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For Skuk, and all the other strong women who have touched my life

   
1

Ever wonder what your friends really think of you?

I take a lot of care in my appearance, for instance. I’m a small-town doctor’s wife, so I need to look the part—even if I don’t feel the part. And I have twins enrolled in pre-K at a charter school so obsessed with freethinking it will shove free thoughts down your throat. So I make sure it’s obvious to everyone there what happy, healthy, cherished little people my kids are. I never forget to dress them in their pajamas for pajama day. I always sign up to bring the most elaborate snacks to the class parties. I help other moms in the parking lot when their pumpkin seats jam or their strollers collapse. I make a point of knowing all their names.

You probably think I care a lot about what my friends think.

I don’t.

None of this charade is for them.

It’s no great accomplishment to get someone to believe a lie. It’s not that hard, really. Look at me: doctor’s wife, working mom, good neighbor. You’ve already summed me up, haven’t you? You’re already filling in the blanks.

But whatever you’re writing there, it’s not the truth. And that’s fine by me. It’s easier, knowing you don’t know me at all. Because as long as you believe that what you see is what you get, I get to stay this way. Poised. Devoted. Alive.
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Everyone’s Favorite Place!

—Tagline of the Yellow Springs Chamber of Commerce

Izzy awoke to a deafening downpour beating on the roof of her little Cape Cod. It reached through the dense fog of heavy sleep, through the punishing pain of the previous night’s overindulgence, and tugged at the corner of her conscious mind just enough to pull it aside and reveal the too-familiar memory of Josh hovering there. In an instant, she regretted it all—the last glasses of wine that had brought on this ache and this haze, the humiliation of having told her new neighbors all they never needed to know about Josh, even the purchase of this house that placed the pounding rain just on the other side of the ceiling that sloped down to meet her bed.

How bad had it been? She squinted into the gray morning light, trying to remember exactly what she’d told them. The details of the later hours of the night were murky. She wasn’t sure she even recalled the short walk home, come to think of it—alarming, though it was just across the street, and Yellow Springs was about as safe as small Ohio towns came. Funny how the brain could hold on to emotions—the warmth of shared laughter and the happy reckless sense of oh, what the hell, why not were still clear to her now—so much more tightly than the precise words or actions behind them. She usually wasn’t one to overdo it on alcohol. But the other women, all moms with young kids, had been so ecstatic to have a night free, even though it was just a gathering around a backyard fire pit, baby monitors in hand—their enthusiasm had been contagious. She remembered Clara, the gracious hostess, leaning forward to refill her glass every time it fell below the halfway point. She must have lost track of how much she was having.

Coffee. She needed coffee. If only there were someone to bring her some.

She pulled a pillow over her head, trying to muffle the rain. It might as well have been pounding directly on her skull.

Normally, she would have chastised herself for wasting a day with a hangover of this caliber, but the downpour ruined her plans anyway. In a phase of her life that had somehow become defined by putting on a good face, Sunday mornings were reserved for slipping away. Her weekly hike was no ordinary trek. She’d discovered the most miraculous convergence of nature and faith in a nearby ravine, and it drew her like a magnet—the need to find peace. But in rain like this, the steep inclines of the trail would be too muddy, too hazardous. One wrong step, and she could be in the river. And no one would know she’d been swept away.

She could think of absolutely no reason to get out of bed.

Residual sadness—that’s all this was. Up until last night’s unfortunate slip, she’d been doing much better about not thinking of Josh. Really. She had. She was here, wasn’t she? Starting over, on her own.

She would allow herself a day—one day only—to recover, in the physical sense and the emotional. Given the ruined-before-they-started plans and the should-have-known-better remnants of last night churning in her stomach, she would consider the rain lucky.

She would make some coffee and climb back under the covers and nurse the throbbing in her head and revel in the luxury of doing it alone. No—undisturbed. That sounded more appealing.

And under no circumstances would she allow herself to imagine how her sister might be spending her own rainy Sunday back home, a twenty-minute drive away in Springfield. How Penny and Josh would awaken lazily in their bed, with the quiet confidence of newlyweds, in the master bedroom of the house where Izzy and Penny had spent their childhoods. How the heavy rain would pool on the back porch, beneath the gutter that was always clogged, and leak in through the cracked weather stripping of the kitchen door. Whether Josh would think of Izzy even once as he tiptoed past her old room, down the worn carpet of the stairs, over the puddle on the linoleum, and to the stove to make breakfast. Whether he was the sort of husband who’d call Penny down to eat, or whether, on second thought, he’d take a tray up to her—and keep her occupied in bed for as much of the day as she’d let him.

