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Day One










Prologue

Ruth

FLASHING LIGHTS SWIRL INTO the black.

There is a body on the pavement.

A mother is screaming.

My phone vibrates in my back pocket and I turn away from the scene. Reluctantly, slowly, because it is hard to tear my eyes away. I take a step back from the crowd pressing up against the police tape and tuck my notebook underneath my arm.

I look at the screen, my heart sinking.

It’s Tom. My boss.

‘Hello?’ I yell over the sound of more approaching sirens, blue lights dancing in the puddles, one finger plugged in my ear. I’m hoping he won’t realise I’m out chasing crime leads, exactly as he’s told me I shouldn’t.

‘Ruth, you’re from Manchester, right?’

‘Yes?’

‘You ever hear of someone called Henry Carr? Bloke went missing fifteen years ago; no one’s seen or heard from him since.’

I pause. I feel my body respond to the name and I walk further away from the chaos behind me, squeezing between bustling shoulders.

‘I know the case,’ I say carefully.

‘Great. Big chance of a development in it – I’ve got a contact in the force over there who says they’ve got a new lead. And it’s all over social media right now because of some cold case podcast digging into it. I figure, since you’ve got a connection, maybe you can head down to Manchester and start turning over rocks. It’s the kind of story you’ve always wanted, isn’t it?’

I step into an alleyway to shelter from the crowds that are continuing to gather and turn the idea over in my mind. I think of Manchester, of home, and my mouth turns dry. I don’t know if I can go back, especially if it’s to look into the Henry Carr case.

It’s too close to home. Far closer than Tom can ever know.

I swallow but my throat is sticking.

‘You’d have five days to get a story together, just in time for the anniversary of his disappearance. I want to go live with it then, so you’d be on a tight deadline, Ruth. This could be a big break for you,’ Tom says, sensing my hesitation.

I watch a group of drunk men stumble by, and consider this for a moment.

It could be a big break.

Reporting on crime is the dream for me; up to now, Tom’s mainly left me to cover missing cats and fly-tipping.

I feel a lurch of something: excitement, anxiety? Could I actually do it? Go back to Manchester? Interview people about Henry Carr? Five days seems no time at all to uncover fifteen years of mystery.

‘I really feel you’re the best man for the job,’ Tom says, his voice wheedling. ‘Well, woman.’

I smile, let it fall again. The thing is, I am the best woman for the job. He doesn’t even know it – no one knows it, because I never talk about it.

I can’t.

But yes, I know the Carr case. Because I knew Henry Carr.

I grew up across the street from his house.

The house he vanished from fifteen years ago.








Day Two










1

Ruth

IT’S SUNDAY MORNING AND the sky leading to Manchester has split itself in two. The carriage groans and sways, lulling its passengers into quiet. I take a mouthful of cold coffee and grimace, pushing my earphones in. After the phone call with Tom, I went straight back to my flat and was up all night, tossing and turning. Dreams of Henry Carr punctured holes in my sleep and by 4 a.m. I had given up entirely and trudged into the living room, spending the rest of the early morning trawling the internet for more information about the disappearance. It made me feel connected to something I hadn’t for a long time.

Home.

The train is crammed full, and despite an autumn chill clinging to the air outside, inside the carriage is humid and heavy. I glance down at my duffel bag, my only commitment to coming back. It was as small as I could manage, a symbol of my reluctance to stay for too long. I feel in my jacket pocket for the plastic key chain. Running my thumb over the picture I feel comforted, knowing I have Mum close. I wonder what she’d think of this, what she would have said. She hated gossip, hated rumours, and I know she would tell me to tread gently, to think twice before making judgements on the people she called friends.

I will, I think. I’ll try.

Picking my phone up from the table, I type into the search bar: #HenryCarrDisappearance. Thousands of results emerge. I sit up straighter in my seat, untangling my legs. It feels important to find out from an objective perspective exactly what has gone on, what people know. Or think they know. Not just what I remember from living in the house opposite.

I pause.

I grew up opposite the home of a man who disappeared and never returned. I consider this for a moment. Of course, I knew about it at the time; I knew him, and for a while the whole street had whispered of little else. Children had gathered, attempted their own searches, and had come up with their own explanations. The man who vanished.

