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I was walking home in the drizzle that had quickly escalated to a cold drenching rain, when the call came from a Detective Lindsay. I glanced at my phone in surprise as it continued to chirp. I didn’t know the man and had no idea why a detective would be calling me. Furthermore, the call was coming from a place called Mumford, Oregon. I’d never heard of it. Probably this person had dialed my number in error, but since it was the police, I should take the call.

I stepped under a bus shelter on Madison Avenue, mercifully empty except for one oblivious teenager busy on her phone. I muttered a tentative “hello,” wondering if police detectives dialed wrong numbers too just like the rest of us. 

“Anna Lewis?” a deep male voice asked. 

“Yes,” I answered cautiously.

“Mrs. Lewis, I am calling about your husband, Tyler Lewis,” the voice said, then stopped.

“Tyler? Yes, he is my husband. Is there a problem?” My voice came out sounding sharper than I’d intended. 

“We don’t know.  We are trying to locate him,” the voice said, then added, “I am Detective Lindsay calling from the police department here in Mumford, Oregon.

“Tyler is here in New York, working. Isn’t he?” I answered confused and now becoming alarmed. “Have you tried him there? Do you need his phone number?”

This was the police, but there was no need for alarm I told myself. It probably had to do with work though I’d never heard of Tyler’s company doing business in Oregon. Then Tyler hadn’t been very communicative about work or about anything recently. But a detective? Was there some crime involved? And if it was about business, why wasn’t this detective calling someone else at Warren and Cole, the financial consulting company where Tyler worked. Why call me? 

“Do you need his phone number?” I repeated. “His cell number is the best one to use, but you could also reach him by calling the main number at Warren and Cole.” 

“We already have both numbers. In fact, we have his phone.”

I sat down on the wet bench, ignoring the four other people who had crowded under the shelter, seized now by another realization. This might not be a call relating to Tyler’s work. Maybe something had happened to him.

“Did you say you have his phone? Why are you trying to find Tyler? Is he in some kind of trouble?" I asked, my voice sounding high and anxious in my ears, betraying the sudden worry that had gripped me. This man was looking for Tyler, but he had his phone. Had Tyler been in an accident?

I felt, rather than saw, the buzz of interest in the increasingly crowded bus shelter. I had been oblivious to my surroundings, and it hadn’t occurred to me to keep my voice down as it hit me that this detective had Tyler’s phone but couldn’t locate him. The realization hit me like ice-cold water in my face that I was listed as Tyler’s emergency contact.

"Mrs. Lewis, I understand this may come as a shock," Lindsay continued, his tone now gentler. "We found Tyler's car abandoned in a remote mountain area outside Mumford. It was flagged by a ranger who reported it to us after he had noticed it parked in the same location for a couple of days and could see that a cell phone had been left in the front passenger seat. When he tried the door, he found it was unlocked. He retrieved the phone and turned it into the police department. They formed a search party to look for him in the surrounding area with no success. We've been trying to locate him since."

None of this made sense. Abandoned car? Several days? Outside where? My mind raced trying to keep up. Tyler was supposed to be in New York, working. I was the one who had been travelling. I was just getting back from a business trip. And we didn’t have a car. 

"Abandoned?" I echoed, trying to grasp the situation. "Where exactly did you find it – the car, I mean?"

"About two miles outside the town of Mumford, Oregon, on a small side road. It was unlocked and his phone was on the front passenger seat,” Lindsay repeated slowly. “It was first spotted there at eleven-o-five am on the twelfth and was still there on the thirteenth.”

Today was the thirteenth. Wednesday, March thirteenth. 

Lindsay continued, “we checked for footprints and the rangers searched the area but there was nothing unusual. There's no sign of a struggle or of any damage to the car. There is no indication of where he might have gone or what happened. We were able to bypass the security on his phone and find his name and yours, as well as enough information to help us locate his place of employment. However, we could find no contacts in or near Mumford.”

The news hit me like a punch to the gut. Despite our recent issues, Tyler disappearing wasn't something I had ever imagined happening. He was always there, solid, reliable, sometimes annoying and uncommunicative, but there.  

"Have you checked with his office? His colleagues? Maybe someone there knows something," I suggested, desperately hoping this was all some kind of misunderstanding that could be easily cleared up by Tyler’s office staff. 

Realizing it might sound odd that his wife was suggesting his colleagues at work might know more about my husband’s whereabouts than I did, I added, “he sometimes goes on business trips but usually to more urban areas. He never mentioned Mumford to me. We know nobody there, but if it’s related to his work, they should have that information at Warren and Cole.”

“Mumford is not far from Portland. Portland Oregon,” the man said. “Would you know if he traveled to Portland?”

“We have no connection to Portland,” I answered. 

“It would be a personal connection, not a business trip,” the man said. There was a pause. “I already called his office number. It was clearly marked on his phone. His colleagues said the company has no association with Mumford, or indeed with anywhere in Oregon. They assumed he was working from home the last few days when he didn’t come into the office. According to them, he hasn't shown up in the New York office since Monday. The head of the company knew nothing and didn’t seem to have been aware he wasn’t in the office. Does that sound unusual?

A knot tightened in my stomach. This was getting worse by the minute. Given our arguments over the past few weeks, I would have understood if Tyler was distancing himself. I might even have been slightly relieved to have returned and had a few extra days to myself.  But now I was worried. It wasn’t like him to disappear from work without an explanation. He was very responsible where work was concerned, would not jeopardize his position there. Tyler wasn't just avoiding me; he was truly missing.