She would think of anything but that.

“How ’bout that rain yesterday?” Sonny called through Izzy’s open office door by way of greeting. “I almost built an ark, but then I realized I’d be trapped in an even smaller space with my kids climbing the walls. Then I’d really need God on my side to survive the flood!” He laughed at his own joke, and she heard Day join in with one of her signature giggles. They must have walked in together.

“But you only need two of everything for the ark, right?” Day said. “Maybe you could have left one behind!” They laughed again.

Izzy adjusted her face to hide her distaste. As the producer of the station’s morning radio show, she was always in the office a solid hour before the rest of the crew. Usually she relished the quiet prep time, even if she did have to wake at 4 A.M. to get it. But today being Monday, she’d found her in-box buried in an avalanche of email—mostly wire service alerts about yet another shooting on a college campus, this one at Saturday night’s football game between division rivals in Indiana. She and her neighbors had been chatting under the stars on Clara’s new stone patio blissfully unaware of the tragedy befalling dozens of perfect strangers just across the state line. Worse, she’d spent yesterday moping around like the personification of a first-world-problems hashtag, as if her own tragedy even counted as one.

That her job was to sift through all that misery in search of less real news that might be more suitable for group discussion led by chipper pop radio DJs had filled her cup of self-loathing to overflowing. And now here was the on-air talent, complaining about the rain.

“Good thing today’s a Sonny Day!” she called out, forcing cheer into her voice. She gathered her laptop, notes, and printouts of today’s agenda and motioned for them to follow her to the conference room for their briefing. She hoped she’d found enough clickbait to fill time—another boy band star posting ill-advised selfies, a survey about what men really think of their wives’ bodies postbaby, a reason working out less might actually be good for you.

“Oh boo!” Day replied. Sonny Keller’s name really was Sonny. And Amy Day’s surname really was Day. Coming up with their on-air monikers had been too easy—though tolerating them in the flesh was another matter. The listeners seemed to find Sonny and Day to be great company, but Izzy felt their particular brand of energy was a bit much. The fact that this made her perhaps not the best fit for this job was one she chose to ignore. Freshly Squeezed had been Dayton’s top morning show for five years running. It was an easy twenty-minute commute from Yellow Springs—better than the drive from Springfield had been—paid well, and looked great on her résumé. Not that she had any immediate plans to use her résumé for anything, but you never knew.

Sonny plopped heavily into a swivel chair and rubbed his hands together. “Tell me we’ve got something juicy for Second Date Update.”

Izzy settled at the table and glanced at the clock: 5:45. In fifteen minutes, she’d join the pair in the studio and feed them buzz from their social media accounts throughout the show, but she never spoke on air. Josh used to call her “The Wizard of Iz,” the woman behind the curtain—back when they’d been best friends who could tease each other about anything. And talk to each other about everything. Except the one thing she should have said but never did. And then, like a girl in a predictable rom-com, she’d missed her chance. In the movies, the guy always realized, just in time, what had been right in front of him all along: the perfect match of his gal pal, who looked beautiful with her hair down and her glasses off. In the movies, he did not actually go through with marrying her little sister. And if he did, what would happen next? How would the film end? It would have helped Izzy to have some model for how to shut off her feelings, though she was desperately trying. If Sonny and Day only knew about the silent drama playing out before them, they’d have a field day. She suspected they found her quite dull.

“We’ve got something juicy, all right, but we can’t air it.”

“Oh?”

“Our very first preemptive email requesting that just in case a certain woman were to write in about … what were his words?” Izzy riffled through her printouts. “Ah, yes. If she were to write in about what might have been misconstrued as a date, he does not want a call.”

“Yikes. She’s that bad?”

“No, he’s that married. With four kids.”

“That is good. Damn. They’re beating us to the punch now? Just when I thought this segment was getting easier now that it’s so popular.”

When they’d first launched Second Date Update, “adapted” (an industry term for thievery) from similar segments popular on other networks, the DJs had fallen all over themselves telling the people they called on-air that they didn’t mean to put them on the spot. It was just that so-and-so wanted to know why they hadn’t returned their texts or calls after their first date had seemingly gone so well. A reasonable enough request, can’t we agree? But they’d found that those on the receiving end were often more than willing to talk—because no matter what had gone wrong, the idea that someone found them appealing enough to publicly humiliate themselves over was evidently flattering in some backward way.

