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      For Denise,

      

      Such a gift of solar-powered bliss. You exude the most positive energy in the most magnificent way. Thank you so much for exuding some on me.
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      It was raining the night he disappeared.

      An odd, soft rain that refracted the pale, anemic points of light scattered throughout the dark night in irregular and surreal ways, as if everything was taking place in a Dalí painting.

      More sheets of mist than isolated and individual drops, the effect was a hazy, hypnotic vibe that seemed to suffuse the wet world entire.

      The band worked in all the songs about rain they knew, and by the end of their last set had played CCR’s “Have You Ever Seen the Rain,” Prince’s “Purple Rain,” Dylan’s “A Hard Rain’s A-Gonna Fall,” Willie Nelson’s “Blue Eyes Crying in the Rain,” James Taylor’s “Fire and Rain,” the Eurythmics’ “Here Comes the Rain Again,” and the Carpenters’ “Rainy Days and Mondays.”

      It was the kind of night that felt risky, unsteady, and unsafe.

      But there was nothing in the atypical atmosphere to portend a young man would so thoroughly and completely vanish off the face of the earth forever.

      And yet, that’s exactly what happened.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Like the three previous nights, Sawyer Payne’s eyes open at 4:44 in the morning.

      Instantly wide awake.

      Fumbling for his phone on the nightstand, he checks for any communications from her. Finding none, as usual and not unexpected, he returns the device to the stack of unread self-help books silently mocking him from their prime position next to where he lays his head these days.

      Pushing himself up out of the still unfamiliar bed, he drifts over to the window on his way to the bathroom.

      Like so many nights before, he raises the white wooden slats slightly and peers into the dim, foggy semi-darkness, rubbing bits of sleep from the corners of his bleary eyes.

      Across the way, in the perfectly manicured micro yards of the too close homes, bright orange plastic jack-o-lanterns flicker as if containing actual candles instead of the bulb of an electric light, fake and meretricious as most of the elements in Forgotten Coast Estates.

      The Estates is a massive coastal development, nearly a city unto itself, nestled among the slash pines of North Florida along old Highway 98 in a region once dominated by the timber industry. Until the paper mill, whose acrid smoke smelling of rotten eggs, closed, it served as a repellent for tourists, snowbirds, and high-end planned and gated communities like this one.

      What the hell’s he doing here?

      You know what.

      Hiding, of course. Nursing his wounds. Regrouping. Contemplating his as yet undetermined next move. But mostly hiding.

      And obsessing.

      When he’s not obsessing about what went wrong with Jules, he’s preoccupied with what happened to Ryan Shandling.

      But as baffling as that bizarre disappearance is, he knows it’s just a distraction from the disillusionment of his marriage and the healing and recovery work he needs to be doing.

      Still, a young man walking into a bar and never walking out again is one of the great unsolved mysteries of our time, and his mind loves working whodunits—especially the more puzzling ones that involve questions of human psychology.

      Ryan Shandling, a 27-year-old medical student, was here at the Estates visiting his parents at Halloween two years ago. After begrudgingly helping his dad hand out candy to all the eager little trick-or-treaters so that his mom could attend an out-of-town party with her best friend, he went on a costumed pub-crawl with his on-again off-again friend Tad Roberts.

      After several hours and far more shots, the two wound up at Psycho Suzi’s, a trying-to-be trendy bar a couple of blocks outside the Estates. Somewhere along the way, Tad had met up with Jennifer Oliver, a sometime girlfriend, who accompanied them to Psycho Suzi’s.

      Psycho Suzi’s is on the second story of an entertainment complex, part of which was under construction at the time. The three are shown riding up the escalator to the bar at 1:15 a.m. Later, at 1:50 a.m., the same camera shows Ryan standing out in front of the bar on the landing near the escalator talking to two young women. After a few moments, he steps out of frame and back into the bar.

      Ryan Shandling is never seen again.

      Security cameras cover every entrance and exit of the building. Ryan is clearly shown entering the bar, but never exiting.

      Tad and Jennifer, who can be seen leaving via the escalator at 2:01 a.m., claim they both searched for and called Ryan before leaving, but unable to find him and getting no answer, assumed he had left without them. Not only is that something he had done before, but he and Tad had engaged in a drunken argument earlier and had split up sometime around 1:30 a.m.