Then, it was just part of the life I knew. It all seems so sinister now.

The thing that interests me most is the renewed obsession over it on social media. It isn’t just the UK, it’s global. It looks like a true-crime podcast started it all off. I can’t help but smile at the idea of our tiny insignificant Crow Street making headlines around the world. The podcaster has clearly been researching unsolved crimes in the UK and somehow found the Henry Carr case. I click on the podcast with 1.2 million views and turn up the volume. The podcaster’s voice is low and urgent. Her accent is thick New Jersey.

‘Morning you guys! It’s Rosa here, back with another episode of True Crime Revisited. There’s a case that has been perplexing me for weeks, and it took place in a city in the north-west of England: Manchester.’

I feel myself tense at the dramatisation; it makes it all seem fictional and cheap. Especially the description of Manchester. She makes it sound like a war zone, poverty stricken, grim. It’s the description of the north made by everyone who never bothers to visit it. I take another sip of coffee and observe the man sitting opposite me. He’s wearing a sharp suit and is holding a newspaper sturdily in front of him.

I catch sight of an article, just beside the main headline.

Henry Carr disappearance case reopened as fifteen-year anniversary approaches

I feel a twist of anxiety in my gut. Someone has picked up on the story already. It was naïve of me to think I’d be the first to report on it, but I can’t help feeling a sense of pressure. Like we are all clambering to get a snippet before one another. That’s how cut-throat the industry is. You have to fight for the story.

I exhale slowly. It’s probably just a vague description of the case and a lingering question about why it has been reopened. They won’t have found anything out – the street does not talk. I genuinely believe that only someone from the inside can find the answers, can make the residents talk about what they’ve seen and heard. The bolded name of Henry Carr stirs a discomfort in me, seeing it there in print with a picture of the street I haven’t seen for almost seven years. My breath catches a little in my throat. I still remember like it was yesterday. The chaos when Henry vanished. The police, the media. Now here I am, the press myself. I try to ignore the newspaper and instead focus back on the podcast. In a way it’s easier to hear it from someone so far away, someone detached and objective. I turn the volume up and settle in.

‘Now, the case centres around the disappearance of 34-year-old Henry Carr. Henry was an office worker from a suburb on the outskirts of Manchester. By all accounts, he was a pretty solitary figure, only one known conviction for theft in his teenage years, but generally someone who kept his head down. He had fallen onto hard times and was living with his parents, Patrick and Marianne Carr. You’ll need to remember those names, since theory number one puts them right in the frame.’

I clench my jaw at the accusation. I still remember Patrick and Marianne, Henry’s doting parents, now frail and elderly. They are grieving parents, not murderers. Aren’t they? I anxiously bite down on the Polo between my teeth as the woman continues to talk.

‘Henry Carr disappeared fifteen years ago and has never been seen since. He didn’t show up to work on the day of the disappearance. Reports state he left pretty much everything behind, almost as if he never planned to go anywhere at all. The last confirmed earwitness places Henry outside his own house on the afternoon he vanished. This neighbour overheard an argument in the street, and then no one saw him again. The police checked CCTV around the area, but nobody came or left in that time, except for those already living on Crow Street. This led police to suspect that whatever happened to Henry happened right there, and was perpetrated by someone close by. Murder? That seems obvious here. The question of motive is a harder one to answer, and the whereabouts of a body even more so. Despite lengthy investigations, no one has ever been charged with any crime in relation to Henry’s disappearance. Yet the important thing here is that while Patrick and Marianne Carr have always appeared to be grieving and distraught parents, Patrick himself was initially arrested as a suspect.’

I inhale the cold sludgy remains of my coffee and cough until tears stream down my face. The man opposite lowers his newspaper.

‘You all right?’ he asks, concerned.

I nod fervently and wipe the tears with the cuff of my jumper.

Patrick as the main suspect?

I definitely don’t remember that.

