply creased, her face a web of wrinkles. It was the same with her hands, blue veins bulging from pale, almost translucent flesh, without liver spots, but appearing ancient nonetheless. She was completely bald, a condition she made no effort to conceal, no hat nor cap nor bandanna, so that the top of her head shone softly beneath the lamp, her skull somewhat oblong, with two delicately molded ears protruding from either side like tiny mushrooms from pale bark.

Sandra looked back and forth between us. "Well, I don't think you need me anymore, so I'll just be on my way."


And with that, she was gone, so that Alice and I now faced each other without an intermediary and with little clue as to how we should proceed, or even if we should. 

Finally I said, "I understand you're quite a reader." I glanced at the bookshelf beside her bed. It was about four feet high and filled to overflowing with books, most of them mysteries of the familiar sort: Agatha Christie and Arthur Conan Doyle, along with Tales of Poe, the only hardback on the shelf. "I see you like mysteries."

"My mother wanted me to read only books with happy endings," Alice said. Her tone was guarded, as if she were being gingerly probed for information she preferred to withhold. "I do research, too. On the Internet."

"What kind of research?" I asked.

Rather than answer she asked a question of her own: "Sandra said you wrote a book. Is that true?"

"Yes."

"What's the title?"

I had a feeling that Alice already knew the answer to this question, but I answered her anyway.

"Into the Mist," I said.

"What's it about?"

"Unsolved mysteries," I told her.

"Like murders?" she asked.

"In some cases," I said, "but sometimes it was just a person who vanished, or a body that could never be found. People like Judge Crater."

Before I could say more, Alice glanced down at her computer screen and began tapping. "Joseph Force Crater," she read when the page loaded. "A New York State Supreme Court judge."

"That's right," I said, now quite certain that Alice's only companion was her computer, its mechanical light wholly neutral, an eye that did not look back, see a wizened girl, feel pity or revulsion. 

"Disappeared in 1930," Alice added, still looking at her computer screen. "Never seen again." She looked up. "What do you think happened to him?"

"I don't know," I said. "Perhaps he ran away. Perhaps he was murdered. But solving the cases isn't what my book is about."

She looked at me quizzically.

"It's about the need to find an answer," I explained. "Or maybe just to hope for one."

"An answer for what?"

"For things that disappear. Like Judge Crater."

"Or the Lost Colony," Alice said. "Have you ever been there? Where they all disappeared?"

I nodded. "When I was a travel writer."

Alice drew in a long breath, a slight wheeze at the end of it. "I'd like to travel," she said.

"Where would you like to go?" I asked.

She shrugged. "Just away from here."

Her voice was small, a kind of human chirp, and when she spoke, tiny vertical creases appeared above her upper lip. But there was a terrible resignation in it, too, like the voice of an executioner whose condemned prisoner was herself.

"Just away from here," she repeated, then started to say something else, but stopped, her face growing abruptly fearful as her hand lifted slowly to her nose, the drop of blood that suddenly oozed from it. She drew back her hand and stared at the red tip of her finger.

"I'm bleeding!" she cried sharply.

I stood up, but did nothing, so that I must have appeared entirely frozen as a large black woman in a green uniform rushed past me and swept Alice into her arms. "I'm bleeding!" Alice cried out again as she was whisked from the room, her large eyes peering at me from over her fleeing shoulder, a bloody tissue in her wrinkled hand, reaching out, hopelessly reaching out into nothingness, as I had a thousand times imagined Teddy reaching hopelessly for me. 
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