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* * * *
To my son, Mark
* * * *
Chapter One
“Wild horses couldn’t drag me out there,” Deb Casey vowed while totalling up the day’s receipts. “The place gives me the creeps.” It was late and Colette’s, a budget-priced accessory chain, was about to close.
Vanessa Ward shrugged. It was the last thing she needed to hear. She was spooked out enough. “It’s only for a few weeks, until they can find someone permanent.”
Deb rolled her eyes and lit a cigarette; her bright orange hair blazed out at all angles. “That won’t be easy given all the bad publicity. You could be stuck out there for ages.”
Vanessa put on her coat, then checked the door lock and alarm system. She’d worked at Colette’s for less than a year, and as low man on the totem pole the unwelcome transfer to the Old Ferry Road branch had fallen to her. For it was there that a sales assistant named Hattie Gwyn had gone missing. Located in a strip mall that was a gathering place for local teens, in light of this strange disappearance the
area was now patrolled more frequently by a security company.
When Vanessa pointed this out, Deb objected. “But even so, they can’t be there every minute. You’ll be working evenings as well, remember? It wouldn’t be nearly as bad in the daytime.”
* * * *
“Help is as close at hand as this button.” Kelly Ingram, the Store Manager, indicated the direct line to Bayliss Security, concealed beneath the cash counter. It was late on Thursday afternoon and Vanessa had reported for her first evening’s work at the ill-fated store. “Don’t believe all that hype and nonsense in the media. You’ll be quite safe here.”
But Hattie Gwyn wasn’t, Vanessa thought. For no matter how Kelly tried to smooth over the situation, the fact remained that Hattie had suddenly disappeared from the store on a Thursday evening–much like this one–and had not been seen since.
“If you’re not sure about anything just phone me,” Kelly called out as she left for the day. “Remember to lock up properly before you leave.”
It had been a gloomy afternoon; now mist was rolling in with a premature twilight. Vanessa shivered as she stared out at the emptying parking lot. All was quiet, almost hushed, save for the wail of foghorns from the harbour.
The hours passed slowly with few customers. Vanessa felt jumpy and out of sorts. She’d kept the newspaper clippings about Hattie’s disappearance. All the articles featured the same photograph of the missing girl, wearing a crumpled black dress. She looked bizarre. Her face was painted stark white beneath spiky dyed hair, which
was as black as her eyelids and lips. A pierced nostril added the final touch of the macabre.
Goth goes missing, one of the headlines screamed. But less lurid media disputed this. Hattie, they said, was too much of a loner to belong to any group. She didn’t have any friends. She’d just been pretending.
Vanessa was feeling sorrier for her by the minute. Hattie Gwyn sounded pretty screwed up. And her mother, who was an exotic dancer, was being blamed for much of it. Sandra Gwyn, it was reported, worked at sleazy bars, and she hadn’t even realised Hattie was missing until the following evening.
When it was finally time to go home, much to her alarm, Vanessa was confronted by a souped-up black van with oversize tires and a blazing yellow dragon on its hood.
It was parked outside Burger’s Plus.
“Yo, wassup Blondie?” one of the occupants yelled, as Vanessa cut across the parking lot on her way to the bus stop. He was a dark-bearded man with matted hair and an earring. “Me and my buddy are looking to party. Youse a bit skinny, though. We prefer big boobs and a ghetto booty.”
“That’s right.” The other man snickered and made a lewd gesture. “But providing you know how to suck cock, you’ll do.”
Vanessa averted her eyes and quickened her pace, carrying with her the impression of bad teeth, a shaved head, and tattoos.
* * * *
“Geez, it sounds like they might be the ones who made off with Hattie,” Deb said. “You shouldn’t go back there, Vanessa. I’ve got a real bad feeling about that place.”
They were having a drink in Raffles, a trendy singles’ bar with a wild reputation.
“I won’t let myself be scared off by a couple of creeps.” Vanessa lit a cigarette and tossed the spent match in an ashtray. “But I will invest in a can of bear spray, just in case.”
“You’re way feistier than me.” Deb threw her a look of grudging admiration. She was dressed to be noticed in a short leather skirt and thigh-high boots.
“Just stubborn.” Vanessa laughed. She was wearing similar attire, her long fair hair twisted up in a ponytail. She’d been working too hard lately, and agonizing over Hattie. It was time to break out a little and have some fun. She ordered another round.
“Hi there, ladies. Would you care to dance?” Two hot-eyed males, who’d been ogling them for ages, finally got up the courage to approach.