“Mrs. Lewis? Are you still there?”

I became dimly aware the voice on the other end of the phone had asked me a question. I moved out of the way as the bus jolted to a stop and people surged past me to get on. 

“I’m sorry. This is a shock. What was it you asked me?”

Lindsay’s voice was calm, and he repeated slowly, “Tyler’s boss, Glen Roberts, wasn’t aware Tyler was not at work over the past few days. Is that unusual?”

“I couldn’t say. Tyler doesn’t talk much to me about the day-to-day events in the office. He works quite independently on his own accounts. Glen might not see him every day in the normal course of events. I assume they always know when he goes on a business trip or has appointments out of the office. But I don’t know that for sure.”

“Tyler always lets me know if he’s going to be away, or if he will be working late, but I heard nothing about any change in plans. Someone at Warren and Cole must know when he was last in the office – his assistant, maybe.”

“They said Monday was the last day anyone saw him.” 

Lindsay had said that already. I needed to concentrate. My brain was like a sieve. I was retaining nothing.

“When was Tyler last at home?” Lindsay asked.

“I don’t know. You see I’ve been away for the past ten days on a work assignment. I’m on my way home now. I was expecting to see him this evening. I got back to New York earlier today and went straight to my office from the airport. We talked on the phone and texted in the last few days. He didn’t say anything about a trip. I assumed I would see him at home tonight.”

I cringed at the realization that those texts and calls had been brief and uninformative. I had not asked, had not wanted to know what was going on with Tyler. I had been too preoccupied with my own activities over the last week.

"Mrs. Lewis, I need to ask you a few questions to help with our investigation," Lindsay continued. 

“Yes, of course.”

"When you last spoke to Tyler, did he mention anything unusual or out of the ordinary?"

I tried to think back, to recall our last conversation. "It was several days ago when we last talked on the phone. Since then, we texted – brief texts. The last one was yesterday or maybe the day before. He was in New York, or at least that's what I believed. He didn’t say he wasn’t. The texts were brief. He didn't mention anything unusual, just the usual work stuff."

Lindsay said nothing, allowing me a moment to compose myself or maybe giving me time to recall more of my recent exchanges with Tyler. He said, "I understand this is difficult, but anything you can remember could be important. Did he seem stressed or worried? Did he mention meeting anyone or having any problems at work or outside of work?"

I shook my head, even though he couldn't see me. "No, nothing like that.” 

"Mrs. Lewis, we're doing everything we can to find your husband. If you think of anything, no matter how small, please contact me immediately. You can reach me on my direct line, not the number I’m using now. That way you can reach me more easily.”

“Good.” I fumbled in my bag, wrote the number down on the corner of an envelope. "I'll call you if I learn anything.”

As I hung up the phone, I felt a surge of emotions—fear, guilt, confusion.  
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The rain was colder now and steadier. It showed no indication of letting up any time soon. I didn’t have an umbrella, but I couldn’t stay here under the bus shelter all evening. The apartment was three blocks over and there were no cabs in sight. Resolutely I started walking, driven by the thought that had just struck me that maybe Tyler had left a message for me in the apartment. I knew it was unlikely. He didn’t leave me handwritten notes. He would have texted me if he was going to be away. 

Then I remembered the detective had found Tyler’s phone. Wherever he was, he didn’t have a phone to call me. But why didn’t he call on Monday? He must have known then he was going to Oregon.

My flight had landed this morning, and I had gone straight to the office, arriving there a little after midday, where I met with Matt and Alec for an hour, and updated them on the meetings I’d had in Boston. Our company was small and focused on marketing for small businesses, usually those who created their own products – art, pottery, hand-made garments. The clients, usually artists and craftspeople, sometimes had a distrust of marketing. Visiting them in their own environment, seeing where they created their products, helped us hone a marketing strategy the artists found more palatable and truer to how they saw themselves. 

This time I had traveled from Boston to western Massachusetts to the workshop of an artist who used stained glass to create lamp shades. Then on to Cape Cod to meet with an innovative furniture maker. Both produced work of high quality but knew little about selling their products. That was where we stepped in. Alec had the financial savvy, and it was my job to come up with a marketing slogan which would reflect the unique personality and work of the creator. It helped to visit them at their workplaces. That way I could get a feel for all the care and creativity that went into the product and incorporate that authentic flavor into the marketing campaign.

I had discussed some ideas with the clients, ruled out anything they didn’t like, and presented my rough sketches to Alec and Matt today. Alec would do an analysis of the market to determine what would sell, and Matt would do the art. 

Then with nothing pressing at the office I had taken off for home. Needing to stretch my legs I decided to walk the fifteen blocks, leaving my suitcase with its rumpled clothes in my office to be dealt with tomorrow. It had not been raining when I left the office, and the walk sounded like a good idea then. I wanted time to think about exactly how much I would reveal to Tyler about my trip when I saw him this evening. 

The truth was the meetings with clients could have fitted into two days maybe three, the conference in Boston another two days. I could have been back days ago, but I had decided to squeeze in an extra few days on Cape Cod – something Alec knew about – I wasn’t billing the company for my vacation weekend - but I had failed to mention it to Tyler, letting him think it was all work. 

I probably would have mentioned it when I returned home and talked to him in person, though I wasn’t sure about that. I hadn’t told him on the phone or in our brief text exchanges. Perhaps I thought he would disapprove. And I wanted to think about exactly what I would say.

