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Prologue

Six weeks ago

BRYDEN FROST IS running late. She has to pick up her daughter, Clara, from day care within the next few minutes or she will get a reprimand and a lateness fee. She doesn’t care about the fee, it’s the reprimand she wants to avoid. She knows to expect traffic at five o’clock on a Tuesday in late January, in Albany, New York, a city of about one hundred thousand, but today it’s worse than usual. It’s stop and start. She glances down at her cell phone in the coffee cup holder to her right, anxious that it will light up with a call from the day care. Or a text. Why do they text her when they must know she’s in the car, on her way?

She fumes behind a large truck that blocks her view so that she can’t see what’s going on ahead. What the hell is the problem? She thinks of adorable little Clara, the light of her life, waiting for her at the day care. Is she the only one left? No, she can’t be. Some kids and staff stay later, kids whose parents work longer hours. At three, is she old enough to realize her mother is late to pick her up? To feel sad, forgotten? Have they put her in her little pink corduroy jacket already? And is her little heart falling as all the other children are swooped into eager arms? Or is she distracted by some kind childcare worker – Hilda perhaps, who is so caring and adept at addressing any potential hurts before they happen? That woman is worth her weight in gold. But if it’s Sandy, she will be looking at her phone, thinking about her own plans, not caring about Clara’s feelings. And Clara is such a sensitive thing. Her little orchid child.

‘For fuck’s sake!’ Bryden mutters in exasperation at the delay. It’s now 5:04 p.m. and she was meant to pick up Clara by 5:00. She should ask if she can work from home more. It would make things easier. Traffic begins to move again, and she spots an opening to her right. She nips in quickly, hoping to get out from behind the tall truck and to make up time. An intersection is just ahead of her, and she prays the light won’t turn red before she gets through. There’s a sleek black Tesla in front of her. She hears the ping of a text and automatically glances down at her phone. She sees the name Dandylion Day Care, and then she is thrown forward against her seat belt, assaulted by a horrific screeching noise.

She feels the crash, the shock of it, the extraordinary sound of it, even at only twenty miles per hour. She looks up in disbelief and realizes that she has ploughed into the Tesla in front of her, which has come to a halt in front of a yellow light that turns red as she looks ahead of her. Fuck!

She sits there for a moment, dazed, both hands on the steering wheel, staring straight ahead, telling herself surely it can’t be that bad. The airbags haven’t deployed, and it probably sounded and felt worse than it was. Her heart is racing and she realizes her breathing has become quite shallow and quick. The person she hit is driving a fancy car, just her luck, and as she hesitates, she sees a tall man in a dark suit under an open wool coat get slowly out of the Tesla and close his door. He looks toward her, and his eyes meet hers behind her windshield. Then he walks slowly toward the back of his car, toward her.

Fuck, fuck, fuck. She can’t tell yet if he’s angry or not. What strikes her most as he approaches is how good-looking he is, like a character in a film. She scrambles awkwardly out of her own car, an older Volvo, built like a tank – it’s probably crumpled the entire back end of that Tesla. She narrowly avoids getting hit by a passing car while she does it as the traffic has now started to move forward again. They’re holding up the cars behind them in the busy intersection. She takes a deep breath and faces him.

He doesn’t look angry. He looks – civil. Like he’s prepared to be reasonable. Thank God. She doesn’t think she could take another driver’s rage right now. She will be apologetic. She will pay whatever it costs. It will be fine.

‘Oops,’ he says to her. And for a moment she can’t read him at all. She’s too struck by his looks. He’s tall and well built and wears his good suit and coat with ease. He’s got thick black hair, blue eyes, a slight stubble on his face. His appearance makes her wonder what he does for a living. There’s something edgy about him, like maybe he’s pissed off after all, but he’s trying not to let it show. Of course he’s pissed off, she thinks – his car looks brand new. It’s so clean; hers is filthy with January grime. And he’s probably late getting to where he’s going just like she is.

Then he smiles, and it transforms his face. As if he’s decided to let bygones be bygones, he’s forgiven her, he’s going to be charming, and he’s not going to make her life more difficult. She’s grateful. Her husband might be more annoyed when he sees the bill.

‘I’m so sorry,’ she says, flustered. She’s never been in an accident before. ‘I’m late picking up my daughter from day care,’ she babbles, attempting to explain, ‘and they texted, and that distracted me – I’m so sorry, it’s entirely my fault.’ Any hope of getting to Clara quickly has completely died away, of course. She must call them and tell them she’s been in a minor traffic accident. They can’t hold that against her, can they?

He continues to look intently at her, and she feels herself blushing. She brushes her hair away from her face, suddenly self-conscious. She wonders what he’s thinking. She’s a mom now, and usually forgets that men find her attractive. For no reason at all, she finds herself glancing at his left hand and sees a gold wedding band on his ring finger. That reassures her that he’s not flirting, he’s just listening.

‘Let’s check the damage, shall we?’ he says easily, then turns away from her and looks at the back end of his car. He bends down and studies it.