“Get lost, dude,” Deb said. “This is a private party.”
“Sheesh, what’s wrong with you tonight?” Vanessa asked as soon as they were alone. “I’ve seen you hook up with a lot rougher trade than that.”
Deb shot her a defiant glare and drained her glass in a swallow. “I’m kinda half back with Rick again, and I don’t want to do anything to mess it up.”
“I thought that was all over since he mistook you for a punching bag?”
“Yeah well, we’re trying to work things out. I hate living alone.”
“I can’t say I like it much myself,” Vanessa said. “But I’m damned if that’s reason enough to give a skunk who beat me a chance to do it again.”
“When I want your advice I’ll ask for it,” Deb snapped. “You know, you’ve been alone so long now, Vanessa, you’re getting a bad rep as an ice maiden.”
“So be it. I’d prefer to be tagged as cold, than a ho.”
“Hey, just a minute here, I hope you’re not suggesting—”
“Well you know, Deb, I could say if the shoe fits and all that, but in all honesty I wasn’t thinking of you at all. Sorry, if you took it that way.”
“Look, we’re both a bit on edge tonight.” Deb sighed. “I’ve got my worries about Rick, and you about that spooky store that Hattie disappeared from. Let’s just order another drink and try to relax a bit.”
“I’ll drink to that.” Vanessa smiled. Deb had been a good friend–her only one, in fact–since she arrived in the city with one hastily packed suitcase and ten dollars in her pocket. The very last thing she wanted was bad feeling between them. “I guess I’m extra touchy about the Ricks of this world, on account of having fled from one myself. I feel you deserve better, that’s all.”
“Hey, you’re quite a looker.” A leery-eyed male with dog’s breath hovered over Vanessa. “I really dig your cool tattoo.” He reached out to touch the small butterfly on her left shoulder.
“Down, Fido.” Deb shot him a look that could have sunk a battleship. “Or you’ll find yourself neutered.”
* * * *
A misty rain drizzled down on Vanessa as she hurried home with a couple of bags of groceries. The fallen leaves and pulpy horse chestnuts strewed the sidewalk in front of her. She was house-sitting a bungalow across from McBride Park, which came with an aging black Labrador named Taxi. From the living room window there was a clear view of the water fountain, which was floodlit at night. Someone had thrown soap powder into it again, and great globs of foam billowed out over the parapet.
It was quite a contrast from the dark mile of derelict buildings that she passed every day on her way to the Old Ferry Road store. She really hated working there, but needed the job too desperately to quit. She had a pile of debts to pay. And Deb wasn’t helping any with her insistence that the creeps in the muscle van were likely Hattie
Gywn’s kidnappers. “You might be their next victim,” she said.
Vanessa had shrugged this off with a confidence she did not feel, for she had felt extremely vulnerable as she fled past the sleazy looking characters. It had been lonely, dark and foggy. They could have easily grabbed her and thrown her into the back of their ugly van.
Am I beginning to imagine things? she asked herself as these frightening thoughts raced through her mind. Or is it just the influence of the place where Hattie disappeared? Can places be evil? Do they have memories?
* * * *
“Look, I wouldn’t worry about Hattie having been scooped up by some evil kidnapper.” Kelly Ingram’s heavy figure topped by a mass of frizzy brown hair blocked the shop door. “Because I don’t think that’s what happened at all.”
“Really?” Vanessa ticketed an anklet. “What do you think happened?”
“Well Hattie was a pretty unhappy girl, desperate for attention. I think she did this in order to get some.”
“But if that’s the case, where is she now?” Vanessa looked dubious. “It’s been over a month since she disappeared.”
“Probably shacked up with some acne-faced youth.” Kelly chuckled. “And afraid to come out and face the music.”
“But what about her mother?” Vanessa asked. “Surely Hattie wouldn’t do something this mean to her?”
“Bah,” Kelly snorted. “It’s likely to get even with her that’s she’s doing this. I went to school with Hattie’s mother.”
“So you know Sandra?”
“Oh yes, I know the whole damned family, and none of them were any good.”
According to Kelly the Gwyns were a dirty, unprincipled lot who drank too much and never did an honest day’s work. “They lived in a filthy old tar paper shack down by the gravel pits, without plumbing or electricity.” She grimaced. “Sandra was as wild and unruly as a gypsy child.”
* * * *
Although Vanessa disliked working at the Old Ferry Road branch in general, she dreaded Thursday evenings the most. The night Hattie had disappeared. So she was relieved when the following Thursday evening passed quickly enough with a steady stream of customers taking advantage of a two-for-one sale. This meant that one item was full price, and the other only half. “It should mean that you get both things for
the price of one” was a common complaint, which Vanessa shrugged off. She didn’t make the rules.