It was running into Conrad that changed everything. I certainly didn’t want to tell Tyler about Conrad in a text. I had never said much to Tyler about that disturbing and ultimately heart-breaking love affair I’d been recovering from when I first met him.  He only knew I’d recently broken up with someone I’d been with for years. Tyler had admitted to a brief marriage when he was very young. Neither of us had gone into detail. We both wanted to focus on the future and felt no need to talk about past relationships.

Before setting out on the trip I knew being on Cape Cod would stir up memories. I had steeled myself to handle them.  It was important to visit our client in person and the client was on Cape Cod, so I had to go there. What I hadn’t expected was running into Conrad. It had shaken me up. It shouldn’t have happened. It was March, a time when Conrad should be in Boston. He wasn’t supposed to be in Cape Cod. 

After visiting my client in Truro, I drove on to Provincetown with no plans in mind other than finding a guest house to stay in for a couple of days. It was off-season, so there should be vacancies if places were open for business. A few extra days in a place I’d always found peaceful and beautiful was appealing.  

As I walked on the quiet streets, I wondered what subconscious urge had led me here, where my past with Conrad seemed to linger on every corner. I thought of him, yes. How could I not, when this town held so many memories of our time together. I thought he probably still had his house here on the beach, not far from Provincetown. I even thought of walking by, confident he wouldn’t be there now.  He spent the winters in Boston, and early March with its blustery wind and freezing temperature, was still too close to winter for him to be here. I didn’t walk by his house though. It was frigid and I restricted myself to brief walks through the town, visiting the galleries that were open, even running into people I used to know. 

Then the day after I arrived in Provincetown, there he was staring at me with that familiar intensity in his eyes. I don’t know how long he’d been watching me silently before I saw him. All I know is the moment our eyes met across that crowded café my heart skipped in a way it hadn’t done in a long time. His hair was shorter now and darker and he was wearing a heavy jacket. I was used to seeing him in tee-shirts, his hair longer and sun streaked. 

The days spent together, though unplanned, felt almost inevitable. We wandered along empty blustery beaches, caught up in memories of our younger selves. We talked about our time together. I told him about my marriage. He said he had met no one. He said we’d shared the kind of love that’s all-consuming and impossible to sustain. He said it with an air of fatality.

Conrad still lived in that same old house, the one I remembered so vividly. He had bought it years ago after his first paintings sold, and he had become a minor local celebrity. The moment I stepped inside, the familiar smell of paint and turpentine hit me, instantly stirring up memories I had tried to keep buried. His canvases were everywhere, leaning against the walls, some half-finished, others in the process of drying. The scent brought back memories of countless afternoons spent watching him work, mesmerized by how he could bring a blank canvas to life with just a few strokes.

It was surreal being back there, like stepping into a time capsule. Everything in that house reminded me of the intensity we had shared, the way our lives revolved around his art, and how I’d gotten lost in it all—lost in him. Conrad’s presence was undeniable, both in his work and in the space around him. And standing there, surrounded by the remnants of our past, I felt those old emotions begin to resurface, no matter how much I wished they wouldn’t.

He spoke of regrets, how he’d never found anyone like me, and his words left me reeling. It felt like the two years we had been apart had dissolved, and I was right back in that place where loving him had been the center of my world. But I knew that life was behind me—at least, it was supposed to be. I was married now. Yet, the connection between us hadn’t disappeared, still simmering under the surface.

We didn’t go into detail about the breakup or the mess that followed. There were too many unsaid things, too much left unresolved, but the weight of it all hung between us. And despite my best efforts to leave it in the past, the feelings I thought I had buried started creeping back, feelings I didn’t want to confront. Sitting across from him in that little restaurant by the sea, I felt torn, pulled between the life I’d built and the old desires that stirred something in me I thought was long gone.

By late Tuesday, when the sun had finally come out just in time to set over the Cape, I knew that when I left early in the morning I wouldn’t be back. The time we’d spent together had given me a strange kind of closure, but it had also reopened emotions I wasn’t ready to deal with. He said he’d be here painting and to come back whenever I wanted. I nodded but made no promises. 

On the way back to New York, I kept thinking about what I would tell Tyler. I couldn’t bring myself to admit I’d chosen to extend my stay so that I could spend more time with Conrad. More than that, I didn’t want to face the truth of the unresolved feelings Conrad had stirred in me—feelings that had no place in my life now.

I didn’t want to have them. Certainly, I wasn’t ready to talk about them with my husband.  That kind of sharing couldn’t help our already foundering marriage.
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At the apartment everything looked normal. In fact, the apartment looked neater than usual – unlived in. I reminded myself Tyler had been at work on Monday. He must have been here in the apartment until then. I wandered around but could find no hint that he’d planned to go anywhere. But his cell phone had been found in that town in Oregon on Tuesday. And the car had been there yesterday and today. He must have rented it since we didn’t own a car.

What had happened? Why had Tyler gone there in the first place?  Should I turn around right now and head back to the airport? Try to find a flight to Oregon? If I was closer to where he had disappeared, would I more easily find out what had happened to Tyler? Or should I stay here, hoping he would show up at the apartment soon?

I pulled out a larger suitcase from the back of the hall closet, one that was rarely used since we both favored carrying less baggage when we traveled and started throwing clothes into it.  Suddenly I stopped my mindless hurtling of sweaters and underwear into the suitcase. It didn’t make sense to dash off to Oregon until I spoke to Lindsay again and got an update. And maybe I could be more useful if I stayed here. I needed to slow down and think. Was there something I could I do here that would help in the search for Tyler?

