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            Prologue

          

          DAY FIVE: THURSDAY

        

      

    

    
      All she could think about were the leaves under her feet and her shaking hand. The leaves were making low crunching noises that went off like bombs in the dead-silent forest.

      It was so dark that a part of her insisted something had happened to her eyes—the stress and terror had overloaded a neural circuit in her brain and she’d gone blind.

      But then everything lightened almost imperceptibly. Her eyes began to adjust as the enamel-white moon glanced out impassively from behind remnants of rain clouds. There was no controlling her hyperventilation. Her quick, panting breaths boomeranged through the innumerable, endless trees, the air slathered with their thick, sweet pine smell.

      Her vision started to tease out shadow from shadow, black from black, until a form took shape against the deep abyss of night. A solid silhouette on the ground, jerking back and forth. For a moment, she imagined it was an animal of some kind, rooting in the dirt, foraging for berries, or digging up a decaying body with its knife-sharp claws.

      It was an animal, all right—the most dangerous kind.

      When the black shape moved again, her heart accelerated to a pace she thought impossible to maintain, and her hand shook so violently that she clamped her trembling wrist with her other hand.

      She raised the gun and said, “Where’s Jules?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          DAY ONE: SUNDAY

        

      

    

    
      The night Jules went missing in the Hudson Valley, the train was only seven minutes away.

      “I have to use the loo,” she said.

      “Babe, the train will be here any second,” Bryn said.

      “Minutes,” Jules corrected, pointing at the digital timetable. She hiked her red saddle leather bag onto her shoulder, giving off leaving energy. “Seven minutes to be precise.” 

      “Just use the loo on the train.” 

      Jules came home from her senior year abroad rather pretentiously using the British slang term for bathroom. Bryn, wanting to sound just like her, had adopted it, and they’d both been using it in the twelve years since.

      “Ugh, no.” Jules crinkled her nose. “They’re always so nasty and reek. I can’t stick my face into that.” 

      “Your face?”

      “Babe, I can’t talk anymore. Just stay right here. I’ll be right back. I swear I’ll make the train.” She popped off the wooden bench and briskly headed down the platform.

      “The next one isn’t for an hour!” Bryn called at her retreating back.

      Jules waved one hand behind her, shimmied around a cluster of people, and vanished into the doors of the station.

      Unbelievable. 

      What did she mean by she couldn’t stick her face into the toilet? This hinted she wasn’t feeling well, but she’d shown no sign of illness during the long day. 

      They’d leaf-peeped through a thousand-acre state park, taking obligatory photos of the spectacular fall foliage, resplendent with blazing crimsons and shining golds. They’d ambled in and out of Main Street’s hip galleries and artisan boutiques. Neither had bought anything. Bryn, because she had no money to spare. Jules because—who knew why. Maybe because she had everything.

      The day had been unseasonably warm. As the temperature climbed, Jules had tied her black cardigan around her trim waist, leaving her in a fitted tee and tan flared corduroys with exposed front pockets. Paired with the vintage Hermès silk scarf Bryn had given her, she looked refined and chic despite the outfit being very simple. It was her superpower.

      Bryn couldn’t remember a time when her cousin—and best friend—wasn’t the most put together, most stylish, most whatever person in the room. And with her iridescent blue-green eyes and tousled buttery blonde hair, she was usually the most attractive person in the room, too.  Her eyelashes were invisible and, from certain angles, her overbite was apparent. But these little imperfections enhanced the whole, gave her a face that was unique and captivating, rather than just pretty.

      Bryn’s foot began to jiggle as the time table showed the train was four minutes away. She fixed on the station’s double doors, willing her cousin to walk back through them. The people on the platform were breeding, the atmosphere’s energy intensifying. 

      Bryn stood, eyes plastered on the doors, picturing Jules sailing through them, urgent but not panicked. It was nothing Bryn would attempt, squeaking through a sliver of time to catch a train, but it wouldn’t faze Jules. She had that air of expecting things to work out for her. And they did.

      One damn minute. One! Unconsciously contorting her fingers, Bryn watched as more last-minute types scrambled through the doors—and none of them were Jules. A small moan escaped her lips as the twenty-ton, red-and-blue steel tube appeared like a leviathan in the distance, gliding rapidly down the tracks, accompanied by its shrill whaaaa whistle.

      Jules was nowhere to be seen.
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        * * *

      

       

      Bryn pulled the handle to what appeared to be a restroom, but the door didn’t budge.

      “Baaabe?!” she called, rapping on the wood. She tried not to sound aggravated should Jules be inside puking. “The train left. I didn’t want to get on if you’re sick.”