Izzy felt differently, but she supposed her lack of any first dates whatsoever disqualified her from having an opinion.

“What poor sap do we have on the hook?” Day asked.

“Today you will be making polite inquiries on behalf of a young man who managed to sound sweetly yet awkwardly perplexed in his impassioned email about a magical night at Applebee’s, in which he emphasized that he had ‘dressed appropriately—really nice.’” She slid a printout of the email across the table.

“I already think he sounds great!” Day chirped. “If this doesn’t work out, maybe he can call me!”

Izzy rolled her eyes. The calls essentially boiled down to three types: people who really had no way of knowing what had gone wrong (the girl whose ex-boyfriend had warned off her date while she was in the restroom, for instance), people who were genuinely clueless about their own flaws (mostly egotistical gym rats), and people who were about to get a raw deal for no fair reason.

As it fell to her to select their lucky honorees from the submissions that streamed in daily, Izzy would have shown a little bias toward that last camp if she could have. But it was hard to know what you were getting up front.

The first thing she noticed wasn’t so much Paul—an uncommon presence on the street these days—but the tension radiating from him as he stood, hands on hips, at the end of Kristin’s driveway, a look of confusion plain on his face. She knew Kristin and Paul’s divorce wasn’t finalized yet—Kristin had mentioned it Saturday night, with a matter-of-factness Izzy admired—but still, it was early afternoon on a weekday. Kristin would be at work, the twins at school. Paul had moved out at the start of the summer, just before Izzy moved in. She thought of the house as exclusively Kristin’s, though she recognized him from his stops to pick up and drop off the kids.

She swung the car into her driveway and glanced over her shoulder. He was heading her way, white dress shirt unbuttoned at the collar, hands in his pockets, head down. He must be on a late lunch break. Maybe he needed something from the house, but he was going to be out of luck. Izzy didn’t know Kristin nearly well enough to have a key, even for neighborly purposes.

“Hi there,” he called out as she swung open the door. “Sorry to bother you …” He jogged the rest of the long diagonal across the street and stopped in front of her with an apologetic smile. “Sorry, we haven’t officially met—not sure if you remember me. I’m Paul, Kristin’s husband?”

He wasn’t easily forgotten. An ob-gyn, he looked every bit the doctor even without the lab coat. It was something about the way he carried himself—with the authority of someone who exuded intelligence but the ease of someone with a practiced bedside manner. And he was good-looking—a polished, wealthy sort of handsome. No way would she have chosen him for her gynecologist, let alone as an obstetrician. It would be unnerving having someone so datable poking around down there, not to mention shepherding you through the dignity-destroying process of childbirth.

“Izzy.” She stuck out a hand, feeling suddenly self-conscious of her jeans and v-neck T, as if she hadn’t come from a real job like his. He enveloped it in a firm, warm shake.

“You haven’t by chance seen Kristin today, have you?”

She shook her head. “Not since Saturday night.”

He snapped to attention. “You saw her Saturday?”

“At Clara’s. She and Benny got a new fire pit, and we had sort of a girls’ night, helping them christen it.”

“Were the kids there too?”

“No, it was after their bedtime.”

He frowned disapprovingly, even though Clara’s house shared a side yard with his own, and suddenly Izzy felt defensive on Kristin’s behalf. “Your old baby monitor reached,” she said. “They did a test run during the day to be sure.”

“Did you happen to notice if she was around yesterday?”

“It was pouring. I never even got out of my pajamas.”

“Right. Well, if you see her, could you please have her call me? Immediately?”

She nodded. “Everything okay?”

“I don’t know. I got a call at the office. Kristin didn’t show up for work, and the twins were no-shows at school. She wasn’t answering her phone, so I drove over here. And … well, they’re gone.”

“Not home, you mean.”

“No. Gone.” He ran a hand over his hair. “Kristin had the locks changed, but when no one answered, I was worried—I broke in through a back window. It looks like they’ve taken off. There are suitcases missing. Stuffed animals. Clothes. Even her mother’s china out of the dining room cabinet. And the minivan isn’t here.”