Maybe some of Tyler’s friends knew something. Who might he have spoken to about his plans? The problem was Tyler’s friends were also his coworkers. I couldn’t think of friends who didn’t work at Warren and Cole.

There was Bob. He was Tyler’s closest work colleague, maybe his closest friend. Bob might know something, something the detectives hadn't uncovered yet. If Tyler had confided in anyone it would have been Bob. Perhaps he had mentioned something he didn’t want generally known. It was worth a try. Lindsay hadn’t mentioned talking to him. 

I grabbed my phone and scrolled through my contacts, but I didn’t have Bob's number. I wasn’t even sure of his last name though I had met him several times and Tyler mentioned him often enough. Something beginning with S, I thought. I dialed the main number for Warren and Cole. 

“Hello, I’m trying to reach Bob Stack or is it Stanton,” I said hesitantly. “I’m not sure of his last name, but he works in marketing.”

“Do you mean Bob Sleckman?” The chirpy young voice asked.

“Yes, that’s it. Is he in?”

“I’ll patch you through.”

The line crackled as I waited for Bob to respond. My heart pounded in my chest, the fear and uncertainty gnawing at me. Finally, he picked up. His hearty “hello” told me I had reached the right Bob. I recognized his unusually deep voice.

"Bob? This is Anna Lewis. I need to talk to you about Tyler. Have you heard - do you know...  anything?” I was reluctant to put the words, “he’s missing” out there in the world, as if uttering them would make it true.

"Anna? You haven’t heard from him?” 

"No. I’ve been out of town. I just got back. A detective called me from somewhere in Oregon. They’re trying to find out what happened to him. They found a car abandoned in the countryside there and Tyler’s cell phone inside. They searched but couldn’t find him." My voice trembled despite my attempt to stay composed. “They say the car was sitting there empty for a couple of days.”

There was a pause on the other end. "He is missing! No one said he was missing. I heard that a detective called the office and spoke to Glen and his assistant. Abby, the assistant, said the detective was from somewhere out west and was trying to reach Tyler. He mustn’t have told them Tyler was missing, or I would have heard. Glen just asked me if I’d seen Tyler this week and if I knew anything about him taking a trip out west.”

“Have you – seen him this week?” I asked.

“Not since Monday.”

“I thought he was there at work in the office all week,” I said, hearing the anxiety in my voice. “I was away – working on a project for my job. I just got back. But Tyler and I talked on the phone and texted in the last few days. We were definitely in touch since Monday. I assumed he was at work in New York. He didn’t mention any business trips. He didn’t say he was going anywhere. But now the detective tells me the car was abandoned a couple of days ago – in the Oregon countryside, near a place called Mumford.” 

I knew I was speaking rapidly, the words pouring out in a jumble.

I could hear Bob’s sharp intake of breath before he answered. “The last time I spoke with Tyler it was about a project the company is working on, but that was over a week ago and it was a brief conversation. He said he might do some work remotely. When I didn’t see him, I assumed he was working from home at least part of the time. That didn’t seem unusual. People do that sometimes, though Tyler hasn’t usually been one of them. Are you sure he's not just taking some personal time off?”

“It’s possible but it would be odd to do so without saying anything. Wouldn’t Glen know if Tyler had taken some vacation time?”

There was a grunt of assent from Bob.

“But the scary thing is they found his cell phone in an abandoned car in rural Oregon. Bob, we don’t even own a car.”

“It must be a rental car, but the police could trace that easily,” Bob said. “I’m surprised they didn’t say it was a rental car.” He paused. “I don’t know of any work-related reasons for why he would be there. We don’t have any contracts in Oregon. No potential clients there as far as I know. If we had, we would probably communicate with them remotely. These days, there’s no reason for business trips. If he is in Oregon, my guess is it has nothing to do with work. Sorry, that’s not too reassuring, is it?” 

I shrugged. “The truth is more important right now. Did anything strike you as different lately? Anything he did that seemed unusual?”

“Not really. He did mention feeling overwhelmed and wanting a break. That was about two weeks ago."

"Overwhelmed? Tyler never said anything about that to me." 

I hoped I didn’t sound petulant. The fact that Bob knew more about Tyler's emotional state than I did stung. It was a bitter reminder of how far we’d drifted apart. 

I spoke now without restriction, badly needing an understanding ear and not caring that I hardly knew Bob. 

"He didn't seem like himself lately. He was withdrawn and I didn’t push him to talk. Maybe I should have.  But I thought it was just the stress of work... and maybe us.  Things were distant between us. I was putting off dealing with that until we had some time to spend together.”

"Don’t think the worst, Anna," Bob's tone softened. “We know very little yet. It could be anything. Or it could be nothing.”

“But is there anything you remember that struck you as odd no matter how small?”

Bob was silent for a moment. “Tyler and I have worked together for years. He’s always been solid, but the last few months, something's been off. I can’t quite put my finger on it, but he’s been distant, distracted. So, if you noticed that, I’m saying you were not the only one. He seemed that way to me too.  I got the sense he was dealing with something personal, something heavy. It wasn’t anything he said, just a feeling I got."

A cold dread settled in my stomach. I thought I had kept my feelings hidden, but maybe Tyler had suspected my growing disenchantment with our marriage. Maybe that was what he’d been struggling with. It didn’t explain his disappearance in Oregon unless he had decided to leave me, vanish without a trace. But why there?