‘Patrick Carr was questioned overnight, though without enough physical evidence to charge him, the police were forced to let him go. So why arrest him in the first place? This is where it gets weird. A preliminary search of the house found nothing untoward. Yet a second search was called after some suspicious behaviour was exhibited by Patrick and his wife Marianne, who has mental health problems. Marianne reportedly spent hours screaming about ‘a body in the house’ and that the ‘killer was among them’ – completely horror-movie stuff. The second search found a sweater belonging to Patrick, suspiciously placed in the attic. But why was it hidden? Because it was stained with Henry’s blood. However, the forensics team only found minimal stains, barely enough to lead anyone to speculate where it might have come from. There was no evidence that Patrick wore those clothes on the day of the disappearance, and Patrick reportedly explained it by saying Henry had suffered a nose bleed as “he often did”. Sounding convincing yet? Nope. Thought not.’

I hit pause and pull out the earphones. That isn’t what I remember at all. Patrick was the patriarch of the street, the stoic father, the loyal neighbour. Henry was his only son, his pride and joy: why would he want to harm him? I slouch back into my seat and push my knuckles into my eyes, colours exploding. Could I have romanticised my memory of the Carrs? But out of what? Sympathy? Forgetfulness? My mind flickers through snippets of memories, words and smiles and moments that build up a picture. I can’t remember any friction between them, no uncomfortable expressions or stern words. Henry himself had been a presence in my life since I could walk and talk. He was like an uncle, lifting me on his shoulders, slipping me pocket money, making jokes that made me roll my eyes, only for him to stick his tongue out and laugh. Then just like that, he was gone.

I agreed to this story for a reason. It’s not just because of the reporting opportunity, or because I’m a local that people might trust, I realise. It’s to resolve something in myself, about Henry, about the street. But I have a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach at the thought of the deadline. Five days. I open my eyes and adjust to the light, blinking slowly before putting my earphones back in and hitting play.

‘But that’s not the only strange thing about this case. It gets more mysterious. So just for context, the street Henry lived on is secluded, pretty tight-knit you might say. You’d expect such a street, where Henry was born and grew up, to have an outpouring of emotion at his disappearance, to give statements, to plead to the public for help and tell the police anything at all that might help their investigation. Right? Wrong. After the initial interviews, not one resident of the street said a word. There was a complete media blackout, no interviews, no statements, nothing. For fifteen years, there’s been a conspiracy of silence. We’re talking about a small, intimate street where a man vanished outside his own front door, and all that remains is a big, silent question mark. Surely if an outsider came to your street and killed a man, made him vanish without a trace, you’d be concerned. So concerned, in fact, that you’d raise a public outcry for the case to be solved – if only to protect your own family, to protect yourself. Yet silence. Someone must know something, but no one’s talking. So, my true-crime fans, that leads us to ask the why? What are they covering up? Who are they protecting? What do they know?’

There are thousands of comments beneath the episode link, filled with theories, wild claims, even abuse directed towards those who live on the street. I can’t help scrolling through them, shaking my head or gritting my teeth at the particularly vicious ones. I feel fiercely protective of Crow Street, even if it doesn’t feel quite like home any longer. At age 10 I hadn’t noticed a deliberate silence, only an unnatural heaviness. I can still remember watching from the upstairs window as the police hovered around like wasps, their fluorescent jackets stark against the grey skies. They went door to door, extracted what they could while understanding little about the people they got it from.

Something in the podcast struck a point that has never made any sense to me.

The last witness to hear Henry alive.

There were claims of an argument, but no details of who was arguing, or what it may have been about. I pull up the internet on my phone and try to find an answer as to who the argument might have been with, but to no avail. Either the witness didn’t know, or the police didn’t want to reveal that information. Either way, it’s a blank for now. I let my head fall back against the seat, my thoughts pressing themselves into a headache. It isn’t just the complexity of the case that weighs heavy on me, but how personal it all feels. As though I am by association being branded a conspirator.

I’m glad Tom has given me the case, I really am. No one else can do this right. No one else can end fifteen years of silence, except for someone on the inside, someone who was part of it. But the ever-present blend of guilt and anxiety rises in my throat. I left Dad alone, vanished as soon as school ended, and I never looked back. Even now, I type out a message three times before deleting it. I can’t bring myself to tell him I’m coming back. Partly because I need coming home to be about me, dealing with the wounds I left gaping open; I don’t think I can deal with his emotions too, and I feel selfish just thinking it. And partly because there’s a distance between us that we have never been able to bridge, not since Mum died. It has meant fleeting Christmas cards, brief voicemails, promises of visits and conversations that have no substance. Sometimes I think about him, home alone, drinking himself into oblivion. I wonder how often he thinks of us, the two members of his family he’s lost.

