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Praise for The Night She Went Missing

‘I devoured this atmospheric, twisty, heart-felt suspense novel . . . If you like small-town mysteries, dark secrets, moms with something to hide, beautiful prose and a tightly woven plot, this is the book for you’

AMBER GARZA

‘Pitch perfect suspense . . . The best debut I’ve read this year’

ALLISON BRENNAN, NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR

‘A great new voice in suspense . . . Perfect for fans of Big Little Lies who thrive on stories of deceit in the suburban world’
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About the Book
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Catherine moved to the close-knit community of Galveston Island to leave the past – and the terrible mistake she made – behind her.

What she didn’t realise was how much influence her mother-in-law, Rosalyn, has over the island and that being a Callahan means having strict standards to uphold.

She soon meets Morgan, the one woman who seems to get her. But Morgan is still reeling from the former rape accusation against her teenage son, Alex, which left her side-lined from the community.

Leslie on the other hand is the model Galveston Island citizen, who since the death of her husband she will do anything to ensure her children succeed. But cracks are starting to show behind the perfect veneer.

When Catherine’s teenage daughter, Emily, goes missing after a party, it shakes their world to its core. Everyone looks to their children – or each other’s – for someone to blame.

What really happened the night Emily went missing?

And who has the most to lose when it comes out?




For Mom & Dad,

who read I Am a Bunny too many times to count




PART I:

THE MISSING


“A mother’s love for her child is like

nothing else in the world.

It knows no laws, no pity.

It dares all things and crushes down

remorselessly all that stands in its path.”

—Agatha Christie






PROLOGUE

Emily

They find me faceup in the murky water of the harbor on the day of my funeral. Or memorial service. Whatever. It’s not like there’s much difference. Dead is dead.

Except I’m not. I. Am. Not. Dead. I would pinch myself if I could move.

“Can you hear me? Hey, what’s your name? Can you open your eyes?”

My eyes are as dense and heavy as basalt. Basalt: rich in iron and magnesium, Mr. Schwartz penned on the board during our volcanic rock unit in eighth grade. I fight to come out of the emptiness that has held me for the past. . .the past what? Hours? Days? Weeks?

I attempt to whisper my name even though my eyelids remain anchored. Emily. That’s right. Emily. I can’t remember the last time I voiced those three syllables.

“Pull her up.”

Hands yank at me, jerking me from the arms of the water. Two hands wander up my body—over my feet, my legs, the arch of my hips, my arms, onto my neck, stopping at my forehead. This touch is not like the familiar plying of the boy I love, so fiery that it almost stings. This touch is necessary, cold, perfunctory. Perfunctory, Mrs. Abbot, my sophomore English teacher had pronounced for us students as we learned the word for the first time. P-E-R-F-U—

The voice cuts in. “Tell them we have a girl, a teenager. No broken bones as far as I can tell but looks like she’s been out here for hours. Unconscious, but breathing on her own.” His voice muffles as he turns his head. “I think she might be Emily.”

Suddenly, a brilliant choir of tenors and baritones and basses burst forth. “The Emily?”

Emily. Yes, that’s me. What a comforting thing to hear one’s name spoken by those who can point the way home. I breathe in gratitude and descend into the lightness of sleep before a hand touches my cheek again.

“You awake, Emily?”

The swooshing of the waves calls to me, a reminder that the song of the deep is steady despite all the new sounds: The bustle of work boots, the hum of the boat waiting to churn to life and set out across the open sea.

“Your mama’s been looking for you, Ms. Emily. You gave us all a fright. You hear me?” The man seems to sense that I can hear his words while my body remains frozen despite the warmth of the water and the sun overhead. “You’re gonna be okay, sweetheart. Yes, ma’am, you’re gonna make it just fine. Got a daughter about your age, and I woulda been worried sick if my girl had gone missing for weeks on end. Your mama sure is gonna be happy.”

A nasally voice now. “Where you think she’s been all this time? Turned into a mermaid?” The boy chuckles.

“Hush, Beau.”

The man’s hand touches my forehead, his fingers sandpapery with callouses. “Now, sweetheart, if you can open your eyes for a sec, I can introduce you properly to the crew. We’re getting you help as fast as we can, but you can go ahead and open them eyes before all the medics arrive. They’d be good and relieved to see you looking around.”

I try. Oh, how I want to flicker them open, but my head aches and oblivion pulls harder. The siren call of the void is too tempting to resist.




1

September

Catherine

Catherine Rubisi patted the wilted feathers sprouting from her headdress and frowned.

