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‘Police are using cadaver dogs to scour several square miles of woods in the Hardscrabble Wilderness Area. Officials have not yet commented on whether a body has been found, but a team of forensic specialists was spotted removing what looked to be several trash bags from the area and tagging them as evidence.

‘A source within the Westchester police department has revealed that the Reids’ eight-bedroom home is currently being cordoned off, as police prepare to conduct a thorough search of the house and grounds.

‘Detective Lim, who has been leading the investigation into Rose Reid’s disappearance, has so far refused to comment on whether they are any closer to finding her or a body.

‘While too early to speculate, it seems that the search for Rose Reid, who vanished without trace two days before Christmas, could finally be over.’

ALASTAIR BALL

OPR NEWS, LIVE BROADCAST

Westchester, NY




   
Chapter One

Present

Someone is watching me. Like a deer with a gun trained on it, I freeze, the axe dangling from my hand, half-expecting to hear a shotgun blast ring out and to find myself flung forwards onto the frost-speckled ground.

My ears strain to catch the cock of a gun or the snap of a twig, but all I can hear is my own quick, shallow breathing and the hush of leaves in the highest branches of the trees. My senses are blaring a five-alarm warning that someone is out there, lurking in the forested dark, spying on me – but a voice in my head tells me that I’m being paranoid. The nearest neighbor is a couple of miles from here as the crow flies and no one should be hiking or hunting in the area, thanks to the ‘Private Property, No Trespassing’ signs, which are posted so frequently throughout the woods that you’d have to be blind to miss them.

I spin around and scan the forest behind me, but it’s impossible to make anything out beyond the thick tangle of trees. It would be easy enough for someone to take cover out here, to hunker down among the bushes and foliage and watch from afar. I used to spend whole days like that with my grandfather when I was a kid, squatting inside his hide, passing a dented flask of black coffee laced with bourbon back and forth, as we cradled our guns and waited for a deer to wander by.

Missourian hunters were only permitted to shoot two un-antlered deer a year, but my grandfather believed it was his God-given right to shoot as many as he liked, which meant we spent a lot of time in that hide. But I didn’t mind; even as a child I had an affinity for silence and for being outside in nature. I appreciated the grandness of it, the vastness, and how it made everyone small and insignificant, not just me. I also understood that the woods were a perfect place to disappear. So long as you had survival skills, that is, and knew how to hunt, kill and dress animals. My skills are a little rusty after years of neglect, but I know if I’m to survive out here, I need to hone them fast.

The feeling of being watched vanishes like my breath into the cold air. Perhaps it was an animal. Or maybe it was nothing at all. My mind is playing non-stop tricks on me these days: I’ve started hearing things. Not just the usual sounds you get out in the woods – bird calls and creaking tree limbs – but voices, sometimes so real that I could swear someone is standing right beside me, whispering into my ear.

Last night I startled awake having heard someone call my name. I sat up in the dark, heart hammering, convinced I could hear footsteps pitter-pattering away across the wooden floor of the cabin. In the daylight I’ve seen things out of the corner of my eye – flashes of movement that make me whip my head around – though never in time to catch sight of anyone.

Maybe it’s an angry ghost, haunting me.

Or I could just be paranoid.

The wind whips up and I bend quickly to gather an armful of the wood I just chopped. I hurry back to the cabin with it, slowed by my aching knee and sore back. There’s snow on the way: I can taste it like iron, like blood on my tongue. I step carefully over the string of empty, rusting cans that I’ve hung between two trees as a rudimentary alarm system, and head toward the cabin. Nudging open the creaking screen door with my foot, I shoulder my way inside, shivering even more as I enter the chilly interior. Winter is closing in, and the place is full of cracks, through which the wind whistles and the cold creeps like a witch’s fingers. The furnace is ancient and doesn’t work.

I throw the wood down and then check the little box beside the stone fireplace. Inside I discover an empty packet of firelighters and a pile of yellowing newspaper. The date on the newspaper is March 2006, and the headlines are all about the Iraq War.

The newspaper helps explain the years of dust and cobwebs decorating the cabin and I wonder why the place has been left to decay for so long. Tired, I drag myself to my feet and trudge through into the kitchen.

