
  
    [image: The Next Girl]
  


  
    
      THE NEXT GIRL

      A C.T. FERGUSON CRIME NOVEL (#8)

    

    
      
        TOM FOWLER

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Widening Gyre Media]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      The Next Girl: A C.T. Ferguson Crime Novel is copyright (c) 2020 by Tom Fowler. All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews.

      Published by Widening Gyre Media.

      

      Cover Design: 100 Covers

      Editing: Chase Nottingham

    

  


  
    
      For Lisa and Isabel, as ever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Novella Giveaway

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

    

    
      
        Afterword

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            NOVELLA GIVEAWAY

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: Hong Kong Dangerous cover]
          
        

        Want to know C.T.’s origin story? Tap the cover to download the prequel novella to the C.T. Ferguson crime novel series.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 1

        

      

    

    
      "You know you'll have to make a toast at some point, right?"

      My cousin Rich, pale beer in hand, said this to me as we stood at the bar of Morton's Steakhouse in Baltimore. I held an IPA—a much more interesting brew—and watched my girlfriend Gloria Reading mingle with the guests at her birthday bash. She was twenty-eight today and showed no signs she would soon be staring down thirty. "I don't think a toast is formal enough," I said.

      This realization was surprising. Gloria loved extravagance. I was surprised she chose Morton's for her gathering because it was nice but not swanky. Gloria and I both came from wealthy families. I thought of myself as a man of the people, and some of it rubbed off on Gloria in the time we knew each other. She'd loosened up quite a bit, and the change had been refreshing to see.

      "Nervous about talking in front of a crowd?" Rich said with a smirk.

      I rolled my eyes. "I've never been nervous about talking in my life."

      Rich's girlfriend Jeanne sidled up to him and put an arm around his waist. He mirrored the gesture. They looked good together, both dark-haired and strong, though Rich's few extra trips around the sun showed in the gray creeping in at his temples. "Nice party," she said. "Thanks for the invite."

      "Anytime," I said. Most of the people here were Gloria's friends, many of whom I knew. She met Rich and later Jeanne through me, and we all liked each other enough for them to be here tonight. With both working for the Baltimore Police Department, getting them anywhere together proved a challenge. Perhaps evildoers in the city worked a light schedule tonight.

      I downed the rest of my beer, ordered another IPA, and asked the bartender to make a vodka martini for Gloria. "A fine drink," Rich said.

      "It's on the list of reasons I love her," I told him. I collected the beverages and carried them to the private dining room we enjoyed. Morton's had set up two large tables for our use, each seating eight. The area featured enough square footage for more--and charged for it accordingly--but Gloria wanted to keep the event manageable. She remarked she'd been to enough outsized fundraisers and fancy dinners over the last year or more.

      I handed Gloria her drink, and she slid her arm around my waist. She chatted with a man and woman I met once but couldn't remember. I did my best not to wear a blank expression until reintroduced to Wendy Potter and Cullen Weis. Like most in Gloria’s circle of female friends, Wendy was pretty and around the same age. She wore her blonde hair pulled back and capitalized on the warm evening with a great sundress. Cullen attired himself like he just stepped off the world's preppiest cruise ship. I thought about asking him to tie his favorite knot but figured it wouldn't go over well.

      A few minutes later, we all sat down to eat. I thought back to Rich's earlier words. Would I need to make a speech? Shouldn't Gloria be the one to stand up and say a few words? Her parents weren't here--we were doing dinner with her folks and mine another night--so third-party speaking responsibilities fell to me by default. Still, I hoped we could simply enjoy a meal, dessert, coffee, and a few adult beverages before retiring to a hotel for the night.

      True to its name and reputation, Morton’s served a good steak. We all got some cut or another, and the servers dropped off an assortment of sides to share. Being a simple man, I helped myself to a bunch of fries—or pomme frites as the menu called them. Naming something in French allowed for a two-dollar upcharge. Gloria fed me a bite of her New York strip, and I returned the favor with my filet. Rich rolled his eyes at us, and then he and Jeanne did the same thing a minute later. I shook my head at him, and he shrugged.