The bumper is crushed in. It looks so unsightly on his beautiful car; it looks as if he just picked it up off the lot. She fervently hopes that’s not the case. Her car hasn’t been washed for as long as she can remember, and she doesn’t even think to look at it for damage – she’s watching him touching his damaged car. It’s almost tender, the way he runs his hand along the surface of the bumper. He glances up at her, the smile is gone now. He looks at her car and she does too. ‘Yours looks fine,’ he says. ‘Mine, however …’

She’s grateful that he’s not yelling and swearing at her for destroying the back end of his car. ‘I’m sorry,’ she repeats. ‘Will it be expensive to fix?’ And then she feels stupid for asking. Of course it will be expensive to fix. He winces at her and she says, ‘Excuse me, I have to call the day care.’ And then she turns away and calls Gwen, Dandylion’s director, and explains why she will be late, and to just charge her for the extra time and please reassure Clara that everything is fine, and she will be there as soon as she can. ‘Can you have Hilda tell her, please?’

‘Of course,’ Gwen says.

Gwen knows that Bryden likes the way Hilda interacts with her daughter – all the parents love Hilda. ‘Thank you,’ Bryden says warmly, and turns back to the matter at hand. He’s waiting for her to finish her call.

‘Do you want to do this through insurance, or would you prefer not?’ he asks.

She doesn’t know. ‘I’m not sure. I’ve never had a car accident before. I don’t know how it works. I’ll have to speak to my husband about it,’ she says.

He nods. ‘Okay. We’d better exchange information.’ He gives her his name, address, phone number, and car insurance information via his cell phone. She does the same.

‘I’ll take the car in tomorrow and get an estimate for the repair,’ he says. ‘Then I’ll get back to you and we will figure things out.’

‘Yes, okay,’ she answers. ‘I’m really sorry,’ she repeats. He smiles, again, and she finds herself charmed.

‘These things happen,’ he says. Then he gets gracefully back into his damaged Tesla and drives away.

She climbs into her own car and drives more carefully the rest of the way to the day care, thinking now about how much the repair will cost. It’s not the end of the world, they can afford it, but it will make a dent.

Then she tries to put it out of her mind in the happy anticipation of seeing her daughter.




CHAPTER 1

Now

BRYDEN ENCOURAGES CLARA to eat her breakfast of Cheerios and a banana. She needs to get Clara ready for day care. She’s working from home today, Tuesday, at their condo in Buckingham Lake, because she has a lot to do, and she gets more done at home, away from distractions, than she does at the office. She’s an accountant with a busy midsize firm on North Pearl, downtown, and they don’t have a problem with it.

Her husband, Sam, enters the kitchen dressed for work, tightening his patterned silk tie. He kisses her on the cheek and heads for the coffee maker. He has his back to her, pouring out his coffee, when he asks, ‘What’s on for today? You working from home?’

‘Yes, I told you last night, remember?’

‘Right.’ He turns around to face her and smiles. ‘And you’re in your work-from-home outfit.’

She laughs and looks down at her sweatshirt and yoga pants. ‘It’s nice not to have to dress up for work once in a while.’

He makes himself some toast and eats it sitting beside their daughter at the kitchen table, entertaining her with silly faces, making her laugh, while Bryden gathers everything together to get Clara ready.

Sam leaves the condo first. He’s a portfolio manager with Kleinberg Wealth, and he’s got an early meeting. Bryden picks up Clara and they have a group hug in the front foyer, and Sam and Bryden kiss each other goodbye before he puts on his coat. Bryden and Clara wave from the doorway as they watch him walk down the corridor and enter the elevator to go down to the underground parking garage, where he’ll get in his car and make the fourteen-minute drive to his office downtown.

A few minutes later, Bryden gets in the elevator with Clara, descends to the parking garage, and buckles her daughter into her car seat in the Volvo to drive her to day care.

That afternoon, Sam Frost is in a meeting with a high-net-worth client. They’re sitting at a long table in front of glass windows with a panoramic view of the city, when Sam gets a signal through the glass wall from Connie that he’s wanted on the phone. He shakes his head at her. He turns his cell phone off during meetings for a reason. But she’s insistent, making faces and gesticulating at him. He excuses himself and leaves the room.

‘What is so important that you have to interrupt my meeting?’ he asks her.

‘It’s your daughter’s day care.’

‘Is she all right?’ he asks quickly.

‘Yes, she’s fine, but your wife hasn’t picked her up.’

He glances at his watch. It’s 5:30. Bryden always picks Clara up at 5:00. ‘Seriously?’

‘You’d better talk to them.’

He follows her to reception and picks up the phone. ‘Sam Frost,’ he says.

‘Mr Frost, sorry to bother you, but Bryden hasn’t been in to pick up Clara, and she’s not answering her phone or texts.’

‘She’s probably in her car on the way,’ he says. ‘Can you wait a little longer?’

‘We’re here for late pick-up till six thirty. But someone must come get her by then.’

He makes a mental calculation. ‘Look, if Bryden doesn’t arrive there by six, I’ll come get Clara. It’s only a few minutes from here. But I’m sure she will get there any minute. I’ll try to contact her.’