And give up his job?  I shook my head. It was unlikely. He had worked too hard to get where he was. He was proud of his position. He wouldn’t walk away from it or from this apartment which he’d bought just before we met.

"Do you think he could have... I don’t know, decided to disappear for a while? To clear his head?" And teach me a lesson.

Bob hesitated. "It's possible. But he would have told someone, left a message at work. Something. He is a responsible person. He wouldn’t have disappeared without a word. He would have told you. This doesn’t sound like the Tyler I know. And you said the car was unlocked and his phone was left inside. That doesn’t sound planned.”

"Can you think of anything, anything at all, no matter how small or unlikely, that might explain why he’d disappear like this? Anyone else he was close to at work who might know what’s going on?"

“There is his assistant Cindy, but I understand she already talked to Detective Lindsay and to Glen. She saw Tyler on Monday. He left about midday and told her he would be out of the office on Tuesday and possibly would be late getting in on Wednesday. No explanation. She had no appointments listed for him. She heard nothing from him since then.”

There was another pause. I could hear Bob’s breathing, like he was weighing what to say next. "There was one thing... it’s probably unimportant. A few weeks ago, Tyler mentioned running into an old friend from college. He didn’t give a name. Just said it was someone he hadn’t seen in years. It was unusual because he seemed shaken about it, not happy like someone would be if they’d run into an old friend. I said something half-joking like, “you don’t seem overjoyed. Was it a frenemy?” He didn’t answer, brushed it off, said it was nothing, that he was just tired. I had forgotten about it. It seemed inconsequential and probably has nothing to do with anything.”

"An old friend?" I repeated, trying to piece together this new information and realizing this was something else Tyler had failed to mention to me. "Do you know anything else about him? Where this friend lives? Where Tyler ran into him?"

"No, he didn’t say. But now that I think about it, Tyler started acting even more withdrawn after that. He was more secretive, leaving the office abruptly without explanation. I didn’t push him on it, figured he’d talk when he was ready. I didn’t make the connection between Tyler’s behavior and his running into the friend until now. And maybe there’s no connection. We shouldn’t jump to conclusions.”

I now remembered something. “There was someone who texted him recently, a name I didn’t recognize. It was someone named Gina. I didn’t ask him about it. I assumed it was some new person from work. Do you know anyone named Gina?”

“No. No one of that name works here. Sorry. I wish I could be more helpful."

“So, if it wasn’t someone from work ...,” I began. 

“Anna don’t torture yourself. It could be someone from one of the accounts we represent.”

He knew where I was going with this. Was Tyler having an affair? Neither of us put what we were thinking into words.

"Thank you, Bob," I said, my voice strained. "If you think of anything else, please let me know. I need to find him."

"Of course, Anna. I really hope he turns up soon and this turns out to be a big fat nothing. If you think of anything I can do to help, please get in touch."

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

4


[image: image]


We hung up. I stopped the agitated pacing I’d been doing while talking to Bob and sat down heavily at the kitchen counter as I tried to make sense of what I had learned so far. Tyler had disappeared in a place no one knew anything about where he had no reason to be, while his co-workers believed he was working from our New York apartment. He had texted me and had not told me where he was but gave me the distinct impression that everything was normal. He had been hiding something, not just from me but from Bob, and everyone at work. 

Why had he gone to this place – Mumford? As I tried to make sense of it all, a sickening thought crossed my mind. What if Tyler’s disappearance wasn’t voluntary? What if this friend he had told Bob he had run into wasn’t just a friend but someone who had threatened Tyler in some way. What if he wasn’t hiding an affair but something more dangerous? What if someone had forced him to leave? 

I told myself I was being dramatic but couldn’t stop imagining the worst. If they had not forced him to leave New York, they might have enticed him to Oregon and then forced him to leave the car. Why would he have left his phone behind unless he had left the car in a hurry – or unwillingly? That detective had said the car was found in a remote area—what if Tyler never intended to go there? What if someone had forced him to drive there? 

And the car? Did it really belong to Tyler? Could he have bought a car and not told me? We had both agreed that a car would be a liability in New York. When he went on business trips he was usually in urban areas – Chicago, Pittsburgh, recently – and wouldn’t need a car there. He would stay at a hotel close to the offices of the client. If he needed transportation he would get a taxi.

Lindsay said the car was unlocked when the ranger found it. Perhaps someone else had been driving and Tyler was in the passenger seat. Perhaps Tyler had found a way to leave his phone behind as a clue. It would be a drastic move as having the phone with him could have been his only lifeline. He would have been giving up his chance to call for help.

I shook my head in frustration. Or, it could have been simpler. He might have rented a car and been surprised by something on the road. He might have got out of the car suddenly, intending to return momentarily. It would explain the phone left behind and the unlocked car. It didn’t explain why he was driving on that road in rural Oregon.

I shuddered, pushing the terrifying possibilities aside. There were so many questions, and I had no answers. I needed to focus on what I could do. The conversation with Bob had provided no answers and I didn’t know who else would know anything.

Should I go to Oregon? But what could I do there? I should have asked Lindsay if he thought it would help if I went there. I could call him now and ask if I should go there. But first, I should check on those last text messages from Tyler, so that I could tell Lindsay when exactly I last heard from him.

I grabbed my phone, my fingers trembling slightly as I scrolled through the recent messages from Tyler. They were sparse, practical, and lacking in the warmth that had once defined our relationship. I opened the last few texts, rereading them carefully, noting the dates and times.