      Once the meat and most of the accompaniments were gone, the wait staff collected diners’ plates. We all worked on our drinks and fell back into the rhythm of group conversations. Cullen sat at the other table looking mighty impressed with himself for buying out the J. Crew catalog. When the din quieted, I grabbed my wine glass and stood. The hall quieted, and fifteen pairs of eyes drifted to me.

      “Hi, everyone,” I said. “Thanks for helping us celebrate tonight.” I regarded Gloria, who beamed up at me. “I’ve known Gloria for a couple years now. I’m surprised she’s put up with me as long as she has.” Polite laughter filled the room. “She’s made a big difference in my life. I don’t always have the easiest job . . . there’s some weirdness and odd hours sometimes. It never seems to try Gloria’s patience, though.

      “She’s the best person I know, and she has the biggest heart.” I felt my eyes well up. Gloria wiping away a tear almost gave me pause, but I pressed on. “I love this woman, and I’m glad all of you came out to celebrate her tonight.” I raised my glass. “To Gloria!”

      “To Gloria!” came the response from the gathering. My wonderful girlfriend dabbed at her eyes while waving thanks to everyone. The servers rescued us from any awkwardness by circulating dessert menus. A round of sweets and coffee later, and I felt ready to leave. Others had the same idea and said their goodbyes. Wendy and Cullen bid us adieu. I thought about asking Cullen where he was sailing to next but didn’t. Turning thirty recently softened me. Or maybe it was Gloria’s fault.

      Rich and Jeanne were our last guests. The women hugged, and Jeanne surprised me by pulling me in for one, too. Rich and I did the handshake plus one-armed embrace thing many men do. I walked them toward the door. “You guys staying anywhere?” Jeanne asked.

      “Yes. It’s a surprise, though.”

      Rich grinned. “Any other surprises?”

      “Like what?”

      “Did you bring a ring?”

      The corner of my mouth turned up involuntarily. “Piss off,” I said.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      From Morton’s, we took an Uber to The Inn at Henderson’s Wharf. It sat on the water in the Fells Point neighborhood of Baltimore. Reaching it required driving over the city’s cobblestoned streets. They are not the most pleasant roads to traverse after consuming too much food and a few adult beverages. We carried our bags inside—which is to say I did all the carrying—and got our keycards from the chipper lady at the front desk.

      Once in the room, I threw open the curtains. We enjoyed a great view of the Baltimore Harbor. Gloria joined me at the window. “Beautiful,” she said.

      I put my arm around her. “Yes. The view isn’t too bad, either.”

      She smiled, and we kissed. “Did you just choose this place because you used to live across the street?”

      “It helped,” I said. When I arrived in Baltimore after my eviction from Hong Kong, I rented an apartment across Fell Street from the Inn. We couldn’t see it from our window, but it was off to the left. My unit didn’t offer a view of the water, but I frequently went running along the streets and pier. “I always wondered what this place was like. Turns out it’s a great boutique hotel.”

      Gloria nodded. “I like it.” I wondered if her opinion would have differed a couple years ago. The older version of Gloria may have turned her nose up at anything less than five-star accommodations.

      The hotel left us a bottle of champagne in the room. I popped the cork and poured some bubbly into each glass. We clinked glasses again. “I liked your toast,” Gloria said. “Simple and heartfelt.”

      “Thanks. I’ll have to come up with something good for your thirtieth.”

      “Next year will be my last birthday.” Gloria downed the remainder of her champagne in one drink. “I’m going to remain twenty-nine forever.”

      I drained the rest of my glass, too. “Let me know how it works out for you.”

      She smiled. “I will.” We were both tired after an evening of celebration. Such a thing never would’ve happened in our early twenties. Gloria adjourned to the bathroom to take a shower and get ready for bed. I knew I had plenty of time to wait, so I read the news on my phone. I kept it light to start, perusing sports headlines and shaking my head at the Orioles’ most recent loss.  At least they were trending up long-term.