She frowned. “That’s strange. She didn’t mention going anywhere. In fact, she was talking about helping to organize some end-of-summer party Abby and Aaron had today.”

“That’s why the school was so concerned. And there are half-done crafts for that spread all over the kitchen table. Like she just walked out midway through, planning to come back and finish.”

Izzy wrinkled her forehead. This didn’t seem right at all. “Is her phone going straight to voice mail? I assume you’ve left messages?”

He removed his hand from his pocket, and in it was a cell phone she recognized instantly. The pink case was customized with a photo of the twins as onesie-clad newborns, curled into one another as if they hadn’t yet left the womb.

“Also left on the kitchen table,” he said.

A cold chill ran through Izzy.

He turned to gaze at his old house for a minute, then back toward her, looking both paler and more solemn than he had a moment ago. “I guess I’m going to have to call the police.”
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It is not without sadness that I tenure my resignation. The staff here truly has been like a family to me from the start—like all families, we’ve been through good times and bad, and I’ll never forget—but now that I have my own family to raise, my priorities have to change. I would love to make myself available for freelance work—maybe once the baby is more settled into a routine? I hope you understand.

—Draft of Clara Tiffin’s resignation letter, a later 
version of which was submitted exactly two 
weeks before the designated end of her 
maternity leave

Hallie was perched on a counter stool at the peninsula of Clara’s kitchen, eating an after-school snack of graham crackers and peanut butter and watching Clara assemble lasagna in a large glass pan. It was not a pretty lasagna, which irked Clara, though she knew Benny wouldn’t notice, let alone care. She just couldn’t understand why the ricotta, beef, and sauce mixtures had yet again intermingled in clumps rather than thin, smooth layers. She was relieved every time it was the noodles’ turn. They produced a clean slate upon which to start again.

“Mama says you used to be an editor,” Hallie said, her mouth full.

“That’s right.” Clara was surprised Natalie had remembered that. She always seemed distracted—though understandably so, with Hallie’s dad deployed overseas. Despite its proximity to Wright-Patterson Air Force Base, Yellow Springs wasn’t exactly a hotbed of military families—“too many hippies, too many anarchy A’s,” Natalie joked to her once—but Natalie, who’d gotten married out of high school after getting pregnant with Hallie, had come here to enroll at Antioch College part-time. Clara had been happy to help out by agreeing to get her precocious twelve-year-old off the bus on the days when Natalie had a late class.

Of course, that had been before she’d realized just how persistent Hallie’s otherwise adorable precociousness could be. But still, she was happy to help.

Mostly.

“Was that before you were a mommy?”

Clara nodded. The girl said it so matter-of-factly, as if it were common knowledge that Clara had been biologically meant to have two distinctive life phases all along: caterpillar, butterfly. It wasn’t a bad metaphor if you reversed the order—the shedding of wings and the storing of calories coming in the latter phase. Had it really been just over four years ago she’d found out she was pregnant with Thomas? Looking back, it wasn’t the nine-to-five editorial role that felt like another lifetime to her now. It was the fact that she’d showered, dressed, made up her face, and flat-ironed her hair every morning to go do it.

Still, she loved it here in this cozy cocoon, with their snuggly sweet preschooler and chubby-legged baby and same old Benny, who claimed he was glad she hadn’t touched a blow dryer in a year. She doubted that was actually true, but he really was so convincing when he said it that maybe, it occurred to her now, she should try harder to find out. On the off chance that he did prefer it this way, the implications would be revolutionary for women everywhere.

“Perfect!” Hallie chirped.

Clara turned to grab the mozzarella from the fridge, stepping over Maddie, who had emptied the contents of the Tupperware cupboard onto the floor. “Why is it perfect?” she asked, frowning at the mess around her feet. Every lid would need to be washed.

“Because I want to start a newspaper. Like, a real neighborhood gazette. And I need someone who can help,” she said smartly. “A professional!”

“Oh, kiddo, I wasn’t that kind of editor.” Clara nodded to the bookshelves bridging the open space between the kitchen and the family room, where Thomas was zoned out on the couch watching PBS Kids. She’d helped Benny knock down the wall that once stood there and could still feel the satisfaction of it giving way, one primitive sledgehammer whack at a time. “See those art books, near the bottom there? The tall ones? I used to work with artists to create those.”

Hallie’s long, poker-straight blond hair whipped around and back again. “Well,” she said thoughtfully, “that doesn’t matter. You know about writing. And grammar. And facts!” She splayed her hands dramatically on the counter. “This is about the facts.”