[image: ]

I rifle through the duffel bag by my feet, pulling out my reporter’s notebook and pen. I know how clichéd I must look and laugh at myself as I flip over the cover. I sort of hate the traditionalist in me, but I start a list anyway.

My first priority is finding out what has led to the reopening of the case. Tom had been vague about the tip-off, but he had a hunch something big was going to be revealed. I make a note to interview the Carrs first. I want to ask Patrick about the arrest, to gauge his reaction. It feels wrong to me that he’s a suspect, much less the only suspect, but I feel a duty to be honest about the history of the case. I need to get talking to someone involved in the investigation, and scribble a reminder to call Tom for the contacts of the officer he knows on the inside. I need to find out what fresh evidence they have to reopen the case, who their suspects might be, and who the last person to hear Henry alive was. That all feels easy. The difficult bit will be getting the rest of the street to talk. I can imagine it now, doors slammed in my face, scowls in the corner shop. It makes my throat constrict to think about it. It’s one aspect of the job I’m still working on – the thick skin. It’s overwhelming, scarily so, and I’m glad to lose myself in the grey and endless sky for half an hour longer.

It takes a long time to get from Newcastle to Manchester: that is one benefit of the awful northern train system. Time to think. It’s nine o’clock in the morning when the train pulls up alongside the city, the rain becoming slanted lines that hang on everyone and everything. On the platform, I stand momentarily, watching the crowds disperse and the overhead boards flicker. I inhale, exhale, in an effort to compose myself, to settle the flutter of my heart as I recognise the land and the accents around me. Home and yet home no longer.

The walk to Crow Street is twenty minutes, though I drag it out. The roads home linger in my memory and in my feet as I cut through alleyways and fields without thinking. I see the Victorian brick of my old comprehensive and the steamed-up windows of the café where I worked weekends. I follow the canal and cut off early to take the longer way around. This part of town looks stranded, almost as if it’s been left to rot. Like a plaster peeling away, the ugly wound beneath exposed. The majority of homes here are council houses, lined up together in a square block. I keep my head down as I pass the corner shop I’d run to as a child on hot summer days. The sign is cracked with age and some of the lettering has flaked off.

My eyes drift to the Beehive opposite. The pub looks decrepit now, faded St George bunting slung across its front. I remember the street parties hosted there, the call of songs in the early hours, the feeling of family as we all crammed together into stained booths, clinking glasses and laughing until our throats were raw. It is the hub of this place, the beating heart. The buildings alongside the Beehive and the corner shop lie mostly empty and boarded up; only the laundrette has survived. From what I remember, having your own washing machine was a rare luxury that few could afford. I come to a stop at the top of the street, hovering on the corner. I’m here. Home.

I look over Crow Street. The place it all happened. We only ever called it the street. Maybe because it is the only street to its residents, where they socialise, where they were born and raised and never left. Once you were here you were bound to it, tied to the place forever whether you liked it or not. Just as I am.

The street used to be twenty-four terraced houses, twelve on each side. Now, ‘To Let’ signs stand crooked, and at least two are boarded up to protect their fragile insides from further ransacks and squatters. Sometimes residents of near-by streets appear, cutting through quickly to the wasteland, their dogs tugging at the lead. Here, only ten of the houses are inhabited even less than I remember. There was a time when the locals were hounded by a company hoping to pull them all down and build an industrial site here. There was such backlash from the likes of Mrs Montgomery and Patrick that they soon realised it was too much hassle.