      From there, I made the mistake of going to local stories. I ignored the writeups of a couple shootings which were sadly all too typical. A different article caught my eye. Search Continues for Local Missing Girl. When I tapped on the story to read it, I did a double take at the young woman’s picture. She was pretty with bright blue eyes and long, straight blonde hair. It all gave her a strong resemblance to T.J., a local girl rescued from a bad life by my friend Melinda Davenport. I’d even used T.J. to help me close a case once—over Melinda’s strenuous objection, of course.

      The article mentioned how seventeen-year-old Brittany O’Connor vanished yesterday. The police were described at various points as puzzled, baffled, and overworked. Brittany remained missing over a day, and her parents were concerned. They offered a reward for information leading to her safe return, and the police commissioner assured everyone their best people were working the case. I wondered if Rich got called in. He normally worked homicides, but kidnapping victims had an unfortunate habit of ending up dead.

      I found a couple other stories about the disappearance on other sites, but none offered any new details. Before long, Gloria emerged from the bedroom wearing a negligee whose picture could accompany the word “scandalous” in the dictionary. I watched with interest as she sashayed to the bed, crawled onto it, and planted a kiss on me. “Why don’t you get ready?” Her minty breath felt hot against my neck.

      “You don’t have to tell me twice.” A few minutes later, having showered and brushed my teeth, I emerged from the bathroom in a pair of boxers. I tried to put on a seductive walk. Gloria’s giggles told me how effective it was. She pulled down the sheet and blanket to reveal she’d doffed the negligee. “I was looking forward to taking it off you,” I said.

      “I figured I’d save you the trouble,” she said, her hazel eyes fixed on me. “You don’t mind, do you?”

      “Not at all,” I said. I walked to the bed to show her exactly how little I objected.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Gloria and I threw presentable clothes on and walked to the lobby for breakfast. I made two cups of the strongest coffee I could find while Gloria perused the food options. She carried a plate of assorted fruit and three croissants to the table. I added two containers of yogurt and a plate of bacon. “Very continental,” I said as we sat down to eat.

      Gloria nodded around a mouthful of pineapple. “I think I need a danish to really make it.”

      I glanced at the plate of buttery croissants. “Should we speak French?”

      “Can you?”

      “I can ask where les toilettes are,” I said. “It’s not much good to us, though, because I can see them from my seat.” The men’s and ladies’ rooms were immediately along the hall to the right of the lobby.

      “Maybe we should skip French, then,” Gloria said with a smile.

      We each required a second cup of coffee, but we finished breakfast and returned to our room. I brought one duffel bag, and once I changed out of sweats and into a T-shirt and jeans, packing it was simple. Gloria brought a purse capable of holding a laptop with ease, a medium-sized suitcase, and an overnight bag whose contents could supply a beauty salon for a month. If we’d driven in her coupe, trunk space would have been tight. When we went to Hawaii last year, she brought five pieces of luggage. Whoever dreamed up bag fees for airlines held Gloria in mind when he did it.

      I was about to order an Uber when my phone rang. The nature of my job means numbers I don’t recognize besiege my phone, often at odd hours. I took the call. “Our daughter is missing,” a woman said before I could even get out a hello. “We haven’t seen her since yesterday, and she doesn’t answer her phone. This never happens. Can you help us?”

      It took me a second to realize she paused in her rapid-fire delivery. I needed to answer before she launched into another diatribe. “Have you been to the police?”

      “Why does everyone ask that?”

      Her question meant I wasn’t the first PI she called. I felt sure I was the only one who worked for free, however. “Because they should be your first call. Did you make it?”

      She sighed into the phone. “Yes.”

      “And?”

      “They said it hadn’t been long enough yet. We know something’s wrong, though. She’s never not returned our calls or texts. Can you find her?”

      If I declined, she seemed likely to call back every hour and plead with me anew. “Can you come to my office later?”

      “I can go there right now,” she said.

      “I can’t, so it’ll have to be later.” She wasn’t pleased, but I didn’t care. We agreed on noon, which would be about ninety minutes from now. I ended the call and slipped my phone back into my jeans pocket.

      “New case?” Gloria asked.

      “Maybe,” I said. “The woman’s daughter has been missing for twelve hours. It could be nothing.”

      “But she really could be gone.”

      “Yeah . . . she could. I’m going to meet the parents at noon to talk about it.”