      Bryn was not happy about having to catch the next train, a local. It would stop at every blip of a town on the Hudson line all the way back to Grand Central. Add in the knotty weekend subway ride to Brooklyn (a car service would be beyond her budget), and she wouldn’t get into bed until around eleven, and be lucky to fall asleep around midnight.

      “Are you okay?” she called into the door, then pressed her ear as close as she could get to the wood without touching it.

      No sound.

      Bryn exhumed a mini bottle of sanitizer from her backpack, shook the clear gel into her palm, and rubbed it into where her skin had touched the door with the little generic person shape on it. She doubted this bathroom was any cleaner than the one on the train.

      A weary-looking older man in Army-green overalls came along pushing a mop bucket of mud-colored water.

      “Excuse me,” Bryn said. “This is the bathroom, right?”

      “Yep, but it closes at six.”

      Typical New York. If a public bathroom wasn’t gruesome enough to send you screaming into the night, then it was shackled up like bullion was stored inside.

      “But it’s five to six,” Bryn said, checking her phone.

      He passed her a What do you want from me? look and continued on his way. No further explanation. No offer to open the door or to find someone who could open the door. If Jules had questioned him, the man would have provided a satisfactory answer. Also likely produced a key and unlocked the door. 

      You need to use the lavatory, pretty lady? No problem, I got the key right here. Anything else I can do for you?

      Bryn knocked again. “Jules, you in there? Can you hear me?”

      She dialed her cousin even though she knew Jules’ phone was dead, her battery drained from uploading pictures of foliage to her social media. Because her cousin had lost access to the credit card stored inside, Bryn had paid for the meal they’d had at a winsome cafe before heading to the train station.

      “Babe, where are you?” she said into Jules’ voicemail, struggling to curb her tone, in case her cousin was ill. “If you find a place to charge your phone, call me, okay? We’ve missed the train. I really have to catch the next one, but I want to know you’re alright.”

      Bryn wandered through the rapidly darkening, nearly-empty station. A few stragglers were reading the digital timetable, but most people had grabbed the express. She descended the glass-walled stairwell and stared out into the parking lot. Because it was Sunday, the lot was only about a quarter full.

      Perhaps Jules had ducked in between vehicles for privacy so she could throw up. It would be like her to not admit she was sick—that would denote weakness in her mind. Could she have caught E. coli from something on the charcuterie board they’d shared—the salami, the olives, the cheese? Was Bryn next? 

      “Juuuuules!” she hollered, directing her phone’s flashlight into the shadowy gaps between vehicles. She was about to turn off her phone’s light when a small, dark mound on the pavement caught her eye. 

      She slowly approached the heap, shining her light on top of it. She crouched to the pavement and picked it up. 

      Jules’ scarf. 

      It was Hermès, black raw silk dotted with little white stars. A couple of years ago, Bryn had gifted the accessory on Jules’ publish day, along with a card that read, “To my cousin, best friend, and future publishing star.” 

      She hadn’t really imagined Jules would be a future publishing star. Bryn had been a reporter for seven years and had known several journalists who’d netted book deals. All of the books had disappeared without a trace. 

      But the sales of Jules’ debut novel, The Suburban Aristocrats, had increased little by little until it hit the top of The New York Times bestseller list. There wasn’t much that Jules didn’t pursue that she didn’t obtain with shockingly small effort.

      Bryn cast around the parking lot with renewed intensity. “Jules!” she called, near-panic lacing her tone. Clutching the scarf, she paced around a row of vehicles. Jules must have dropped the scarf on her way out of the parking lot, not into it, because Bryn was almost certain she’d seen it wrapped around Jules’ neck as they sat waiting for the train. For sure, she’d had it on all day, so she wouldn’t have dropped it when they came out of the station in the morning.

      Bryn was reluctant to commit to heading back into the center of town, knowing this would mean missing the next train. If she caught it, she still had a chance of a semi-decent night’s rest. Unlike Jules, who thrived on five hours of sleep, if she didn’t get a full eight, preferably nine, the next day was a drowsy slog.

      What drove Bryn up the steep, curving hill to Main Street, huffing in exasperation, was one simple, inconvenient thought. Her cousin would have done the same. Jules could be oblivious, but she wasn’t a bitch. She’d always looked out for Bryn, in her own way. If Jules thought her younger cousin was wandering around a dark, unfamiliar town seeking a phone charger and a place to be sick, she’d come find her. 

