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Chapter 1

	Dinner Time

	The smell hit Danny before he even reached the kitchen, that rich, iron-sweet aroma that made his mouth water and his stomach growl with anticipation. It was the same every evening, as regular as the church bells that rang at six o'clock, as dependable as his father's return from the tram depot.

	"Wash your hands, love," his mother called from the stove, not turning around. She never needed to look to know he was there. She had that way about her, his mam, always knowing where he was, what he was doing, as if she had eyes in the back of her head beneath that neat bun of dark hair.

	Danny climbed onto the step stool by the sink and scrubbed his hands with the carbolic soap, watching the dirt from the street swirl down the drain. He was seven years old, small for his age his mam always said, though she promised he'd grow tall and strong like his da if he ate his dinner. And Danny always ate his dinner.

	The kitchen was warm, almost too warm, with condensation running down the windows despite the November chill outside. His mother stood at the stove, her apron tied tight around her waist, her sleeves rolled up to reveal strong, pale forearms. She was humming something, a tune Danny didn't recognize but found comforting nonetheless.

	"Is Da home yet?" Danny asked, drying his hands on the towel that hung by the sink.

	"Any moment now," his mother replied, lifting the heavy cast-iron pan from the stove with practiced ease. "Go set the table, there's a good boy."

	Danny retrieved the plates from the cupboard, standing on his tiptoes to reach them. Three plates, three sets of cutlery, three glasses for milk. The routine was sacred, unchanged. He laid them out carefully on the small kitchen table, the one with the red-checked cloth his grandmother had made before she died.

	The front door opened with its familiar creak, and his father's voice boomed through the narrow hallway. "Something smells grand!"

	"In the kitchen, Frank," his mother called back, and Danny heard his father's heavy footsteps approaching, the sound of his work boots on the wooden floor.

	His da filled the doorway when he appeared, still in his tram driver's uniform, the dark jacket with its brass buttons, the peaked cap he was now removing from his head. He was a big man, broad-shouldered and barrel-chested, with large hands that could palm Danny's entire head when he ruffled his hair, which he did now.

	"There's my lad," his father said, hanging his cap on the hook by the door. "Been good for your mam today?"

	"Yes, Da."

	"That's my boy." His father settled into his chair with a satisfied grunt, the wood creaking under his weight. "What's for dinner, Maggie?"

	"Your favorite," his mother said, and she turned from the stove carrying the pan.

	Danny watched as she served up the meal, his stomach tight with hunger. Onto each plate she laid a thick slab of meat, dark red and glistening, bigger than Danny's hand. The outside was seared brown, but when his mother's knife pressed into it, the inside was pink and wet, juice pooling on the plate.

	"Beautiful," his father pronounced, picking up his knife and fork. "Absolutely beautiful."

	Beside the meat, his mother spooned boiled potatoes and cabbage, but Danny barely noticed them. It was the meat that mattered, the meat that made him strong, the meat they had every single night.

	"Eat up, Danny," his mother said, taking her seat. "Growing boys need their protein."

	Danny cut into his portion, the meat tender under his knife. He took his first bite, and the taste flooded his mouth, rich, satisfying, unlike anything else. He'd had beef at his friend Tommy's house once, when Tommy's da had gotten a Sunday roast for a special occasion. It hadn't tasted like this. This was better, more flavorful, more... something he couldn't quite name.

	"Good?" his father asked, his own mouth full.

	Danny nodded enthusiastically, already cutting another piece.

	His mother smiled, that secretive smile she sometimes wore, and reached over to tuck a strand of Danny's hair behind his ear. "My special recipe," she said softly. "Only the best for my boys."

	They ate in comfortable silence for a while, the only sounds the scrape of cutlery on plates and his father's satisfied grunts. Outside, the November darkness had fallen completely, and the kitchen window reflected their little family scene back at them, three people around a table, a picture of domestic contentment.

	"Saw Mrs. Murphy at the shops today," his father said eventually, mopping up the juice from his plate with a piece of bread. "She was going on about the price of meat. Said she can barely afford mince anymore, what with O'Reilly's raising their prices again."

	"Hmm," his mother said, not looking up from her plate.

	"How do you manage it, Maggie?" his father continued. "Getting us proper meat every night on what I bring home?"

	Danny looked up at his mother, curious. He'd heard the other boys at school talking about how they only got meat on Sundays, if they were lucky. Tommy had said his family sometimes went a whole week with nothing but potatoes and bread.

	His mother's smile didn't waver. "I'm careful with money, Frank. You know that. I shop smart, buy in bulk when I can get a good price. A woman has her ways."

	His father grunted, satisfied with this explanation, and returned to his dinner. But Danny noticed something, the way his mother's hand trembled slightly as she lifted her fork, the way her eyes darted to the basement door in the corner of the kitchen, the one that was always locked, always forbidden.