“Really.” Clara eyed her. “Is there something going on around here I should know about?”

“Probably.”

She laughed, then checked to make sure Hallie didn’t think she was laughing at her. But as usual the girl didn’t seem bothered. She’d been the first neighbor Clara and Benny met when they were unloading their moving van last summer. She’d rolled up on her bike and said, “Can I talk to you?” Most people who selected that particular opening had an aim in mind for the conversation, but it turned out that Hallie just really wanted to talk. Responses from the listening party were largely optional.

“I’d have to do interviews to find out, to get to the bottom of things. If you worked with the artists, you’ve probably done interviews, right?”

“Well, some, but—”

“Great! I even have a name for it: The Color-Blind Gazette.”

Clara stared at her blankly.

“Get it? Because the Yellow Springs aren’t yellow. They’re, like, rust. Orange, maybe, but definitely not yellow. Whoever named this town must have been color-blind.”

Having been a little disappointed the first time she’d seen the springs, Clara couldn’t argue with that.

“I’m sure your mom could help about as well as I could,” she told Hallie. “She’s at a writing class now, in fact.”

“She said no. She has too many papers of her own to do.” Hallie wiped the crumbs from her last graham cracker onto her napkin and jumped to her feet. “Please? I only need, like, a little bit of help—on the days I come here anyway. I just don’t want it to be obvious a kid made it.”

As she emptied the bag of cheese over the top of the lasagna, Clara tried to picture the sort of adult who might publish something called The Color-Blind Gazette but came up empty.

“Please?”

Hallie offered her broad, gap-toothed smile, and Clara wavered. These days with Hallie were meant to be the ones she would welcome Benny home from the office with a clean house and an atmosphere of calm control. Not that she had achieved that yet, exactly, but Hallie was capable enough of entertaining the kids, at least, that Clara could avoid that horrible what-on-earth-have-you-been-doing-all-day? feeling that came over her sometimes when he walked through the door, looking handsome and accomplished in his shirt and tie, to find her outnumbered and undone. She still hadn’t quite worked out how 1950s housewives had done it, but she suspected it involved far more ignoring of the children and far less guilt in doing so.

Then again, she did miss using her brain for something that didn’t involve calculating how many ounces of milk Maddie had had, or whether three-day-old mac ’n’ cheese was okay to eat.

“Tell you what,” she told Hallie as she popped the dish into the oven. “You write the first batch of articles, or come up with some ideas for them, and I’ll take a look.”

“Boo!”

Hallie jumped, and out from behind her popped a triumphant Thomas, a blanket draped over his head, laughing like crazy. “Woooo!” he yelled, in his best impression of a cartoon ghost. “Wooo!”

Not missing a beat, Hallie took off running, grabbing a throw from the couch and ducking underneath. “The ghost of Hallie thanks you, Miss Clara!” she called, and Maddie got unsteadily to her feet and toddled after them to see what the fuss was about.

“It’s Ghosts versus Maddie!” Thomas called, circling his sister with exaggerated steps.

Clara shook her head. She was going to have to pay more attention to what was on these shows he was watching. It wouldn’t be Halloween for, what? Six weeks? Seven? Then again … 

She hadn’t quit her job so she could spend all day making lopsided lasagna.

Spotting a basket of laundry she’d meant to fold days ago, she grabbed a pair of Benny’s baggy flannel pajama pants, draped them over her head, grasped the cuffs in her hands, and started waving her arms in slow motion. “How about Ghosts versus Pants?” she asked, and Thomas let out a squeal. She chased him around the couch as Hallie threw her blanketed arms around Maddie and yelled, “I’ll save you!”

Thomas’s stocking feet slid onto the foyer tile, with Clara on his tail. She was laughing so hard she probably wouldn’t have heard the knock at the front door if she hadn’t been running past it. She flung it open and realized too late that she still had the pants on her head.

A uniformed policeman raised an amused eyebrow even as her heart slowed at the sight of him. She tossed her head back, and the pants fell to the floor.

“Clara Tiffin?”

She smoothed her hair with a hand. “Yes?”

“I’m Detective Bryant, with the—”

Thomas slid violently into her legs and clutched her around the knees. “Wow! A real police officer!” He peered out the door past him. “Where’s your woo-woo?”