      But with Jules’ scarf stuffed inside her backpack, Bryn was now fully agitated. Her hectic newsroom job was go go go all day long. Jules, on the other hand, had quit working for designer Thom King last year to concentrate on writing her sophomore book. She could do whatever she wanted tomorrow. 

      It occurred to Bryn that her cousin had probably headed back to the cafe, where she could use the bathroom and find a charger. When the male server had first approached the pair as they sat outside at a small table in the back garden, Bryn had taken note of the man’s country-fed, twenty-something good looks. With her chaotic auburn curls, freckled nose, wispy eyebrows that disappeared into her skin unless she filled them in, and thick, big-breasted body, Bryn was catnip to select men. But they were very select, and mostly kept to where Bryn couldn’t find them. Nevertheless, she nursed a hope that the man would notice her back.

      But his attention had zoomed over Bryn and fastened onto Jules. He’d returned to their table half-a-dozen times in the 45 minutes they’d been there, asking them (asking Jules) if they needed anything else, not seeing or willfully ignoring Jules’ wedding band.

      In a fit of pique, Bryn had left him a five-percent tip, which she now deeply regretted, not having anticipated having to face him ever again. Inside the cafe, Bryn spotted him at the serving station at the end of the long bar.

      “Hi again,” she practically shouted over the high decibel of the cafe. The cafe was small with only a dozen tables, but the retro decor—all shiny steel and chrome—wreaked havoc with the acoustics.  “I was here a little while ago with my friend. We were in the garden.” 

      Recognition slowly trickled into the waiter’s blandly handsome face. He must remember Jules. Then his eyes hardened. He must remember the low tip.

      “I’m sorry to bother you,” she plowed on as if she couldn’t see that he was glowering at her. “But my friend didn’t feel well and left the train station. I was wondering if⁠—”

      “I remember,” he said, pushing past her with a tray of drinks. “She was just here.”

      Bryn chased after him as he ferried the tray to a table of four. The cafe was narrow and she shuffled around to keep from blocking the aisle. The waiter spoke to the group at the table but Bryn couldn’t tell what he was saying. The surrounding noise bounced around like balls in an air lottery machine.

      “She was here?” Bryn tried to clarify. “Her phone isn’t working and I really need to find her. When exactly did she come in?”

      “Ten or fifteen minutes ago,” he said, blasting past her. Bryn scurried after him. She was really regretting the five-percent tip. It hadn’t occurred to her that she might later on need the server for vital information. At the digital register, he began pounding the keys. 

      “So she left?” Bryn shouted at him.

      “Yeah, she didn’t stay long. Just a few minutes.”

      Bryn was so relieved that her cousin was okay that she exhaled audibly. “Did she seem sick at all?” Bryn queried as he ignored her. “Did she say where she was going?”

      The waiter turned. “Look,” he said, tersely. “She was trying to get away from someone.”

      “Who?” she asked, somewhat absurdly.

      “I don’t know. You?”

      “Me?” she gasped, as if she’d been accused of something offensive.

      He shrugged. “You were the one with her. She said someone was bothering her. I asked if I could help her at all but she said no, she only wanted to charge her phone and make a call.” He gestured at a charging station near several pitchers of water. Didn’t look very safe. “So that’s what she did. Then she left. I doubt she got much juice.”

      Bryn stood confounded, unable to make sense of these nuggets of information. Then she glanced at her phone again. No text, no call.

      “I can assure you it wasn’t me bothering her,” she said defensively, sounding more certain than she felt about it. Had a man on the street started harassing Jules as she made her way back to the cafe? “Did you see her make the call?”

      “I think so,” he said, staring toward the windows, lit by a warm, hazy glow from the outdoor sconces. “I’m pretty sure she stood outside for a minute, but it was getting dark.”

      He looked a little sheepish, having unwittingly confessed that, even after Jules had left the premises, he’d watched her.

      “You’re positive this was the same girl I was with earlier?” Bryn asked, suddenly wondering whether they were even discussing the same person. His account of their supposed interaction wasn’t lining up in a clean, orderly way. “She’s a tall, pretty blonde and carrying a red bag.”

      “Yes, of course,” he sighed. “I don’t forget people’s faces.” He paused, staring her down. “Or their tips.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Outside, Bryn squeezed her arms and did a little warm-up dance. The temperature felt as if it had dropped thirty degrees in a couple of hours. Dressed in thick leggings and a gray acrylic long-sleeved shirt, she’d earlier been steamy, but now she needed another layer to ward off the cold breeze from the river.