      Now, with the approach of Halloween and the two-year anniversary of Ryan’s disappearance, Sawyer thinks he sees someone across the way near the house on the left—Ryan Shandling’s mother’s house. A dark figure vanishing around the corner in the back.

      He just imagined it, right? The result of a foggy night, the approach of Halloween, and thinking of Ryan Shandling.

      Has to be.

      Still, just in case, he should go check.

      “Uncle Sawyer.”

      He turns to see Addie, his three-year-old niece, who’s also living with his mother at the moment.

      She’s squinting up at him beneath sleep-wild hair and a furrowed brow, a pained expression on her little pale face.

      “Have a bad dream?” he asks. “Need to—”

      “My skeleton hurts.”

      He smiles as he bends down to pick her up, charmed as usual by what comes out of her mouth—even when she’s feeling poorly.

      He doesn’t have to kiss her forehead to know she has a fever, but he does it anyway.

      “I’m gonna choke,” she says.

      He leans back a little and looks at her—running toward the restroom with her when he realizes choke is Addie for vomit.

      Before he can reach the restroom she is throwing up on his Jason Isbell No Haters tee.

      Clutching her small head, he supports her body as she convulses and begins to cry.

      “It’s okay,” he says. “Just let it out. You’ll feel better.”

      “I want my mommy,” she says between heaves.

      “I know,” he says, his voice full of understanding and pity. Then he tells her the lie that he and his mother keep repeating. “She’ll be back soon.”

      Addie’s father is the son of the man Sawyer’s mother Robin had been with most recently for a short time. Both Addie’s father and mother are drug addicts—and not the casual kind. Though no blood relation, Robin is now raising her as if she is her own, and that’s how Sawyer feels about her now—like she’s family, his own daughter or granddaughter. More and more he finds himself wishing both her parents would just stay out of her life completely. All they do is call occasionally or drop by unannounced when they want to borrow money—both of which make her anxious and upset and take her days to get over.

      Using his sleeve to wipe her mouth and nose, he bends down and turns on the shower.

      The vomiting subsided for the moment, she opens her mouth wide and sticks out her tongue, trying not to taste the residue of sickness still present there.

      With the water warm, he steps into the shower with her, both of them still fully clothed.

      He can’t believe how much he’s bonded with her during the less than three months that he’s lived here, but in many ways she already feels like one of his own, or maybe what a grandchild will feel like—if one his grown children ever get around to giving him that experience.

      He has two, a girl and a boy—now a woman and a man—both in their twenties, both doing pretty well, both concerned about their dad, both on their annual Halloween camping trip with their significant others and out of touch for a little while. And though he misses them and their nearly daily interactions, he’s happy not to have to answer How are you doing, Dad? No, really, several times a day.

      “Rinse your mouth out,” he says, holding her up to the spray of warm water. “Put water in your mouth and swish it around like this.” He demonstrates by actually allowing water into his mouth. “Then spit it out.”

      She does as he just has.

      “Yucky,” she says, still trying to keep her tongue from touching the other parts of her mouth.

      “Do it again.”

      She does.

      “Better?”

      She shakes her head and frowns, her wounded eyes and pitiful face placing a pang at the center of his heart.

      He starts to take off his shirt and her PJs, but she clings to him.

      “Let’s get out of these clothes that have . . . choke on them,” he says.

      She shakes her head and hugs him tighter.

      “Okay,” he says, maneuvering them under the warm water. “Let me know when you’re ready to take them off. It’ll feel better to get them off and get cleaned up. We’ll put some fresh clothes on you. And we need to get you some medicine.”

      “I got boo-boos,” she says.

      “Yes, you do,” he says. “Show me where.”

      She points to her temple and her little tummy.

      “Need Band-Aids,” she says.

      “Princess Band-Aids?” he asks. “Well, let’s get you cleaned up and go get some.”

      She shakes her head and clings to him even harder.

      “You want to sleep with Nana after we get your medicine and Band-Aids?”

      “You-ou-ou,” she says.

      His heart feels like it flips up into his throat.

      “You got it,” he says, amazed again at how quickly they have bonded.

      “And watch Beauty and Beast on your phone.”

      “Ab-so-lutely.”