      I summoned an Uber, and a few minutes later, we were off on our short jaunt back to Federal Hill. I wasn’t looking forward to my twelve o’clock appointment.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 2

        

      

    

    
      I stepped off the elevator at two minutes past twelve to see a couple waiting outside my door. The husband appeared to have about a decade on his wife, though as I walked closer, I noticed dark circles under their eyes and a general disheveled look. I didn’t expect anyone to dress up for a meeting with me, but these two could’ve slept in their clothes and only recently bothered getting out of bed. Considering what they were dealing with, it may well have been the case.

      Both had blond hair. The husband stood about six feet even, making him two inches shorter than me. He sported a dad bod, all the rage with the earlier generation. The wife frowned at me as I moved toward the door. She might have been pretty once but lost it in a state of constant worry. She also looked maybe only a few years older than me. I pegged her as the type who always wanted to speak to the manager. Good thing I worked for myself.

      “You’re late,” she said as I slid my key into the lock.

      “Elevator delay.” I opened the door, and we all walked from what passed as a waiting area to my inner office. I sat in my leather executive chair, and they took the two guest numbers. “Anything to drink? Water? Coffee?”

      “No,” the wife said.

      “I’d love a coffee,” the husband said. It earned him the hairy eyeball from his spouse. I added water to the Keurig sitting atop my file cabinet and brewed two single cups, handing him one and keeping the other. We were barely a few minutes into the meeting, and I already wanted some whiskey to add to my java.

      “Are you the O’Connors?” I said after a sip.

      “No,” the woman said as if I’d asked if they were cannibals. “We’re the Swains. Why did you think we were the O’Connors?”

      Another missing girl. Interesting. I didn’t want to worry them about someone else’s daughter. These people had enough on their plate. “Must have gotten you confused with someone else who called me,” I said. “Let’s start from the top.”

      “I’m Karen,” she said, “and my husband is Jon.”

      “Short for Jonathan,” he added, and I wondered if he always chimed in with this because he loathed an extra H in his name. “What’s C.T. short for?”

      “Cinnamon Toast,” I said. “My parents’ favorite breakfast.”

      “That can’t be true,” Karen said, her brows pulled down.

      “Of course it isn’t. It also doesn’t matter. We’re not here to talk about me or compare names. Tell me about your daughter.”

      “Ashleigh is wonderful,” she said. Then, Short-for-Jonathan added how the last syllable was spelled L-E-I-G-H, and my dislike for this couple deepened. If I discovered her friends were Hayleigh and Kelseigh, I was out. We all have our limits.

      “You haven’t heard from her since last night,” I said, and they both shook their heads. “What time?”

      “About ten-thirty,” Jon said. “She was with a couple of friends from school. She usually stays at one of their houses on Saturdays, so we didn’t expect her to come home. She normally texts us good night, though.”

      “She could have fallen asleep.”

      “But she didn’t tell us good morning, either,” Karen said.

      “She could have stayed asleep. How old is she?”

      “Seventeen.”

      “Teenagers need a lot of rest.”

      “Something’s wrong. Mothers know these things.”

      I bit down on my counterpoint. It wouldn’t be a productive conversation. “I presume you tried calling and texting her this morning?”

      “Yes,” Jon said. “No answer to either.”

      “What about the friend she stayed with?”

      “Says she saw her last night before bed. They have a downstairs guest room. She didn’t see Ashleigh this morning and just figured she left early.”

      “There’s no one else she could have stayed with? Another friend? A boyfriend?”

      “No.” Karen shook her head so hard I wondered if it would unscrew from her neck. “Ashleigh doesn’t do things like that.”

      “I did a lot of stuff I shouldn’t have when I was seventeen,” I said.

      “Is that why you’re a private investigator today?”

      I narrowed my eyes at Karen. Jon was about to interject, but I silenced him with an upraised index finger. “I know you’re worried about your daughter. I get it. You came to me. I let you in . . . and I’ll toss you right back out if you keep giving me your attitude.”

      Jon spoke now. “We’re sorry. We’re . . . dealing with a lot right now.”