       She peered up and down darkened Main Street. The silent, swallowing emptiness of Hudson Hollow was unsettling. It would be so easy for someone to grab you and shove you in a windowless van. Unlike in her perpetually buzzing Brooklyn neighborhood, where a hundred people would see it happen. Whether they’d bother to help you was another matter.

      She gave her phone another glance. Sometimes messages took a while to come through. Then she texted.

      
        
          
            
              
        Babe, where are you? The waiter claimed you returned to the cafe and said someone was bothering you? Get in touch because I’m getting worried.

      

      

      

      

      

      She sent the text before thinking to replace “worried” with some other, less panicky, word. Jules liked to call her worry wart when Bryn got anxious about something. She had picked up that term from their grandmother, who’d once called a friend of hers a worry wart for some reason neither one of them could remember. 

      If Jules had charged her phone, why hadn’t she gotten in touch? Did she decide to stay longer and not alert Bryn to her change of plans? Uncharacteristic. Jules would at least send a text advising Bryn to go on back to the city without her. Also, why would she stay longer if she wasn’t feeling well? Or had Bryn completely misunderstood her comment about putting her face into a toilet?

      And who was bothering her? A random harasser? Or was the waiter’s supposition correct and Jules had been wanting to get away from Bryn? Chilly apprehension crackled within her. No. If Jules was angry, she wouldn’t have come upstate with Bryn and acted perfectly normal, perfectly the usual, for eight hours. 

      Hiking through the park, they’d giggled like schoolgirls as Bryn delineated the comically egregious dates she’d been on. They’d gasped recounting scenes from the unhinged crime docuseries they’d both seen. They’d oohed over the park’s kaleidoscope of autumn colors and tried to keep from squealing as a mother doe and her three lithe, wobbly fawns appeared in their grassy path.

      They’d waxed on about moving upstate, renovating a barndominium together, raising impalas—knowing they’d never do any of it. Growing up in Seaside, Connecticut had been enough country for the both of them. The important thing is that they were bonding again.

      We still have it, Bryn had reassured herself. We still have that zing.

      But now that she thought about it, because the park trails were narrow, Jules had usually been in front or behind her. Even in the shops, Bryn would be in one aisle, Jules in the other. Inside the historical museum, they hadn’t interacted much as Jules had left to go buy a bottle of water.

      Bryn had spent much of the day not seeing her cousin’s face, her expression. And right before Jules had jumped up to leave the platform, hadn’t she looked a little… off? It was hard to parse out the reality of Jules from Bryn’s paranoia which, admittedly, had tapered off but was still powerfully strong.

      Bryn went into her phone contacts, a little more eagerly than she would acknowledge. But last week, she deleted his number—as if that would solve anything. She clicked around until she found an area where old voicemails were stored, then pressed his number. It rang until she got his outgoing message.

      “It’s me. You’re the one who called, so I shouldn’t need to identify myself, should I? Leave a message.” Pause. “If you must.”

      Bryn had an aggravated look on the entire time she listened. What kind of message was that for a man who (supposedly) had a finance business?

      Oh, it’s a French thing, Jules would evade if Bryn fished for specifics about how her husband made a living. They think it’s so uncouth to talk money. 

      “It’s Bryn,” she said into the phone. “I only need to know if Jules has called you. I’m still upstate and can’t reach her. I don’t know whether to leave or not.” She pushed her mouth against the screen. “Is there anything going on that I should know? I’m really done with this shit, so please call me, Delon.”

      That last part had a bossy edge, more order than request. Because if he thought it was a request, he wouldn’t call.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

       

      Bryn stood outside of the police station. It was a white Classical Revival building with Corinthian columns. Nothing like the squat, prison-gray precincts with barred windows in the city. It looked more like a bank or post office, but this is where her map app had led her. 

      She’d go inside and tell them her cousin was missing. And that her cousin had told a waiter she was trying to get away from someone. And they’d probably instruct Bryn to come back if Jules didn’t reappear in 24 hours. 

      She knew this not only from watching the occasional police television show but because, years ago, she’d attempted to report a person missing. A college roommate who’d gone on a bender. The local authorities couldn’t have been less interested, telling Bryn to call again if the roommate didn’t show up in 24 hours. But the roommate had stumbled back into the dorm the next afternoon, worse for the wear but quite alive.

      The rules might be less stringent in Hudson Hollow. Or perhaps the police were bored and wanted something to occupy themselves. She wondered what cops even did in this sleepy town. Round up truants? Corral cats out of trees? 

      A beautiful bestselling author who’d gone missing might capture their attention—even if she’d only gone missing an hour or so ago. Bryn was halfway down the paved brick walkway that led to the station when her phone jangled.