      Later, cleaned, medicined, and back in bed, Addie propped in the crook of his arm watching Beauty and the Beast on his phone, he remembers seeing the figure at the Shandling place.

      “I need to borrow my phone to make a quick call, okay?” he says.

      “Okay,” she says, her voice still weak and raspy.

      “Won’t take but a second.”

      He lifts his phone and calls the Estates security—something residents are instructed to do before calling the police. After explaining who he is, he takes an even longer time to explain what he may have seen and why he’s bothering them with it.

      “We got a lot of calls like this last Halloween too,” the soft-spoken dispatcher says. “It’s probably nothing, but someone else already called it in, so we’re checkin’ it out. It’s what we’re here for. You have yourself a good night . . . and give your mom my best. That’s a sweet lady right there now.”

      Ending the call, he finds Addie fast asleep beside him, and though his arm may be useless tomorrow, he’s not about to move her off of it.
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      Kace startles awake in the uncomfortable chair she sleeps in beside his bed, the binder falling from her numb hands to her lap.

      After making sure he’s still breathing, she glances at the clock on the nightstand. It’s 4:44 in the morning.

      Yawning, she rubs her tired eyes and stretches, shaking out her fingers to wake up her hands. As is her perpetual state these days, she is stiff and knotted, achy and sore—only more so.

      She looks down at the homemade missing persons case binder in her lap—what she thinks of rightly or wrongly as a murder book.

      Do detective bureaus have “missing books”?

      Doesn’t have the same ring to it.

      She tries to remember what she had been reading when she drifted off.

      With the approach of the second anniversary of Ryan Shandling’s disappearance, she is rereading everything she has compiled about the case, which as a former investigative journalist with a touch of obsessive compulsive disorder is a lot.

      Former investigative journalist sounds grandiose for what she was. She had been a nurse with an interest in true crime and writing when she became aware of the epidemic of drug-abusing nurses and wrote a multi-part article about it that became a syndicated sensation. The success of that piece gave her the opportunity to investigate and write others, and though none were ever as successful as that first one, she learned a bit about investigating along the way.

      Her heart rate rises and she feels a dull, aching nausea low in her abdomen when she thinks about those days. Her long-term live-in boyfriend at the time had been one of the nurses stealing narcotics from the hospital and both selling and abusing them. Her exposé not only ended their relationship, but cost him his career and actually put him in prison. Even though she is hiding in the most unlikely of places, she keeps expecting him to find her and finish the job he had started back when he was on trial and had escalated from stalking and harassing to assault and attempted murder. She’s pretty sure he’ll kill her one day. Charles had saved her, used his resources to take her away, to bring her here where she is surrounded by people nearly twice her age, but she’s always believed it was just delaying the inevitable—especially now that he’s dying and Cody’s been released.

      As usual, when she thinks about Cody she hears The Police’s “Every Breath You Take,” a song she has come to despise. After she broke things off with him and he began to stalk her, he told her that it was their song and that he would always be watching her.

      God, she’d love to solve this case before Cody could get her.

      Ryan Shandling’s case is never far from her thoughts—it’s a great distraction from the dread and sadness she feels and she believes each Halloween that rolls around brings with it heightened opportunities to discover what really happened to Ryan and who’s responsible for his disappearance.

      She remembers now. She had been reading a printout of a lengthy subreddit on Ryan’s complicated and conflicted relationship with Tad Roberts.

      The two young men had never been especially close, and it seems as if nearly every encounter ended in an argument, but for some reason they had continued to hang out occasionally over the years.

      She’s very suspicious of the frenemy who not only peppered his early statements to the police and media with subtle and not so subtle criticisms of Ryan but also quickly lawyered up and refused to take a polygraph—the only person asked by authorities to do so.

      Tad’s not the only one she’s suspicious of and has seemingly endless questions for. She finds the entire case nearly as perplexing as Maura Murray, JonBenét Ramsey, and Abby Williams and Liberty Rose Lynn German. But she can’t help but believe that she could solve it if she wasn’t so mentally, emotionally, and physically fatigued all the time.

      Not that she’s complaining.