I open the cupboards despite already knowing what I’ll find inside: cobwebs, instant coffee, a bag of sugar, packets of noodles, a kilo bag of rice and several boxes of spaghetti. I reason that I could last for a couple more weeks – I’m barely eating anyway – but, as I gaze through the window at the lake glinting through the trees, I know it’s too risky: if I don’t make the journey soon, I will shortly have no means of getting any supplies at all. This morning when I went down to the lakeshore I noticed that the water had turned syrupy, thickening toward ice. It won’t be long before it freezes over and then I’ll wind up stranded, unless I want to hike the twenty-three miles around the lake’s circumference to the nearest store.

Even so, I hover by the front door, chewing a fingernail. I’m nervous to venture beyond the strict boundaries I’ve set for myself – roughly two hundred meters beyond the front door in all directions – but needs must. It’s not just food; without matches or firelighters I won’t be able to light the fire, and without heating I could easily freeze to death out here. My grandfather taught me how to strike together two rocks to get a spark, but it’s difficult and I’d have to find some rocks. Matches and firelighters will make things a lot easier. The batteries on the flashlight are running low too. I don’t want to be left in the dark, especially not at night, when the nightmares come. Out here, away from the city, it gets so blindingly dark that it’s like startling awake from one nightmare and finding yourself in another.

After dithering for a few minutes, I take down the hunting jacket from the hook beside the door. It’s a man’s jacket and far too big for me but it’s warm and waterproof. I dig a woolen hat and a pair of old fleece-lined gloves from the pockets and pull them on too.

Glancing in the dirty mirror hanging on the wall, I am relieved to see that I look nothing like my old self, and I’m amazed how a few months can make such a difference: my cheeks are hollow, and my cheekbones have sharpened and are blotched red from the cold; my eyes are sunken and ringed by such dark circles that even if I had foundation and concealer I would still struggle to hide them. My skin is pale and dry, my lips cracked. My eyebrows are no longer carefully tweezed but have grown out and now form two strong dark arches. I look less like the groomed, perfectly coiffed, designer-clad woman I was six months ago, and more like the grubby, dirt-poor and starving child that I used to be. It almost makes me smile to see the remnants of my scrappy younger self staring back at me. Almost.

A few strands of hastily bleached white-blonde hair poke out from under my hat and I tuck them out of sight. I may not be that recognizable facially, but there’s nothing I can do to hide my height. At five foot ten I’ve always stood out in a crowd.

Being recognized will depend, I suppose, on if I’m still making headlines and if the police are still looking for me.



   
Chapter Two

Past

Twenty-Two Years Ago

‘Where are you?’

My head flies up and Daisy’s eyes go round with fear. Her body, scrawny as a scarecrow’s, starts to quiver.

‘Girls?!’ our dad yells. There’s a loud crash as he trips over something. ‘Damn!’ he curses.

He’s heading this way. I leap to my feet and snatch Daisy’s hand, yanking her up out of the nest of dirty blankets, and shoving her into the closet. Moving quickly, I push her down and pile clothes on top of her, then I press my finger to my lips in warning, but she doesn’t need telling. Though her bottom lip trembles, she doesn’t make a peep.

‘It’ll be OK,’ I mouth but I am shaking too.

Our dad found some work today, helping shift gravel and rocks at the quarry. I thought that would mean Daisy and I would have a whole day to ourselves, that we could relax, but something must have happened as he’s home early. Dread fills me. If he’s been fired then he probably hasn’t been paid, which means he won’t have enough money to buy drugs, which means he’s now likely on a comedown. And when he needs a fix is when he’s most dangerous.

‘Where are you, Rose?’ my dad shouts in a singsong lilt. He’s outside the door to the small bedroom Daisy and I share at the back of the trailer.

As I go to close the closet door on Daisy, ready to face my father – to take whatever is coming in order to protect her from it – she reaches out and yanks me back inside.

I barely manage to slide the closet shut before the bedroom door flies open. Holding my breath, Daisy’s sweaty, grubby hand in mine, I stare through the louvered slats, as our father scans the room, looking for us.

Like an ogre from a fairy tale, he stops and sniffs as if he’s trying to hunt us down on scent alone. But the trailer is full of ugly smells: stale beer, cigarettes, a blocked toilet and an overflowing septic tank, burned crumbs, urine-soaked sheets that have dried stiff and yellow and now stink. Two unwashed girls amongst all that are hard to sniff out.

