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PROLOGUE

The morning of the day I lost her, my daughter asked me to scramble her some eggs.

‘Want bacon with it?’ I shouted up to the second floor where she was still getting ready for work.

‘No,’ Sydney called down from the bathroom.

‘Toast?’ I asked.

‘No,’ she said. I heard a clapping noise. The hair straightener. That noise usually signaled she was nearing the end of her morning routine.

‘Cheese in the eggs?’

‘No,’ she said. Then, ‘A little?’

I went back into the kitchen, opened the fridge and took out eggs, a block of cheddar and orange juice. I put a filter into the coffee maker, spooned in some coffee, poured in four cups of water and hit the button.

Syd’s mother Susanne, my ex, who’d recently moved in with her boyfriend Bob on the other side of the river in Stratford, would probably say I was spoiling her, that our daughter was old enough at seventeen to be able to make her own breakfast. But it was such a treat to have her stay with me for the summer I didn’t mind pampering her. Last year I’d found her a job at the Honda dealership where I work, just this side of that same river here in Milford. While there were moments when we wanted to kill each other, overall it had been a pretty good experience sharing digs. This year, however, Sydney had opted not to work at the dealership. Living with me was enough. Having me keep an eye on her while she worked was something else again.

‘Have you noticed,’ she’d asked me last year, ‘that every guy around here I talk to, even for a minute, you tell me something bad about him?’

‘It’s good to be forewarned,’ I’d said.

‘What about Dwayne, in Service?’ she’d said. ‘His rag was too oily?’

‘Sign of bad character,’ I’d said.

‘And Andy?’

‘You’re joking,’ I’d said. ‘Way too old. Mid-twenties.’

So this year she’d found a different job, but still here in Milford, so she could live with me from June through Labor Day. She’d got herself hired at the Just Inn Time, a hotel that catered to business travelers only looking to stay a night or two. Milford’s a nice place, but it’s not exactly a tourist destination. The hotel had been a Days Inn or a Holiday Inn or a Comfort Inn in a previous life, but whichever conglomerate had owned it, they’d bailed, and an independent had come in.

I wasn’t surprised when Sydney told me they’d put her on the front desk. ‘You’re bright, charming, courteous—’

‘I’m also one of the few there who speaks English,’ she’d countered, putting her proud father in his place.

It was like pulling teeth, getting her to talk about the new job. ‘It’s just work,’ she’d say. Three days into it I heard her arguing on the phone with her friend Patty Swain saying she was going to look for something else, even if she was making good money, what with there being no income tax.

‘This is off the books?’ I said when she got off the phone. ‘You’re getting paid under the table?’

Sydney said, ‘You always listen to my phone calls?’

So I backed off. Let her solve her own problems.

I waited until I heard her coming down the stairs before I poured the two scrambled eggs, a few shavings of grated cheddar mixed in, into the buttered frying pan. It had occurred to me to do something I hadn’t done for Sydney since she was a little girl. I took half of the eggshell I’d just cracked and, using a soft pencil from the cutlery drawer, drew a face on it. A toothy grin, a half circle for a nose, and two menacing-looking eyes. I drew a line from the mouth to the backside of the shell, where I printed, ‘Smile, damn it.’

She shuffled into the kitchen like a condemned prisoner and plopped into her chair, looking down into her own lap, hair  hanging down over her eyes, arms lifeless at her sides. She had a pair of oversized sunglasses I didn’t recognize perched on her head.

The eggs firmed up in seconds. I slipped them onto a plate and set them before her.

‘Your Highness,’ I said, talking over the sounds of the Today show coming from the small television that hung beneath the cabinet.

Sydney rose her head slowly, looking first at the plate, but then her eyes caught the little Humpty-Dumpty character staring at her.

‘Oh my God,’ she said, bringing up a hand and turning the salt shaker so she could read what was on the egg’s backside. ‘Smile yourself,’ she said, but there was something bordering on playful in her voice.

‘New shades?’ I asked.

Absently, like she’d forgotten she’d just put them there, she touched one of the arms, made a minor adjustment.

‘Yeah,’ she said.

I noticed the word ‘Versace’ printed in very tiny letters on the glasses. ‘Very nice,’ I said.

Syd nodded tiredly.

‘Out late?’ I asked.

‘Not that late,’ she said.

‘Midnight’s late,’ I said.

She knew there was no point denying when she got in. I never got to sleep until I heard her come into our house on Hill Street and lock the door behind her. I guessed she’d been out with Patty Swain, who was also seventeen, but gave off a vibe that she was a little more experienced than Syd with the kinds of things that kept fathers up at night. I’d have been naïve to think Patty Swain didn’t already know about drinking, sex and drugs.

But Syd wasn’t exactly an angel. I’d caught her with pot once, and there was that time, a couple years back, when she was fifteen, when she came home from the Abercrombie and Fitch store in Stamford with a new T-shirt, and couldn’t explain to her mother why she had no receipt. Big fireworks over that one.

Maybe that’s why the sunglasses were niggling at me.

‘What did those set you back?’ I asked.

‘Not that much,’ she said.

‘How’s Patty?’ I asked, not so much to find out how she was as to confirm Syd had been with her. They’d been friends only a year or so, but they’d spent so much time together since then it was as if their friendship went back to kindergarten. I liked Patty – she had a directness that was refreshing – but there were times I wished Syd hung out with her a little less.

‘She’s cool,’ Syd said.

On the TV, Matt Lauer was warning about possibly radioactive granite counter-tops. Every day, something new to worry about.

Syd dug into her eggs. ‘Mmm,’ she said. She glanced up at the TV. ‘Bob,’ she said.

I looked. One of the ad spots from the local affiliate. A tall, balding man with broad smile and perfect teeth standing in front of a sea of cars, arms outstretched, like Moses parting the Red Sea.

‘Run, don’t walk, into Bob’s Motors! Don’t have a trade? That’s OK! Don’t have a downpayment! That’s OK! Don’t have a driver’s license? OK, that’s a problem! But if you’re looking for a car, and you’re looking for a good deal, get on down to one of our three loca—’

I hit the mute button.

‘He is a bit of a douche,’ Syd said of the man her mother, my ex, lived with. ‘But those commercials turn him into Superdouche. What are we having tonight?’ Breakfast was never complete without a discussion of what we might be eating at the end of the day. ‘How about D.A.D?’

Family code for ‘dial a dinner.’

Before I could answer, she said, ‘Pizza?’

‘I think I’ll make something,’ I said. Syd made no attempt to hide her disappointment.

Since last summer, when Syd and I were both working at the same place and she was riding in with me, Susanne and I had agreed to get her a car for nipping around Milford and Stratford. I took in a seven-year-old Civic with low miles on a trade and snatched it up for a couple thou before it hit our used car lot. It had a bit of rust around the fender wells, but was otherwise roadworthy.

‘No spoiler?’ Syd cracked when it was presented to her.

‘Shut up,’ I said and handed her the keys.

Only once since she’d gotten this new job had I dropped her off  at work. The Civic was in for a rusted-out tailpipe. So I drove her up Route 1, what I still thought of as the Boston Post Road, the Just Inn Time looming in the distance, a bleak, gray, featureless block on the horizon, looking like an apartment complex in some Soviet satellite country.