      Caring for Charles has given her more purpose than she’s ever had and has called forth the very best of her. Charles had saved her from Cody, had offered her safety and security and a rebirth of sorts, but then she had saved him, saved his literal life so many times since then. How could she not feel that her previous career had prepared her for this moment, this most critical of assignments? She’s not only excelling as a nurse-wife, but as a human being—one focused on what really matters in life, with no time for the trivial, transient concerns that seem to occupy the time and energy of so many. These days it’s a truly rare occurrence for her to care what anyone thinks of her or for her to care in any kind of petty or judgmental way what they get up to.

      And that’s so different from when they first got together—when she wasted way, way too much time caring about people’s opinions of her and her husband who was old enough to be her father. She not only obsessed about others’ opinions, but expended far too much energy in the fear of missing out, of being left out—which she was. A lot. He was too old for her friend group. She was too young for his. Ironically, she felt far more lonely and isolated back then than these days when she rarely ever sees another human being besides him—and nearly never a friend.

      With as much time as he sleeps, she has never been more alone in her life, yet she’s never felt less lonely. His extended illness hasn’t just transformed him. In many ways the greatest changes have taken place within her. His cancer has caused her metamorphosis.

      And part of that alteration is a seasoned and secure sense of self-confidence, which among many other things convinces her she can solve Ryan’s case, given the bandwidth to actually work it.

      But, she thinks as she stands and stretches, she hopes that’s something she never gets—that would mean Charles dying.

      Or, another voice inside her says—the one she thinks of as Positive Patti—full remission and recovery.

      Wouldn’t it be pretty to think so.

      The symptoms of Charles’s particular brand of lymphoma wax and wane. He’s been in a cycle of getting better for a little while and then worse, better and worse, but she fears he won’t get better this time. He hasn’t responded too well to any treatments they’ve tried, and his condition at any given time is completely unpredictable and capricious.

      As she wanders over to the window, her eyes widen in surprise to see through the fog and beyond the false flicker of plastic jack-o-lanterns a fellow insomniac gazing into the same dark abyss of night that she is.

      The curve of the cul-de-sac, her home’s position near the mouth of it, and the slight incline it’s on give her a great view of both the houses in it and the ones leading up to it.

      If she’s not mistaken, it’s Robin Shaw’s son, the relationships guy.

      Wonder if this is when he gets his ideas and insights.

      Suddenly, he looks alarmed, and she follows his distressed stare over toward Sheri Shandling’s house.

      For an instant she thinks she sees a dark figure disappearing around the far side, but surely that’s just her—

      Charles begins to choke, and she turns from the window and rushes over to the home hospital bed that has replaced their California King.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Sawyer looks up to see the reflection of blue lights flashing on the ceiling.

      Carefully lifting Addie’s head with his free hand, he slowly extricates his arm and gently transfers her to a pillow.

      Easing out of bed, he rushes over to the window to see an Estates security vehicle in front of Sheri Shandling’s place.

      Glancing back at Addie and seeing she is sleeping soundly, he decides to get dressed, set up the baby monitor, and go get a closer look.

      He throws on jeans and a Beatles tee and moves the baby monitor system from Addie’s room to his. Less than five minutes later, he is crossing the cul-de-sac, the soft, sweet sounds of Addie’s breathing coming through the small speaker of the battery-powered portable baby monitor in his hand.

      He arrives at the scene at the same time as an auburn-haired woman who looks to be a bit younger than him—something unicorn-uncommon in this restricted retirement community. Her green eyes seems to glow in the flashing lights, and her skin is so pale as to look ghostly.

      Like him, she must be visiting her parents. Probably brought her kids for the big Halloween extravaganza. Of course, unless she got a very late start, her kids would be too old for that, and unless she got a very early start, she wouldn’t have grandkids old enough for it.

      He’s shocked to see she too is carrying a baby monitor in her hand.

      Smiling, they each raise their monitors by way of greeting.

      Beyond the new bright, shiny, white security vehicle, a petite boyish-looking officer is still knocking on the front door. Getting no response, he bangs harder.

      A moment later, another officer with a flashlight walks around from the back to join him. She is tall and thin and towers over her preteen-looking partner.

      “She’s probably sound asleep, the poor thing,” she says. “No sign of anything back there. Nothing out of place. Nothing disturbed. No sign of a break-in.”

      “That’s ’cause we don’t have break-ins in the Estates,” he says, and Sawyer can’t tell whether he’s being sarcastic or not.