“You look fine,” her husband whispered for the third time, his fingers pressing into the small of her back to remind her that he was by her side despite the crowd of strangers and the wet warmth of the night air. Another thing she did not like about Galveston Island: even on the short walk into The Grand Hall, she was dripping with sweat and swatting at a host of gnats and a swarm of mosquitoes. Did it bother other residents that there were only two ways out of this town? By boat or by causeway, that was it. Unless one felt like swimming, she supposed.

“This is just like the PTA fundraisers you helped organize back in Woodhaven,” Carter attempted.

Catherine shot him a look. Gift cards to Woodhaven Diner, a stack of novels from the only bookstore in town and a photo shoot by a senior photography major couldn’t compete with Hawaiian vacations, Italian villas and puppies. Yes, puppies. Who gives away a living creature to a drunk couple in the corner at the end of an evening? Apparently, Callahan Preparatory Academy, the only private school on this twenty-seven-mile strip of land.

As she crossed the threshold behind her husband, her eyes fell to the sparkles and silk adorning the women. She had not realized that when one attended the illustrious Callahan Preparatory Senior Auction, one did not just dress according to theme but also according to designer label. Her costume would’ve had potential if she’d worn the black Dior gown Rosalyn had suggested and if she’d allowed Rosalyn’s makeup artist to affix to her head actual peacock feathers with emeralds for eyes. Back home in Woodhaven, Oregon, with her group of girlfriends who’d taught at the university for years, she might’ve joined in just for fun. But not here, not with these people in this place. No, Catherine had happily ignored her mother-in-law’s advice, instead grabbing an old Ann Taylor dress from her closet and an assortment of florals and feathers from the discount bin at Hobby Lobby. She crossed her arms. She would not let these ridiculous women throwing air kisses and finger waves at Rosalyn make her feel inferior.

“It’s easy to say that I look fine when all you had to do was put on a tux,” Catherine lobbed at Carter.

He wrapped his arms around her waist. “Hey, lady, penguins are birds too.”

“Touché.” She wriggled away from him. “I swear, though, I’m about to tear off these Spanx.”

“Yes, please,” Carter breathed as he squeezed her love handles. She almost pushed away his hands, not wanting to be reminded of the way her clothes hugged her midsection these days.

Once again, her husband ignored her protests, and in the dark, his palm wandered down her back, to her hip, the top of her thigh.

“Really, Carter.” But Catherine couldn’t help smiling even as her eyes accidentally landed on Rosalyn with her pointed chin and high cheekbones. Her mother-in-law nodded curtly. That woman was like. . .like a mantis shrimp. Yes, that was it. Just the other day, Emily had been talking about her new fascination with this sea creature whose eyes move independently of one another, giving the crustacean a wide field of vision. That’s what Carter’s mother was like, a creepy little crustacean. Always watching.

Catherine shuddered and removed her husband’s hands again, but not before pressing herself into him. “You behave for two minutes. Grab a drink with your insufferable alumni friends, and I’ll be back.”

She exited the floor and ducked under the yellow and green and purple and orange swaths of fabric cascading around the Birds of a Feather sign—the theme of the evening. Pointy birds of paradise poked at her, their orange heads appraising her undignified apparel.

As she opened a door, a voice squawked, startling her. “Welcome, r-r-r-awk.” A cockatoo. In the bathroom. Catherine’s hand flew to her chest.

“I know. I almost jumped out of my skin, too, when I walked in,” tittered a tall, thin woman wearing a black sequined number with a fabulous white-feathered cape. Her hair was darker than most of the other moms—almost as dark as Catherine’s—and she stood in front of a floor-to-ceiling mirror, her eyes staring as she applied mascara. “I’m not sure which woman’s idea it was to put a bird in the bathroom, but I’m guessing she didn’t think about all the weak lady bladders in the fortysomething crowd.” The woman smirked. “But what am I saying? Everyone is so nipped and tucked that there’s not a chance anything is leaking.”

Catherine tried a polite smile as she scooted into the stall to tear off the tight fabric sucking her into this dress. Not worth it. She emerged moments later, victorious, to find the same woman now working on her lips.

“Just fixing my face.” The timbre of her contralto voice was inviting; the cadence, waves at low tide. “You’re Emily’s mom, right? Dr. Callahan?” she said.

Catherine almost corrected her. Dr. Rubisi, she would’ve answered a few months earlier. I kept my maiden name. But here, on the island where she was trying to hide, she preferred the veil of the patriarchy. Catherine examined herself in the mirror and immediately spotted two recurring strands of gray. She hid them under a feather. “Callahan. That’s right.”

“I’ve heard about Emily from my son.” The woman clarified, “I’m Alex Frasier’s mom—Morgan Frasier.” She said the name as if everyone already knew it.

“Oh.” Catherine didn’t know what to say. Emily hadn’t mentioned spending time with an Alex, had she? Not that Emily had said much since Catherine and Carter dragged her here. Alex Frasier. Alex Frasier. There was something about that name.