I was prepared to drive her to the door, but she had me drop her off at the sidewalk, near a bus stop. ‘I’ll be here the end of the day,’ she said.

Bob’s commercial over, I put the sound back on. Al Roker was outside mingling with the Rockefeller Center crowd, most of them waving signs offering birthday greetings to relatives back home.

I looked at my daughter, eating her breakfast. Part of being a father, at least for me, is being perpetually proud. I took in what a beautiful young woman Syd was turning into. Blond hair down to her shoulders, a long graceful neck, porcelain skin, strong facial features. Her mother’s roots go back to Norway, which accounts for her Nordic air.

As if sensing my eyes on her, she said, ‘You think I could be a model?’

‘A model?’ I glanced over.

‘Don’t sound so shocked,’ she said.

‘I’m not,’ I said defensively. ‘I just never heard you talk about it before.’

‘I never really thought about it. It’s Bob’s idea.’

I felt my face go hot. Bob encouraging Syd to model? He was in his early forties, like me. Now he had my wife and – more often than I liked – my daughter living under his roof, in his fancy five-bedroom house with pool and three-car garage, and he’s pushing her to model? What the fuck kind of modeling? Pinup stuff? Webcam porn to order? Was he offering to take the shots himself?

‘Bob said this?’ I asked.

‘He says I’d be a natural. That I should be in one of his commercials.’

Hard to pick which would be more demeaning. Penthouse, or hawking Bob’s used cars.

‘What? You think he’s wrong?’

‘He’s out of line,’ I said.

‘He’s not a perv or anything,’ she said. ‘A douche, yes, but a perv, no. Mom and Evan even kind of agreed with him.’

‘Evan?’

Now I was really getting steamed. Evan was Bob’s nineteen-year-old son. He had been living most of the time with his mother, one of Bob’s two ex-wives, but now she was off to Europe for three months, so Evan had moved in with his dad, which meant he was now sleeping down the hall from Syd, who, by the way, liked her new bedroom very much and had pointed out several times that it was twice the size of the one she had in my house.

We’d had a bigger house, once.

The idea of some horny teenage boy living under the same roof with Syd had pissed me off from the get-go. I was surprised Susanne was going along with it, but once you moved out of your own house and into someone else’s, you lost a bit of leverage. What could she do? Make her boyfriend kick his own son out?

‘Yeah, Evan,’ Sydney said. ‘He was just commenting, is all.’

‘He shouldn’t even be living there.’

‘Jesus, Dad, do we have to get into this again?’

‘A boy, a nineteen-year-old boy, unless he’s your actual brother, shouldn’t be living with you.’

I thought I saw her cheeks flush. ‘It’s not a big deal.’

‘Your mother’s cool with this? Bob and his boy telling you to be the next Cindy Crawford?’

‘Cindy who?’

‘Crawford,’ I said. ‘She was – never mind. Your mom’s OK with this?’

‘She’s not having a shit fit like you,’ Syd said, shooting me a look. ‘And besides, Evan’s helping her since the thing.’

The thing. Susanne’s parasailing accident in Long Island Sound. Came down too fast, did something to her hip, twisted her knee out of shape. Bob, behind the wheel of his boat, dragged her a hundred yards before he knew something was wrong, the dumb fuck. Susanne didn’t have to worry about parasailing accidents when she was with me. I didn’t have a boat.

‘You never said what you paid for the shades,’ I said.

Sydney sighed. ‘It wasn’t that much.’ She was looking at several  unopened envelopes by the phone. ‘You should really open your bills, Dad. They’ve been there like three days.’

‘Don’t you worry about the bills. I can pay the bills.’

‘Mom says it’s not that you don’t have the money to pay them, you just aren’t very organized, so then you’re late—’

‘The sunglasses. Where’d you get them?’

‘Jesus, what’s the deal about a pair of sunglasses?’

‘I’m just curious, is all,’ I said. ‘Get them at the mall?’

‘Yeah, I got them at the mall. Fifty per cent off.’

‘Did you save your receipt? In case they break or something?’

Her eyes bore into me. ‘Why don’t you just ask me to show you the receipt?’

‘Why would I do that?’

‘Because you think I stole them.’

‘I never said that.’

‘It was two years ago, Dad. I don’t believe you.’ She pushed her eggs away, unfinished.

‘You come down here in Versace sunglasses, you think I’m not going to ask questions?’

She got up and stomped back upstairs.

‘Shit,’ I said under my breath. Nicely played.

I had to finish getting ready to go to work myself, and heard her run down the stairs while I was in my bedroom. I caught her coming out of the kitchen with a bottled water as I came down to say goodbye to her as she headed out to the Civic.

‘Being with you for the summer is going to suck if you’re going to be like this all the time,’ she said. ‘And it’s not my fault I’m living with Evan. It’s not like he’s raping me every five minutes.’

I winced. ‘I know, it’s just—’

‘I gotta go,’ she said, walking away and getting into her car. She had her eyes fixed on the road as she drove away, and didn’t see me wave.

In the kitchen was the receipt for the sunglasses, right next to the eggshell character she’d flattened with her fist.

 



I got into my CR-V and headed to Riverside Honda. We were just this side of the bridge that crosses over into Stratford, where the Housatonic empties into the sound. It was a slow morning, not  enough people dropping in for my turn to come up in the rotation, but shortly after noon a retired couple in their late sixties dropped by to look at a base model four-door Accord.

They were hemming and hawing over price – we were seven hundred dollars apart. I excused myself, said I was going to take their latest offer to the sales manager, but instead went into Service and scarfed a chocolate donut from a box at the coffee stand, then went back and told them I could only save them another hundred, but we were going to have a custom pinstriper on site over the next couple of days, and if they took the deal, I could get the Accord custompinstriped for free. The guy’s eyes lit up, and they went for it. Later, I got a ten-buck pinstriping kit from parts and attached it to the order.

In the afternoon, a man interested in replacing his decade-old Odyssey van with a new one wanted to know how much his trade was worth. You never answered that question without asking a few of your own.

‘Are you the original owner?’ I asked. He was. ‘Have you maintained the car?’ He said he’d done most of the recommended services. ‘Has the vehicle ever been in an accident?’

‘Oh yeah,’ he volunteered. ‘Three years ago I rear-ended a guy, they had to replace everything up front.’

I explained that an accident translated into a much lower trade-in value. His counter-argument was that all the parts in the front of the car were newer, so if anything, the car should be worth more. He wasn’t happy with the number I gave him, and left.

Twice I called my ex-wife in Stratford where she worked at one of the car lots Bob owned, and twice I left messages, both asking how thrilled she was with Bob’s plan to immortalize our daughter on a bathroom calendar at the local Goodyear tire store.

After the second call, my head cleared some, and I realized this wasn’t just about Sydney. It was about Susanne, about Bob, about how much better her life was with him, about how much I’d screwed things up.

I’d been selling cars since I was twenty, and I was good at it, but Susanne thought I was capable of more. You shouldn’t be working for somebody else, she said. You should be your own man. You  should have your own dealership. We could change our lives. Send Syd to the best schools. Make a better future for ourselves.