“It’s not everything in the store, either,” a pinched face woman with a bad cold complained. “Selected items only. I think that’s deceiving.”
Vanessa didn’t manage to usher them out until slightly after closing time. “It’s after nine and the store is closed,” she said. If she didn’t hurry, she might miss her bus, meaning a one-hour wait for the next one.
With this in mind, she quickly grabbed her coat and coded in the security number on the alarm system before locking the door. But had she? The question tormented her all the way home. It could be a tricky lock, and she usually tried the door handle after she had secured the deadbolt, just to make sure. But she had been in a hurry, afraid that she might miss her bus, and had dashed away too hastily.
“I’ll have it checked right away,” said the dispatcher at Bayliss Security. Unable to stand the uncertainty any longer she called them while waiting for her connecting bus. “Although checking doors is a regular part of the security patrol, so I’m sure it’s okay, or I’d have heard about it.”
Much to Vanessa’s relief, it was.
But it wasn’t until the next day that the full implication of what had happened hit her. She telephoned Deb at the first opportunity. “The same thing might have happened to Hattie. Maybe she didn’t realize the door wasn’t locked.”
“I don’t follow. Are you saying that Hattie didn’t intentionally leave the store unlocked and disappear to get attention?”
“Yes, and that she wasn’t abducted and dragged away by force, either. Hattie may have left the store as usual, believing the door was locked.”
“Okay, but what happened to her after that? I don’t see how this is such an earth-stopping breakthrough.”
“Well, it isn’t,” Vanessa agreed. “But if Hattie was abducted while outside the store, it becomes less sensational at least. She may have been kidnapped while waiting for a bus. It’s a lonely stop. Perhaps a car stopped–and it could well have been the monster van–and she was dragged inside.”
“Or she may have missed the bus, and ended up walking home along the dark mile?” suggested Deb. “That is one spooky place.”
* * * *
“Were Hattie’s coat and bag left behind?” Vanessa shot the question once the store had quieted down. Late on a Saturday afternoon, a steady rain drummed down on a grey world.
“Why do you ask that?” Kelly peered at her with undisguised suspicion.
“I just wondered, that’s all. I don’t think that was mentioned in any of the newspaper articles, and I’ve read just about all of them.”
“Her coat and bag were gone.” Kelly’s tone indicated the matter was closed. She seemed about to add something, but then changed her mind when a customer entered the store.
It was the answer that Vanessa had hoped to hear, for it bolstered her theory about the missing girl. Who, she felt sure, had left the store as usual with no heavy fisted abductor breathing down her neck. Hattie had simply been in a hurry to catch the bus and hadn’t keyed in the alarm code, or locked the door properly. It also tied in with the fact that there had been no sign of a struggle or anything unusual taking place. And it made Kelly’s belief that Hattie had staged the whole thing for attention
less likely, for if she had done so surely she would have left her things behind to suggest the panic of a sudden abduction?
“Is there a guarantee with these watches?” A customer repeated the question impatiently as Vanessa stared into space with unseeing eyes.
“Oh, yes. Sorry I was far away.” She turned her attention to the funky little watches with their luminous faces. “There’s a one year warranty on parts and labour.”
I wonder if there was a sale on the night Hattie disappeared? Vanessa mulled over this while she gift-wrapped the watch. If there had been, it would solidify her theory about Hattie not locking the door properly by accident, rather than design. Much like she herself had been rushed and not as careful, after being kept in the store past closing time by bargain hunting customers.
As soon as she had a free moment she delved into the records in the back room and leafed through the sales flyers. There it was. An End of Autumn Blowout Sale with all prices slashed by up to fifty percent. So it wasn’t out-of-line to assume that Hattie had been kept unusually busy on that fateful Thursday evening, and had probably been unable to close the store bang on the dot of nine. Hurrying to catch the nine-fifteen bus, it was not inconceivable that she had neglected to punch in the alarm code, then failed to check the door properly after turning the key in the deadbolt.
* * * *
“So how do you like working at Colette’s?” James Bell was the manager of Burgers Plus. It was a rainy afternoon and the place was deserted.
Vanessa sipped her coffee. “I don’t mind Colette’s. It’s the location of this particular store I don’t like.”
“Yeah, it’s a bit far off the beaten track,” he agreed. “And Hattie’s disappearance doesn’t help any.”
“So you knew Hattie?”