The last one was not last night but the night before – Monday night. Working late tonight. Hope you’re not working too hard.

My reply had been brief, mirroring his tone. If Detective Lindsay was right, Tyler was already in Oregon or on his way there when he’d written that text – after 9 o’clock Monday night. Tyler hadn’t exactly lied to me. He had withheld the truth. But why? Why not mention that he’d had to go on an unexpected business trip? 

Because it hadn’t been a business trip.

There was a grim humor to it. I was being paid back for my own lack of honesty. I hadn’t revealed to Tyler where I was the entire time I was away. He didn’t know about my five days at Conrad’s beach house. Why should I expect honesty from him?

I looked at earlier messages. It was the tone of his messages and my responses that bothered me most. They were curt, detached, as if we were rushing through them, doing what was required, but not wanting to engage with each other. 

I stared at the screen, trying to make sense of it. What could have happened that led to his disappearance? Had someone been with him when he sent the last text? Was he trying to communicate something without tipping off whoever might have been watching? It was possible, but the last text was not different in tone from those he sent over the past few weeks. I decided sadly that the texts reflected nothing more than the reality of our present relationship.  

I decided to call Detective Lindsay. I could tell him exactly when I’d received the last text from Tyler. Maybe it would help. I hoped he might have an update or, at the very least, more details about Tyler's abandoned car, but it was only a couple of hours since we’d spoken so I didn’t expect to learn anything new. I searched for the piece of paper in my bag where I’d written Lindsay’s direct number, my mind racing with questions.

The phone rang twice before Lindsay picked up. His voice was as steady and professional as before.

"Detective Lindsay. Hello Mrs. Lewis."

"Detective, I looked up the exact time the last text was sent from Tyler. It was Monday night about nine pm. It was brief. He said he was working late and for me not to work too late. I responded briefly in a similar vein.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Lewis.” 

He didn’t sound surprised and gave no indication that this was useful information. I thought for the first time that if they had gained access to the contents of Tyler’s phone, they would already have read the messages Tyler and I exchanged. It was disconcerting.

“I also wanted to check if there’s been any progress—any new leads on Tyler’s whereabouts?"

There was a brief pause on the other end, and I could hear the rustle of papers. "There are rangers searching but so far nothing of interest has been found. They’ve canvassed the area where the car was found, but there’s no sign of Mr. Lewis. It’s as if he vanished into thin air. However, we did find something in the car—something that might interest you."

My heart skipped a beat. "What did you find?"

He answered with a question. “Did your husband have a second phone?”

“No. Not that I am aware of,” I answered, realizing that there was a good deal I didn’t know about Tyler, my husband who had shared everything with me in the not-so-distant past.

I repeated, “What did you find?”

"Another phone. Not the one we found on the car seat, but a burner phone, tucked away at the back of the glove compartment.”

“Is it his? It could belong to whoever owns the car.”

“We’ll know more shortly. It has a few text messages on it, but they haven’t been deciphered yet. We’re still working to trace the numbers called from that phone."

A burner phone? It certainly wasn’t the kind of thing he’d use for work. Why would he need a burner phone? 

“Can I see the messages when you’ve unscrambled them?" I asked, trying to keep my voice steady.

“Yes. I’ll want to know if you recognize any names or numbers on that phone," Lindsay replied. “That would be helpful.”

"And what about the car?" I asked, my voice more urgent than before. "Were you able to trace it? We don’t own a car. I told you that before." 

I left unsaid the obvious fact that Tyler could have bought a car and not told me. But I imagined that if the car was registered in Tyler’s name it would be a matter of minutes to find that information. I couldn’t imagine it taking long to trace a rental car either.

Lindsay hesitated for a moment, and I could almost hear him weighing his words. "Yes, Mrs. Lewis, you did mention that. We’re still looking into the ownership details, but we do have a name associated with it. It’s possible he borrowed it, but we haven’t been able to confirm that yet."

The pit in my stomach deepened. A car neither of us owned, registered under a different name—it was like each piece of information only made the picture murkier. 

"Do you think it was stolen?" I asked, my voice tight with anxiety.

"It’s a possibility," Lindsay admitted. "At this point, we can’t rule anything out. We’re looking into whether your husband borrowed it. We’ll know more once we trace the paper trail."

“Do you have the name of the owner?” I asked. “I might know the person.”

“The car is registered to Virginia Brent. Do you recognize the name?”

I shook my head, then realized he couldn’t see me. “No. I don’t know who that is.”

“We are on our way to the address listed. She lives in Portland.”

"But why wouldn’t he tell me?" I blurted out, the question escaping before I could stop it. I felt a wave of frustration and confusion. If he needed a car, he would have mentioned it. The old Tyler would have explained. But now, nothing was making sense.
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Lindsay's tone was gentle, as if he could sense the turmoil I was in. "I understand this is difficult, Mrs. Lewis. We’re doing everything we can to find out what’s going on. But I need you to think carefully. Can you think of anything unusual in the past few weeks that might help us?"

I tried to calm the storm of thoughts in my mind. "I—I'm not sure. Tyler had been acting distant, but I thought it was just work stress. He was spending more late nights at the office, but he never mentioned anything out of the ordinary. Except..." I trailed off, a memory tugging at the edge of my mind.

"Except what?" Lindsay prompted gently.