      “Fine,” I said. I ignored Karen, who studied her poorly-painted fingernails. “Why are you so convinced something’s wrong?”

      “She’s a good kid. Hasn’t always been, though. We went through a real rough patch with her when she was thirteen and fourteen. She almost got expelled from school. It took us a little while, but we got her straightened out. She’s been on a good path for a while now. Honor roll every semester of high school.”

      “Boyfriend?”

      “Not at the moment.”

      “Why do you keep coming back to the boyfriend angle?” Karen asked.

      “Is she pretty?” I said.

      “What does that have to do⁠—”

      “Yes,” Jon broke in.

      “I’ve been in high school. I’m sure you both were, too, but I’ve done it more recently. We didn’t quite have iPhones then, but texting was definitely a thing. I know how high school boys and girls behave, especially when it comes to seeing each other when they shouldn’t.”

      “Ashleigh wouldn’t.” Karen set her jaw, and her head wagged side-to-side.

      I drank some more coffee. It wasn’t enough to get me through this meeting with this couple. “Look . . . I’m skeptical she’s missing. I’ll entertain the possibility for now. If I’m going to look for her, though, I’ll need information. Her friends, a school schedule, a recent picture . . .” I could gather a lot of the same information illicitly, but it was much easier to have someone hand it to me.

      Karen wrote out a list of Ashleigh’s friends while Jon texted me a photo. I forced myself to hide my surprise at seeing it. She bore a very strong resemblance to Brittany O’Connor, the other girl who disappeared recently. And was also seventeen. “All right,” I said once they’d given me everything they could, “I’ll get started.”

      “You’ll keep us updated?” Karen said.

      “When I have something.”

      “You make it sound like you’re doing us a favor.”

      I sighed. The woman found herself in a bad situation, but she still managed to try my patience. “Am I charging you?” I said.

      “No.”

      “Then I am doing you a favor. Why don’t you leave while I still feel up to it?”

      Jon offered another apology, and they left. I was glad to be rid of them. Hopefully, I’d find Ashleigh at a friend’s house soon and not have to deal with them much.

      A bad feeling tugged at me, though. Ashleigh Swain and Brittany O’Connor. Both seventeen, blonde, blue-eyed, and pretty. Both missing within about a day of each other.

      Two girls didn’t make a pattern, but I didn’t like where the situation was headed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I called Rich to see if Ashleigh found her way onto the BPD’s radar yet. “Haven’t heard of her,” he told me. “Doesn’t look like there’s an open case.” He paused. “Couldn’t you have found this out yourself?”

      “Yes.” Rich provided me an in, though he didn’t do it on purpose. During my first case, he left me alone at his computer for a few minutes. It was more than enough time for me to snag its networking information. Since then, I’ve maintained a virtual machine the Baltimore Police Department thinks is part of their system. I check it on the regular. Rich complains about it every now and again, but I’ve never seen an indication anyone in power knew or cared about my foothold. “Sometimes, I like to get data from the source.”

      “What’s this girl’s story?”

      “I don’t know yet, but I’m hoping it doesn’t turn into a sad one. Seventeen, pretty, disappeared . . . parents say from a friend’s house.”

      “Huh. Sounds similar to what I’m staring at.”

      “You caught the O’Connor case?”

      “Yep.”

      It wasn’t a good sign. “She dead?”

      “Not that I know of,” Rich said.

      “I thought you worked homicides.”

      “This has turned into something of a red ball. All hands on deck.”

      Brittany O’Connor vanished a couple days ago. The longer she remained gone, the shorter the odds she’d be found alive. Or at all. While I’d expect the BPD to want her found, it still seemed quick to bring in someone like Rich. I heard chatter in the background on his end of the call. “You at work?”

      “Yep.”

      “On a Sunday?”

      “Justice doesn’t wait for Monday.”

      “I’ll meet you at your desk in a little while,” I said, and I hung up. Twenty minutes later, armed with two iced coffees, I walked into the precinct and found Rich at his desk. The building got an overhaul a couple years ago, and it went from gray and dreary to modern and bright. I still thought the open-concept floor plan was absurd, but it became a trend before the BPD remade the place. I dropped one cold beverage in front of my cousin and plopped into a guest chair.