I can read his body language enough to know I was right about him being on a comedown. His eyes are glittery with rage. He’s jitterbugging away, his foot tapping, and his hands scratch at invisible fleas. He wants something to take his mood out on. He wants us.

He glances at the unmade twin bed Daisy and I share, and kicks at the pile of blankets on the floor where we were just playing cards, before his head swivels toward the closet. His eyes seem to lock on mine and I feel my heart drop out of my chest and hit the ground.

Daisy’s hand grips mine even tighter in terror. I squeeze back. My mouth is dry as I watch my father step closer and closer. I decide that when he opens the door, I’ll throw myself forward, push him with all my might, and hopefully buy us enough time to escape, or at least Daisy. But just a few feet from us, he gets distracted by something he’s noticed sitting in the detritus. I curse to myself as I follow his gaze to the photograph in the silver frame lying on the ground; I should have hidden it again after I took it out to show Daisy. It’s too late now. He’s picking it up, frowning at it. It’s a photo of our mom, her arms around Daisy and me. He’s probably wondering where I got it. The truth is I stole it off the coffin at her funeral and I’ve kept it hidden from him for the last three years, knowing he would hawk the silver frame if he ever found it. I watch him stare at the photograph for a few moments longer, then he turns, muttering to himself, and slinks out of the room with it.

I want to run after him and demand he give it back. It’s the only photograph we have of our mom. Daisy was three when she died, and I was six. I barely remember her – only as a vague shape in my mind – and Daisy doesn’t at all. I take it out often, whenever Dad isn’t around, and tell my little sister stories about our mom; about how she was the best mom in the world, and loved us more than anything. I sing the songs she used to sing to us, stupid made-up songs, and describe the grilled cheese sandwiches she’d make for us, and the beautiful flower crowns she’d weave for us in the summer. I tell Daisy about all the adventures we went on before she died in a car crash, including the time she took us to Disney World.

It’s all lies of course. We never went to Disney World. We never went anywhere outside the trailer park. She never sung us so much as a nursery rhyme and I was making my own grilled cheese from when I was old enough to haul a chair to the stove and lift a frying pan. My mom was definitely not going to win the world’s best mom award. She was strung out all the time and she died of an overdose, not in a car accident. Even though the adults around me tried to tell me she had gotten sick and died from a fever, I knew the truth. I wasn’t blind; I had seen her and my dad crushing up small white pills into a powder and snorting it. I had seen them both passed out on the sofa, so out of it I couldn’t even wake them when the toaster oven caught fire one time. Five years old and I put the fire out myself with a bottle of Kool-Aid. I had watched my mom shoot up heroin many times and had learned to keep the syringes away from Daisy’s roaming toddler hands.

But Daisy doesn’t need to know any of this.

I sink down to the floor beside her in the closet, my shoulders hunched, and I punch my knee with my fist. I don’t know why I care that he took the photo. It’s not like I have good memories of our mom. But I wanted Daisy to and now she’s upset, tears streaming down her face.

‘Why did he take it?’ she asks.

He’s probably going to take it to the pawn shop, get whatever dollars they offer him for it and then trade them for a baggie of heroin. The photo will end up tossed in the trash. I don’t tell her that. I reassure her that we’ll get it back.

A minute later we hear the door to the trailer slam and a few seconds after that I let out the breath I’ve been holding.

‘Rose?’ Daisy whispers.

‘What?’ I answer, trying to keep my anger out of my voice.

‘I did a pee.’

I look down at the patch of urine that’s darkened her pajama bottoms and I sigh.

‘It’s fine,’ I tell her, the acrid smell of it hitting my nostrils. ‘Don’t worry.’

‘I’m sorry,’ she says again, her voice quavering.

‘It doesn’t matter,’ I tell her.