      Turning toward Sawyer and the woman watching them, the tall female security officer says, “Everything’s all right folks. We’re just doing a welfare check on this residence. Y’all go on back to your homes. We got this.”

      Neither of them move.

      Sawyer glances over at the auburn-haired woman not far from him, and they exchange knowing, amused reactions.

      And then his eyes do something they haven’t done in a very long time—they drift down to her left hand in search of a ring.

      What’re you doing? No. Uh huh. Absolutely not. Stop it. Don’t even think about it. Your divorce isn’t even final yet, and you—

      I didn’t mean— It was just— I did it before I realized what I was doing.

      You swore you were going to be alone for a while.

      I am.

      Heal. Address some issues. Regroup so you don’t repeat the same tired old mistakes.

      No question. I just— I’m not sure why I did it. I didn’t mean to. Won’t happen again.

      Make sure it doesn’t.

      But as he follows her gaze back toward the security officers, he’s filled with a warm, subtle sensation that could only be described as pleasurable.

      Before he realizes what he’s doing, he steps over to her.

      “I called them,” he says.

      “Me too.”

      “Thought I saw a dark figure running around to the back of her house.”

      “Me too.”

      “I’m glad to hear you say that. Thought I might have been imagining it . . . With Halloween and the anniversary of Ryan’s disappearance.”

      She comes to a full stop and turns to take him in more carefully.

      “I had the same thought,” she says. “Most people around here don’t speak about it so directly.”

      “Probably would’ve thought of it anyway,” he says. “Been reading up on the case a lot lately. I’m a— I used to be a police psychologist and I’m a bit of an amateur forensics psychologist. But the fact that he was near Ryan’s mom’s house . . .”

      “Or she,” she says. “Figure I saw could’ve been a man or a woman.”

      He nods. “True. You’re right. I shouldn’t’ve said—”

      “I’m Kace, by the way,” she says. “I see you looking out your bedroom window some nights. The street lamp creates cool shadows on you from the blinds.”

      “Cool name,” he says. “I’m—

      “You’re the Your Love Guru dot com guy, aren’t you?”

      He had always been embarrassed by the domain his publisher had secured for his blog, but now it was mortifying. And not just because of his breakup.

      “The name my mother gave me is Sawyer,” he says.

      “Nothing wrong with that, but . . . doesn’t quite have the ring of Your Love Guru dot com.”

      It was actually Your Love And Relationship dot com, which only makes it worse, and he doesn’t mention it.

      “Your mother is Robin, right? Think I saw you staring out the window earlier.”

      He nods. “That’s when I saw him. Or thought I did. Which house are you—”

      She turns and points to a house two lots down, which because of the curve of the cul-de-sac is set back a bit.

      “So you can see into her backyard?”

      “A little,” she says. “Looked like he or she was in all black and maybe . . . had a . . . cape.”

      “I thought I saw one too, but wasn’t going to mention that.”

      “Surely someone who goes by Your Love Guru dot com isn’t embarrassed by admitting he saw a cape on a cat burglar.”

      “I don’t go by it,” he says. “I didn’t have anything to do with it.”

      “So you’re not the Your Love Guru dot com?”

      “You realize you don’t have to add dot com every time, don’t you? You don’t have to say any of it at all.”

      “Fine, but are you or are you not the Your Love Guru dot com? I need to know. What if I have a question or wake up in need of some guru-ing . . . Be good to know that Your Love Guru dot com is right here in the same cul-de-sac.”

      Before he can respond, his phone vibrates in his pocket. Shocked someone is calling at five-something in the morning, he snatches it out and looks at it. It’s his mom.

      “Where are you?” she asks. “Sheri just called and said someone’s in her house.”
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      As Sawyer runs toward the back of the house, he hears glass shattering and takes off in an all out sprint. Both Kace and the female security officer following him, can’t keep up.

      “Hey, stop,” the security officer yells. “Estates Security. Freeze. Now.”

      He continues running, wondering if the female officer is fast enough to catch up to him and either tackle or tase him.

      “He’s not the bad guy,” Kace yells. “He’s Your Love Guru dot com.”

      Running through Sheri’s lush flower garden, he stumbles over a planter and knocks over an old painted bicycle, but keeps moving.

      His mom had told him where the key to Sheri’s backdoor was hidden, but as he reaches the little patio he sees it won’t be necessary.