      “Yes!” she almost shouted into the receiver, retreating to the sidewalk.

      “Hello, Bryn. What’s the big problem?”

      Delon Pascal Callais had been born in Paris, went to boarding school in Zurich, attended university in London, and had lived in New York City for a decade, so his slight accent was all over the place. His bored delivery indicated that he assumed Bryn was calling him simply to make contact.

      “Did you listen to my message?” she asked.

      “Mmm… some of it.”

      “Did Jules call you?”

      “She did not.”

      He often eschewed contractions. She. Did. Not. As if the lack of a contraction made whatever he was saying unassailable.

      “Are you sure? Have you even looked at your messages?”

      Another thing that made her certain Delon didn’t have any kind of real job was that he would go days barely glancing at his phone. In fact, more than once she had seen him leave it behind at his brownstone and not be concerned at all. Who can do that but a farmer?

      “She did not call me,” he stated in his contraction-free, how-could-you-possibly-question-me way. “Is there a reason she would?”

      He sounded smug and a bit toying, as if Bryn was overreacting simply to re-establish a connection. This was absolutely not what she was doing. She had to set him straight. 

      “We’re still in Hudson Hollow. Jules missed the train, which made me miss the train. She left the station to find a bathroom. But I can’t reach her because her phone died. And I haven’t spoken to her since.”

      “Then how could she have called me?”

      “Because she charged it.”

      “Then why can’t you reach each other?”

      “Listen to me.” Her gaze roamed along the darkened, empty street. “I’m starting to wonder if someone followed us here.” This amorphous theory had only begun to coalesce as it was coming out of her mouth. “Like maybe that weirdo who keeps showing up at her readings.”

      “Who?”

      “He’s an older guy who comes to her readings and stands in the back and stares at her.”

      “People stare at her.”

      “Listen.” She lowered her voice and pushed her mouth closer to the phone, as if the man himself might be nearby listening. “I went back to the cafe where we’d eaten and the waiter said she came in and told him someone was bothering her. He thought it was me.” She indignantly blew air out of her mouth. “Then she made a call. But she didn’t call you. And she didn’t call me.”

      “Jules makes calls. She’s always on the phone.”

      “Delon!” she exploded. The correct French pronunciation of his name was Del-ah. But like everyone, except Jules, Bryn called him Del-on. He even called himself Del-on. “What if that guy came up here? And he’s the one who was bothering her? And now she’s nowhere.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” He sighed, as if out of patience. “It sounds like you both are just missing each other. I’m sure she got on the train. Why don’t you get on the next one? By the time you’re back, she’ll be here.”

      “I’m walking into the police station.”

      She turned and stared at it. There was a light in one window, with half a dozen squad cars parked in a small lot to the side. But there were no signs of life inside. Is it possible that even a police precinct would shut down early in this snug little village?

      “Police station?” Delon laughed edgily. “Don’t be crazy, Bryn.”

      “Men aren’t allowed to call women crazy anymore. Your wife is missing.”

      Her eyes widened. A thin, shadowy figure was threading down the sidewalk. But as the figure approached, Bryn saw it was an older woman who looked nothing like Jules. Nothing at all. The street was so damn dark. Could this town not afford streetlights?

      “Oh, come on,” Delon implored. “Missing? This is how you get. Remember that time you called hospitals when I was a little late?”

      “It was two hours. You could have texted.” Why remind her of that at a time like this? Was he trying to start them squabbling?

      “I am sure she’s on her way home,” he said. “As soon as we hang up, I’ll call her. Do not go to the police. Don’t start trouble, Bryn.”
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        * * *

      

      At the Riverside Inn, Bryn set up her nearly-drained phone on the bed and plugged it into the nearest outlet. The inn had a charger that it loaned to guests who didn’t have their own.

      The historic inn was dark wood-paneled, high-ceilinged, and far, far more expensive than she could afford, but it was the only place she could find on such short notice that was within walking distance of where Jules had been last seen. She couldn’t go back to Brooklyn tonight, not without knowing what was going on.

      Could the waiter be right and someone had been bothering Jules? Could it be that bloated older guy in the gray suit who came to her readings? Bryn and Jules had started calling him “El Creepo.” He never purchased The Suburban Aristocrats or lined up with the women who wanted her signature. He never tried to speak with her. He would listen to the reading and her question-and-answer session, linger near the back until the event was almost over, then depart. 

      Had Jules really made a call while standing outside the cafe? If so, who did she call since it wasn’t Bryn or Delon? If she’d dialed 911 to report being stalked, she would have charged her phone more in the police precinct and sent a message to Bryn. Or called her husband. She hadn’t done either, so where was she?