I lead her out of the closet and help her undress. I toss the wet pajamas and underwear aside and dig out a pair that aren’t clean but aren’t stinking either, and help her put them on. Then I find a pair of leggings that have dirt stains on the knees, but will have to do. We’re all out of clean clothes. I don’t know the last time we went to the laundromat. Maybe I could borrow some money off Jeanie, our neighbor, and haul a bag of dirty clothes there. But I worry that if I start asking for money off the neighbors, the next thing we’ll have the social services people showing up on the doorstep and if that happens I know they’ll split Daisy and I up and put us in foster care. It’s what happened to a kid I go to school with: Abby Watts and her three brothers and sisters. They were all put in separate foster homes and the younger sister got adopted and now Abby cries all the time and when I asked her if her foster parents were nice, she showed me the bruises on the insides of her arms.

Sometimes I think maybe it’s worth the risk. Maybe we wouldn’t get split up and we’d get nice foster parents. Daisy could get adopted by a kind family, one with a big house and a pool, and enough money to buy her pretty dresses and dolls and even a pony. She wants a pony. And she’s still young enough and pretty enough that a family might want her, even though she’s not a baby.

I know I’m far too old to ever get adopted. I might even end up in a group home. It would still be better than living here in this trailer with our dad, but the thought of losing Daisy stops me short. What if she didn’t get adopted? What if she ended up in a foster home like Abby Watts and I wasn’t there to look after her? At least here we have each other and I can look out for her and protect her. Round and round these thoughts go, and I can’t ever decide what to do.

I wish I was all grown up already and I could find a place to live – just us two. A real home with real walls and our own bedrooms, though we’d probably end up sharing anyways because Daisy likes to sleep pressed up against me. But I’m only nine so there’s a while to go until I’m old enough to get a place on my own and I’ll need a job first. And that means finishing school.

‘I’m hungry,’ Daisy says as soon as she’s dressed.

I nod. I am too. I’m always hungry. My stomach growls almost constantly. There’s no food in the trailer; I hunted around earlier, searching for anything to stave off the hunger pangs and all I dug up was half a stale pretzel, lodged in the toaster oven and forgotten about for who knows how long. I warmed it up and gave it to Daisy for breakfast, making do myself with licking the salt it left on my fingers.

‘OK,’ I say, standing up. ‘Let’s go.’

‘Where are we going?’ she asks as I lead her over to where our boots are.

‘On an adventure,’ I tell her, and we leave the trailer, letting the door swing shut behind us.

It’s a two-mile walk to town and I need to distract her or she’ll whine the whole way so I start telling her a story, one about an ogre who eats little girls. But these two girls find a magic spell book and place a curse on the ogre, sending him to sleep for a hundred years.

‘Why don’t they kill him?’ Daisy wonders.

I shrug. ‘They don’t want to,’ I answer, though she has a good point. Leave the ogre alive and in one hundred years he’s only going to wake up and go eat more children.

By then, we’re outside the Pay Less Discount supermarket in town. The parking lot is pretty busy, which is a good thing. More people means it’s easier to shoplift without anyone noticing. I set Daisy down and give my back a stretch. Even though she’s skinny as a stick she felt heavy enough after the first quarter of a mile.

We time our entry into the store so we’re following a woman inside who could pass as our mom if anyone were paying attention. As she grabs a shopping cart, she gives us a funny look, so I pull Daisy quickly down the aisle with the hot dog wieners. I grab a packet and, checking to make sure no one is watching, shove it quickly up inside my sweater. Next, I sneak a pack of six hot dog buns inside my coat pocket.

I decide that’s enough for now, but as we make for the door, Daisy digs her heels in, noticing the candy by the checkout. I shake my head at her but she makes her eyes all big and puppy-like and so I relent. ‘Go do that thing,’ I whisper to her.

She grins and slips free of my hand then runs up an aisle yelling ‘mommy!’ like she’s lost or having a tantrum. The checkout lady and half the store turn to see what’s happening, and I snatch a packet of Sour Patch Kids and cram it under my sweater alongside the hot dogs. Then I make for the door.

‘Oi!’

I freeze.

‘You, kid!’

I look back over my shoulder. The checkout lady is pointing a finger at me. ‘I saw you. You just stole some candy!’

I take off running, colliding with a shopping cart being pushed by the woman who now I see her up close looks nothing like our mom. I almost take a tumble but manage to right myself, as well as keep hold of the hot dog wieners that are slipping out from under my sweater. As I keep running, I turn to look for Daisy, spotting her pelting after me, her arms and legs flying.

‘Stop!’