      Beyond the little outdoor table and a few ficus plants, one side of the white French doors is wide open, its jam splintered, the striker plate dangling down.

      “I just checked this,” the security officer says. “It was locked up securely.”

      Sawyer only slows a little as he enters the dark house.

      Kace and the security officer follow more slowly, cautiously, the latter pulling out her taser.

      “Sheri,” Sawyer yells. “It’s Robin’s son, Sawyer. The Estates security is here too. Where are you? Are you okay? Is anyone in here with you?”

      “In the bedroom,” Sheri yells. “I’m alone.”

      He rushes over to the bedroom as someone behind him turns on a light.

      “Sir, wait for me,” the security officer says. “Let me—”

      Ignoring her, Sawyer runs into the room.

      He finds Sheri Shandling frozen in fear, hiding beneath the covers like a frightened child, face red and glistening, eyes wide and wild, out of breath and coughing.

      “You’re okay now,” he says. “We’re here. Are you hurt?”

      “Just my pride,” she says, peeking out from the covers. “Never been so scared in all my life. Didn’t handle it particularly well.”

      “What happened?”

      “I woke up with someone on top of me,” she says.

      She makes a move to come out from beneath the covers and Sawyer offers his hand to help her sit up.

      “Thank you,” she says.

      Like his mom, Sheri is trim and fit and has a youthful bearing. Beneath her modern, stylish, short blond hair, her pampered face shows only the finest lines and slightest looseness of skin. Even in her disheveled and frightened state she is attractive and appears at least a decade younger than she really is.

      Kace comes back into the room with two glasses, joining Sawyer and the security person crowding in beside Sheri’s bed.

      “Brandy or water?” she asks, holding them up.

      “Brandy, please. Thank you, dear.”

      Sheri sips the brandy.

      If she is self-conscious about having her hair taped up on her head, no makeup on her face, or the outlines of her breasts showing through her thin navy-blue nightgown, she doesn’t show it.

      “He was holding me down. I woke up with someone holding me down—sitting on my stomach, pinning my arms to the bed. Told me not to be afraid, he wasn’t here to hurt me, but . . . Said he was my Ryan, but I know it wasn’t. Ryan would never do something like that to me. He knows I have a weak heart. He was whispering. Hard to hear and understand, but . . . the way he called me Mom . . . It wasn’t him. I just know it.”

      Sawyer tries to recall the size and shape of the figure he had seen. He had only had eyes on him for a moment. He thinks maybe he could’ve been tall enough to be Ryan, but he can’t be sure. He was crouched and running and in all black in the darkness. But if it was Ryan, he has lost a lot of weight since he’s been missing.

      “Did he say anything else?” the security officer asks.

      She nods, takes another sip of her brandy. “Said he was healthy and happy and to stop looking for him. Just let him live his life in the peace it took him so long to find. And then he climbed off me. He said something else as he was leaving but I didn’t make it out. That was it. Didn’t hurt me—well, besides my wrists a little.”

      She rubs her right wrist with her left hand, then sets her brandy down on the bedside table and rubs her left wrist with her right hand.

      “I’m so glad you’re okay,” Kace says. “I better get back to Charles but don’t hesitate to call me if I can do anything.”

      “Thank you, dear, but you have more than enough on you. I’m fine. Thank you for coming to my rescue.”

      “That was all him,” she says, nodding toward Sawyer. “I was just an also-ran and bartender.”

      Sawyer turns to say something to Kace, but she’s already through the door.

      Turning back to Sheri, he says, “I know Mom would say you’re staying with us tonight and she wouldn’t take no for an answer.”

      “Wouldn’t dream of giving one. No way I’m staying here.”

      “We’re going to do a thorough search of the place and call in the sheriff’s department,” the officer says, “but we can wait until tomorrow to take your statement.”

      

      “You poor thing,” Robin is saying. “How awful. It’s just unbelievable. Here.”

      The Estates are marketed as the safest community in Florida, and it’s a big part of the attraction to retirees who flock here—particularly the divorced and widowed women who live alone.

      The three of them—Sheri, Robin, and Sawyer—are sitting at Robin’s dining table having a cup of Sleepytime tea—and though Addie’s not far away and the door to the guest room where she’s still sleeping is ajar, the baby monitor sits on the table in front of him.