My dad had passed away when I was nineteen, and left my mother pretty well fixed. A few years later, when she died of a heart attack, I used the inheritance to show Susanne I could be the man she wanted me to be. I started up my own dealership.

And fucked the whole thing up.

I was never a big picture guy. Sales, working one-to-one, that was my thing. But when I had to run the whole show, I kept sneaking back onto the floor to deal with customers. I wasn’t cut out to manage, so I let others make decisions for me. Bad ones, as it turned out. Let them steal from me, too.

Eventually, I lost it all.

And not just the business, not just our big house that overlooked the sound. I lost my family.

Susanne blamed me for taking my eye off the ball. I blamed her for pushing me into something I wasn’t cut out for.

Syd, somehow, blamed herself. She figured that, if we loved her enough, we’d stay together no matter what. The fact that we didn’t had nothing to do with how much we loved Syd, but she wasn’t buying it.

In Bob, Susanne found what was missing in me. Bob was always reaching for the next rung. Bob figured if he could sell cars, he could start up a dealership, and if he could start up one dealership, why not two, or three?

I never bought Susanne a Corvette when I was going out with her, like Bob did. At least there was some satisfaction when it blew a piston, and she ended up getting rid of it because she hated driving a stick.

On this particular day, I went home, somewhat reluctantly, at six. When you’re on commission, you don’t want to walk out of an open showroom. You know, the moment you leave, someone’ll come in, checkbook in hand, asking for you. But you couldn’t live there. You had to go home some time.

I’d been planning to make spaghetti, but figured, what the hell, I’d order pizza, just like Syd wanted. It’d be a kind of peace offering, a way to make up for the sunglasses thing.

By seven, she had not shown up, or called to let me know she’d be late.

Maybe someone had gone home sick, and she’d had to stay on the front desk for an extra shift. Ordinarily, if she wasn’t going to make it home in time for dinner, she’d call. But I could see her skipping that courtesy today, after what had happened at breakfast.

Still, by eight, when I hadn’t heard from her, I started to worry.

I was standing in the kitchen, watching CNN, getting updated on some earthquake in Asia but not really paying attention, wondering where the hell she was.

Sometimes she got together with Patty or one of her other friends after work, went over to the Post Mall to eat in the food court.

I called her cell. It rang several times before going to message. ‘Give me a call, sweetheart,’ I said. ‘I figured, we’d have pizza after all. Let me know what you want on it.’

I gave it another ten minutes before deciding to find a number for the hotel. I was about to make the call when the phone rang. I grabbed the receiver before I’d checked the ID. ‘Hey,’ I said. ‘You in for pizza or what?’

‘Just hold the anchovies.’ It wasn’t Syd. It was Susanne.

‘Oh,’ I said. ‘Hey.’

‘You’ve got your shorts in a knot.’

I took a breath. ‘What I don’t get is why you don’t. Bob and Evan giving Syd the eyeball? Thinking she should model?’

‘You’ve got it all wrong, Tim,’ Susanne said. ‘They were just being nice.’

‘Did you know when you moved in there with Sydney that Bob was taking his son in? That OK with you?’

‘They’re like brother and sister,’ she said.

‘Give me a break. I remember being nineteen and—’ The line beeped. ‘Look, I gotta go. Later, OK?’

Susanne managed a ‘Yeah’ before hanging up. I went to the other line, said, ‘Hello?’

‘Mr Blake?’ said a woman who was not my daughter.

‘Yes?’

‘Timothy Blake?’

‘Yes?’

‘I’m with Fairfield Windows and Doors and we’re going to be in your area later this—’

I hung up. I found a number for the Just Inn Time, dialed it. I let it ring twenty times before hanging up.

I grabbed my jacket and keys, and drove across town to the hotel, pulled right up under the apron by the front door and went inside for the first time since Syd had started here a couple of weeks ago. Before heading in I scanned the lot for her Civic. I’d seen it the odd time I’d driven by since she’d started, but it wasn’t there tonight. Maybe she’d parked out back.

The glass doors parted before me as I strode into the lobby. As I approached the desk I hoped I would see Syd, but there was a man there instead. A young guy, late twenties maybe, dirty-blond hair, his face cratered by the ravages of acne a decade earlier. ‘May I help you?’ he asked. His nametag read ‘Owen’.

‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘I was just looking for Syd?’

‘I’m sorry. What’s his last name?’

‘It’s a she. Sydney. She’s my daughter.’

‘Do you know what room she’s staying in?’

‘No, no,’ I said, shaking my head. ‘She works here. Right here on the desk, actually. I was expecting her home for dinner, just thought I’d swing by and see if she was going to be working a double or something.’

‘I see,’ said Owen.

‘Her name’s Sydney Blake,’ I said. ‘You must know her.’

Owen shook his head. ‘I don’t think so.’

‘Are you new here?’ I asked.

‘No. Well, yeah.’ He grinned. ‘Six months. I guess that’s new.’

‘Sydney Blake,’ I repeated. ‘She’s been working here two weeks. Seventeen, blond hair.’

Owen shook his head.

‘Maybe they’ve got her working someplace else this week,’ I suggested. ‘Do you have an employee roster or a schedule or something that would tell you where I could find her? Or maybe I could just leave a message?’

‘Could you wait just a moment?’ Owen asked. ‘I’ll get the duty manager.’

Owen slipped through a door behind the front desk, returning a  moment later with a lean, good-looking dark-haired man in his early forties. His nametag read ‘Carter’, and when he spoke I pegged him as from the South, although what state I couldn’t guess.

‘Can I help you?’ he asked.

‘I’m looking for my daughter,’ I said. ‘She works here.’

‘What’s her name?’

‘Sydney Blake,’ I said. ‘Syd.’

‘Sydney Blake?’ he said. ‘Don’t recognize that name, at all.’

I shook my head. ‘She’s only been here a couple of weeks. She’s just working here for the summer.’

Carter was shaking his head, too. ‘I’m sorry.’

I felt my heart beating more quickly. ‘Check your employee list,’ I urged him.

‘I don’t need to be checking any list,’ he said. ‘I know who works here and who doesn’t, and there’s nobody here by that handle.’

‘Hang on,’ I said. I dug out my wallet, fished around in a crevice behind my credit cards, and found a three-year-old high school photo of Sydney. I handed it across the desk.

‘It’s not real recent,’ I said. ‘But that’s her.’

They took turns studying the picture. Owen’s eyebrows popped up briefly, impressed, I guessed, by Sydney’s good looks. Carter handed it back to me.

‘I’m real sorry, Mister—’

‘Blake. Tim Blake.’

‘She might be working at the Howard Johnson’s up the road a bit.’ He tipped his head to the right.

‘No,’ I said. ‘This is where she said she works.’ My mind was racing. ‘Is there a day manager?’

‘That’d be Veronica.’

‘Call her. Call Veronica.’

With great reluctance, Carter placed the call, apologized to the woman on the other end of the line who answered, and handed me the receiver.

I explained my situation to Veronica.

‘Maybe she told you the wrong hotel,’ Veronica said, echoing Carter.