A security guard is trying to cut me off, but Daisy shoves her little body sideways into a display of apple cider and pumpkins. The bottles go crashing to the ground and the pumpkins roll like bowling balls, tripping the man up. He lunges to grab her but Daisy ducks him, shrieking.

We meet up by the door and I grab her hand and we run until we are out of breath and then we collapse in fits of laughter. I pull out the wieners and the buns and we picnic right there on a scrap of wasteland behind the old elementary school.



   
Chapter Three

Present

Making sure I have my envelope of money stuffed in the inner pocket of my jacket, I step outside. I pause on the front stoop, taking care to lock the door behind me and to wedge a tiny pebble in the rim of the screen door so I will know if anyone has tried to enter the cabin in my absence.

Training my attention on the forest, I wait for a few minutes longer, paranoia making me wary, before I hurry toward the lake. My grandpa used to joke that just because you’re paranoid, doesn’t mean they aren’t out to get you, and I try to imagine what he’d tell me to do if he were still alive. He’d say: Keep your wits about you and make sure you don’t get caught. But he never did have much respect for the law. I guess in that sense, we are now very similar.

The kayak is resting on a rack by the shore. It’s heavy but I manage to lift it down and drag it over to the edge of the jetty. There’s no knowing if it’s watertight. I should have checked before now but I haven’t had the energy or the inclination to do anything since I got here. It was only this morning that I finally forced myself up and staggered outside to chop wood, propelled less by the cold and the damp encroaching on the cabin, and more by the promise I’d made to myself to see this through. This isn’t the end. Not yet.

Gathering my strength, I push the small boat into the water, keeping a grip on it as I wait to see whether or not it will sink.

It stays buoyant so I gather the paddle and gingerly climb in, praying I don’t flip it. I can’t imagine how I’d ever get warm again if I fell in. The boat rocks dangerously, splashing water onto my lap, but I manage not to overturn it and so I push off – navigating slowly until I get the hang of the paddling – making toward the opposite shore, which is a couple of miles away and barely visible.

I glance over my shoulder back at the jetty, wanting to imprint the location on my memory for my return journey, and using reference points – a strand of very tall firs, a boulder at the water’s edge – to help orient me. The cabin itself is invisible from the water, nestled as it is among the trees, and that gives me comfort.

It doesn’t take long before my muscles – unused to exercise – start to ache and sweat begins to trickle down my back. I press on though, enjoying after a time how the ache blots all else from my mind and the repetitive motion of the blades slicing through the water silences the thoughts in my head. The afternoon sun glints off the surface of the lake and the trees spring up like sentinels around its edge. It doesn’t escape me that the setting is beautiful, breathtaking even, and I realize that’s the first time in months I’ve noticed the beauty in anything. It feels wrong. Unearned. The world should never be beautiful to me again and a sharp pang of guilt assails me. I look down at my knees and keep paddling.

A handful of geese erupt suddenly up into the whipped sky, making me startle and look back up. They take off flapping, brushing the water before gaining elevation and soaring over the tips of the pines in their flight to who knows where. I am jealous of those birds and their freedom, their ability to fly off to wherever they like, and so I cut my gaze from them and focus back on my knees.

I’ve studied the fusty map that I found in a drawer back at the cabin and it’s tucked in my jeans’ pocket just in case I need it. Directly opposite from the cabin there is a channel that narrows into a stream and that’s where I am heading.

After what seems like hours, I approach the channel entrance. I am so tired from paddling that I have to dig deep to find the reserves of energy to fight the wind and steer the kayak in the right direction.

Here the wind dies down, and I feel an alertness come over me. I’m closer to civilization now, to people, to danger. I can only hope no one is out in this bitter cold and that if I do run into anyone they won’t think it strange to see a woman alone in a kayak in this weather. Rounding a curve, I spot a thin stretch of beach and behind that a hill, on which sit several concrete picnic tables. That must be the state park. There’s a camping ground too nearby, but I’m praying that it’s closed for the winter.

Though I don’t see anyone, which reassures me, I keep going, past the beach and on a bit further until I see a patch of shoreline that’s barely six feet long and backed by undergrowth. I glide toward it, jolting as the kayak hits the gravelly bottom. After standing up carefully, I leap onto dry land, then haul the boat up behind me, covering it with some branches and looking around anxiously as I do to make sure I’m not being watched.