‘Thank you, Mr Frost.’

He hangs up the phone. Connie is looking at him.

‘Everything all right?’ she asks.

‘I’m sure everything’s fine,’ he says. ‘Something must have held Bryden up.’ He texts her. You okay? He watches his phone for a moment, but there’s no reply. He calls her, but it goes directly to voicemail. ‘She must be in the car, running late,’ he says to Connie. He returns to his meeting, which soon comes to an end. When he hasn’t been able to reach Bryden by six o’clock, he phones the day care. The director, Gwen, answers.

‘We were just about to call you, Mr Frost. Bryden still isn’t here. I hope she’s okay.’

‘I don’t know what’s happened to her,’ he says, allowing worry to creep into his voice. ‘But I’m leaving now. I’ll be there soon.’

He turns to Connie, who is hovering. ‘This is really odd. I’ve called and texted her, and the day care has too, and she’s not answering. She should have got there by now.’ For good measure, he calls Bryden again while Connie stands by, but again, there’s no answer. He leaves another message. ‘I’m really worried now, Bryden. Can you please get in touch? I’m going to pick up Clara.’

Sam quickly leaves the office and drives as fast as he dares to the day care, which is located about midway between downtown and their condo in the northwest part of the small city. The first thing he does when he arrives is gather Clara up in his arms and smother her tearstained face with kisses until she giggles. Then he turns to Gwen, who has been waiting, and says, ‘I’m sorry, I don’t know what’s happened to Bryden. I’m sure there will be some simple explanation.’ Nothing like this has ever happened before. He puts his daughter down and takes her by the hand. ‘Let’s go find Mommy, shall we?’ They walk out of the day care as if nothing is wrong at all. It’s important to act as normally as possible in front of his daughter, he thinks, even if things aren’t normal at all.

They arrive home via the underground parking garage, and the first thing Sam sees is his wife’s car sitting in its usual spot. He parks beside it. ‘Look. Mommy’s car is here,’ he says to Clara. His voice sounds fake, with a forced optimism. He gets out of the car and glances quickly through the windows of his wife’s Volvo, but the car is empty. Then he helps Clara out of her car seat.

They take the elevator from parking level 1B directly up to the eighth floor. The doors slide open, and Sam walks down the quiet corridor holding his daughter’s hand. Their feet make no sound on the carpet; he can feel the thudding of his own heart.

When Sam opens the door, he spots Bryden’s handbag on the small side table in the foyer beneath the mirror. It looks so familiar, so normal. He calls out her name as he closes the door behind them.

‘Bryden?’ There’s no answer.

The foyer and short hall give way to the living room, a large, open space, with the dining room to the left. He sees his wife’s computer sitting open on the dining-room table, where she likes to work. Her cell phone is resting beside it. He makes a hurried check of all the rooms, while three-year-old Clara follows him like an eager puppy. He pops his head in the kitchen, then checks the master bedroom and en suite bath, then Clara’s room, the den, the other bathroom. Everything is undisturbed, just as it should be. The apartment is tidy, as it usually is. But there is no sign of Bryden. He rushes back to the dining room. His wife’s computer is on but has gone into sleep mode. It looks like she’s just stepped out for a moment.

Then he goes through the apartment again, more carefully. There’s no note left on the fridge, or anywhere else. Clara is beginning to realize that something is really wrong.

‘Where’s Mommy?’ she asks, her lower lip trembling, on the verge of tears.

‘I don’t know, sweetie, but I’m sure she’ll be back soon. She probably had an appointment and I forgot I was supposed to pick you up. Silly Daddy. We will find her, I promise.’

He scoops the little girl up in his arms and leaves the apartment and knocks on the door of unit 808, two doors down. He realizes he’s practically hammering on the door and tells himself to calm down.

Angela Romano opens the door with a look of surprise. She takes in the sight of him with Clara in his arms, the troubled look on his face. ‘Sam, what is it?’

‘Do you know where Bryden is?’ he asks quickly.

‘No. I got home about an hour ago. I haven’t seen her.’

‘She didn’t show up at the day care to get Clara. She’s not home. I don’t know where she is.’

Clara begins to cry.

Now Angela looks concerned. She reaches out automatically for Clara and takes her in her arms.

‘Clara, do you want to say hi to Savanah? She’s in the living room.’ She puts her down and gives her a little pat on the bum to send her off. The two little girls are best friends; Clara and Bryden spend a lot of time with Angela and her daughter.

Once Clara is out of earshot, he doesn’t have to try to pretend that everything is okay.

‘Her purse and phone are in the apartment, and her car is here,’ Sam says. Angela glances at her watch. Sam knows it’s almost 6:30. ‘She was supposed to pick Clara up at five. Where the fuck can she be?’

‘I don’t know,’ Angela says, her voice low but tense. ‘Leave Clara with me for a bit. Text me when you find her, okay? Let me know what’s happening.’ He can tell she’s trying to be calm for him, but she’s clearly worried.

‘Okay. Thanks.’ He hurries back to his own apartment and calls Bryden’s sister, Lizzie, who lives not far away, in the centre of town.