‘No,’ I said firmly.

Veronica asked for my number and promised to call me if she heard anything. And then she hung up.

On the way home, I went through two red lights and nearly hit a guy in a Toyota Yaris. I had my cell in my hand, phoning Syd’s cell and then home, then her cell again.

When I got back to the house, it was empty.

Syd did not come home that night.

Or the next night.

Or the night after that.




ONE

‘We’ve also been looking at the Mazda,’ the woman said. ‘And we took a – Dell, what was it called? The other one we took out for a test drive?’

Her husband said, ‘A Subaru.’

‘That’s right,’ the woman said. ‘A Subaru.’

The woman, whose name was Lorna, and her husband, whose name was Dell, were sitting across the desk from me in the showroom of Riverside Honda. This was the third time they’d been in to see me since I’d come back to work. There comes a point, even when you’re dealing with the worst crisis of your life, when you find yourself not knowing what else to do but fall back into your routine.

Lorna had on the desk, in addition to the folder on the Accord, which was what Lorna and Dell had been talking to me about, folders on the Toyota Camry, the Mazda 6, the Subaru Legacy, the Chevrolet Malibu, the Ford Taurus, the Dodge Avenger, and half a dozen others at the bottom of the stack that I couldn’t see.

‘I notice that the Taurus has 263 horsepower with its standard engine, but the Accord only has 177 horsepower,’ Lorna said.

‘I think you’ll find,’ I said, working hard to stay focused, ‘that the Taurus engine with that horsepower rating is a V6, while the Accord is a four-cylinder. You’ll find it still gives you plenty of pickup, but uses way less gas.’

‘Oh,’ Lorna said, nodding. ‘What are the cylinders, exactly? I know you told me before, but I don’t think I remember.’

Dell shook his head slowly from side to side. That was pretty much all Dell did during these visits. He sat there and let Lorna ask all the questions, do all the talking, unless he was asked something specific, and even then he usually just grunted. He appeared to be losing the will to live. I guessed he’d been sitting across the desk of at  least a dozen sales associates between Bridgeport and New Haven over the last few weeks. I could see it in his face, that he didn’t give a shit what kind of car they got, just so long as they got something.

But Lorna believed they must be responsible shoppers, and that meant checking out every car in the class they were looking at, comparing specs, studying warranties. All of which was a good thing, to a point, but now Lorna had so much information that she didn’t know what to do with it. Lorna thought all this research would help them make an informed decision, but instead it had made it impossible for her to make one at all.

They were in their mid-forties. He was a shoe salesman in the Connecticut Post Mall, and she was a fourth-grade teacher. This was standard teacher behavior. Research your topic, consider all the options, go home and make a chart, car names across the top, features down the side, make check marks in the little boxes.

Lorna asked about the Accord’s rear leg room compared to the Malibu, which might have been an issue if they had kids, or if she’d given any indication they had any friends. Then she was on to the Accord’s trunk space versus the Mazda 6. I really wasn’t listening. Finally, I held up a hand.

‘What car do you like?’ I asked Lorna.

‘Like?’ she said.

My computer monitor was positioned between us, and the whole time Lorna was talking I was moving the mouse around, tapping the keyboard. Lorna assumed I was on the Honda website, calling up data so I could answer her questions.

I wasn’t. I was on findsydneyblake.com. I was looking to see whether there’d been any recent hits on the site, whether anyone had emailed me. One of Sydney’s friends, a computer whiz – actually, any of Syd’s friends was a computer whiz compared to me – by the name of Jeff Bluestein had helped me put together the website, which had all the basic information.

There was a full description of Syd. Age: 17. Date of birth: April 15, 1992. Weight: approximately 115 pounds. Eye color: Blue. Hair: Blond. Height: 5 feet 3 inches.

Date of disappearance: June 29, 2009.

Last seen: Leaving for work from our address on Hill Street.  Might have been spotted in the vicinity of the Just Inn Time hotel, in Milford, Connecticut.

There was also a description of Syd’s silver Civic, complete with license plate number.

Visitors to the website, which Jeff had linked to other sites about runaways and missing teens, were encouraged to call police, or get in touch with me, Tim Blake, directly. I’d gone through as many photos as I could find of Syd, hit up her friends for pictures they had as well, including ones they’d posted on their various Internet sites like Facebook, and plastered them all over findsydneyblake.com. I had hundreds of pictures of Syd going back through all her seventeen years, but I’d only posted ones from the last six months or so.

Wherever Syd might be, it wasn’t with extended family. Susanne’s and my parents were dead, neither of us had siblings, and what few relatives we had out there – an aunt here, an uncle there – we’d put on alert.

‘Of course,’ said Lorna, ‘we’re well aware of the excellent repair records that the Hondas have, and good resale value.’

I’d had two emails the day before, but not about Sydney. They were from other parents. One was from a father in Providence, telling me that his son Kenneth had been missing for a year now, and there wasn’t a moment when he didn’t think about him, wonder where he was, whether he was dead or alive, whether it was something he’d done, as a father, that had driven Kenneth away, or whether his son had met up with the wrong kind of people, that maybe they had—

It wasn’t helpful.

The second was from a woman outside Albany who’d stumbled on the site and told me she was praying for my daughter and for me, that I should put my faith in God if I wanted Sydney to come home safely, that it would be through God that I’d find the strength to get through this.

I deleted both emails without replying.

‘But the Toyotas have good resale value as well,’ Lorna said. ‘I was looking in Consumer Reports, where they have these little charts with all the red dots on them? Have you noticed those? Well, there are lots of red dots if the cars have good repair records, but if the cars don’t have good repair records there are lots of black dots,  so you can tell at a glance whether it’s a good car or not by how many red or black dots are on the chart? Have you seen those?’

I checked to see whether there were any messages now. The thing was, I had already checked for messages three times since Lorna and Dell had sat down across from me. When I was at my desk, I checked about every three minutes. At least twice a day I phoned Milford police detective Kip Jennings – I’d never met a Kip before, and hadn’t expected that when I finally did it would be a woman – to see what progress she was making. She’d been assigned Sydney’s case, although I was starting to think ‘assigned’ was defined as ‘the detective who has the case in the back of his or her desk drawer’.

In the time that Lorna had been going on about Consumer Reports recommendations, a message had dropped into my inbox. I clicked on it and learned that there was a problem with my CitiBank account and if I didn’t immediately confirm all my personal financial details it would be suspended, which was kind of curious considering that I did not have a CitiBank account and never had.

‘Jesus Christ,’ I said aloud. The site had only been up for three weeks – Jeff got it up and running within days of Syd’s disappearance – and already the spammers had found it.

‘Excuse me?’ Lorna said.

I glanced at her. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘Just something on my screen there. You were saying, about the red dots.’

‘Were you even listening to me?’ she asked.

‘Absolutely,’ I said.

‘Have you been looking at some dirty website all this time?’ Dell’s eyebrows went up. If there was porn on my screen, he wanted a peek.

‘They don’t allow that when we’re with customers,’ I said.

‘I just don’t want us to make a mistake,’ Lorna said. ‘We usually keep our cars for seven to ten years and that’s a long time to have a car if it turns out to be a lemon.’