It’s a mile-and-a-half hike to the store, and then I need to make the reverse journey, and it will be dark by around four thirty. I need to get a move on if I’m to make it back in daylight.

I scramble up the bank and look around, fixing the location in my head. There’s a trail just ahead of me and I follow it in the direction that leads toward the park entrance. Worried that a park ranger might be on duty, or some foolhardy hikers or campers might be taking advantage of the wintry beauty and isolation of the place, I keep to the path only a little way before turning off and tramping through the forest for another mile. The trees are dense, and I’m starting to panic that I’ve veered off course when I catch the thundering growl of a semi-truck some way in the distance. I hurry toward the sound and sure enough, within minutes, I’ve hit the highway.

Relieved, I glance to my left and see the gas station and general store is visible on a bend in the road up ahead. As I get close, I tuck my hair nervously beneath my hat and think through what I’ll say if anyone asks questions about what I’m doing out here without a car.

My stomach is a ball of knots and for a moment, as I approach the door, I think about turning around and walking away, but I steel myself. I think about the freezing cold cabin and the fading flashlight, and my desire for matches and batteries trumps the urge to flee. I’ve come this far.

There are no cars parked outside and I don’t know whether it’s better or worse to be the only customer. I might be more memorable that way but then it also means there are fewer people around to notice me.

The door dings as I enter and I wince. Get in and get out, I tell myself, keeping my head down and darting down the nearest aisle, away from the counter.

I hear a woman call out; ‘Good afternoon!’ and I halt, a tremor of fear running through me.

‘Hi,’ I manage to grunt, my voice rusty from lack of use. I don’t turn around, not wanting to show my face, and instead I hurry further in amongst the neatly stacked shelves, trying to remember the grocery list I compiled in my head on the way here, not having any pen or paper at the cabin.

‘Let me know if you need help!’ the woman calls after me.

I ignore her and scan the place. The store is well stocked, with groceries but also items campers might need, like bug spray, headlamps, water bottles. Out of the corner of my eye, I notice a bait and tackle section with hunting supplies too.

I grab a box of candles, some matches and firelighters and then move quickly on. Knowing I won’t be able to carry too much with me on the hike back, I opt for packets of noodles over heavy cans, then throw in trail mix, jerky, and a handful of high-calorie protein bars. As I make my way to the counter, I come upon a box of apples. I stare at them like they’re rare jewels, a memory popping into my head of the time I went apple picking last year. Nostalgia hits me like a shotgun blast, cutting through the fog of my mind like a shard of light. I can sense the dappled sun on my face, can hear laughter ringing in my ears, feel the weight of the wicker basket as it fills up with golden green fruit.

‘Did you find everything?’

I startle and turn around. It’s the woman – the store owner I presume. She’s about sixty-five, short and with the stocky build and plaid shirt of a lumberjack. She has silver hair and a weathered face that suggests she’s spent a lot of time outside. I make eye contact only briefly before returning my gaze to the shelves. ‘Um, do you have batteries?’ I mumble. I worry I’m too furtive-seeming and so I force myself to look back at her.

‘Right over here,’ she says and leads me to the display.

Affecting what I hope is the nonchalance of an average customer, I search for the right size, scanning the prices as I do.

‘You’re not camping in this weather, are you?’ the woman asks.

‘No,’ I say, hoping she won’t press me for any more information.

‘You didn’t drive here either,’ she comments, cocking her head to one side. ‘Where are you staying?’

My palms start to sweat. ‘Um, in a cabin not far from here.’

‘Oh, right,’ she says, appraising me with curiosity. ‘Whose cabin is that, then? I know everyone around here.’

Just my luck, I groan silently to myself. I should have told her I was camping. ‘Er, I don’t actually know the owner,’ I say, grabbing the double A’s I need. ‘It belongs to the friend of a friend.’

God, I’m digging a hole for myself and I know it so I hurry over to the checkout, hoping to pay quickly and get out, before she can ask any more questions. She follows me and squeezes in behind the countertop. I can feel her eyes on me as she rings up my purchases, and so I angle myself away from her and pretend to study the candy bars to my right.

‘Eighteen dollars and twelve cents,’ she says.