‘What?’ Lizzie says, when he tells her that he doesn’t know where Bryden is.

‘Have you heard from her today?’ Sam asks.

‘No, I haven’t. When was the last time you spoke to her?’

‘This morning when I left for work. Her phone is here, and her purse, but she’s not here.’ Anxiety has taken hold of him; he lets it infect his voice. He paces the apartment. In the dining room, while he’s talking to Lizzie, he picks up Bryden’s cell phone and scrolls quickly through it. He knows the password for her phone, and she knows his. He sees the messages and texts from the day care and from him – she hasn’t responded to any of them – but nothing to indicate where she might have gone. ‘What should I do?’

‘Have you called Paige?’ Lizzie asks. ‘Try her and call me right back.’ She disconnects.

Sam calls Paige Mason, Bryden’s best friend; it goes to voicemail. He sends her a text: Is Bryden with you? But he doesn’t get an immediate answer. He calls Lizzie back.

‘There’s no way she wouldn’t pick up Clara, unless something was really wrong,’ Lizzie says uneasily.

Sam swallows. ‘I know.’

‘I think you should call the police.’

‘I’ll call them now.’

‘Okay. I’m coming over.’

‘Yes, please come,’ Sam says.




CHAPTER 2

DETECTIVE JAYNE SALTER, of the Albany Police Department, is at dinner at home in her apartment near Washington Park when the call comes in. She picks her cell phone up off the table, glances apologetically over the flickering candle at the man across from her, swallows her mouthful down, and says, ‘Jayne Salter.’

‘Sorry to bother you at home, Detective, but we’ve just had a report of a woman going missing. Failed to pick her child up from day care. The husband called it in. Uniforms are on the way to the home now.’

She glances at her watch. It’s 6:51 p.m. ‘I’ll be right there. What’s the address?’

‘It’s a condominium building – Constitution Drive, unit 804. In Buckingham Lake.’

She writes it down and disconnects the call. She looks at her boyfriend, Michael Fraser, who has stopped eating and put down his knife and fork. He’s observing her with dismay. It’s March 7, the one-year anniversary of their first date, and he wanted it to be special. He’d made her favourite meal, linguine with seafood, and bought champagne. She’s only had half a glass, she’ll be fine to drive, she thinks to herself. And then she realizes that she is doing it again – she’s putting her job first. Her first thought should have been for Michael, who’d made all this effort.

And then she thinks, but should it? Should she be more worried about his disappointment than about finding this missing woman? She realizes that she feels defensive already, because she can tell that he’s not happy about it. Well, he knew when he met her what she did for a living.

She rises from the table. He stands too. ‘I’m really sorry about this, Michael, you know I am. But a woman is missing, a woman with a child.’

He nods, resigned. He kisses her goodbye.

She gathers her coat and bag. ‘You eat, I’ll warm mine up when I get back.’ She adds, ‘I’ll try not to be late.’

‘Sure,’ he says, with a rueful smile. ‘I’ll eat in front of the TV. I’m sure there’s something good on Netflix.’

Jayne arrives in less than ten minutes. A police cruiser is parked on the street outside the luxury condo building, and she pulls up behind it. The condo is a large, sandstone-coloured building of about ten to twelve storeys. It looks like most units have balconies. There’s a curved drive leading into it from the street. The front entrance is rather grand, with an arch with 100 Constitution Drive emblazoned on it. It’s an attractive building, in a good neighbourhood. Jayne enters through the glass doors, quickly taking in the concierge desk to the left; the bored-looking young man sitting behind it doesn’t even lift his head. The floors are glossy and the interior looks well maintained. The bank of elevators is on the right. She makes her way to the desk and holds up her badge. ‘Is the building manager here?’

He looks at her badge with alarm and says, ‘No.’

‘Get him here urgently, will you?’

‘Yes, ma’am.’ He’s reaching for the telephone as she turns from the desk, walks across the lobby, and takes the elevator to the eighth floor. She glances up for cameras but doesn’t see any. The elevator pings as she arrives. The doors slide open and she walks down the corridor, the soft carpet deadening her footsteps. She greets a female uniformed officer standing outside unit 804, then opens the door and enters the foyer. At first glance, she can see that the apartment is spacious and decorated in light, neutral tones. She can see beyond the foyer and short hall into the living room, which is carpeted in a tasteful beige. A man and a woman are sitting side by side on a large, plush sofa and look up quickly as she enters. She’s met by Officer Hernandez, who steps away from the couple and speaks to her quietly.

‘We just got here. The husband’s pretty upset,’ he tells her. ‘The missing woman’s sister is here too.’

Jayne makes her way into the living room and sits down. Officer Hernandez stands beside her. ‘I’m Detective Jayne Salter,’ she says. She studies the man sitting across from her, his knees apart, hands clasped tightly. The husband. She knows that when a woman is missing, it’s often because of the husband, one way or another, but she tries to keep an open mind. He looks distraught. He’s attractive and well dressed, although a little dishevelled; he’s thrown off his suit jacket, loosened his collar, and removed his tie – the jacket and tie are on the arm of the sofa, the tie a splash of red – and he’s obviously been running his hands through his hair. She notes that his hands are trembling slightly; he clasps them in an attempt to hide it. The woman beside him is average looking, petite, with medium-brown, chin-length hair. Her blue eyes are alert.