‘Honda doesn’t make lemons,’ I assured her.

I needed to sell a car. I hadn’t made a sale since Syd went missing. The first week I didn’t come into work. It wasn’t like I was home, sick with worry. I was out eighteen hours a day, driving the streets, hitting every mall and plaza and drop-in shelter in Milford and  Stratford. Before long, I’d broadened the search to include Bridgeport and New Haven. I showed Syd’s picture to anyone who’d look at it. I called every friend I could ever recall her mentioning.

I went back to the Just Inn Time, trying to figure out where the hell Syd was actually going every day when I’d believed she was heading into the hotel.

I’d had very little sleep in the twenty-four days since I’d last seen her.

‘You know what I think we’re going to do?’ Lorna said, scooping the pamphlets off the desk and shoving them into her oversized purse. ‘I think we should take one more look at the Nissan.’

‘Why don’t you do that?’ I said. ‘They make a very good car.’

I got to my feet as Lorna and Dell stood. Just then, my phone rang. I glanced at it, recognized the number on the call display, let it go to message, although this particular caller might not choose to leave yet another one.

‘Oh,’ said Lorna, putting something she’d been holding in her hand onto my desk. It was a set of car keys. ‘When we were sitting in that Civic over there,’ she pointed across the showroom, ‘I noticed someone had left these in the cup holder.’

She did this every time she came. She’d get in a car, discover the keys, scoop them up and deliver them to me. I’d given up explaining to her it was a fire safety thing, that we left the keys in the showroom cars so that if there were a fire, we could get them out in a hurry, time permitting.

‘How thoughtful,’ I said. ‘I’ll put these away someplace safe.’

‘You wouldn’t want anyone driving a car right out of the showroom, now would you?’ she laughed.

Dell looked as though he’d be happy if the huge Odyssey minivan in the center of the floor ran him over.

‘Well, we might be back,’ Lorna said.

‘I’ve no doubt,’ I said. I wasn’t in a hurry to deal with her again, so I said, ‘Just to be sure, you might want to check out the Mitsubishi dealer. And have you seen the new Saturns?’

‘No,’ Lorna said, suddenly alarmed that she might have overlooked something. ‘That first one? What was it?’

‘Mitsubishi.’

Dell was giving me dagger eyes. I didn’t care. Let Lorna torment  some other salespeople for a while. Under normal conditions, I’d have tolerated her indecision. But I hadn’t been myself since Syd went missing.

A few seconds after they’d left the showroom my desk phone trilled. No reason to get excited. It was an inside line.

I picked up. ‘Tim here.’

‘Got a second?’

‘Sure,’ I said, and replaced the receiver.

I walked over to the other side of the showroom, winding my way through a display that included a Civic, the Odyssey, a Pilot, and a boxy green Element with the suicide rear doors.

I’d been summoned to the office of Laura Cantrell, sales manager. Mid-forties with the body of a twenty-five-year-old, twice married, single for four years, brown hair, white teeth, very red lips. She drove a silver S2000, the limited production two-seater Honda sports car that we sold, maybe, a dozen of a year.

‘Hey, Tim, sit down,’ she said, not getting up from behind her desk. Since she had an actual office, and not a cubicle, like the lowly sales staff, I was able to close her door as she’d asked.

I sat down without saying anything. I wasn’t much into small talk these days.

‘So how’s it going?’ Laura asked.

I nodded. ‘OK.’

She nodded her head in the direction of the parking lot, where Lorna and Dell were at this moment getting into their eight-year-old Buick. ‘Still can’t make up their minds?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘You know the story about the donkey standing between two bales of hay that starves because he can’t decide which one to eat first?’

Laura wasn’t interested in fables. ‘We have a good product. Why can’t you close this one?’

‘They’ll be back,’ I said resignedly.

Laura leaned back in her swivel chair, folded her arms below her breasts. ‘So, Tim, any news?’

I knew she was asking about Syd. ‘No,’ I said.

She shook her head sympathetically. ‘God, it must be rough.’

‘It’s hard,’ I said.

‘Did I ever tell you I was a runaway myself once?’ she asked.

‘Yes,’ I said.

‘I was sixteen, and my parents were ragging on me about everything. School, my boyfriends, staying out late, you name it, they had a list. So I thought, screw it, I’m outta here, and I took off with this boy named Martin, hitched around the country, saw America, you know?’

‘Your parents must have been worried sick.’

Laura Cantrell offered up a ‘who cares’ shrug.

‘The point is,’ she said, ‘I was fine. I just needed to find out who I was. Get out from under their thumb. Be my own self. Fly solo, you know? At the end of the day, that’s what matters. Independence.’

I didn’t say anything.

‘Look,’ she said, leaning forward now, resting her elbows on the desk. I got a whiff of perfume. Expensive, I bet. ‘Everyone around here is pulling for you. We really are. We can’t imagine what it’s like, going through what you’re going through. Unimaginable. We all want Cindy to come home today.’

‘Sydney,’ I said.

‘But the thing is, you have to go on, right? You can’t worry about what you don’t know. Chances are, your daughter’s fine. Safe and sound. If you’re lucky, she’s taken along a boyfriend like I did. I know that might not be what you want to hear, but the fact is, if she’s got a young man with her, already she’s a hell of a lot safer. And don’t even worry about the sex thing. Girls today, they’re much savvier about that stuff. They know the score, they know everything about birth control. A hell of a lot more than we did in our day. Well, I was pretty knowledgeable, but most of them, they didn’t have a clue.’

If I’d thought any of this was worth a comment, I might have said something.

‘Anyway,’ Laura said, ‘what I’m working up to, Tim, is you’re going to come in this month at the bottom of the board. I mean, unless there’s some sort of miracle in the last week of the month. It’s already the . . .’ She glanced at the wall calendar that showed a Honda Pilot driving over a mount of dirt. ‘It’s July twenty-third. That’s too late to pull one out of the hat. You haven’t sold a car yet this month. You know how it works around here. At the end of  the day, it’s all about selling cars. Two months at the bottom of the board and you’re out.’

‘I know how it works,’ I said. She’d only said ‘at the end of the day’ twice in this conversation. Most chats, regardless of duration, she managed to get it in three times.

‘And believe me, we’re taking into account your situation. I think, honestly, it would take three months at the bottom of the board before you’d be cut loose. I want to be fair here.’

‘Sure,’ I said.

‘The thing is, Tim, you’re taking up a desk. And if you can’t sell cars from it, I have to put someone in there who can. If you were sitting where I am you’d be saying the same thing.’

‘I’ve been here five years,’ I said. Ever since the bankruptcy, I thought, but didn’t say aloud. ‘I’ve been one of the top – if not the top – salesman for all of them.’

‘And don’t think we don’t know that,’ she said. ‘So listen, I’m glad we had this chat, you take care, good luck with your daughter, and why don’t you give that couple a call, tell them we can throw in a set of mudguards or something? Pinstriping, hell, you know how this works. At the end of the day, if they think they’re getting something for nothing, they’re happy.’

Bingo.