      “Thanks,” he said, sipping the coffee without looking away from his monitor.

      “Reading up on Brittany O’Connor?”

      He nodded. “A lot of similarities. Same age, same city. Your girl blonde with blue eyes?”

      “She is.”

      “Pretty?”

      “Yes.”

      “I keep trying to tell myself two doesn’t make a pattern.”

      “Me, too,” I said. “It’s not much to go on, but it could be the start of a disturbing trend.”

      “It could. Or both these girls might turn up later today.”

      “I broached the possibility with Ashleigh’s parents.”

      “They weren’t receptive?”

      I shook my head around a drink of coffee. Today marked my first time visiting the precinct on a Sunday. It didn’t sound any quieter. Cops still worked all around me. Most offices would be ghost towns on the weekend. To paraphrase what Rich told me, however, justice doesn’t take weekends off. Even if I wanted to. “They admitted they’d had a rough patch with their daughter,” I said. “They think she’s come through it and is basically an angel.”

      “You’re not convinced?”

      I shrugged. “She’s barely been gone twelve hours. Kids her age are always doing things they shouldn’t, often with people they shouldn’t.”

      “I know. This O’Connor case feels different, though. She’s been gone longer and not a peep. No one’s seen her since sometime after school Friday.”

      “You know we’re working the situation together, right?”

      “We’re not,” Rich said.

      “We are. You’ll see. I’ll have some piercing insight as usual, and Leon Sharpe will tell you how smart I am, and then he’ll direct you to work with me.”

      Rich rolled his eyes. “Good to see you’ve planned out the progression.” He paused for a sip of cold caffeine. “I could use a win here.”

      “Then you’ll find no better partner,” I said.”

      “My last case didn’t go well.” I frowned. This was the first I’d heard of it, and I couldn’t recall a time Rich didn’t bring a case home . . . even the ones he worked without me. Between his time in the army and his years with the BPD, he’s turned into a damned fine detective. If he couldn’t crack something, I doubted anyone could.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      He waved a hand. “Doesn’t matter. Everybody fails at some point.”

      “Speak for yourself.”

      “You will, too. It’s inevitable. The important thing is what you do after.”

      “This is turning into an after-school special,” I said.

      “Let me see what I can figure out here. I may want to bring you in at some point since you’re already working something similar. They could end up being related.”

      “OK. I’ll look over the O’Connor file at some point.” Rich started to ask me how, then realized the futility of his question. I left him to his iced coffee.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 3

        

      

    

    
      I hoped Rich's case and mine weren't connected. He tended not to believe in coincidences, and I shared the sentiment. Two young girls could disappear within a couple days of one another without the incidents being related. What nagged at me happened to be how much Brittany and Ashleigh looked alike. It went beyond hair and eye color; the girls could easily pass for sisters if standing next to one another.

      Ashleigh's parents weren't very helpful in my office, and I didn't think they'd know anything about Brittany. I drove to their house in Fullerton, which is about as far northeast as one can go and still be in Baltimore. They lived off Belair Road on a one-way street called Fleetwood Avenue. Their modest brick two-story house was squat and narrow but deep. The white paint of the shutters needed to be redone years ago, and the exterior begged for a good power washing. The porch was clean by comparison with a spotless welcome mat and new--if tacky--plastic lawn chairs.

      When Karen answered the door, her eyes widened at seeing me on the porch. "Mister Ferguson, this is . . . a surprise."

      It was for me, too, but I didn't need to go down such a rocky road with her. "I'd like to see Ashleigh's room if I could."

      "Why?" She crossed her arms.

      "Whether someone snatched her or she ran off, details in there could tell us about it."

      "Do you still think--"

      "For Christ's sake, let him see the room." Jon appeared in the door a second later. "What if he learns something important?"

      "It's not like she has a diary," Karen said.

      "She may have a blog," I said, "or an online journal."

      "We'd know about it."

      I smiled. "Sure you would."

      Jon invited me inside while Karen stewed in the entryway. "Her room's upstairs," he said. "Do you think you can discover anything in there?"