‘I’m Sam Frost,’ the man says, ‘Bryden’s husband.’

‘I’m her sister, Lizzie Houser,’ the woman says.

‘We’ll do everything we can to find her,’ Jayne says, leaning in. She focuses on Sam. ‘When did you first realize your wife was missing?’

He swallows nervously and says, ‘I got a call from the day care. Bryden hadn’t picked up Clara. That was about five thirty. She usually picks her up at five. They’d been calling and texting her without any answer. I tried to reach her then too, but she didn’t answer. I picked up our daughter and got home at about six thirty. I left Clara with a neighbour and called the police. Bryden’s phone is here, on the dining-room table. And her purse is here. I just can’t imagine her leaving home without her purse and phone …’

‘What about her car?’

‘It’s here, parked in the underground parking lot.’

‘Okay. Excuse me a moment,’ she says to Sam. She walks into the kitchen beyond the living room and makes a call to Detective Tom Kilgour, who she knows has already been apprised of the situation and is on his way to the police station. ‘I need you to get a team here at 100 Constitution Drive to do a full search of the entire building.’

‘Got it,’ Kilgour responds.

‘It’s a condominium. The missing woman’s car is here, and she’s left her phone and purse behind, so she might still be in the building somewhere. Have them check all the common areas – the exercise room, the storage facilities, the parking garages, the roof, everything.’

‘Maybe she’s fainted somewhere or fallen in one of the stairwells,’ Kilgour suggests.

‘Maybe. If she doesn’t turn up in any of the common areas, we’ll need to go to every unit, see if anyone saw her. I’ll get you a full description and a photo.’

‘I’ll let you know when I arrive with the search team.’

‘When you do, I’ll come down and we’ll speak to the property manager. He’s on his way. We’ll want access to all CCTV in and around the building.’

She finishes the call and returns to the living room. She sits back down across from the anxious man on the sofa. ‘Tell me about your wife, Sam.’

Sam says, ‘She’s a very good mother, very reliable. She would never just leave; she would never abandon Clara.’

‘Does she work outside the home?’

‘Yes, she’s an accountant with Rolf and Weiner. She was working from home today.’

‘Does your wife have any physical health problems – epilepsy, diabetes, anything like that?’ Jayne asks.

‘No.’

‘Any mental health issues of any kind?’

‘No, nothing like that.’

‘Where might she go, inside the building?’ Jayne asks. ‘Laundry room? The gym?’

‘We have laundry facilities inside our apartment. She doesn’t use the gym. The basement garage, of course. She goes to our neighbour Angela’s a lot, but I already went over there before I called you, and she hadn’t seen her.’ He adds, ‘Clara is with her now. She’s our daughter. She’s three.’ His voice catches.

‘What unit is Angela in?’ Jayne asks.

‘It’s 808.’ Then he remembers. ‘Bryden’s been going to the storage locker lately – she’s been moving stuff down there.’

Jayne nods. ‘We’ll check it out.’ She asks, ‘Any problems recently that you know of?’

‘No,’ he says, as his sister-in-law shakes her head in agreement.

‘Have you noticed any changes in her mood or behaviour recently?’

‘No.’

‘No financial problems?’ she asks.

‘No.’

‘And you two haven’t had any difficulties lately, in your marriage?’

‘No.’ He shakes his head. ‘Absolutely not. We’re very happy.’ He lurches forward in his seat. ‘Please, you have to find her. I’m afraid something has happened to her.’

‘This is completely unlike her,’ Lizzie agrees, a little breathless.

She’s very tense, Jayne observes. They both are. But that’s to be expected. ‘When was the last time you spoke to your wife, Sam?’

‘This morning, when I was leaving for work. At about eight o’clock. I left a bit early because I had a meeting first thing. As I said, she was working from home today, but she would have dropped Clara at day care at about nine.’

‘I see. And you didn’t hear from her at all during the day? Not a quick text about anything?’

‘No.’

‘Do you usually talk or text each other throughout the day?’ Jayne asks.

‘Sometimes. Most days. But I know she had a lot on her plate today, that’s why she was working from home, and she didn’t want to be disturbed, so I wasn’t surprised I didn’t hear from her.’

She looks at Lizzie. ‘And you didn’t have any contact with her today?’

‘No.’

‘Okay. We’ll need a recent photograph of Bryden, and a full description, including what she was wearing when you last saw her this morning. Can you do that for me?’

He nods. ‘She’s five foot three, about one hundred twenty pounds. Thirty-five years old. Shoulder-length blond hair, green eyes. She was wearing black yoga pants and a grey sweatshirt when I left this morning, and she had her hair in a ponytail.’ He’s thumbing through his phone for photos.