	"Can I have more, Mam?" Danny asked, his plate nearly clean.

	"Of course, love." His mother rose and cut him another portion, smaller this time. "But not too much. Don't want you having nightmares."

	"I never have nightmares," Danny said, which was true. He slept soundly every night, his belly full, his dreams peaceful and empty.

	"That's because you're a good boy," his mother said, pressing a kiss to the top of his head as she set the plate before him. "A very good boy."

	After dinner, while his father read the evening paper and his mother washed the dishes, Danny played with his toy soldiers on the floor. But his attention kept drifting to that locked basement door. He'd asked about it once, and his mother had told him it was just for storage, nothing interesting, nothing for little boys to worry about.

	But sometimes, late at night when he was supposed to be sleeping, he heard sounds from down there. Scraping sounds. Dragging sounds. And once, he was almost certain, a sound that might have been crying, though his mother said it was just the pipes.

	"Bedtime, Danny," his mother announced, drying her hands on her apron. Only then did Danny notice the stain on the fabric, a dark reddish-brown smear near the pocket that she hadn't quite scrubbed out.

	"But Da hasn't read me a story yet," Danny protested, though without much conviction. He was suddenly very tired, the way he always got after dinner, heavy and content.

	"Tomorrow night," his father promised, not looking up from his paper. "Off you go now."

	Danny climbed the stairs to his small bedroom under the eaves, changed into his pajamas, and brushed his teeth. His mother came to tuck him in, pulling the blankets up to his chin.

	"Mam," he said sleepily. "Why do we have meat every night when nobody else does?"

	His mother's hand paused in stroking his hair. In the dim light from the hallway, her face was in shadow, her eyes dark and unreadable.

	"Because we love you," she said finally. "Because we want you to grow up big and strong and healthy. Because you're special, Danny. You're our special boy."

	She kissed his forehead, and her lips were cold.

	"Sweet dreams, my darling."

	She closed the door, and Danny lay in the darkness, listening to the house settle around him. Downstairs, his parents' voices murmured, too low to make out words. Then came the sound he'd heard so many times before, the key turning in the basement lock, the creak of the door opening, his father's heavy tread on the wooden stairs descending into the dark.

	Danny pulled the blankets tighter and closed his eyes. Tomorrow they'd have meat again for dinner. They always did. That's just how things were in the house on Mercy Street.

	And Danny never questioned it again.

	Not until it was far too late.

	 


Chapter 2

	The Tram Driver's Son

	The morning came cold and gray, frost etching patterns on Danny's bedroom window. He woke to the sound of his father moving about downstairs, the familiar routine of a working man preparing for another day on the trams.

	Danny dressed quickly in the chill air, short trousers, a knitted jumper his mother had made, thick socks that pooled around his ankles. By the time he made it downstairs, his father was already at the kitchen table, working his way through a bowl of porridge and a heel of brown bread.

	"Morning, son," his father said, barely looking up. There were shadows under his eyes, Danny noticed. His da always looked tired these days.

	"Morning, Da."

	His mother was at the stove again, always at the stove, stirring a pot of porridge for Danny. She ladled it into a bowl and set it before him with a splash of milk.

	"Eat quickly now," she said. "You'll be late for school."

	Danny ate his breakfast while his father finished preparing for work. He watched as his da shrugged into his heavy coat, the one with the worn elbows, and carefully adjusted his uniform cap in the small mirror by the door. The brass buttons on his jacket gleamed, his mother polished them every Sunday without fail.

	"Right then," his father said, pausing at the door. He leaned down and kissed Danny's mother on the cheek, then ruffled Danny's hair. "Be good for your mam."

	"I will, Da."

	The door closed behind him, and through the kitchen window, Danny watched his father's broad form disappear down Mercy Street, heading toward the tram depot three streets over. His father would spend the next twelve hours driving the Number 14 tram route, back and forth across the city, calling out stops, collecting fares, and dealing with difficult passengers. Hard work for little pay, as Danny's mother often reminded him.

	After breakfast, Danny walked to school with Tommy Burke from two doors down. Tommy's da worked at the gasworks, and Tommy always smelled faintly of coal smoke and sweat.

	"Did you hear about Mr. Clancy?" Tommy asked as they walked, their breath fogging in the cold air.

	"No. What about him?"

	"Gone missing. That's three people now from our street alone. My mam's scared half to death."

	Danny thought about this. He'd heard his parents mention the disappearances, though they always lowered their voices when they thought he was listening. "Where do you think they go?"

	Tommy shrugged. "My da says maybe they just up and left. Times are hard, you know. People looking for work elsewhere."

	"Maybe," Danny said, but he wasn't convinced.