Morgan was already tall and lithe, but in heels, the woman had a good six inches on her, and Catherine could feel her eyes peering down, monitoring her reaction. “You know teenagers,” Morgan said. “Enthralled one minute and uninterested the next.”

Catherine frowned. That did not describe Emily.

“Don’t worry. Alex is a good boy, and this is a good school. Graduated nearly a dozen Ivy-league-bound kids last year, haven’t you heard?” Morgan smirked and held out a tube. “Lipstick?”

“No, thanks.” Catherine attempted to hide her repulsion as she wiped her hands with the fluffy white hand towel and turned to leave.

Morgan put out a hand to stop her and leaned in with a conspiratorial whisper. Her lips were thick and bright red. “I’m sorry, but I have to ask. Is it true that your mother-inlaw actually paid thousands of dollars of her own money for the falconer when she was told he wasn’t available for this evening? Doesn’t she realize she’s supposed to be raising money, not spending it?”

The cockatoo shifted to eyeball both of them.

Catherine closed her eyes for a moment too long. Yes, it was true. Why? Because that’s what Rosalyn Callahan did. She took control, she got what she wanted, and she managed Callahan Prep in the way her grandfather—the founder of the school more than a hundred years earlier—would have intended, or at least that was her excuse.

Catherine pasted on what Carter called her rich-lady-face, lips pouted and eyebrows furrowed as if she cared. She pinched her voice and demurred, “I’m not actually privy to the details, but isn’t Rosalyn just the. . . Oh, I don’t even know how to describe her.” Manipulative? Petty? Superficial?

“Oh, you can cut the crap with me, sweetheart,” Morgan chuckled, putting away her lipstick and lifting a flask that had been biding time in her purse. “Look, I grew up around here, went to school here, have spent my life here. I know that everyone on this island adores Rosalyn, and I know that she runs every detail of the school, but I, for one, am not a fan. Not that I’d be brave enough to say that to her face. God. Never.”

Catherine was struck. She had yet to meet anyone who didn’t endlessly and gratuitously praise her mother-in-law. Even Carter rarely said a negative word about his mother. Catherine let the smile fall, her face relaxing for the first time since she’d put on this stupid costume. “That is the most refreshing thing I’ve heard all evening.”

“You want a sip? It’s liquid courage for me at these events.” Morgan raised the flask, took a swig and offered it to Catherine. “You’re lucky you came when you did—you only have to endure one year of this crowd with Emily graduating in May.”

Gin. The warmth quickly spread, the tip of her nose already turning pink. “Thanks, but I have the twins too. Lucy and Olivia are just in third grade, so we’ve got many, many years here.” A lifetime, she almost said, taking one more gulp before handing the flask back.

“Oh, that’s right, you poor dear. I was hoping you’d be spared. Now I remember Leslie mentioning all three of the Callahan kids at the first Senior Moms meeting during the summer.”

“Leslie?” Catherine recognized that name. She was the only Callahan Prep mother that Rosalyn had mentioned as the movers pulled out of the driveway a few months ago. Of course, you’ll want to join the Merry Moms, Rosalyn had said. They are the heart and soul of Callahan Prep, and you’ll adore their chairwoman, Leslie Steele. Maybe you and Emily can begin helping Leslie and her daughter plan the senior events. Wouldn’t that be lovely? A light—or a fire—had gleamed in Rosalyn’s gaze.

That first night, Catherine had brought up the conversation to Carter as they stretched clean sheets over their mattress. “Do you know someone named Leslie Steele?”

Carter half grinned. “That’s Mother’s second-in-command.” He rubbed his head as if recalling an onslaught of memories. “Leslie and I were in school together, but she was a few years behind me—in Andrew’s class. The daughter Mother always wanted. I’m sure if you check the mail, we already have a gold-embossed invitation from her, calling on us to attend some function or other.”

“Yep. I already opened it. It was addressed to Mrs. Carter Callahan,” Catherine said in a singsong voice.

“I bet you just loved that.”

Catherine shrugged. “At least people won’t find anything when they Google that name.”

Carter gave her a pitying expression he reserved only for her. She didn’t like it. “Leslie took over coordinating most of the school’s social scene from Mother a few years back.” He put on the Southern drawl typical of the old-monied Callahan Prep parents. “I’m sure Leslie would absolutely love for you to help her with all the party planning.”