Jayne watches as Hernandez takes the details down. ‘If we don’t find her quickly in the building, we’ll need to take her phone and her computer. Is there anything out of place in the apartment, anything missing?’

‘No, nothing.’

‘Are you absolutely sure?’

‘Yes. I looked.’

‘Was the door locked when you arrived home?’

He looks confused for a moment. ‘Um, I used my key to get in, like I always do, but I don’t really know if it was locked. I didn’t try it first.’

‘Do you mind if I take a look around?’ Jayne asks.

‘No, not at all.’

As Jayne stands up, she says to Hernandez, ‘Get the description and photo out to the full team immediately.’ She turns back to Sam. ‘If we don’t find her quickly, we’ll need all her banking information to see if she’s accessed her accounts recently.’

‘She hasn’t run away, if that’s what you’re suggesting,’ Sam says sharply.

She doesn’t answer. She knows that sometimes people do run away. In fact, they do it all the time. They have enough, and they suddenly snap. Or they plan it carefully. And she knows nothing about this woman and her family. It all looks perfectly fine, but that doesn’t mean it is. You might leave your phone and purse behind if you wanted to walk away and start over.

Or perhaps she has simply fallen somewhere in the building and hit her head. Or it might be something worse. Perhaps she’s been taken from this apartment against her will. Or perhaps her husband killed her. It’s possible that this condominium is a crime scene. She takes Officer Hernandez aside and speaks to him quietly. ‘Treat the apartment as a possible crime scene. No unnecessary persons in – clear anyone with me first – and make sure everyone is documented.’




CHAPTER 3

LIZZIE, IN HER sister’s condo, with the uniformed police officer standing nearby and the female detective looking around, watches with close attention. Sam is distraught. It’s good that Clara is at Angela’s, not seeing all this. Lizzie thinks she should go check on her niece, but she doesn’t want to leave the apartment in case something happens, in case there’s an update.

She doesn’t want to miss anything. She knows that something has happened to Bryden; she would never abandon her family. Lizzie feels as if a current is surging through her, like electricity, as if she is a human tuning fork, humming, humming. But she doesn’t think anyone has noticed. She’s a nurse; she’s good in emergencies. It’s her job to keep everyone else together, to manage her own feelings as required. She’s used to it.

She’s already made the difficult call to her parents, who live in Tampa, Florida. Her mother had become hysterical on the phone. Her father was so shocked he barely spoke. They all know that Bryden would pick up her daughter – unless she couldn’t. They said they would fly to Albany immediately. They will stay with Lizzie at her apartment in Center Square, which isn’t too far from Bryden and Sam’s, only a ten-minute drive. Lizzie tried to reassure them, but her reassurances rang hollow. This isn’t like Bryden at all.

Jayne meets Detective Kilgour and the search team in the lobby. Tom Kilgour is in his early thirties, just a bit younger than Jayne. He’s tall and broad shouldered and exudes quiet strength. One would be mistaken to think that his brawn is his best asset; he’s a smart, talented detective and she’s glad he’s here. They work well together.

The building manager, Ravi Sabharwal, has arrived now too and is standing behind the desk with the young man who was here before, but who is looking less bored now. Ravi, a worried-looking man of about forty, will accompany the search team. He knows every part of the building and has the necessary keys to gain access. Jayne has already made a preliminary inquiry about the Albany Police K-9 Unit, but they are currently engaged elsewhere. Perhaps that won’t be necessary.

‘How many apartments in the building?’ Jayne asks Ravi Sabharwal.

‘There are one hundred thirty-five units,’ he answers. ‘Twelve storeys. They range in size from six hundred to four thousand square feet.’

‘What about common areas?’ Kilgour asks.

‘There is a party room on the twelfth floor, as well as a gym. They require keys, and all residents have access. The floors and elevators and stairs, of course – they are open to anyone who lives in the building. There are two levels of underground parking below. Also a storage area, with lockers for the residents, which also requires keys. There are some maintenance rooms and a garbage and recycling area. Residents don’t have access to those.’ He adds, ‘Most units have balconies.’

Jayne already knows that Bryden Frost’s unit doesn’t have a balcony – they hadn’t wanted one because of safety concerns for their little girl.

Kilgour will accompany the search team. Meanwhile, Jayne will start the door-to-door, interviewing residents on the eighth floor first. She advises Ravi that if Bryden isn’t quickly found, she will want to review any CCTV with him, so he’s not to leave. ‘What kind of CCTV coverage do you have here?’

He looks slightly uncomfortable and says, ‘Coverage on the front and back doors of the building. Nothing on the floors or elevators.’

‘What about the underground garages?’

‘There’s CCTV there, but it’s not working right now.’

She looks back at him in disbelief. ‘Why not?’ She’d expect better security in a building like this.

‘We put in a new system a couple of weeks ago, but there’s something wrong with it.’

She watches the team set off to start the search on the lower levels and then rides back up to the eighth floor.

It’s a fairly new building, about five years old, in good condition, and expensively appointed. The lighting fixtures are tasteful, the carpet good quality. Jayne was impressed by the spaciousness of the Frosts’ apartment – the large rooms with lots of windows; the modern, high-end kitchen; the expensive finishes. She wonders how much a unit in this place costs.