“Sure. She came in here most days. But she was a weird girl, never spoke to anyone. Seemed to live in a world of her own.”
“So did you speak to her at all?”
“Only to say hello and remark about the weather. She just didn’t invite any more, I can assure you.”
“By all accounts, it was very foggy on the night she disappeared,” Vanessa said.
James topped up her cup and poured one for himself. “Yeah, it was a real peasouper. It’s little wonder no one saw anything.”
“So it would have been easy for someone to either abduct Hattie from the store under cover of the weather, or for her to have been abducted while waiting at the bus stop, or walking along the dark mile?”
James nodded. “I wasn’t working that night, but I went out to
hockey practice and visibility was close to nil.”
Vanessa persisted. “Do you think she could have been abducted? She told him of her recent experience with the two creeps.
“It’s not likely. The police would have viewed these two beauties as prime suspects, and they would have been thoroughly investigated. I know everyone who works in Burgers Plus was interviewed.”
“Still, they could have been in some way connected. Maybe they got some of their pals to do it.” She shuddered.
“I saw them hanging around Hattie quite a bit. Of course, with that get up she was asking for the wrong type of attention. She looked like a vampire on a bad day.”
“Nobody deserves to be harassed and abducted, no matter what she’s wearing,”
Vanessa said. But inwardly she conceded that Hattie had looked so outrageous she may have had a mental problem, which could certainly court danger when noticed by the wrong kind.
“You’re right, of course,” James said. “I didn’t mean to sound as if I were hanging guilt on the victim. That’s not my style at all.”
“I know what you meant. It’s something that everyone is thinking–myself included–but when it’s voiced aloud, it takes on a different dimension somehow.”
“I have to get a birthday present for my mother. I’ll drop into the
store later.”
“Our stock’s mainly teeny-bopper stuff. You know, trashy and cheap. But there are a few decent looking brooches that might do.”
James’ laugh lit up his face like a magic wand. He had fair hair, a short beard, and wore an earring. Looking directly into his steady blue eyes, Vanessa felt suddenly awkward and flustered. It’s been a while, she reminded herself. Better get a grip.
“Until later,” he said.
She could have sworn by his amused expression that he knew what she’d been thinking.
She had just about given him up for lost when he appeared just before dinnertime. Vanessa ushered out a tiresome customer who had been trying on sunglasses for the past hour and still hadn’t bought a pair. “We’ll be getting more in next week,” she said.
As she set out the brooches on the counter–they were marcasite and really quite pretty–she felt foolishly inept and fluttery. Like a butterfly in heat, she decided disparagingly.
“Which one do you prefer?” he asked. “I’d like you to choose.”
“How about the butterfly?” Despite herself, Vanessa grinned.
“I thought you would say that,” he replied, making her start. Was this guy psychic?
“It’s your name,” he explained, much to her relief. “Vanessa is a butterfly.”
“I know,” she murmured, slipping off her sweater to show him her tattoo.
* * * *
The following day dragged by slowly until shortly before closing time. It was then that a coarse laugh followed by a loud belch alerted Vanessa to the unwelcome presence of the two creeps. Their ugly monster van was parked right outside. “Wassup?” The bearded one blew a cloud of smoke into her face. “I’m Bart, and this is my buddy Randy.”
Vanessa forced herself to look at him with a stony expression. “Can I help you find something?”
“Well now that you mention it, Princess...” Randy moved so close to her she could smell his foul breath. “We’re shopping for something frilly for a lady.” They burst into peals of raucous laughter.
“The store’s closing in five minutes.” She was shaking, and her finger inched ever closer to the alarm button. This was a turn of events she had not anticipated, them coming directly into the store like this. Her heart hammered. She was only too well aware of how isolated she was–just like Hattie Gwyn, she thought, struggling to retain some semblance of calm. For she knew that should they sense her fear, she’d be a goner.
Chapter Two
“The store should be closed now,” the security guard said. Vanessa had never been so glad to see anyone in her life. “It’s a local bylaw.”
“Yes, I was just about to lock up.” She shot him a grateful look and waited for her unwelcome customers to leave.
“Do ya think they’re trying to tell us something, Randy?” Bart asked in a mincing voice, and twirled like some grotesque ballet dancer in his heavy steel-capped boots.
“Could be, Bart. What do ya suppose it is?” They burst into another round of belligerent laughter.
“The store is now closed,” the guard repeated. “And there’s no smoking allowed here. You’re in violation of the fire bylaw.” He stood by the open door, waiting for them to leave.