I stare at the empty houses, their black gates like prison bars as they stand desolate. They are small and narrow, built as some late-Victorian council estate for local workmen. The area is working-class, a remnant of the factory workers who left their blood, sweat and tears in the roots of the place. The doors of each house had been painted an array of colours some years ago, an attempt to add life to an otherwise dreary place. Now the paint is flaking and so too the façade. The houses are all identical inside, two bedrooms upstairs, a reception room and a kitchen downstairs, and a cellar beneath it all. Behind each row of houses runs an alley, dark and narrow, where people keep their bins, and the stray cats roam and judge those dwelling there. To the east, the spires of Manchester’s empty factories loom. They stand brooding like lonely watchmen, displeased with what they see. To the north and west, however, is nothing but wasteland: the same Victorians who’d built the street hadn’t intended for it to be only a single street; they’d envisioned a whole neighbourhood. But for some reason, the rest of the houses never materialised. Perhaps they realised the darkness this place harbours, or perhaps the people fled rather than submitting to living here.

The wasteland is a wild and scrubby grassland, cut through with paths made by dog walkers. Flattened calf-length grass and wildflowers curl up together sleepily. In the distance I spot a small structure – a summer house, built fifteen years earlier by everyone on the street. It was a community effort, perhaps, I think now, an effort to pull together after Henry’s disappearance. I smile at the sight of it, at the memories bundled up in the ramshackle building. Of Eoin, the teenage romance and closest thing to home I ever had on this street since Mum died, of us curled up on its battered sofa, safe from whatever lay outside it. It’s weatherworn and fragile now. A sadness creeps up on me; the place has aged in my absence.

I lift my gaze up and over to beyond the summer house, to the railroad bridge and the canal. Despite being at the edge of a town near one of the country’s largest cities, the street is isolated, and alone. It’s overlooked and forgotten, pushed out of sight and mind like a blemish on the Manchester landscape. Yet people live their entire lives here, and then their children, and their children’s children. The street is a bloodline, a fortress that can’t be accessed by the outside unless they’re pulled in and become a part of it. No wonder no one here ever talks about Henry Carr’s disappearance. On Crow Street, if you’re not a resident, you’re an outsider. This street takes care of its own.

I remember the street cramped with police cars, men in white suits swarming in and out of number four, police tape fluttering in the wind. The whole street had been standing opposite, watching. They stood from morning until night, arms crossed, whispers stirring. The case stuck to them all like a stain when Henry wasn’t found, something physical that lingered.

The disappearance is engrained in my mind, though I was only 10 when it happened. I could see Henry Carr’s house from my bedroom window, the shadow of it. I shiver and nestle my chin into my jacket. The rain is starting to let up and the smell of it is sticking to my clothes and my skin. I look over at my childhood home, swallowing down the bile as it rises. I just need to remember why I’m here: for Henry, the paper, for me – no one else. I take my phone from my back pocket and photograph the street for the article. It looks different through a lens. Smaller. Yet, through my eyes, my childhood home looks unchanged as I stare it in the face. It all seems innocent enough, the whole street does. But I know what lies behind the peeling paint and the potted plants, the false static smiles and nods in the street. I know of the secret that clings here. I edge closer and feel the crackle of peeling paint against my palm as I push the gate open. With the path ahead open I hesitate, unable to shake the feeling that someone is there watching me. But the street is quiet, so I shake off the paranoia and continue forwards. At the front door, I lodge the duffel bag between my ankles and rummage for the loose key I haven’t used since the day I left. My fingers are closing around the unfamiliar sharpness of it when I hear the scream.

It is piercing, guttural.

There is a flurry of activity on the road.

It’s an elderly woman, covered in blood.

The woman falls to her knees and looks up at the man looming over her. She’s screaming.

‘He’s dead. You’ve killed him.’








2

Patrick

I SIT AND OBSERVE the street from my window seat in number four. I fear my body has morphed into the fabric, and, inevitably, me and the chair are one.

Adjusting my position, I push my reading glasses on top of my head and place the Daily Express flat onto the coffee table. Outside I notice a woman walking by and lean forward to gain a better view of her. Some spark of familiarity ignites itself in my memory and I feel myself frown. I like to know the movements of the street, who comes and who goes. Everyone knows everyone here, that is the way it has always been. Newcomers are not often welcomed: this is a street with a history, an identity.

I squint and watch.

She is faltering outside number five. Rainwater dripping from the ends of her hair. She opens the gate and places a bag by the door. An ‘ah’ sound escapes my lips and I nod.