TWO

I didn’t turn off onto Bridgeport Avenue on the way back from work. I usually got off Route 1 there, went half a mile up to Clark, hung a left and drove over the narrow bridge that spans the commuter tracks, hung a left onto Hill, where I’d lived the last five years after Susanne and I sold our mini-mansion, paid off what debts we could with the proceeds, and got much smaller places of our own.

But I kept going up the road until I had reached the Just Inn Time on the right, turned into the lot and parked. I sat in the car a moment, not sure whether to get out, knowing that I would. Why should today be any different than every other day since Syd vanished?

I got out of my CR-V. I got to drive this little crossover vehicle for free, but if and when Laura canned me I’d be on my own for wheels. Even though it was after six, it was still pretty hot out. You could see waves of humidity coming off the pavement just before Route 1 went under 95 a little further to the east.

I stood in the lot and scanned as far as I could see in all directions. The HoJo’s was up the street, and beyond that the ramp coming down from the interstate. An old movie theater complex a stone’s throw to the west. Hadn’t we taken Sydney there to see Toy Story 2 when she was seven or eight? For a birthday party? I recalled trying to corral a pack of kids into one row, the whole kittens-in-a-basket thing. The hotel was just down from where the road forked, Route 1 to the north, Cherry Street angling off to the southwest. Across Cherry, the Kings Highway Cemetery.

There were a couple dozen other businesses that, if I couldn’t actually see from standing in the lot here, I could see the signs for them. A video store, a clock repair shop, a fish and chip takeout place, a florist, a Christian bookstore, a butcher’s, a hair salon, a children’s clothing store, an adult book and DVD shop.

They were all within walking distance of the hotel. If Syd had left the car parked here every day, she could have been to any of these businesses in just a few minutes.

I’d been into almost all of them at some point since she’d gone missing, showing her picture, asking if anyone had seen her. But stores had different staff working in them depending on the day and time, so it made sense to make the rounds more than once.

Of course, Syd didn’t have to be working secretly at any of those outfits. Someone else with a car could have been meeting her every day in this lot, taking her God knows where from nine to five.

But if she had been working at one of these businesses within eyeshot of the hotel, why didn’t she want her mother or me to know? Why would we care if she worked at a clock repair place, or a butcher’s, or a—

An adult book and video shop.

My first time along that business strip, it was the one store I hadn’t been in. No way, I told myself. No matter what Syd was doing, no matter what she might be keeping from us, there was no way she’d been working there.

Not a chance.

I was actually shaking my head back and forth, muttering the words ‘no way’ under my breath as I leaned up against my car, when I heard someone say, ‘Mr Blake?’

I glanced to my left. There was a woman standing there. Blue jacket and matching skirt, sensible shoes, a Just Inn Time badge pinned to her lapel. She had some years on me, but not many. Mid-forties I guessed, with black hair and dark brown eyes. Her corporate uniform wasn’t sufficiently dowdy to hide what was still an impressive figure.

‘Veronica,’ I said. Veronica Harp, the manager I’d spoken to on the phone the night Sydney disappeared, and seen a number of times since. ‘How are you?’

‘I’m fine, Mr Blake.’ She paused, knowing that politeness called for her to ask the same, but she knew what my answer would be. ‘And you?’

I shrugged. ‘You must get sick of seeing me around here.’

She smiled awkwardly, not wanting to agree. ‘I understand.’

‘I’m going to have to go back to all those places,’ I said, thinking  out loud. Veronica didn’t say anything. ‘I keep thinking she must have been going to a place she could see from here.’

‘I suppose,’ she said. She stood there another moment, and I could tell from her body language she was struggling with whether to say something else, or go back into the hotel and leave me be. Then, ‘Would you like a coffee?’

‘That’s OK.’

‘Really. Why don’t you come in? It’s cooler.’

I walked with her across the lot toward the hotel. There wasn’t much in the way of landscaping. The grass was brown, an anthill spilled out, volcano-like, between two concrete walkway slabs, and the bulb shrubs needed trimming. I glanced up, saw the security cameras mounted at regular intervals, and made a disapproving snort under my breath. The glass front doors parted automatically as we approached.

She led me to the dining area just off from the lobby. Not a restaurant, exactly, but a self-serve station where the hotel put things out for breakfast. Single-serving cereal containers, fruit, muffins and donuts, coffee and juice. That was the deal here. Stay for the night, help yourself to breakfast in the morning. If you could stuff enough muffins into your pocket you were good for lunch.

A petite woman in black slacks and a white blouse was wiping down the counter, restocking a basket with cream containers. I couldn’t pinpoint her enthnicity, but she looked Thai or Vietnamese. From southeast Asia, I guessed. Late twenties, early thirties.

I smiled and said hello as I reached for a takeout coffee cup. She shifted politely out of my way.

‘Morning, Cantana,’ Veronica said to her.

Cantana nodded.

‘I think the cereals will need restocking before breakfast,’ Veronica said. Cantana replenished the baskets from under the counter, where there were hundreds of individual cereal servings in peel-top containers.

I filled my takeout cup, handed an empty one to Veronica. She sat down at a table and held out her hand to the vacant chair across from her.

‘Just tell me if I asked you this already,’ she said, ‘but you did ask at the Howard Johnson’s?’

‘Not just at the desk,’ I said. ‘I showed her picture to the cleaning staff, too.’

Veronica shook her head. ‘Aren’t the police doing anything?’

‘As far as they’re concerned, she’s just another runaway. There’s no actual evidence of any . . . you know. There’s nothing to suggest anything has actually happened to her.’

Veronica frowned. ‘Yeah, but, if they don’t know where she is, how can they—’

‘I know,’ I said.

Veronica sipped her coffee, then asked, ‘You don’t have other family to help you look? I never see you here with anyone.’

‘My wife – my ex-wife – has been working the phones. She hurt herself a while back, she can’t walk without crutches—’

‘What happened?’

‘An accident, she was doing that thing where you’re hooked up to a kite behind a boat?’

‘Oh, I would never do that.’

‘Yeah, well, that’s cause you’re smart. But she’s doing what she can, even so. Making calls, looking on the net. She’s torn up about this just like I am.’ And that was the truth.

‘How long have you been divorced?’

‘Five years,’ I said. ‘Since Syd was twelve.’

‘Is your ex-wife remarried?’

‘She has a boyfriend.’ I paused. ‘You know those commercials for Bob’s Motors? That guy yelling at the camera?’

‘Oh my, that’s him? That’s her boyfriend?’

I nodded.

‘I always hit the mute when that comes on,’ she said. That made me smile. First time in a while. ‘You don’t like him,’ she said.

‘I’d like to mute him in person,’ I said.

Veronica hesitated, then asked, ‘So you haven’t remarried or anything.’

‘No.’

‘I can’t see someone like you being single forever.’

I’d been seeing a woman occasionally before Syd disappeared. But even if my life hadn’t been turned upside down in the last few weeks, that relationship’s days had been numbered. Spectacular in  the sack can trump needy and loony for a week or two, but after that, the head starts to take over and decides enough is enough.

‘You think it’s possible,’ I said, ‘my daughter was meeting someone here? Not working here formally, but, I don’t know, doing something off the books? Because I think she was getting paid in cash.’