Vanessa held her breath, willing them to go. After a few tense minutes spent jostling each other and knocking over an earring display they did just that.
“If they come in here again, hit the alarm button right away.” He introduced himself as Ben Harrison. Vanessa was attracted to him immediately, his cropped black hair and serious eyes. Very handsome in his smart navy blue uniform.
“I will,” she promised. He helped her gather together the scattered earrings and waited while she locked up.
“Can I drop you somewhere?” It was still raining and a fog like sulphur stole in from the marshes.
“Thank you.” Vanessa was relieved, for she had just heard the nine-fifteen bus rumble by on the Old Ferry Road. She didn’t much fancy waiting an hour on the next one, with the ever-present danger of the two creeps paying her another visit. “If you just drop me off at the Brentwood loop, I can get my connecting bus from there.”
“I drove Hattie Gwyn a couple of times when she missed the bus,” Ben said. “I got the feeling she was deeply troubled about something. She sure was a strange one.”
“What do you think happened to her?” Vanessa slipped into the Bayliss Security vehicle and fastened her seatbelt. “Do you think she was just unlucky and fell prey to some passing pervert, or was it someone she knew?”
“It’s hard to say.” Ben removed his cap and placed it on the seat between them.“But the longer she’s missing, the less likely it is we’ll ever find out.”
“That’s what I’ve been thinking. There should have been some breakthrough in the case by now. I think the monster van might have happened by while Hattie was waiting at the bus stop. I’ll bet that pair of yahoos know more than they’re saying.”
“Perhaps. They’re certainly disreputable enough.”
“Or Hattie may have started walking, if she knew she’d missed the bus, and it’s a lonely stretch of road between here and the Brentwood Loop.”
Ben nodded and swung the van out of the parking lot onto the Old Ferry Road. “It’s at least an hour’s walk.”
As they drove along the same route that Hattie might have covered on foot, Vanessa discovered Ben did security work while he waited to hear from the Police Department.
“So you’re going to be a cop?” She laughed. “I better watch what I say.” Vanessa was aware for the first time of just how isolated this Dark Mile of derelict buildings was. She had travelled over it many times by bus or car, but had never walked on any part of it, let alone on a dark, foggy night.
She shivered as they passed by the gravel road leading to the old ferry dock, sensing the inky waters that lay beyond. It was a moonless night, and the darkness felt suffocating.
About a quarter of a mile further on there was a long disused grain elevator, a grim structure with mammoth concrete silos that towered out of the gloom. Next came the great looming screen of the derelict drive-in movie theatre, and on the other side of the road the neglected fields of the abandoned airport. Miles and miles of
empty flatness broken only by a gargantuan aircraft hanger, a lopsided control tower and the tall posts where floodlights once hung.
“What happened out here, anyway?” Vanessa asked. “Why all these abandoned buildings stretching for a mile?”
“An ailing economy. The Dark Mile is a local Achilles’ Heel. First of all the ferry went bust when the new bridge was built, then the airfield when its competitor across the river underwent a major expansion. The grain elevators shut down when shipping was redirected to the new terminal outside the city. As for drive-in movie theatres, well, they’re not exactly popular anymore.”
“But why was none of it pulled down and redeveloped?”
“A bad economy. The ferry, airstrip and grain elevators all folded within a year of each other, right before the country plunged into a major recession. So the local government just had them boarded up and waited for the financial picture to improve. Now that it has, redevelopment is in the wind.”
“The police must have searched all of this looking for Hattie,” Vanessa said.
Ben nodded. “They even dragged the inlet. We have the contract to patrol the area. It’s all scheduled for redevelopment soon, but meanwhile the local government wants to keep trespassers away. The buildings are unsafe.”
“I can’t imagine anyone actually wanting to go near them.” Vanessa shivered. “They give me the creeps.”
“You’d be surprised. I’ve seen gangs of teenagers there, boozing it up and lighting campfires. Then there are the homeless.”
* * * *
“I wish I’d never heard the name Hattie Gwyn.” Kelly had been interviewing all week, but when prospective employees found out this was the store that a girl had gone missing from, applicants changed their minds about working there.
“Well, you can hardly blame poor Hattie for going missing.” Vanessa dusted a display of charm bracelets. “I’m sure she wouldn’t have done so, if she’d known.”
“Spare me the sarcasm. She’s going to show up one of these days, you mark my words. She was always irresponsible, and won’t give a fig about all the trouble she’s caused.”
“I’m not so sure about that. I believe she was abducted from either the bus stop, or the dark mile. The longer she’s missing, the less likely she’ll be found...alive.”