      It tended to work in Hollywood, but this answer would not prove reassuring. "I'd rather try and come away with nothing than wish I'd stopped by later," I said.

      The logic seemed to placate him. For her part, Karen remained indifferent. The cynic in me wondered if Ashleigh ran away simply to escape her mother. I wouldn't have blamed her if she did, and I'd only spent twenty minutes with the woman. The upstairs hallway was long but narrow. Ashleigh's bedroom was at the back of the house, the opposite of her parents. Jon opened the door and let me in. "Take as long as you need," he said.

      "Thanks." I'd been a seventeen-year-old boy thirteen years ago. I spent time in the bedrooms of girls my age. Not much changed over the years. The most notable differences were the updated technology and lack of heartthrob posters. There was no need to hang a picture of Dreamy McDreamerson on the wall when he could be the background image on your cell phone.

      I looked around the space. Gone were the landline phones and computer monitors I remembered from my time. Ashleigh's room looked about medium in size. She slept in a double bed still neatly made. Her two bookshelves held an eclectic mix, ranging from fantasy classics to programming manuals. I wondered how many of these books she read for pleasure versus for school.

      Her desk held a few framed photos of Ashleigh with some friends. I noticed three other girls in the various shots. Jon told me to take my time, so I removed each picture from its frame and snapped them with my phone before replacing them. An Android tablet lay on the desk. I hit the home button, and a password prompt stared back at me. Ashleigh's parents gave me her birthday, so I tried it. No dice. It featured a micro SD card slot and a mini USB port.

      I couldn’t do anything with the former at the moment, but I carried a solution to the latter. I connected Ashleigh’s tablet to my phone via cable, then used my mobile to open a connection to my server. One script later, the data on her Android traversed the cellular network to where I could look at it later. It would take a little time to complete, so I continued nosing around. Desk drawers contained office supplies and a graphing calculator. No booze, pills, weed, or condoms. Atop it were Hydro Flasks in five different colors. I’ve always thought myself a huge proponent of drinking water, and even I didn’t own so many bottles.

      Not much else stood out to me. Ashleigh’s closet held more clothes than I thought it could handle, plus a bunch of shoes and some shabby sports equipment. I didn’t find a secret panel anywhere nor anything interesting she hid from her parents. Maybe she saved such things for her tablet. Between whatever data I could pull from it and the pictures of her friends, at least I had something to work with.

      When everything finished copying, I disconnected my cable and walked back downstairs. Karen stood nearby, her arms still crossed. “Find anything?”

      “Maybe. Do you know the other girls in the photos on Ashleigh’s desk?”

      “Of course we do,” she said, doing her best to sound offended.

      “Great,” I said, summoning considerable willpower to maintain a professional tone. “Can you send me their names? I could find them, but it might be faster this way.”

      “We will,” Jon said before his wife could comment.

      “Thanks.” I looked at Jon. “You were a big help.” I left without offering an opinion of Karen.
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        * * *

      

      By the time I arrived home, Jon sent me the names of the three girls in Ashleigh’s photos. They were Sally Hager, Nina Reilly, and Marie Victor. He added a note telling me Sally was the girl at whose house Ashleigh was supposed to spend the night when she disappeared. I wondered if Karen would have been anywhere near so helpful.

      I began with the hostess of the evening in question. A simple search told me Sally and her parents—Sue and Carl— lived not far from the Swains. I called and reached the dad, who sounded very put out to be contacted by anyone on a Sunday. It wasn’t even football season. He said I could come by, and I told him I would. I wished I’d tried to do facial recognition or reverse image searches while I stood in Ashleigh’s room. It would’ve saved me a round trip from Federal Hill to Fullerton.

      Later, about two blocks from the Swains’, I parked near the Hagers home. It was larger and looked both more modern and better maintained. Rich’s Victorian in nearby Hamilton was probably a little bigger, but Sue and Carl’s house was plenty large. It would comfortably hold more than two of mine. Every blade of grass in the yard looked to be the identical length. Maybe the owner sounded salty on the phone because I interrupted a vigorous landscaping session.