      “Maybe it’s not as safe here as we think it is,” Robin says. “Or as it used to be.”

      Even in the middle of the night, Robin looks regal—a result of both her bearing and her beauty. She has dark, shortish hair that doesn’t appear dyed, and dark, penetrating eyes, the lids of which don’t sag down to obscure them. His entire life he has been told how beautiful his mother is, and at her age in the middle of the night with no makeup on, it’s easy to see why.

      Sheri shakes her head. “Pretty sure it’s isolated to me. Has everything to do with what happened to my Ryan. And that happened off the Estates.”

      “Yeah, but just barely,” Robin says. “And what happened tonight didn’t.”

      “But it’s only because of the other.”

      “Did he have a weapon?” Robin asks.

      “Not that I saw.”

      “And he said he was Ryan.”

      “Yeah, but he wasn’t,” Sheri says. “A mother knows her son—two years later or twenty years later. It wasn’t him.”

      Robin nods, glancing at her own son as she does. “That’s true. So true.”

      “Mothers have special connections to their children,” Sheri says. “I’d know if Ryan were dead. I’d feel it in my womb. I know he’s still out there somewhere. And I’d have known if that was him tonight—even with him whispering in the dark with a mask on.”

      He doesn’t doubt the connection between mother and child, but he knows a lot of mothers who were convinced their children were still alive right up until and sometimes even after their dead bodies were discovered.

      She hadn’t mentioned a mask. “What kind of mask was it?” he asks.

      She shakes her head. “I’m not sure. It was dark. And to be honest I had my eyes closed much of the time.”

      “You didn’t see it?” he asks.

      She shakes her head.

      “Did you feel it?” he asks. “Touch it, or did he graze across your skin at any point?”

      “No. Sorry.”

      “What about smell?” he asks. “What did it smell like?”

      Her eyes widen. “Oh, wow, it did smell . . . Kind of . . . rubbery.”

      “Could it have been latex?” he asks. “Like a Halloween mask.”

      Her eyes widen again, accompanied by her mouth opening this time, and she begins to nod—slowly at first. “Yes,” she says. “Has to be. That’s it. But . . . why wear a Halloween mask if he wanted me to know it was him?”

      “Good, isn’t he?” Robin says, nodding at Sawyer. “Given enough time and information, I think he can solve the case and find Ryan.”

      As much as he’d like to do exactly that, he wishes she wouldn’t say things like that—particularly to the mother of the missing man.

      But given Sheri’s lack of reaction, he’s not sure it even registered with her.

      She’s still gazing up and off into the distance. “It’s just so bizarre. A Halloween mask.”

      “Ryan did go missing on Halloween,” Robin says.

      “Kace and I both thought he was wearing a cape too,” he says.

      “It’s downright surreal,” Sheri says. “I mean . . . beyond being unimaginably cruel . . . it’s just strange.”

      “Wonder if it’s the same person who posted on the funeral home website,” Robin says.

      Less than two short months after Ryan vanished, his dad, Philip, had fallen from the attic while retrieving Christmas decorations. Crashing through insulation and the ceiling to land on the hallway floor, he had seemed fine at the time—just bruised and sore once the wind that had been knocked out of him returned. But three days later he died suddenly of a delayed aortic dissection—the trauma from the fall causing a small tear in his aorta that went undetected. His injury caused no real pain or cause for concern, and then without warning his injured aorta gave way and ruptured.

      The funeral home providing his burial services had an online guestbook for friends and family to sign who couldn’t attend the memorial service. One of the entries read: Miss you, Dad. See you soon. Love, your son, Ryan (the Virgin Islands).

      “Anyone capable of that kind of cruelty could certainly do something like this,” Robin adds.

      “I’m not convinced that wasn’t Ryan who signed the book,” Sheri says. “I know what the cops say, but . . . just because he wasn’t really in the Virgin Islands doesn’t mean it wasn’t him. But I know for a fact that guy tonight wasn’t.”

      She’s right. Just because the authorities discovered that the IP address used to send the message to the virtual guestbook was a local internet cafe and not somewhere in the Virgin Islands doesn’t mean it wasn’t Ryan. If he really did walk out of his life like some theorize, he’d pick a place as far away as he could to sign in from. It was odd to include a place in parentheses like that anyway. No one else did.

    

  