She begins with the neighbour who was friendly with Bryden, in unit 808. A woman in her thirties, her dark hair swept up in a ponytail, quickly answers the door, looking anxious. Jayne holds up her badge. ‘I’m Detective Jayne Salter of Albany Police,’ she says. ‘Are you Angela Romano?’ The woman nods. ‘Can I talk to you for a minute?’

‘This is about Bryden, isn’t it?’ she says nervously. ‘Have you found her?’

‘Not yet.’

Angela’s face falls. She lets Jayne in, lowering her voice to a whisper. ‘Clara is here. I’ve got her and my daughter settled in front of the TV. We can talk in the kitchen.’

At a glance, Jayne can see that this unit is very similar to the Frosts’ down the hall. But where the Frosts’ unit is decorated in Scandinavian style, with pale woods and washed-out beiges, this one is much more colourful. It’s also messier, with kids’ toys everywhere. Angela leads her through to the kitchen, where they sit down at a marble island, after Angela clears away some dishes.

Jayne had learned from Sam and Lizzie that Bryden spends a lot of time with Angela Romano. She’s the only other person on the floor with a young child, so they have naturally gravitated to each other. The two little girls are both three years old and good playmates. Angela is clearly upset that her friend is missing.

‘Angela,’ Jayne begins, as they sit in the messy kitchen. ‘We want to find Bryden, and I’m hoping you can help us.’ The other woman nods. ‘How well do you know her?’

‘We’ve been close since the girls were born – our daughters are almost the same age. We spend quite a bit of time together, mostly on the weekends. We both work full time and have the girls in day care – different day cares – during the week.’

‘When was the last time you saw her?’

‘On Sunday. The girls had a playdate here in the afternoon, while Bryden went out.’

‘Do you know where she went?’

‘Yes, she went to get a haircut. We often cover for each other.’

‘Do you have any idea where she might be?’

She shakes her head. ‘No.’

‘Has she mentioned anything out of the ordinary to you recently?’

She shakes her head again. ‘No, nothing.’

‘Anyone she’s had problems with at all? Here in the building?’

‘No.’

‘Any problems with anyone else? At work maybe?’

‘No. She really likes her job and the people there.’

‘Does she confide in you?’

‘Yes. I think so. I mean, we confide in each other.’

‘About what?’

‘Everything. Our kids. Balancing work and motherhood. Our husbands. Our plans for the future. Everything.’

‘How would you describe her relationship with her husband?’ Jayne asks.

‘I know she’s very happy with Sam. They seem perfect for each other. I mean, we both complain about our husbands from time to time, but who doesn’t?’

‘What does she complain about?’

‘You know – just that she feels she does more of the childcare and household chores than he does, even though their salaries are about the same. I feel the same, to be honest. A lot of what we do seems to be invisible.’ She shrugs. ‘My husband travels for work a lot. It seems like he’s never home.’ She emphasizes, ‘Bryden and Sam are solid.’ She pauses. ‘I know they’re trying for another baby.’

Jayne files that in the back of her mind. ‘Did she ever mention that she was worried about anything?’

‘No.’

‘She never mentioned anything unusual in her life in the last little while, any changes? Did she meet anyone new?’

Angela shifts uncomfortably in her seat. ‘What are you suggesting? Bryden would never cheat on Sam.’

‘I didn’t necessarily mean it like that. Just – was there anything new in her life, any changes? Anything odd, or troubling her?’

Angela shakes her head again. ‘I honestly don’t think so.’ She adds, ‘She would never just leave, not of her own free will.’ Her expression changes, as if she’s considering something.

‘What is it, Angela?’ Jayne urges. But the other woman looks uncertain, apprehensive. ‘Tell me.’

‘One of the tenants here had a problem, a couple of years ago.’ She hesitates.

‘What kind of problem?’

‘I think you should talk to him about it. I don’t want to be a gossip. He lives down the hall, unit 811, with his wife. She and I used to be friends.’

‘Okay, thank you, Angela,’ Jayne says. She hands her a card. ‘If you think of anything else, please give me a call.’




CHAPTER 4

JAYNE KNOCKS ON the door of unit 811. The door is opened by a woman whose friendly expression changes immediately when Jayne introduces herself and shows her badge. As if she’s on guard. Almost as if she is expecting trouble. ‘May I come in?’ Jayne asks.

The woman lets Jayne into the foyer and closes the door behind her. She turns to face Jayne, crossing her arms in front of her chest, and says, ‘What now?’

A strange thing to say, Jayne thinks. She says, ‘One of your neighbours, Bryden Frost, has gone missing. She lives in unit 804. I’m going door-to-door asking if anyone has seen her.’

The woman goes very still. ‘I haven’t seen her.’ She adds, becoming more animated, ‘I know what she looks like, we say hi, but that’s about it. I don’t remember exactly the last time I saw her.’

Jayne glances toward the living room. ‘Can we sit down?’

‘Why?’ The edge is back in the woman’s voice.