I’d taken one of my many pics of Syd from my pocket, put it on the table, just to look at her.

‘I’m going to be honest with you here,’ Veronica said.

‘Yes?’

‘Sometimes,’ and she lowered her voice slightly, ‘we don’t do everything on the up and up here.’

I leaned in slightly. ‘What do you mean?’

‘What I mean is, a lot of times, that’s what we do. We pay the help under the table. Not everything, of course. But here and there, saves us a bit with the taxman, you know?’

‘Sure.’

‘But what I’m saying is, even if your daughter’d been here, getting paid in cash, and that could end up biting us in the ass, pardon my French, I’d tell you, because no parent should go through that, not knowing what’s happened to his child.’

I nodded, looked down at Syd’s face.

‘She’s very beautiful.’

‘Thank you.’

‘She has beautiful hair. She looks a little bit . . . Norwegian?’

‘From her mother’s side,’ I said. My mind wandered. ‘Too bad your cameras don’t work. If Syd had ever met someone in your lot . . .’

Veronica hung her head, embarrassed. ‘I know. What can I say. We have the cameras mounted so people will think there’s surveillance, but they’re not hooked up to anything. Maybe, if we were part of a larger chain . . .’

I nodded, picked up Syd’s picture and slipped it back into my jacket.

‘May I show you a picture?’ Veronica asked.

I said of course.

She went into her purse and pulled out a computer printout  snapshot of a boy, no more than six months old, wearing a Thomas the Tank Engine shirt.

‘What’s his name?’

‘Lars.’

‘That’s different. What made you choose that?’

‘I didn’t,’ she said. ‘My daughter did. It’s her husband’s father’s name.’ She gave me a second to let it sink in. ‘This is my grandson.’

I was momentarily speechless. ‘I’m sorry, I thought—’

‘Aren’t you adorable,’ Veronica Harp said. ‘I had Gwen when I was only seventeen. I don’t look so bad for a grandmother, do I?’

I had pulled myself together. ‘No, you don’t,’ I said.

Pregnant at seventeen.

‘Thank you for the coffee,’ I said.

Veronica Harp put the baby picture away. ‘I just know you’ll find her, that everything will be OK.’

 



We are renting a place on Cape Cod, right on the beach. Sydney’s five years old. She’s been to the beach in Milford, but it can’t compare to this one that seems to go forever. Sydney is mesmerized upon first seeing it. But she soon gets over her wonderment and is running down to the water’s edge, getting her feet wet, scurrying back to Susanne and me, giggling and shrieking.

After a while, we think she’s had enough sun, and we suggest going back to the small beach house – not much more than a shack, really – for sandwiches. We are trudging along, the sand shifting beneath our feet, trying to keep up with Syd, pointing at her tiny footprints in the sand.

Some kids are coming through the tall grass. One of them has a dog on a lead. Sydney crosses in front of the animal just as its snout emerges from between the grass. It’s not one of your traditionally mean-looking dogs. It’s some kind of oversized poodle with short-cropped black fur, and when it sees Sydney it suddenly bares its teeth and snarls.

Sydney shrieks, drops her plastic pail and shovel, and starts running. The dog bolts forward to go after her, but the kid, thank God, has a tight grip on the leash. Sydney runs for the beach house, reaches up for the handle to the screen door, and disappears, the door slamming behind her.

Susanne and I run the rest of the way, not making the kind of speed we want because the sand won’t allow us a good purchase. I’m in the door first, calling out, ‘Sydney! Sydney!’

She doesn’t call back.

We frantically search the house, finally finding her in a makeshift closet – instead of a door, there is a curtain to hide what’s stored inside. She is crouched down, her face pressed into her knees so she can’t see what’s happening around her.

I scoop her into my arms and tell her everything is OK. Susanne squeezes into the closet and puts her arms around both of us, telling Sydney that the dog is gone, that she’s safe.

Later, Susanne asks her why she ran into the beach house, instead of back to us.

‘I thought he might get you guys too,’ she says.

 



I sat in the car, parked out front of the adult entertainment store, XXX Delights, which had a florist shop on one side and the clock repair place on the other. The windows were opaque to protect passersby from having to see any of the merchandise. But the words painted on the glass in foot-high letters left no doubt as to what was being offered. ‘XXX’ and ‘ADULT’ and ‘EROTICA’ and ‘MOVIES’ and ‘TOYS’.

Nothing from Fisher-Price, I was guessing.

I watched men heading in and out. Clutching items in brown wrappers as they scurried back to their cars. Was there really a need for any of this these days? Couldn’t this all be had online? Did these guys have to skulk about with their collars turned up, baseball hats pulled down, cheap sunglasses hiding their eyes? For crying out loud, go home and make out with your laptops.

I was about to go in when a heavyset, balding man strode past the florist and turned into XXX Delights.

‘Shit,’ I said.

It was Bert, who worked in the service department at Riverside Honda. Married, so far as I knew, with kids now in their twenties. I wasn’t going in while he was there. I didn’t want to have to explain what I was doing there, and I didn’t want him to have to explain what he was doing there.

Five minutes later he emerged with his purchase, got into an old Accord, and drove off.

I was actually grateful for the delay. I’d been steeling myself to enter the place, not because of the kind of business it was, but because I couldn’t imagine Sydney having a connection to it.

‘This is a waste of time,’ I said under my breath as I got out of the car, crossed the lot, and went inside.

The place was brilliantly lit with hundreds of overhead fluorescent tubes, making it easy to see the covers of the hundreds of DVDs displayed on racks throughout the store. A quick glance indicated that no niche market, no remotely obscure predilection, had been ignored. In addition to movies and magazines, the store carried a wide assortment of paraphernalia, from fur-lined handcuffs to life-size – if not entirely lifelike – female dolls. They were slightly more realistic than the blow-up variety, but still not take-home-to-meet-the-folks quality. Only a few steps from the entrance, surveying the empire from a raised platform like a pharmacist at the back of a drug store, was the proprietor, an overweight woman with stringy hair reading a tattered paperback copy of Atlas Shrugged.

I stopped in front of her, looked up, cleared my throat, and said, ‘Excuse me.’

She lay the book down, open, and said, ‘Yeah.’

‘I wonder if you could help me,’ I said.

‘Sure,’ she said. When I didn’t speak up right away, she said, ‘Go ahead, tell me what you’re looking for, I’ve heard everything, and I don’t give a shit.’

I handed her a picture of Sydney. ‘You ever seen this girl?’

She took the pic, glanced at it, handed it back. ‘If you know her name I can put it into the computer and see what movies she’s been in.’

‘Not in a movie. Have you ever seen her here, in this store, or even in the area? Going back about three weeks?’

‘We don’t have a lot of girl customers,’ she said flatly.

‘I know, I’m probably wasting my time—’

‘And mine,’ she said, her hand on the book.

‘But if you wouldn’t mind taking another look.’

She sighed, lifted her hand off the book and took the picture a second time. ‘So who is she?’

‘Sydney Blake,’ I said. ‘She’s my daughter.’

‘And you think she might have been hanging around here?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘But if I only look in the places where I think she might have been, I might not ever find her.’