“Nope, I don’t buy it. I’m convinced that Hattie staged her own disappearance. And time is going to prove me right.”
Vanessa didn’t share Kelly’s appraisal. Ben, who had a friend in the police force, told her that the investigation was dragging to a close. “It’s stalemated,” he’d said. For although everyone even remotely connected with the missing girl had been interviewed, and her photograph circulated throughout the area, no new evidence had come to light.
“How are you liking it here now?” Kelly unpacked a box of hair clasps. The rays from a sleepy sun sunk low in the evening sky.
Vanessa shrugged, uncertain how to answer. Although she had once been quite
desperate to get away from the ill-fated store, she was now less sure about it. In fact–and this was what was confusing her–she seemed to have fallen under its spell.
“You know, I think you’ve become so caught up in the Hattie Gwyn thing that you don’t want to leave,” Deb had said. “It’s all you talk about these days. You’ve become quite obsessed.”
Vanessa had protested at the time, but realised on reflection that her friend was right. For the truth was she was feeling ever closer to the tragic Hattie and growing more determined to find out what had happened to her. If I don’t, who will? she reasoned, noticing as the weeks went by how interest in the missing girl was waning.
“Well, that’s how it goes,” James commiserated when she mentioned this to him.“A story, no matter how shocking, can only hold the public interest for so long.”
“And the Hattie Gwyn one has just about run its course,” Vanessa said with some bitterness. “It probably doesn’t sell newspapers any more.” If only I knew where to begin, she agonized as a grey and foggy November closed in around her. Then, sitting in the darkened store after she had locked up for the night, she closed her eyes in an attempt to commune with the missing girl. “Hattie? Where are you?”
But there was no answering response.
Ben found her like that, sitting in a trance like state. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing. I just wish there was something I could do to find Hattie,” she said “I feel something must have been overlooked.”
Ben hesitated. “Well, there might be.”
“What?” She could barely contain herself, so avid was she for any breakthrough in the mystery that seemed to be stalemated to a standstill.
“Get your things. I’ll tell you on the way home.”
* * * *
“So you think this Danny character might have something to do with Hattie’s disappearance?” Vanessa asked. “Or at least, know something about it?” They were driving along the gloomy stretch of road that always depressed her.
Ben had remembered that a homeless man who panhandled around the strip mall had not been seen since Hattie disappeared.
“I find that odd,” Vanessa said.
“Danny was one of those people who became so much a part of the scenery that you don’t notice when they’re gone,” Ben said. “But I know that Hattie used to chat to him and drop a coin in his cup.”
“How old was he? What did he look like?”
“Early twenties, red hair and beard. Wouldn’t have been too bad looking, if he’d showered once in a while.”
“I guess that’s difficult if you don’t have a home,” Vanessa said. Aware of the uncomfortable silence she added, “I’m sorry. I just feel for people like that.”
“Sometimes they bring it on themselves,” Ben said. “By getting hooked on drugs or alcohol.”
Vanessa thought it best to change the subject. “So where could we look for this Danny? Or someone who might know him?”
Ben swerved to miss a pothole. There were parts of the dark mile pitted with them. “Well, as I mentioned before, there’s quite a few homeless people squatted down in the abandoned buildings along this road.”
“You mean the old ferry buildings and grain elevators?”
“Yes, and the derelict drive-in movie theatre is also a popular spot. They bed down in the old concession stand. I’ve even caught some of them in the old aircraft hanger, though it has a great gaping hole in the roof.”
“I wonder where they’ll go when these old buildings are demolished?” Vanessa
said as they approached the Brentwood bus loop. “Will you ask around…you know, about Danny?”
“Yes I will,” he promised. “But I doubt if I’ll have much luck.”
“Why is that?”
“Because if I find anyone trespassing in these old buildings, it’s my job to toss them out. So they’re not too delighted with me, I can tell you, and not in the mood to be obliging if I ask them about Danny.”
The buses roared into the terminal, their giant headlights piercing the gloom.
“Perhaps we should report this to the police, then?”
Ben vetoed the idea. “No, we stand a much better chance than they do. People like that clam up big time when the cops come around.”
“I’ll ask around Burgers Plus and the other stores. Someone there might know something.”
“I’ll start at the Raven Pub,” Ben said. “You know, the old watering hole that’s just a few blocks from Colette’s. I’d almost forgotten that Danny used to sometimes hang around there.”
* * * *
“Yes, I remember Danny.” James sat down at Vanessa’s table and unzipped a can of cola. “I haven’t seen him in a while, though.”