	They passed Mrs. Kelly's boarding house, where a policeman stood talking to the landlady on the front step. Mrs. Kelly was wringing her hands, her face pinched with worry. The policeman was writing something in his notebook.

	"Another one," Tommy whispered. "That's what Mam says. Someone else gone."

	School was the same as always, reading and sums and copying letters onto slate. During lunch, Danny sat with his jam sandwich and watched the other boys share their meagre meals. Tommy had bread and dripping. Michael O'Brien had a boiled potato wrapped in newspaper. Peter Flynn had nothing at all and tried to hide it.

	"Danny," Miss Murphy, their teacher, called him over. "You're looking well-fed. Your mother must be a good cook."

	"Yes, Miss."

	"Tell me, what did you have for your tea last night?"

	"Meat, Miss. And potatoes and cabbage."

	Miss Murphy's eyebrows rose. "Meat? On a Monday night?"

	"We have meat every night, Miss."

	The teacher exchanged a glance with Mrs. O'Connell, who helped in the classroom. "Every night? My, my. Your father must be doing well for himself."

	"He's a tram driver, Miss."

	"I see." Miss Murphy's expression was peculiar, something between curiosity and suspicion. "Well, aren't you the lucky one."

	At afternoon playtime, some of the older boys cornered Danny by the wall.

	"Here he is," said Brendan Doyle, who was eight and mean with it. "The rich boy."

	"I'm not rich," Danny said.

	"Having meat every night? That's rich in my book." Brendan pushed Danny's shoulder. "What's your da, then? Some kind of businessman playing at being a tram driver?"

	"He's just a tram driver," Danny insisted.

	"Then how do you afford it?" Another boy, Sean, moved closer. "My da works at the docks, and we only get meat on Sundays if we're lucky. Your da makes less than mine."

	Danny didn't have an answer for this. He'd never thought about it before, the strangeness of their nightly feasts when everyone else seemed to be scraping by.

	"Maybe they're stealing it," Brendan suggested with a nasty grin.

	"They're not!" Danny shoved Brendan, surprising himself with his sudden anger.

	A teacher intervened before it could become a proper fight, but the encounter left Danny troubled. Walking home alone, Tommy had been kept back for talking in class Danny thought about what the boys had said.

	The neighborhood looked different in the afternoon light, shabby and worn. The houses on Mercy Street were narrow terraces, packed tight together, their brickwork stained with soot from a thousand coal fires. Laundry hung between buildings, and children played in the gutters with sticks and bits of string.

	Through Mrs. Walsh's window, Danny glimpsed the family sitting down to their supper, bread and tea, nothing more. Through the Flanagans' window, he saw Mr. Flanagan carving what looked like a single chop between five children.

	But in his house, when he opened the door, the smell was already building. That rich, meaty smell that meant his mother was preparing something special again.

	"You're home," his mother said, appearing from the kitchen. "Good. Come help me set the table."

	Danny followed her into the warm kitchen. On the counter, wrapped in brown paper, was a large parcel that his mother was carefully unwrapping. Inside was more meat, dark red, fresh-looking, enough for several meals at least.

	"Where does it come from, Mam?" Danny asked.

	His mother's hands stilled. "What, love?"

	"The meat. Where do we get it?"

	"I told you. I shop carefully. I get a good price."

	"But from where? Tommy's mam goes to O'Reilly's butcher, and she says the prices are terrible. And we're not rich, are we, Mam? Da's just a tram driver."

	His mother turned to look at him, really look at him, her eyes searching his face. "Danny," she said slowly. "Do you trust your mam?"

	"Yes."

	"And you know I love you? That everything I do is for you?"

	"Yes, Mam."

	"Then that's all you need to know." She turned back to the counter, her knife making quick work of the meat, portioning it efficiently. "Some questions are better left unasked, love. Some things are better left unknown."

	That evening, his father came home in an even fouler mood than usual. "Terrible day," he announced, slumping into his chair. "Some drunk fell onto the tracks at Camden Street. The whole line was backed up for hours. Passengers complaining, supervisors breathing down my neck."

	"Poor love," his mother said, serving up the dinner. "This'll make you feel better."

	And it did. Danny watched his father's face relax as he ate, the tension flowing out of him with each bite. The meat seemed to have that effect, it made everything better, made the world's problems fade away.

	After dinner, while his mother cleaned and his father dozed in his chair, Danny stood at the front window and watched the street. A policeman was making his way door to door, notebook in hand, asking questions. Danny saw him stop at the Murphys', at the O'Briens', moving methodically down the street.

	"Mam," Danny called. "There's a policeman coming."

	His mother appeared beside him so quickly it startled him. She pulled the curtain slightly closed, watching the policeman's progress. "It's nothing to worry about," she said, but her voice was tight. "Go upstairs and play, Danny. Now."

	"But "

	"Now."