The officer glanced down at him, then back at Clara. “My woo-woo?”

But he wasn’t just an officer. He’d said detective.

She flushed. “He means your car. The siren.”

“Oh! Well, little sergeant, it’s parked down the street. Maybe you can look at it later if I can just have a few minutes with your mom?”

Clara’s mouth went dry. “Is everything okay?”

“Yes, I just wanted to ask you a few questions regarding—”

“Thomas!” Hallie thumped down the hallway behind her, holding Maddie, and Clara fought the urge to reach out and take the baby. Sometimes Hallie seemed to forget she was a real live thirteen-month-old and not a doll. “Oh.” She stopped short when she saw the officer.

Clara turned, careful to keep her face calm. “Hallie, could you please play quietly with the kids in the living room? Maybe show them some books or puzzles? I need to have a quick grown-up talk.”

Hallie nodded, her eyes wide. Clara gave Thomas a pat on the shoulder, and he followed Hallie reluctantly down the hallway.

“Full house,” Detective Bryant said.

“The oldest is my neighbor’s daughter. But yes. Quite full.”

“Which neighbor is that?”

“Natalie King, directly behind me.”

He nodded. “I’m here to ask about Kristin Kirkland. Next door. I understand she was here Saturday night?”

“Yes, I hosted a—” Clara stopped short. “Is everything okay?” she asked again.

“Just a few moments of your time?” He gestured toward the formal dining room to their right.

“Of course.” Clara led him to the table, took a seat, and watched uneasily as he settled himself across from her and flipped open his notepad. He looked to be about her age, which made her feel a certain skepticism for no fair reason. Clara still expected authority figures to be significantly older than her, a fact she felt as strongly in her midthirties as she had in her teens and twenties. One of these days she’d get used to the idea of growing up.

“Have you seen or spoken to Kristin since she left here Saturday?” He looked up expectantly. His face was boy-next-door friendly, without a hint that he might be practiced at the art of intimidation, and his build was somehow both soft and sturdy, like an ex-athlete who didn’t work out much anymore. She wondered how long he’d been doing this job.

She shook her head.

“I understand your son goes to the same school as her twins. You didn’t see her or the kids on your way to drop him off this morning?”

“Thomas does preschool part-time, only Tuesdays and Thursdays.”

He made a note.

“But I know she was taking the afternoon off work to volunteer at the pre-K Farewell to Summer party.” He looked unconvinced somehow, so she continued. “They’re big on having it near the actual calendar end of the season, not around Labor Day like everyone else.”

“I understand she was supposed to.”

“Supposed to?”

“We’re trying to account for her whereabouts, Mrs. Tiffin. She didn’t show at work today, and Abby and Aaron never arrived at school.”

She sat up straighter. “She’s missing? The twins are missing?”

“They look to have packed some things. Her minivan is gone. She didn’t mention plans to go anywhere?”

“I can’t imagine where she’d go.”

“Think back to Saturday. See or hear anything unusual after she left that night?”

“Not at all.” Clara didn’t mention that she’d been so tipsy from the wine that she’d slept like the dead.

“And what time did she leave?”

“Everyone left around the same time—midnight, maybe?”

“Looks like your backyard might have some of a side view into hers. Did you happen to notice if any lights were on in her house yesterday? Or last night?”

Clara replayed the day in her mind. It had been so miserable outside but so cozy inside. Benny was always doing something—weed-whacking, stacking wood, running to the hardware store. Not that she didn’t appreciate all he did, but she had come to love the rare days when he was forced to be lazy. She’d made banana pancakes, Benny had done a pan of his famous scrambled eggs with cheese, and they’d had such a feast it made everyone sleepy again. The kids dozed on the couch with Benny through most of the Bengals game while Clara baked zucchini bread with the extra squash Randi and Rhoda had given her from their garden. She didn’t remember so much as glancing out the window into the driving rain.

“I have no idea. I’m sorry.”

“How close are you to Kristin? Are you good friends?”

“We’re getting to be. I just moved in last summer, and we’re both busy with our kids. But they love to play together, which has been nice.”

He made another note. “Does she ordinarily call or text you on weekends?”

“Sometimes.”

“She talk much about her divorce?”

“A little.”

“Did she talk about it Saturday night?”

Clara played it over in her mind—the laughter in the firelight, the way the conversation had turned personal as the wine flowed. Too personal, probably. There were some things she’d take back herself if she could. A tirade about her flat chest, for instance. “A little.”