"There was this one incident," I began slowly, piecing it together as I spoke. "A few weeks ago, he mentioned something about a business deal that didn’t feel right. He brushed it off when I asked, said it was nothing to worry about, just corporate politics. I thought it had to do with people at one of the branch offices, but I don’t think he used those words. But now... I’m wondering if it is connected somehow to his disappearance. I may be stretching. His complaint wasn’t out of the ordinary."

Lindsay’s voice was thoughtful. "Do you remember any details about that conversation? Anything about who he was dealing with or what the issue was?"

I wracked my brain, but it was like trying to catch smoke with outstretched hands. Nothing stayed. Nothing took on a solid form. "No, he was vague. Just said it was something to do with a new project. I didn’t press him for details. I thought he was just venting. He didn’t usually discuss details of his work with me, didn’t mention names or places.”

"If you remember anything else, no matter how irrelevant it seems, or if you hear from your husband, call me immediately."

I agreed and hung up, feeling more unsettled than before. Tyler hadn’t just been preoccupied at work. It looked like he had been keeping secrets—secrets that were now unraveling in the most terrifying way possible and made my own secrets pale in comparison. Disappearing without a message even to his work colleagues, a car and a burner phone showing he’d been somewhere in rural Oregon, and possibly a business deal gone wrong... it all pointed to something troubling and dangerous. But what? And why hadn’t he told me? Was he trying to protect me, or did he think I wouldn’t understand? Had he gotten in over his head with something or someone he couldn’t escape from?

I sat there, phone in hand, replaying the conversation with Detective Lindsay in my mind. The silence of the apartment, which had felt peaceful earlier, now felt suffocating. Tyler's words from that conversation weeks ago echoed in my ears. No, not the actual words. I couldn’t recall what he’d actually said - just the tense tone he used when he mentioned the deal. I remembered now he had said ‘deal’, not ‘business deal.’ I had filled in the business part of it, naturally assuming it had to do with his work at Warren and Cole. 

I had asked, I remembered now, but he had not wanted to discuss details. I thought he’d been trying to downplay it, whatever it was. I remembered the feeling that he was trying to make light of it. And I had chosen to let it pass rather than ask for more details. Had I made a mistake? Had I missed a chance to help him share whatever it was that had become so problematic?

And I hadn’t told Lindsay about the text message from the woman named Gina. It was another incident I had dismissed at the time. Now I remembered she had said something about looking forward to seeing him. I hadn’t told Bob either that I had seen some of the text from the woman. Why had I said nothing? Did I prefer to think my husband had met with foul play rather than that he had run off with another woman? I hadn’t been prying. He had left his phone open on the table, and I had glanced at it when it lit up with a message. That’s all. 

But these slightly unusual incidents didn’t add up to much. They probably meant nothing. They didn’t help me understand why he had gone to Oregon. I had to do something, to help find him. But what? Should I go to Oregon? But what could I do once I got there? What could I find that the police couldn’t? 

But what else could I do? My only other choice was to just sit here, doing nothing.

I scrolled through Tyler’s texts again. There had to be something there, some clue I’d missed. Scrolling back further, about two months ago, one text stood out. 

It was sent at 9:14 pm: Running late tonight. Don’t wait up. Will explain later.

I remembered feeling a twinge of irritation when I got that message, brushing it off as another one of Tyler’s late nights. But now, looking at it in the context of everything that had happened, it felt off. It was those words will explain later. That was unusual. He didn’t usually offer to explain, and I didn’t remember him explaining anything. But I hadn’t asked. Why hadn’t he explained later, as he promised? What had he been running late for? Why hadn’t I asked?

The bigger question was why had Tyler been keeping secrets from me? Had he been in trouble? The idea that he could have been involved in something dangerous chilled me, but so did the possibility that he had simply chosen to walk away not only from me but from his job, from his entire life. That was so unlike him. He liked his job. His colleagues at Warren and Cole were among his best friends. 

Determined to make sense of it all, I sat down at my desk and opened Tyler’s email account on my laptop, using the password I knew he rarely changed and which I’d seen him tap in numerous times. I hadn’t ever been tempted to snoop, but now was no time for scruples. This was necessary. I might find something that would help find him.

As I scanned through his recent emails, nothing stood out at first—just the usual work correspondence and notifications. But then, in the sent folder, I found an email from about two months ago, just days before the "running late" text he had sent me. 

It was a short message sent to a private email address I didn’t recognize. I’m in. Let’s do this. Dates to follow.

My heart raced as I reread the lines again. What was he planning on doing?  There was no greeting. I studied the email address –ginny7621. I clicked on the email address and searched for any other correspondence between them. There was a response.  Looking forward to seeing you. Let me know dates. Gina.

There was nothing else. No follow-up email with dates or location.

Gina could be short for Virginia. Lindsay said the car Tyler had been driving was registered to Virginia Brent. Was she the Gina who had sent him the email? Virginia Brent’s address was in Portland according to Lindsay. Was all this about a secret affair? But how had he met her if she lived in Oregon? As far as I knew, he had never even been to Oregon. He could conduct a secret affair right here in New York if that’s what he wanted. It made no sense. And the tone of the exchanges was not amorous, but then he was probably being careful. There was just that one email exchange. 

Had I been so preoccupied with my own life that I had failed to notice the signs that Tyler was carrying on an affair? If this woman had been with him, had she disappeared too? Or had they simply abandoned the car and run off somewhere together? It made no sense. Not if he’d left his phone behind in the car.