“Not since Hattie disappeared?”
He nodded. “I suppose it was just about that time that he dropped out of sight.”
“You agree that it’s more than mere coincidence?”
“Well, it may be. But on the other hand, the homeless can up and leave as the spirit moves them. It might have nothing to do with Hattie.”
“I don’t buy it. I think this might be the big break I’ve…we’ve been hoping for.”
“You could very well be right. I’ll ask around.”
But after a week of steady questioning in nearby businesses, shops and restaurants they had come up with nothing. And while many people knew Danny, at least by sight, they hadn’t seen him in weeks.
“I think I know who you mean.” Kelly looked thoughtful. She was arranging a rack of key chains on the front counter, tiny high-heeled shoes in psychedelic colours.
“You said you knew Danny?” Vanessa said.
“Ah, yes, a scruffy looking character who used to beg outside the Burger place. I didn’t know he was friendly with Hattie.”
But Kelly, like the others, had no idea where he was now.
Ben too, had hit a brick wall. Danny had not been seen around the Raven Pub since Hattie went missing. And the homeless, as he had predicted, refused to speak to him.
“We just have to branch out more, that’s all.” Disappointment and fatigue had taken their toll on Vanessa, but she was damned if she was going to give up. “The homeless won’t speak to you, Ben. But they just might talk to me.”
“No, that’s not a good idea. These people can be dangerous.” They were locking up the store for the night, under a sky that threatened rain. In the distance a train whistle resonated.
“Well, if these folks are so bad, how come they haven’t attacked you?” she retorted. “After all, you’re actually throwing them out of the only shelter they have.”
“You’re surely not that naive, Vanessa?” He explained how he always had another Security Officer with him when patrolling the abandoned buildings on the Old Ferry Road. “Besides, I represent authority, and have the uniform and gun to prove it.”
“But that would hardly work in your favour with these poor souls. You said yourself they would be unlikely to tell the police anything.”
“I stand behind that one-hundred percent. However, that doesn’t alter the point I’m trying to make now. People like that have an innate fear and mistrust of authority, and that’s what keeps them behaving themselves.” Ben strode around the security van and unlocked the passenger’s door for Vanessa. “They won’t have the same qualms when it comes to you, I’m afraid.”
“I didn’t intend to prowl around the old grain elevator in the middle of the night,” she said.
“So what did you have in mind? You won’t find them listed in the phone directory.”
“Don’t patronize me, Ben. I’m going to visit a homeless shelter and see if anyone there knows Danny.”
* * * *
“Ben’s right, of course.” James’ blue eyes were serious. He had insisted on accompanying her when he learned of her plan. “There are some pretty crazy characters living on the streets.”
“Don’t worry. I’ll protect you if they attack us.” Vanessa laughed and linked her arm though his as they approached the Union Rescue Mission.
It was a dark, rundown area of the city with a tavern on every block. The sour odour of strong ale permeated everything. There were also several pawnbrokers, whose premises were locked and barred like Fort Knox.
As well as providing a bed for the night, the Mission offered a bowl of soup to its guests in a long dining room with scarred wooden tables and matching benches. “You can ask in there if you like,” the attendant told them. “But the dormitory is off limits.”
“Danny…is that what you said?” The old woman was deaf and bundled up in so many clothes she looked enormous. A shopping cart loaded up with old junk stood by her side. She had a large wart on the side of her nose, and Vanessa felt her eyes drawn to it in unwilling fascination.
“Yes, that’s right.” James launched into a description of the missing man for the umpteenth time that night. “Do you know him, Ma’am?”
She was suspicious at first, demanding to know why they were looking for this “Danny fellow” and what would be in it for her if she could help them. “I’m not saying that I can, mark you,” she said. “Only that I might be able to.”
James immediately offered her a twenty-dollar bill, which she grasped greedily between dirt-ingrained hands. She examined the note in minute detail to make sure it was genuine before parting with the information it had bought.
“How can we be sure that she was telling the truth?” Vanessa felt an air of excitement as they walked through the sordid streets amid the howling of a police siren.
“We can’t. But we’ll find out soon enough, won’t we?” For the old woman, whose name was Bessie, told them Danny had been afraid the last time she saw him. And that had been in a hobo encampment under the Monument Street Bridge.
“But that’s on the other side of the city.” Vanessa had looked away as the old woman slurped her soup with no manners whatever.
“That’s right. Danny wanted to put as much distance as he could between himself and his old stomping grounds,” Bessie said. “I first met him at the derelict grain elevator on the Old Ferry Road. It was a raw night too, in January I believe, snowing and blowing like you wouldn’t believe.”