      In the bathroom, Bryn washed her face using the inn-supplied mini-container of body wash left by the sink. She’d have to email her editor that she couldn’t come to work tomorrow, and he wouldn’t be happy about that. For weeks, she’d been assigned to the “police commissioner beat” despite her already overtaxed workload. She and two other reporters were tasked with looking over the tips regarding NYPD Commissioner Tony Melani, who’d recently been indicted for accepting bribes from foreign officials.

      Her newspaper got all kinds of tips about him. The vast majority were from people making outlandishly wild claims. It wasn’t unusual for someone to insist the police commissioner was spying on them, or had broken into their home and stolen their pet, or was currently blocking their driveway with his car.

      Bryn knew the police commissioner was bad news but it was unlikely he was doing any of that. (Except for possibly that last one. Bryn checked it out and indeed the police had placards that allowed them to block people’s driveways.) Bryn had to call the tippers who sounded even remotely non-insane, then write up their rants, and give them to her editor with a judgment call about how credible each ranter was.

      She couldn’t tell her editor she was upstate searching for her cousin, who may be missing but probably wasn’t, and that Bryn was likely panicking because she had a tendency to do that. No, she had to claim illness, so that’s what she did. Her editor, Evan Riptoe, was a germaphobe who had a mini-bottle of sanitizer hooked to his belt, so that would hold him.

      If Jules didn’t make contact with either her or Delon by tomorrow morning, she’d feel justified in going to the police. And she’d do it over Delon’s objections.

      But he had to be right. Jules was somewhere. People don’t go missing in twee Hudson Valley towns. There was a mix-up of some kind happening, one where, when the explanation is revealed, you go, Oh! Of course! Bryn had to admit there were endless examples of her overreacting—like the time one of her neighbors had dropped something on the floor. The pop pop had, in Bryn’s imagination, sounded like gunshots. She’d called the police, and honestly, wanted to forget the rest of that embarrassing story.

      Jules may have charged her phone only enough to make one call before it went dead again. Then she’d caught the local back to the city. She and Bryn had managed to miss each other on the dark streets. But how did Jules access her train ticket, which was also in her phone? There were no chargers on the train seats. Didn’t she usually carry a bit of cash for emergencies? Or, being Jules, some random man checking her out had noted her ticketless distress and offered to pay for the beautiful blonde to get back home.

      Bryn and her cousin would have a story for the rest of their lives: That time Jules caused a ruckus by disappearing for a few hours in Hudson Hollow. Bryn could hear her: I can’t believe you wanted to report me missing because my phone died. Jeez, Bryn, you really are a serious worry wart!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          DAY TWO: MONDAY

        

      

    

    
      She awoke with the sun a barely-detectable smear on the horizon, the light in her windows hardly even light.  She turned over and snatched up her phone from the bedside desk. Her text icon had the number “5” in it. She’d missed five texts!

      What had made her miss them was her phone being auto-scheduled for “Do Not Disturb” mode at 11 p.m. She hadn’t remembered to turn it off. She’d also popped an antihistamine before bed. Her sinuses were raw and runny from being assaulted with state park pollen all day. The pill had sent her into a deep slumber. Bleary-eyed and cotton-mouthed, she thumbed open the icon and read the messages.

       

      
        
          
            
              
        I can’t reach her either.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        It’s midnight. She’s still not here. Where are you?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Okay, this is getting serious. Why aren’t you picking up? Are you with her?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        What’s going on? Did you find her or not?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Bryn! Get back to me!

      

      

      

      

      

       

      All from Delon. The latest at 2:37 in the morning. Her stomach churned sickeningly as she read the texts. The hand holding the phone started to tremble. Bryn had genuinely thought this misunderstanding would be cleared up by morning. Jules would call and say she was home safe in her brownstone and she’d marvel that Bryn had been so worried about her. 

      You crack me up, worry wart! It’s sweet you were so worried about me though. But seriously, babe, have you thought about medication? Just to take the edge off, you know.

      She pressed Delon’s number and was sent to his voicemail. She gritted her teeth through his ridiculous outgoing message.

      “It’s me,” she said, hoarse from her overly-deep sleep. “My phone was on silent mode so I missed you. I still haven’t heard from her. Are you with her now? I’m at an inn on Main Street. I forget the name. There’s only one. If she’s not with you, I’m going to the police. I’m not kidding.”

       

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      At seven a.m., Bryn stood outside squinting into the gem-laced morning. Everything was so indelibly clear, as if the world lay under a giant magnifying glass. 