      When he answered the door a moment later, I realized I guessed wrong. He was short and round and not at all the kind of man who would cut his own grass or sculpt his own foliage. The house was plenty nice, and I figured the BMW parked nearby was his. He could afford to pay someone to handle the grounds. “You the detective?”

      “I am.” I showed Carl Hager my ID and badge.

      “Ashleigh’s really missing?”

      “So far as anyone knows. I’m hoping you and your daughter can shed some light on the whole mess for me.”

      He invited me in to a large living room. A TV measuring at least sixty inches hung on the wall. The hardwood floors looked like someone polished them recently. All leather furniture was clean. Either Sue Hager was a hell of a housekeeper or they hired maid service out, too. If my place were bigger—and if I had any yard to speak of—I would have paid someone, also. “I’ll get Sally.” He disappeared up the stairs, which creaked under his weight.

      A minute later, Carl returned with his daughter. She was short, also—probably five-four at most—but athletic and pretty. If I were to harbor a guess, I would say she played guard on the high school girls’ basketball team. Sally wore her dark hair in a ponytail, and her deep brown eyes stared at me with trepidation. “Hi, Sally. I’m hoping you can help me.”

      “Ashleigh’s gone?” She sat on the edge of a sofa.

      I parked myself at the opposite end and faced her. “It looks likely, but it’s still early. There’s a lot I probably don’t know yet.”

      Carl took a seat across from us on a loveseat. He seemed content to let his daughter speak for herself, something I couldn’t imagine Karen Swain doing. “However I can help,” Sally said. “Ashleigh and I are good friends.”

      “Did she stay here last night?”

      “Yeah.” She paused and frowned. “Well . . . I thought she did. She was here. This morning, though, she was gone.”

      “Were you surprised?”

      Sally’s head bobbed. “She sleeps downstairs in the guest room. I always go down and wake her up for breakfast.”

      “But when you did, she wasn’t there?” She shook her head. “Any sign she’d been there?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “You want to see it?” Carl asked.

      “When we’re done, yes,” I said. “Sally, tell me what happened last night.”

      “It was pretty normal. Ashleigh walked over after dinner. It was . . . like, seven, I think. We hung out for a while.” I imagined them both on their phones despite sitting a few inches from one another. “I had a headache, so I went to bed early.”

      “What time?”

      “About nine-thirty, I guess.”

      “And then Ashleigh went downstairs?”

      “Yeah.”

      “She sleep here often?” I said.

      “Why?” Carl asked.

      I kept my focus on Sally. “You said, ‘she sleeps downstairs.’ To me, this means it’s something she does with some regularity.”

      Sally wrung her hands and studied the leather of the couch. After a few seconds, she said, “Ashleigh didn’t always get along with her parents.”

      “You meet them?” Carl said.

      “A couple times now.”

      “Jon’s not bad.” He snorted and shook his head. “Poor guy married a bitch, though.”

      “They only argue,” I said, “or are we talking something worse?”

      “Ashleigh . . . had some problems a few years ago,” Sally said.

      “Her parents mentioned something about it. No specifics, though. Do you know what kind of problems?”

      “She was seeing a boy. Her parents didn’t want her to, of course. He . . . got her into weed. I’m pretty sure she was sneaking out to have sex with him, too.”

      “The girl was fourteen,” Carl said. “I get being stern with her afterward, but I think they took it too far. Barely let her do anything.”

      “She was depressed for a while,” Sally added. “Like, seeing the counselor pretty often. Anyway, she started spending Saturday nights here. Her parents didn’t seem to mind. We’ve been friends for years.”

      Carl said, “I figured she could use a night away from there. We got a room downstairs almost never gets used.”

      “Can you show me?” I asked. They both walked to the basement with me. A family room took up half the space. Unlike the main level, linoleum covered the floor. The TV was smaller here and the furniture much more pedestrian. In the back half, a queen bed and two nightstands sat atop plush carpeting. A powder room sat off to the side. French doors obscured by Venetian blinds bisected the back wall.

      “She definitely came down here,” Sally said.

      I pointed at the doors. “She could have walked out here, and you’d never know.”

      “She could have,” Carl chimed in.

      I looked around the space. The sheets and blanket
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