Frustration built inside me. Had Tyler been involved in something more troubling? Maybe the woman’s husband had caught up with them. I ought to be furious with him, but right now I was just worried. If Tyler was in Oregon, if something had gone wrong, then I needed to know. I needed answers, even if they weren’t the ones I wanted. I couldn’t just sit here any longer. I needed to take action. I would go there. It was better than sitting here wondering. 

I pulled a small suitcase from the hallway closet and then noticed that the bag Tyler usually took on business trips was missing. I rushed back to the bedroom and flung open his clothes closet. His shirts and other clothes were hanging neatly, and I couldn’t tell if anything was missing. He had travelled light. He hadn’t cleared out his closet. Wherever he had gone, he intended returning.

Grabbing my phone I quickly booked a flight to Portland, Oregon. The next flight left early in the morning. Once there, I could try to track down Virginia Brent. Maybe Tyler was there with her. If he was having an affair I’d have my answer. After that I didn’t know what I would do. I had no concrete plan, just a burning need to get to the bottom of this.  
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Next, I called Alec, technically my boss, but also a friend. If I wasn’t going to be at work tomorrow, I needed to let him know. When he didn’t pick up, I left a garbled message about Tyler being missing, having to go to Oregon and not being sure when I’d be back. Five minutes later Alec called back. He listened silently as I told him about Lindsay’s phone call, my call to Bob, the emails.

“I can’t sit here and do nothing. Maybe this woman Virginia knows something. He might be having an affair. It might be nothing more, but his cell phone was found in an abandoned car. Something bad could have happened to him.” My voice broke. I was close to tears. 

“So, let’s think this through,” Alec said, speaking slowly and calmly. “Tyler left you no message and didn’t tell anyone at work where he was going. The only reason you believe he is in Oregon and missing is because this guy Lindsay called you and told you he found Tyler’s phone in an abandoned car there?”

“Well, yes. And he hasn’t been at work since Monday, when he said he’d be back late Wednesday. But he hasn’t come back, and a suitcase is missing, the one he usually takes on trips. He didn’t contact me in two days.”

“Is that excessively long? You’ve been away.”

“Well, no. I wasn’t worried until I got the call from the detective. It’s only Wednesday. I was expecting to see him at home this evening.”

“Did you try to call him?”

“No. I told you the police have his cell phone.”

“Okay.” Alec seemed to be thinking.

“Out with it, Alec.”

“You are sure this guy Lindsay is really calling from the police department in Oregon?” Alec asked. “Did he provide proper identification.”

“Of course he was a detective,” I answered startled. “What are you suggesting?”

“It was a phone call. Anyone could call you and claim to be a detective. Did he give you his badge number so that you could check it?”

“No, but the phone call – the first one – showed up as coming from Detective Lindsay, Mumford, Oregon.”

“And you called him back on that number?”

“No. He gave me another number to call. He said it was a more direct number.”

“Why not try calling the number listed for the police department in Mumford? Get the number from information. Don’t redial the number he used to call you. Ask for Detective Lindsay. I mean it’s a precaution. You need to make sure this man really is who he says he is.”

I gasped as the implication sank in. Alec had just introduced a new reason to worry. 

“Do it now,” he urged. “Just to be certain. Then call me back.”

I hesitated for a moment, then opened my contacts and studied the number Lindsay had called from – the one he had said to call if I thought of anything. I closed it and searched online for the Mumford Police Department’s main line. It took only a few seconds to find the number. My fingers trembled slightly. I wasn’t sure what I would say to the detective, but it was likely he wasn’t in the office. It was after six. But detectives probably didn’t keep nine to five hours. I remembered it was earlier out west – only about four pm, maybe three pm. I was just looking for excuses not to call. 

After a few rings, a woman's voice answered, "Mumford Police Department, how may I assist you?"

"Yes, hello," I began, trying to keep my voice steady. "I'm trying to reach Detective Lindsay. Can you transfer me to him?"

"One moment, please," the woman replied, and I heard the soft click as I was put on hold.

I felt foolish as I waited. What would I say to him? That I wanted to come to Oregon to help find my husband. Yes, that seemed reasonable. Finally, the line clicked again.

"Mumford Police Department, Detective Lindsay speaking."

I let out a breath I hadn't realized I'd been holding. His voice sounded different, but not noticeably so. It could be the line. But there really was a Detective Lindsay in Mumford, Oregon.

"Detective Lindsay, this is Anna Lewis. We spoke earlier today."

There was a pause, and then the man spoke again, his voice more cautious and uncertain now. "I'm sorry, Miss Lewis, but I don’t recall speaking with you earlier. Can you remind me what we spoke about?"

The voice was lighter, the accent different. A chill ran down my spine. This did not sound like the man who had called me. Please let him remember me.

"A Detective Lindsay called me earlier about my husband, Tyler, who he said was missing. He said he was a detective in Mumford, Oregon. He said the police had found my husband’s phone in an abandoned car in a rural area near Mumford."

There was another pause, this one longer. When Lindsay spoke again, his tone was serious. "Mrs. Lewis, I haven’t spoken to you before now, and the police here have no report of a missing person with that name. If someone contacted you claiming to be me, they weren’t telling the truth."

Fear gripped me. I didn’t want to believe him. "But the number showed up as coming from the Mumford Police Department. Perhaps someone else in the department called me.” As I spoke, I realized how irregular that would be. Why would the person not use his own name?

"Scammers can fake the number," Lindsay explained, his voice steady but urgent. "It's called spoofing. They can make it seem like the call is coming from a particular number. Whoever called you is likely trying to manipulate you or get information. Do not trust them. Do not give them any information."
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