      The leaves on the trees lining the street were golden-fired and poker-red. They littered the sidewalk, smelling plain and earthy, smelling moral, like there could be nothing terrible going on in this pretty little town. She swept her gaze along the street, which looked like a movie set.

      The stores were still closed but she spotted several people herding zombie-like toward a storefront a couple of blocks away. Must be a coffee shop, the only thing that would be open at this unseemly hour. Rubbing her arms, she made it to the crosswalk when a man came up behind her and said, “Bryn.”

      Unexpectedly hearing the sound of her name sent a jolt through her. She whirled around and took in the man in front of her. Tall, wearing a long, dark woolen coat. Black hair with thick waves that called out to be grabbed. Dark eyes you could spend a lifetime examining and still have little idea what was going on behind them.

      “Delon!” she got out of her mouth before he wrapped his steely fingers around her arm.

      “Why didn’t you answer me?” he practically growled.

      “I did! I just called you. Like five minutes ago.”

      He jammed his other hand into his pocket and brought out his phone, staring at it. Then he said, “Oh,” and dropped his iron grip. “Didn’t hear it. Have to keep the sound up.”

      Well, yeah, moron, she wanted to say. But given that she’d left her phone on Do Not Disturb mode all night, she was in no position to rebuke him.

      “Where is she?” he said, staring over Bryn’s shoulder as if his wife was following.

      “I was hoping she was with you.”

      “You still haven’t found her?” 

      “No! It would be helpful if you listen to what I’m saying. How did you know where I was?”

      “Are you kidding? This town is one street.” He cast a glance up and down the quaint storefronts. “I can’t believe this,” he muttered. “Is this some kind of game she’s playing?” 

      He suddenly looked at Bryn like she was in on the game. 

      “I don’t know. And I need coffee or I can’t think.”

      “Me too. I fell asleep in the car.” 

      He jutted his chin toward a row of cars where his small, red Peugeot was parked. Bryn noted the indentation on the upper portion of his stubbled cheek, where he must have fallen asleep with his hand crushing into it. She had the strong impulse to reach out and rub the little dent until his skin regained its elasticity.

      But she didn’t.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The pair squeezed into the only free table in the back of the busy coffee shop. Most of the customers would grab their coffees and pastries, then hustle down to the train station for the commute into the city. Bryn had a go-to latte and a croissant that she was picking apart on top of its white bag. 

      “Start from the beginning,” he said.

      Bryn recounted how Jules said she needed to use the bathroom and hurried off the platform, promising to be back in time for the train. How her scarf had been lying in the parking lot. How the waiter had said Jules came in and charged her phone. How Jules had (supposedly) told the waiter that someone was bothering her. And that she might have made a phone call while standing on the sidewalk.

      “Listen,” Bryn said as quietly as she could. The small, packed shop was no place to have a sensitive conversation. There were full tables on either side of them, a foot away, tops. “I think we really might have to go to the police.”

      Delon tapped his lower lip with one finger and glanced from side to side, hushing Bryn.

      He waved at her and they weaved their way outside. They walked down Main Street, past its still-closed row of boutiques. When they got about a block away, they saw a small park with a statue of a man on horseback in the middle of it. Some kind of American Revolution thing. They crossed the street and sat on a bench.

      “I think she’s probably off somewhere thinking,” he said.

      “Thinking?” she asked, incredulously.

      Delon turned and stared at her. The clear, bright day glimmered in his dark brown eyes. She’d never seen this particular look on him before. He looked so concerned. None of his usual aloofness. Why would he look like that if he only thought Jules was off somewhere thinking? Which made no sense anyway. One can think perfectly fine on a train.

      “Thinking about what?” Bryn snapped. “Did she say something to you? Did you⁠—”

      “Just hear me out,” he interrupted, putting up a hand. “Was she acting normally the entire time?”

      “Yes. Until the moment she took off.” Bryn furrowed her brows and sipped her latte. Its heat was warming her insides but there was no doubt she would have to buy a sweater. “Wait!” She stared at the man on the horseback statue, unable to read the dark plaque’s print, reaching for a memory. “We went to a museum, a historical museum. While we were there, she decided she wanted to get a bottle of water at the pharmacy we’d passed. I said I’d go with her but she was insistent I stay in the museum, since we’d both paid ten bucks to get in. I thought it was odd. We could have gone after we left. I had water she could drink. But she wanted her own bottle, and she walked out.”

      “Hmm,” he nodded, deep in thought. “That makes sense.”