‘I just have a few questions.’

She reluctantly leads Jayne into the living room, where they sit.

‘Your name?’ Jayne asks.

‘Tracy Kemp.’

She jots it down. The other woman looks at her nervously.

‘How long have you lived here?’ Jayne asks.

‘Almost three years.’

‘Do you live alone?’

‘No. With my husband.’

‘And what is his name?’

‘Henry Kemp.’

The name is familiar. ‘Does your husband know Bryden at all?’

‘No.’ The answer is firm, almost angry.

Jayne presses the sore spot. ‘I understand your husband, Henry, had some difficulties a couple of years ago.’

Now the other woman looks at her with open hostility. ‘That’s why you’re really here, isn’t it? I know what you people are like.’

Jayne waits, lets the silence do the work.

‘He was completely innocent. He wasn’t even charged. But even so, it’s pretty much ruined our lives. So pardon me if I seem bitter.’

‘Can you tell me about it?’ Jayne asks.

Tracy Kemp sits rigidly, caught in a situation she can’t get out of. Finally, she says, ‘A woman made a false claim against him. He was arrested, but as I said, he was never charged, and they released him. There was no evidence whatsoever. She made it all up. And we’ve been paying for it ever since.’

‘What did she accuse him of?’ Jayne asks, although she remembers perfectly well.

At that moment, the door opens, and they turn to look at the man entering the foyer, dressed in a business suit. He drops his keys with a clatter on to the side table, then turns and seems startled to see a stranger sitting with his wife in his living room.

‘Why don’t you ask him?’ Tracy says coldly.

Henry Kemp walks into the living room, slowly loosening his tie. ‘What’s going on?’ he asks, looking at Jayne, and then at his wife.

Jayne stands up and introduces herself, holding up her badge.

‘What the fuck is this?’ Henry says.

Tracy stands up too. Jayne sees her swallow as she addresses her husband, her eyes fixed on his. ‘A woman down the hall, Bryden Frost, has gone missing.’

There’s a strange, electric vibe between them, Jayne notices. Tracy is protective of her husband, but is she afraid he has something to do with Bryden’s disappearance?

‘Oh, I see,’ Henry says, with heavy sarcasm, turning to Jayne. ‘And you think I’ve got something to do with it.’

Tracy watches her husband’s face darken as he stares at the detective. She feels a knot in her throat; she can’t seem to swallow. There’s a churning in her stomach. She thought all this was behind them. How quickly the panic returns, how familiar it is.

Now Henry says to the detective, ‘I don’t know her, other than to see her in the hall. When did she go missing?’

‘Some time today,’ the detective answers.

Her husband looks nervous, but speaks offhandedly. ‘I was at work all day. People can vouch for me. Ask them.’

‘Where do you work?’ the detective asks.

‘I own a car dealership.’ He pulls out his wallet and offers her a card. ‘As you people know perfectly well.’

‘We’ll check that out,’ the detective says, taking the card.

‘You do that,’ he says acidly.

‘I’ll need a list of all your employees and their contact information,’ the detective says.

Tracy feels something pressing on her windpipe. It’s fear. Fear that it’s happening all over again. The accusations. She remembers the questions, the denials, the doubt. She got through it once; she doesn’t think she can do it again. The detective glances at her and Tracy turns away, afraid the other woman can see right through her, smell her fear.

The detective waits while Henry fires up his laptop and emails her his employee list and their contact details. Tracy can’t look at the detective, and she can’t look at her husband either. The silence in the room only emphasizes the tension. She can hear the loud ticking of the clock on the sideboard, a ticking bomb counting down to something.

When she has received the emailed list, the detective thanks them for their time and stands up. Then she asks, ‘Mind if I have a look around?’

‘Not at all,’ Henry says smoothly. Tracy can’t even speak.

The detective walks down the hall toward the bedrooms, and Tracy’s husband follows. Tracy remains standing in the living room. She knows there’s no one here. Does the detective honestly think her husband would abduct a woman and keep her in the apartment? That she would let him?

Finally, the detective leaves. Tracy watches the door close behind her and begins to shake involuntarily. Her husband observes her in dismay, and she sees his anger blossoming. ‘Why are you shaking like that?’ His voice is quiet; they are both aware of the detective outside in the corridor. He steps closer to her. ‘You know I had nothing to do with that woman going missing!’

‘I know,’ she answers.

‘For fuck’s sake, Tracy, I was at work all day.’

‘I know. It’s – I think it’s just reaction. After what happened last time, everything we went through, because of that woman’s lies.’ It’s been two years. They have almost no friends left; funny how people don’t stand by you, how they fall away, make excuses. Family too. All they have left is each other.

It’s put such a strain on their relationship.

‘Look, I don’t like it either,’ he says quietly, ‘but we have nothing to worry about. They’ll soon realize that and leave us alone. It won’t be like last time.’ He strokes her hair. ‘They’re just going door-to-door, like they have to. It’s just our shitty luck that a woman on our floor has gone missing.’

‘We have all the luck, don’t we?’ Tracy says bitterly.
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