	Danny climbed the stairs but sat at the top, listening. He heard the knock at the door, heard his mother answer it with her bright, friendly voice.

	"Good evening, officer. How can I help you?"

	"Just making inquiries, Mrs. Byrne. I'm sure you've heard about the disappearances in the neighborhood."

	"Terrible business. Everyone's frightened."

	"Have you noticed anything unusual? Anyone suspicious?"

	"I'm afraid not, officer. I keep to myself mostly. Too busy looking after my boy and keeping house."

	There was a pause. Then: "Forgive me for saying so, Mrs. Byrne, but something smells grand in there."

	"Just finishing up the dinner. Would you like to come in?"

	"No, no. I've already eaten, thank you." Another pause. "Must be doing well for yourselves, having meat for your tea."

	"My husband works hard," his mother said, and there was an edge to her voice now, barely perceptible. "We manage."

	"Of course, of course. Well, if you do notice anything, please let us know. Good evening, Mrs. Byrne."

	"Good evening, officer."

	The door closed, and Danny heard his mother lean against it. She stood there for a long moment, and when she finally moved, her footsteps went not to the sitting room, but to the kitchen. Danny heard the basement door open.

	He crept down a few stairs, just enough to peer around the corner. His mother stood at the top of the basement stairs, looking down into the darkness below.

	"We need to be more careful," she said, though Danny couldn't see who she was talking to. "They're asking questions."

	A voice floated up from below, his father's voice, but different somehow, harder. "Let them ask. They won't find anything."

	"Frank "

	"I said they won't find anything. Now come down here and help me. We've got work to do."

	His mother descended into the basement, and the door clicked shut behind her.

	Danny sat on the stairs in the gathering darkness, listening to the sounds from below. Sounds he'd heard before but never really thought about. Metal scraping on stone. Something heavy being dragged across the floor. A rhythmic thudding, like a cleaver hitting wood.

	And underneath it all, barely audible, his parents' voices, low, urgent, discussing things Danny couldn't quite hear.

	He went to bed that night without being told, climbing under his covers and pulling them over his head. But sleep wouldn't come. He lay awake, listening to the house, to the city beyond, to the sound of his own heartbeat.

	Tomorrow they would have meat for dinner again.

	They always did.

	 


Chapter 3

	Mrs. Hennessy

	Mrs. Hennessy lived four doors down from the Byrnes, in a house identical to theirs except for the lace curtains that she was forever twitching aside to peer out at the street. She was a widow, Mr. Hennessy had died in the war and she had nothing to occupy her time except church on Sundays and minding everyone else's business.

	Danny had always been a little afraid of her. She had a sharp face, like a bird, and eyes that missed nothing. When she looked at you, it felt like she could see right through to your bones.

	It was a Saturday morning when Mrs. Hennessy decided to make her move. Danny was playing in the small patch of yard behind their house, rolling a ball against the wall, when he heard her voice carry over the fence.

	"Mrs. Byrne! A word, if you don't mind!"

	Danny stopped playing and listened. His mother had been hanging washing on the line, and he heard her sigh deeply before responding.

	"Mrs. Hennessy. Good morning."

	"Is it?" Mrs. Hennessy's voice was sharp. "I'm not so sure about that."

	Danny crept closer to the fence, pressing his eye to a gap between the boards. He could see Mrs. Hennessy standing in her own yard, arms crossed over her chest, her face pinched with disapproval.

	"What can I do for you?" his mother asked, her voice carefully neutral.

	"You can tell me where you're getting all that meat."

	Silence. Danny held his breath.

	"I'm sure I don't know what you mean," his mother finally said.

	"Don't play games with me, Maggie Byrne. I can smell it every single night. Good cuts, too, from the smell of it. Not cheap mince or offal. Proper meat."

	"I shop carefully"

	"You shop carefully," Mrs. Hennessy interrupted, her voice rising. "That's what you tell everyone. But I've been to every butcher in this part of the city, and not one of them has prices low enough for a tram driver's wife to afford meat every night. So I'll ask you again, where are you getting it?"

	Danny saw his mother set down her washing basket. When she spoke, her voice was cold in a way Danny had never heard before. "My husband works hard, Mrs. Hennessy. We manage our money well. That's all there is to it."

	"Is it now?" Mrs. Hennessy took a step closer to the fence. "Because I've been thinking. All these disappearances in the neighborhood. People vanishing without a trace. And yet your family seems to be doing better than ever. That's quite a coincidence, don't you think?"

	"What exactly are you suggesting?"

	"I'm not suggesting anything. I'm simply making an observation." Mrs. Hennessy's smile was ugly. "But observations have a way of turning into questions, and questions have a way of reaching the right ears."

	"Are you threatening me, Mrs. Hennessy?"

	"I'm saying that if you've found some... unusual source for your meat, it might be in your best interest to share the secret

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	