Morgan brought Catherine back to the present. “Yes, Leslie Steele. She’s the one hanging on Rosalyn’s every word, doing her bidding without a second thought. She planned this event tonight, though Rosalyn will probably still get most of the credit, at least until she officially passes the mantle. Which, let’s be honest, may not be until she’s six feet under.” Morgan gathered her purse and smoothed her own feathers—jewel clad—before turning to run her fingers across Catherine’s flimsy headdress. She leaned in a bit too closely and lilted her finale, the evergreen scent of gin hanging in the air between them. “I like you. You seem almost normal, not the typical Callahan Mummy Dearest. Though it could cost you if you don’t figure out fast how things work around here.” Morgan narrowed her eyes. “Seems like you might be a quick study, though. I’ll see you around?”

The words carried weight. Catherine felt certain there was a streak of rebellion in this woman despite her ability to adorn herself and laugh and play along with Leslie, Rosalyn and the other women in The Grand Hall.

“Yeah, I’ll see you around,” Catherine echoed.

“R-r-r-awk. . .see you,” the cockatoo screeched as it eyed both women one last time.

When Catherine returned to Carter, standing with his buddies from the Class of ’94, he made excuses and extricated himself. “You decided to get something from the bar after all?” He kissed the tip of her nose.

Catherine closed one eye and showed him the tiny amount with her fingers. “Only a smidge.”

“Enough to make out over by the falcons?”

“No way, not with your mother here.” For a moment, her voice was lighter than it had been all night, the alcohol loosening her inhibitions, transforming her into the wife, the woman she used to be. Before she’d made such a stupid, stupid mistake a year ago. At the remembrance, Catherine grabbed Carter’s arm to steady herself.

“You okay?” He leaned down so they were eye to eye.

She was not okay, feeling suddenly light-headed and, at the same time, like she wanted to shove an entire brownie down her throat. Instead, she took a glass of champagne from a passing server and shook away the feeling.

“Falcons, you said?”

“Supposedly, there’s a birds-of-prey demonstration at the end of the night. They’ll swoop across the room and fill us with awe.”

Catherine tilted her head. “Wait, aren’t falcons a type of vulture? Or is it the other way around?”

“I don’t know, but I think we’re feeding the poor to them at the after-party.”

Catherine giggled, her emotions swaying back and forth like palm fronds as she sipped her champagne.

Carter suddenly turned sheepish and changed the subject by making a confession. “I bid on courtside tickets.”

Catherine wagged a finger at him. “Now, Mr. Callahan. We agreed to only bid on items we would both enjoy.”

“You’ll enjoy having the house to yourself. It’s four seats, enough for me to take the girls if I win.”

Catherine applauded him, despite the fact that she abhorred the idea of an evening to herself. Hours alone to practice, play and write—to be alone with her thoughts and musings—were no longer welcome. “Well done, sir. Well done. But do you think that a seventeen-year-old science nerd and an inquisitive eight-year-old will actually accompany you to a professional basketball game?”

“I don’t know.” He waved a hand. “At least Lucy will have fun, and I can let the other two bring a book if they want.”

Catherine studied her husband. “They’ll probably be happy just to hang out with their dad.” Sometimes Catherine wondered if Emily even felt close to her father anymore. The twins were young enough for Carter to redeem the years, but there wasn’t time for him to start over with Emily. Throughout her childhood, he’d clocked sixty-plus hours a week travelling across the country for a corporate law firm.

“I know. It’s good to be back,” he said, nuzzling Catherine’s ear. “Hey, lady, want to get out of here?”

She glanced around and spotted Rosalyn by the auction tables, leaning into a well-dressed couple, her hand on the man’s arm. By her side stood a petite woman with shoulder-length, highlighted hair and eyes framed by long eyelashes. She wore a gold dress, complete with embroidered feathers and sequined trees running up the side. Her mannerisms mirrored Rosalyn’s. That must be the much-talked-about Leslie Steele. The puppet and her puppeteer. “What about your mother? And mingling? And the tickets?”

He shrugged. “Mother is surrounded by happy, drunken parents who adore her every move. She sneezes, and they think God has spoken.” Catherine took a moment to allow the sharp comment to wash over her like a balm. “Besides, I’m tired of talking to people I don’t care to impress, and the school will charge our credit card if I win. How long did you tell Emily we’d be gone?”

“Two or three more hours, but she said she was going to order in pizza for her and the girls, then watch a movie before they all go to bed, so I don’t think she’ll care if we’re out a bit longer.”

“Good,” Carter said. “Let’s do one of your infamous Irish goodbyes and check into the San Luis till someone calls looking for us.”

She ran her palm along his stubbled cheek and stared into his eyes. “What has gotten into you?”

He guided her toward the door. “When you took off those Spanx, I knew I had to have you.”

She laughed.

As they slipped out of the building, she spotted Morgan, who appeared to have been watching her. The woman offered a subtle wave, almost imperceptible.

As their eyes met, Catherine suddenly remembered where she’d heard the name of Morgan’s son.

Alex Frasier.

Her throat constricted as she followed Carter into the smothering night air.
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