“Do you know what Danny was afraid of?” asked James. “Did he confide in you at all?”
“Nah, he didn’t say.” Bessie dabbed at her watering eyes with a filthy hanky. “Just that he had to get out of that neck of the woods real fast, or he’d be a dead man.”
“If you see him again, will you give him this?” Vanessa handed the old woman a business card from Colette’s, along with a ten-dollar bill. “And please ask him to call me. It’s super important.”
* * * *
“We can’t just sit around waiting for Danny to call,” Vanessa said. Ben and James had joined her in the back room of Colette’s after the store closed. She topped up their cups with more coffee. “We have to pay a visit to the Monument Street Bridge.”
“That would be dangerous,” said Ben. “You can’t just wander into a hobo camp and start flinging questions around.”
“That’s true, Vanessa,” James agreed. “We’d likely end up robbed and beaten, or worse.”
“If they’re the same kind of people that we met at the Rescue Mission, I think you’re blowing the danger way out of proportion.”
“That was totally different,” Ben said. “The Union Rescue Mission was not their turf, like the underpinnings of the Monument Street Bridge.”
But Vanessa stuck to her guns, and after some debate it was decided that all three would go over to the bridge at first light on Sunday morning. They planned to scout out the lay of the land and take it from there.
The Monument Street Bridge was a massive structure that spanned the Ellis River like a steel and concrete prehistoric beast. The hobo camp squatted by one of its gigantic feet.
It was larger than Vanessa had imagined, and more permanent looking. Tents and an assortment of primitive shelters–one man had crawled inside a rusty old barrel– encircled several smoky fires. “Don’t the police ever move them on?” she asked Ben, who viewed the activity in the camp through a pair of binoculars.
“All the time. But they just come back again, or spring up elsewhere.”
They were standing on a narrow pathway that snaked along by the river’s edge, and through which the hobos would have to pass as they left their squat for the day.
“With any luck we might nab Danny himself,” said James optimistically, as the rays of a watery sun rose above the eastern horizon. “Wouldn’t it be a bonus if Hattie was with him!”
“Well I doubt that,” Ben answered. “Although, come to think of it, she was a very strange girl.”
“Do you think he may have killed her then?” James asked. “He was a weird kind of a honcho and no mistake.”
“It’s possible right enough.” Ben shoved his hands deeper into his pockets against the morning chill. “And that would certainly make him afraid to stick around his Old Ferry Road haunts. In fact, we’ll be lucky if he hasn’t blown town completely by now.”
A boat horn boomed out alarmingly close by and startled a flock of gulls that were foraging for food at the water’s edge. Their squawks of fright echoed on for long after the moment passed.
* * * *
“Sure I know Danny, but he didn’t sleep here last night.” The man had the swollen cherry nose of a boozer, and was reeking of cheap wine and stale urine. He said that his name was Dick, and he smoked incessantly while he talked. “I think I know where he was, though.”
“Where would that be?” Ben’s tone was sharp. His father, Vanessa knew, had been an alcoholic, and remembering the hardship and misery it caused made him lack sympathy for those who indulged in it.
“Look, I could kill for a drink right now,” Dick said. He lit another cigarette from the butt of the old one. “How about if we go over to Delaney’s and have a jar or two?”
“Can you give us a description of Danny first?” Ben looked suspicious, and Vanessa wondered if he, too, thought the old hobo might be just stringing them along.“We may not be talking about the same person.”
But Dick answered readily enough, telling them that the Danny he knew was a“tall stringy looking guy with red hair and a beard.” Then added with a chuckle. “He has a helluva temper too. I saw him nearly kill a fella who tried to steal his blanket.”
Ben and James exchanged meaningful glances with Vanessa. This was eerily significant, given the strange disappearance of Hattie Gwyn. They walked over to Delaney’s Tavern, which was surprisingly crowded for so early on a Sunday morning.
“Danny’s been lying real low lately.” Dick took greedy gulps of neat whiskey and dark ale. “Somebody’s sure put the wind up him.” This corroborated what Bessie had said about the young man’s fear, Vanessa realised.
“I don’t suppose you have any idea what, or who, he was afraid of?” Ben narrowed his eyes against the smoke from Dick’s cigarette.
“No idea, he never told me.” Dick shook his bald head and leaned back contentedly in the torn booth. “Now how about another round?”
“I’ll get this one,” James volunteered. He ordered a double whiskey for Dick and more soda water for the rest of them.
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