“What did she say?”

Clara tried to remember. “Just that it didn’t seem to be affecting the kids much, which was a good thing. She said Paul was always getting called into work even when he was around. He’s an OB, so anytime someone goes into labor or is worried about some symptom or dials the physician on call …” Her voice trailed off. Of course he would already know all this.

“How would you describe her mood Saturday?”

“Her mood? Good. Happy. It was nice to be doing something social without the kids, even if it was only out back. We’d never done that before with the whole group—my husband recently finished laying the patio, and it’s sort of in the middle. It turned out everyone’s baby monitors reached.”

“And who was ‘everyone,’ exactly?”

“Natalie—behind me, whose daughter is here now. Izzy—Isabel, who lives across the street. And Randi and Rhoda—” She pointed a diagonal through the backyard. “Around the curve.”

“They the ones with those rusty sculptures out front? The solar panels, the chicken coop, and all that?” Clara thought of telling him her husband called their home an “art bunker,” but thought better of it.

“Yes. They own that boutique in town—Moondance?”

“Oh, sure, my sister loves that place. Didn’t they just have a baby?”

“Yes, a couple months ago. Like I said, we all needed a girls’ night.” She tried to laugh, but it sounded forced.

“So it was just you five?”

She counted silently. “Six, with Kristin.”

“Did she seem nervous about anything?”

“Not that I could tell.”

“Is she a nervous person in general?”

Clara laughed. “She is cool as a cucumber. She puts me to shame.”

“What do you mean?”

She tried to think of a way to quantify her friend. “Well, she’d never answer the door with pants on her head.”

“And how well do you know Paul?”

“Hardly at all.” He’d never been the type to be out in the yard, throwing balls with the kids. Usually, when she did see him, he was on the riding lawn mower, something he still came by to do in the separation. He always raised his hand in a silent wave, but that was it.

“He friendly with your husband?”

She shook her head. When she’d started getting to know Kristin, she’d tried to nudge Benny to reach out to Paul, but he’d called him “more of an indoor guy” and left it at that. She’d been worried Paul would think them unfriendly, but then he had moved out and she’d figured, No harm, no foul.

“I have to ask: Ever notice any signs of domestic abuse next door?”

Clara cringed. “No,” she said truthfully. “Never.”

“Between the two spouses or between them and the kids? It doesn’t have to be physical. Any shouting? Threats? A general sense that something’s not right?”

She shook her head again, trying to ignore the dizzy feeling sweeping through it.

“Thanks. Well, if you think of anything else significant, here’s my card. Call anytime.” He slid it across the table. “We can’t tell you not to talk to the press, but we’d prefer you didn’t. You’ll be seeing this on the news. We’re issuing an AMBER Alert for the minivan—”

“An AMBER Alert?” Clara felt a jolt of fear. “Is she being charged with kidnapping?”

He frowned. “Not exactly. Since Mr. Kirkland never adopted the children, it’s probably something more along the lines of ‘interfering with custody.’ At this point our concern is just to locate them, make sure everyone is okay.”

Clara squinted at him. “I’m sorry—what do you mean, he hasn’t adopted them?”

Detective Bryant seemed to be reassessing her. “I guess I shouldn’t have said that. You’re friends—I assumed you knew the children aren’t biologically his?”

If not his, then … “She was married before?”

“She was widowed.”

“My God.” Her mind raced. It made a little more sense, Clara supposed, how Kristin had seemed a bit blasé about how the kids were taking the divorce. But how—

“An accident. One of those freak things.” He was watching her closely, and suddenly she felt defensive.

“That’s horrible. Awful.” She shook her head. “She probably just didn’t want to discuss that, to bring it up in front of the kids.”

“Right,” he said evenly.

She was still trying to piece it all together. “I thought there was some kind of waiting period, for considering someone missing? I mean, couldn’t this all be some misunderstanding?”

“Let’s hope so. But there’s no waiting when kids are involved. We’re treating this as critical, and we have to assume they’re in danger until we know for certain that they’re not.”

“In danger with Kristin?” Clara shook her head. “That’s ridiculous. Never.”

“We don’t know that they’re with Kristin.” He leveled his gaze at her. “We don’t know where any of them are. You hear from her at all, you call my number on that card, okay?”

Clara nodded, and watched him go.
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