She studied the picture for two seconds and handed it back. ‘Sorry.’

‘You’re sure?’

She looked exasperated. ‘You need help with anything else?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘Thanks anyway.’ I let her get back to Ayn Rand.

As I stepped out, a thin, white-haired woman was locking up the flower shop. A young man, mid-twenties, was obediently standing by her, like a dog waiting to be told what to do. The woman looked my way briefly but turned her head before we could make eye contact. You didn’t want to be making eye contact with men coming out of XXX Delights.

‘So we’ll see you in the morning,’ the woman said to the man.

‘Yup,’ he said.

I’d talked to this woman before, shown her Syd’s picture, maybe a week ago. She’d actually taken the time to study the photo, and seemed genuinely sorry when she wasn’t able to help me.

‘Hello,’ I said.

She didn’t turn my way, although I was sure she heard me. ‘Hello,’ I said again. ‘We spoke last week?’ I didn’t have to struggle hard for a name. The sign in the window said ‘Shaw Flowers’. I said, ‘Mrs Shaw?’

I took a couple of steps toward her and she turned warily. But when she saw in my hand the photo the woman in the porn shop had returned to me, she seemed to relax.

‘Oh, I remember you,’ Mrs Shaw said.

I nodded my head toward the store I’d just come from. ‘Still asking around.’

‘Oh my,’ she said. ‘You didn’t find your daughter there, did you?’

‘No,’ I said.

‘Well, that’s good,’ Mrs Shaw said.

Like finding Syd there would be worse than never finding her at all.

‘Hi,’ I said to the young man standing next to her.

At first, I’d put him in his mid-twenties, but now I wasn’t sure. There was a boyishness about him, his skin soft and milky white, his short black hair cut perfectly, as though he’d just jumped out of a barber’s chair. He had the kind of looks that would make people think, even when he was in his forties, that he’d just finished school.  He was slim, and stood a full head taller than Mrs Shaw, and his eyes always seemed to be moving.

‘Ian, say hello,’ she said, like she was talking to a six-year-old.

‘Hello,’ he said.

I nodded. ‘You work here?’ I asked him. ‘Because I don’t remember you when I was here the last time.’

He nodded.

‘Ian’s out on deliveries all day,’ Mrs Shaw said, pointing to a blue Toyota Sienna minivan parked near my CR-V. ‘Shaw Flowers’ was stenciled on the rear door windows. ‘Remember my telling you?’ she said to Ian. ‘About the man who came by looking for his daughter?’

He shook his head. ‘I don’t remember. You didn’t tell me.’

‘Of course I did. Oh, you never listen.’ She smiled at me, rolled her eyes and said, ‘He’s always off somewhere else even when he’s there. Or he’s got those little wires in his ears.’

Ian looked down and away.

‘You should show Ian her picture,’ Mrs Shaw said. ‘He lives right here. He’s taken the apartment behind the store.’

A man went into the porn shop and Mrs Shaw scowled. ‘We were here long before them,’ she said to me quietly. ‘But I’ll be damned if I’m going to move my shop. We tried a petition before to get rid of them and it looks like we’re going to have to do it again.’

I handed the picture to Ian. ‘Her name’s Sydney.’

He took the shot, barely glanced at, handed it back and shook his head. ‘I don’t know her,’ he said.

‘But have you ever seen her around?’ I asked.

‘No,’ he said. Abruptly, he gave Mrs Shaw a light hug and an air kiss and said, ‘I’ll see you tomorrow.’

Then he walked around the corner of the building and disappeared.

 



There was someone waiting for me when I pulled into the driveway.

Susanne and Bob were sitting in his black Hummer. Both front doors opened when I pulled up. As I was putting my car in park and unbuckling my seatbelt, Susanne was coming up around the back. Last time I’d seen her she’d been on crutches, and now she was  using a cane, grasped firmly in her right hand. She wasn’t moving a whole lot faster, but she did manage to plant herself by my door as I got out.

I wondered whether I should get ready to defend myself. The first time I saw Susanne after Syd had vanished, she and Bob had driven over from Stratford and she’d strode up to me on her crutches and balanced herself long enough to slap me across the face, shouting: ‘It’s all your fault! You were supposed to be looking after her!’

And I took it, because it was an opinion I shared.

Not much had changed since then, at least from my point of view. I still felt responsible. Still felt it was my fault Syd had slipped away from me, on my watch. There had to have been signals I’d missed. Surely, if I’d been paying better attention, things never would have gotten to this point.

Even though I still felt that way, I wasn’t in the mood today for an attack. So as I got out of the car, I braced myself.

But she wasn’t raising a hand to me. She had both arms extended, cane dangling, and there were tears running down her cheeks. She fell into me, slipped her arms around me as Bob watched.

‘What is it, Suze?’ I asked. ‘What’s going on?’

‘Something’s happened,’ she said.




THREE

‘What?’ I asked her. ‘What’s happened?’

Bob Janigan stepped forward, caught my eye and said, ‘It’s nothing really. I told her not to—’

I held up a hand. I wasn’t interested in what Bob had to say, at least not yet. ‘What’s happened?’ I asked Susanne again. ‘You’ve heard from Syd? Has she gotten in touch? Is she OK?’

Susanne pulled away from me and shook her head. This was it, I told myself. Susanne’s heard something. She’s heard something bad.

‘No,’ she said. ‘I haven’t heard anything.’

‘What is it, then?’

‘We’re being watched,’ she said. I glanced at Bob, who shook his head back and forth in small increments.

‘Who’s watching you? Where? When did this happen?’

‘A few times,’ she said. ‘They’re in a van. Watching the house.’

I look at Bob again. ‘Your house, or Susanne’s house?’

‘Mine,’ he said, clearing his throat. Susanne’s house was sitting empty, and I knew she was on the verge of putting it on the market, waiting to see how things worked out with Bob. The three of us checked the house regularly, on the chance Syd might be hiding out there, but there was no evidence she’d as much as popped in.

Bob said, ‘Suze thinks some guy’s been keeping an eye on the place.’

Even in the midst of all that we were dealing with, it rankled that Bob used the same diminutive for Susanne I always had. Would it kill him to call her Sue, or Susie? But I tried to stay focused.

‘What guy?’ I asked. ‘Who is it?’

‘I don’t know,’ Susanne said. ‘I couldn’t get a look at him. It was night, and the windows were tinted. Why would someone be watching us?’

‘Have you seen him?’ I asked Bob.

He let out a long sigh. He’s a tall guy, better looking in person than in his commercials, where he goes for an ‘everyman’ kind of look in khakis and short sleeves and slicked-back hair, what there was of it. But in person, he’s all designer. Little polo players stitched to his shirts, perfectly creased slacks, expensive loafers without socks. If it were a little cooler he’d have a sweater tied around his neck, yuppie-style.

‘I’ve seen a van,’ he admitted. ‘But it was halfway down the block. It’s been there two, maybe three times over the last couple of weeks. I think there’s usually been someone in it, but it’s kind of hard to tell.’
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His daughter’s gone missing. And
that's just the beginning.

LINWOOD BARCLAY