I snatch a Snickers bar and throw it down with my other groceries. ‘And that, please,’ I reply. I reason I’ll need the calories in order to row myself back across the lake, but to be honest I also felt a sudden urge for something sweet. It’s been months since I ate chocolate.

She retallies as I forage in my jacket for my envelope of money, and I inwardly curse my lack of foresight when she eyes that curiously too, no doubt wondering why I don’t have a proper wallet or a bag with me, and why I’m dressed like a vagrant, in mismatched items of clothing clearly pulled from a donation bin.

‘How long are you staying for then?’ she inquires when I hand her the money.

‘I don’t know,’ I mumble. Why is she so nosy? ‘Not long.’

‘Snow on the way,’ the woman continues as she hands me back my change.

I murmur agreement, watching her bag my items incredibly slowly, and having to resist the urge to snatch them from her hands and race for the door.

‘Where are you from?’

‘Missouri,’ I answer, before kicking myself. ‘Originally,’ I add. Shit.

‘Cold winters there too,’ she says. ‘And lots of woods. So I guess you’ll be feeling right at home.’

Brusquely, I nod, though in my head I’m thinking that I’ll never feel at home anywhere ever again. I’ll never be able to stay in one place or settle long enough to put down roots. From now on I’ll always have to keep moving.

She finally finishes, pushing the brown paper bag across to me, and I grab it and make quickly for the exit. But just before I reach it, I almost trip, my gaze snagged by the rack of newspapers and magazines to the left of the door.

My own face leaps out at me from the front page of the New York Times, and the shock of seeing myself is violent – stealing my breath and almost knocking me to my knees.

‘Here, let me get that for you.’

My heart stutters. I realize the woman thinks I’ve stopped as I have no hands free to open the door, and she’s coming to help me. Quickly, as she moves around the counter and her back is momentarily turned away, I snatch up a copy of the paper and shove it inside my open jacket, wedging it beneath my arm.

The woman appears at my side and I pray she didn’t see. I pray even more that she doesn’t glance sideways and notice the photo of me staring out at her from the newspaper rack. She opens the door, letting in a gust of icy air, and I step outside, my whole body trembling, though not from the cold.

‘Bye,’ she trills. ‘Take care.’

‘Bye,’ I manage to murmur in reply.

Without looking back, I make my way in the opposite direction to the one I came from because I know that she is watching me from the doorway – I can feel the heat of her gaze like a sniper rifle on my back.

I walk for a quarter of a mile in the wrong direction until I round a bend and when I’m finally sure that I’m out of sight I rush across the road and dive back into the welcome shadows of the forest. With adrenaline still pumping through my body and my hands shaking, I set my bag of groceries down on the frost-bitten ground and pull the paper out from inside my jacket.

Clumsily, I unfold it and stare at myself for a long moment, and at the headline written above it: ‘NYC SOCIALITE, ROSE REID, STILL MISSING’.




   
Chapter Four

Past

Eight Years Ago

‘Rose, any chance you could do a double shift?’ Rory, my manager pleads. ‘Joey’s called in sick again.’

I glance at my watch. It’s just gone twelve. ‘I can’t,’ I tell him with an apologetic shrug. ‘I have to run. I’m late for class.’

‘Please? It’s a big table. It’ll be a good tip.’

I turn to look at table four. A bunch of suits, probably lawyers or hedge-fund managers by the looks of it, are being seated by the maître d’ who then hands them the wine list. They’re probably on a business lunch, expensing it. I could make a hundred dollars in tips easily, I calculate. But then I think about the short story that I sweated blood and tears over all week – a tale about a feral child who grows up in the woods and befriends a wolf – and which I’m due to receive feedback on today from my creative writing professor: an enthusiastic, middle-aged woman called Lynn, an actual published author, who’s pulled me aside more than once to tell me I’ve got potential but that I’m in danger of flunking because of how many classes I’ve skipped. I’m torn, but in the end the fact my bank balance is in the red wins out and I nod at Rory.

‘Thanks,’ he says, squeezing my arm. ‘You’re a star.’

I head over to table four, trying to tamp down the disappointment blooming in my chest. Recently, I’ve started to wonder if I’ve bitten off more than I can chew; I was stupid to think that I – a kid of two addicts, raised in a trailer park in a shithole town in nowhereville, Missouri – could ever make it in New York. I’m like a catfish swimming in a shark tank. I have no place being here. My inner voice keeps telling me that I should pack my bags and head home on the next Greyhound bus.