      “Why? What’s going on? You didn’t⁠—”

      “You said before that she may not have been feeling well?”

      “She wasn’t explicit about it. But she mentioned not wanting to stick her face in the train toilet. Why else does anyone put their face in a toilet unless they want to puke?”

      He pushed one long leg out. She noticed he wouldn’t look directly at her. “The morning she left to meet you…” He began to fidget and pinched a piece of a wayward leaf off his coat. “She told me that she hadn’t gotten her period overnight. She was expecting it.”

      Bryn’s gaze shot from Delon’s face to the ground. She stared at a pile of leaves that gusted round and round in a mini cyclone of wind.

      “Oh my god. She’s pregnant.”

      “Well, I don’t know for sure,” he said.

      “That’s why she wanted to go to the pharmacy. Alone. She waited until we were in the museum and had already paid. She wanted to buy a pregnancy test.”

      “I think so.”

      “At the station she wanted to take the test in the bathroom. Or she was getting sick. Morning sickness. But in the afternoon.”

      “Possibly.”

      Now they looked at each other. She sighed, more like a moan, a sound that contained too many emotions in it.

      “Now you understand why we may want to keep the police out of it,” he said.
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        * * *

      

      They walked up the quaint street toward the hotel. Bryn’s mind was a scrambled mess. 

      Jules. Pregnant. 

      Exactly what she’d wanted since she was a teen. Jules always claimed she wanted to have four children: two girls and two boys. She’d hoped the first child would be a girl and told Bryn various names she’d picked out. The only name Bryn could remember was Autumn. 

      Bryn had made a couple of jokes: What if the baby is born in winter? You’re not going to give birth to all four seasons, are you?

      Passing a boutique that had opened, Bryn veered inside without telling Delon what she was doing. If he wandered off and returned to the city, she wouldn’t mind. Then she could shop, have lunch, and pretend none of this was happening. 

      She found the overpriced hoodies on a hanger, picked out a white one that said, predictably, “Hudson Hollow,” and brought it to the register. Delon, who hadn’t done her the favor of wandering off so she could pretend none of this was happening, stood silently behind her as the cashier rang up her purchase. The cashier put the item in a paper bag with the store’s logo on it. Bryn absently removed the hoodie and left with the bag still on the counter.

      Outside, she clutched the hoodie, staring off across the movie set street. Why had she bought this thing? She hated it. And it had cost her eighty dollars. When she saw Jules again, she’d say, “Babe, that disappearing stunt you pulled cost me a shitload. At least pay me back for that ugly hoodie.”

      “We have to go to the police,” Bryn said. 

      Delon waved her away from the store and they kept walking. 

      “Sure, Bryn,” he replied in a low, simmering voice. “So we report her missing and the next thing you know, they’re inside my phone records.”

      “N-no,” she stammered. “They’ll go look for her. Drive around.”

      “Drive around? They’re not parents. They’ll start a full investigation.”

      “They don’t need to know anything,” she whispered urgently.

      Delon made a back and forth gesture several times from himself to her. “As soon as they figure this out, they’ll stick us in jail. They won’t look for her. They’ll put us in cells and call it a day.”

      “There’s nothing to figure out,” she insisted. “I haven’t seen you in a while.”

      “A week?” he scoffed.

      Had it been only a week? 

      It felt much longer.
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        * * *

      

      Inside her room, she sat on the bed while Delon stood at the window staring down to the postcard street.

      “Where did you go after the museum?” he asked.

      Bryn couldn’t stop twisting her hands as she examined the silver and blue wallpaper’s entwined lilies. Then she saw no more of the room. Everything faded into her memories of Jules and their last minutes together.

      “To the station… no, wait, sorry, to the cafe. I just remembered, I suggested to her that we get a drink at a wine bar we’d passed. But she said, no, she wanted to eat. I was surprised she would turn down a drink. But it was because of the pregnancy.”

      “I don’t know she’s pregnant.”

      “And she was feeling sick. Oh, my god. It’s true.” She clutched the hard glob of turquoise on her drop chain. “Why didn’t she tell me what she suspected? Maybe she needed to use the bathroom to take the test. Why not take it on the train?”

      Jules had been correct. Bathrooms on the train were often grotesquely dirty. Perhaps she couldn’t stomach the idea of learning that her first child was a reality while trying to stay balanced in a toilet-paper littered, stinky mess. Bryn looked imploringly up at the beautiful medallion on the ceiling, refusing to consider any other reason why Jules might not want to share pregnancy news with her.

      Delon shook off his long woolen coat and flung it to the room
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