But every time I almost do, I think of the small classroom on the third floor of the humanities building at Columbia, where every week I meet with a dozen other students and my professor, to talk about writing and to share what we’ve written. That’s what keeps me going – stops me from throwing in the towel – it’s the only place where I feel I belong. When I’m writing, I feel like I can tell the truth. I put pen to paper and it’s like all the secrets I’ve been hiding, even from myself, come tumbling out.

As I reach the table, I straighten my skirt, smooth my hair and plaster on a smile. One thing I know I’m good at is waitressing. I’ve been doing it since I was fifteen. Although this place, Locanda, is a five-star restaurant with gleaming cutlery, blisteringly white tablecloths, and a stroppy French chef who constantly reminds anyone who happens to be in earshot that he has a Michelin star to his name, and the diner where I waitressed back home has plastic wipe-down tables, a cracked lino floor slippery as an ice rink thanks to the decades of grease dripped onto it, and a short-order chef called Hank who can cook anything, so long as it’s deep-fat fried.

‘Good afternoon, my name’s Rose,’ I say, handing out menus to the table. ‘I’ll be serving you today. Can I get you anything t-to … drink?’

I stumble on my words as I catch the eye of the man at the head of the table. He’s watching me with a half-smile on his face, his electric blue eyes dancing with what looks like a mixture of curiosity and amusement. The clatter of the dining room dulls in my ears. The blood rushes to my face and I see his smile widen as he notices. I can barely drag my gaze off him to address the other customers at the table who are starting to call out their drink orders. No exaggeration, this man with the dancing blue eyes is the most attractive man I’ve ever seen.

Admittedly, that’s not hard. I’ve come from a place where most of the adult male population are either meth users or alcoholics, or else backwoods types with unkempt beards and trucker caps glued to their heads. No one in the history of my town has ever worn a suit, not even to their own wedding or funeral. The standard uniform is a flannel shirt, jeans and workmen’s boots.

Whereas this man is clean-shaven, with tanned but unlined skin, perfect white teeth and the confident smile of a movie star. I’m guessing he’s about thirty-two, maybe a few years older, so at least a decade older than me.

Someone touches my arm and I startle. It’s one of the men at the table. He’s gesturing to the wine menu and asking me something about the pinot noir. Flustered, my cheeks burning, I mumble something about fetching the sommelier and hurry off. At the bar, I risk a glance back. The man is watching, and my pulse skitters. And when I finally pull myself together enough to return for their orders, I’m so aware of him that I have to concentrate extra hard to remember what the specials are.

I hadn’t heard of half the items on the menu before I started this job – aioli, burrata, osso buco – and spent an entire afternoon, with the help of Google, looking everything up and memorizing it all. When I’m done explaining to the table exactly how the veal and the pan-fried sea bass are prepared, the man with the blue eyes asks me what I would recommend. His voice is deep and warm – the kind of voice you could wrap yourself up in like a blanket.

I tell him my favorite dish is the pasta arrabbiata and when he orders it I feel a stupid rush of pleasure that he’s taken my recommendation.

But I regret my choice as I place his food in front of him ten minutes later, as my hands are shaking so badly that a dollop of tomato sauce splatters across the pristine tablecloth and his suit trousers.

‘I’m so sorry,’ I say, aghast. Oh my God. Did Rory, the manager, see? I cannot afford to be fired. I need this job. It’s the only thing keeping me in college and Rory fired a waitress last week for dropping a panna cotta on a customer’s lap. Panicking, I grab a napkin and dab at the splotch on the man’s thigh, before I realize what I am doing and that I’m perilously close to a sexual harassment charge.

His hand settles on top of mine. ‘It’s fine,’ he says, quietly, taking the napkin from me. ‘I’ve got it.’

His touch is electric and it takes me a second before I pull my own hand out from under his. ‘I’m sorry,’ I mumble. ‘I’ll pay for your dry cleaning.’

‘No, don’t worry. I didn’t like this suit anyway,’ he says, laughing.

I risk a look at his face. He’s still wearing the same easygoing smile as before. I can’t be sure but it seems like something passes between us.

The restaurant is buzzing now with
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