Peter Cavanagh’s estranged daughter. Gone what, six years now? Seven?

‘How interesting,’ I murmur, settling back into the chair.

New arrivals always unsettle me, they prey on my mind. I can’t quite regain focus to pick up the newspaper and continue with the morning crossword. The microwave beeps from the kitchen. The porridge will be steaming and ready. It is all part of my morning routine, carefully planned and perfected over the years. I’ve got it just as I like it. It is also taped to the fridge, there in black and white, though that is for Marianne’s benefit rather than my own. I make a mental note to go up and check how she is doing, see if she needs help dressing after breakfast. Each day is different with Marianne. Entirely dependent on what she remembers, her mood, her dreams the night before. It is exhausting, not knowing what I am going to wake up to. Turning the radio up, I’m happy to distract myself by muttering furiously at the state of politics and the state of pretty much everything. That is the old man in me. Settling down at the table I scald my mouth on the first spoonful of porridge.

‘So it’s going to be that kind of morning, is it?’ I sigh, push the bowl away and pad upstairs to check on Marianne.

My knees creak as I rise, the sound of my bones and groans echo in the stairwell. I did once enquire about a stairlift. I saw one on TV, the shopping channel to be exact. But the prices were extortionate. No. I’m not quite ready for a stairlift yet. I will go back to the doctor about the possibility of a knee replacement; that would suit me just fine. Although the thought of having to get someone in to care for Marianne while I’m gone sets my jaw sharp; I cannot do that. What if she said something she shouldn’t? She gets so confused, remembers things from the past. I shake my head.

I can’t leave her, not ever, not until the end.

Our secrets will die with us.

I pause on the landing, sucking in air until I feel inflated again. I hear her gasp as I knock on her bedroom door, separate to mine since the dementia set in. She often wakes with night terrors, screaming, fighting. She also forgets who I am, tries to attack me, accuses me of unthinkable things. I can’t deny that I miss sleeping with her, the feel of her head on my chest, a stray hand on my back in the night. I feel my lip tremble.

‘Keep it together, Patrick,’ I whisper firmly to myself, straightening my cardigan and nodding.

I push my way into the room at her silence and find her at the dressing table, staring at her reflection.

‘You all right, dear?’

She nods wordlessly, still staring.

‘I’m going to head over to the allotment in a minute. I’ll run your bath before I go. Don’t forget to check the temperature with the thermometer before you get in. I’ll have done so already, but just to be sure.’

I shift awkwardly at her continued silence.

‘Are you sure you’re feeling all right?’ I ask, inching forward.

She nods, grey curls bouncing. I smile sadly and retreat, leaving her alone with her thoughts. Walking past the third bedroom, I kiss my fingers and press them to the wood as I always do. Henry’s room. My boy. Emotion catches in my throat and I take a jagged breath. The shrill ringing of the house phone echoes off the walls. I freeze solid.

‘Bugger!’

I know who it is.

The detective won’t give up easily. He has already left three voicemails and doesn’t seem to be respecting my wish for privacy. It makes me feel faint, digging up the past. Makes sleep difficult, life difficult, at the thought of Marianne remembering things that are better left forgotten. Things that are better left in the dark.








3

Marianne

THE TELEVISION FLICKERS STATIC, the voices jarring.

Outside the street simmers in the rain, and despite it, Patrick walks steadily to his allotment, his stick in hand. Silence has filled the house, and in the safety of it, Marianne has ventured downstairs. She sits on the floor, her knees drawn up to her chest like a child. Above the drum of the rain against the glass, the news correspondent continues, shuffling papers on his desk.

‘Next this morning, this coming week marks the fifteenth anniversary of the disappearance of Henry Carr from Crow Street in North Manchester. The case has recently been reopened by the police, a fresh investigation prompted by renewed interest thanks to a popular American podcast. The 34-year-old man vanished from his parents’ home in September 2008 and has not been seen since. Henry Carr’s case has gained global attention after trending on social media due to the podcast True Crime Revisited. Phone-ins relating to the case are reported to have risen sharply in recent months. Here’s Sophia Flinton with more.’

Marianne switches the television off. Henry’s name has stirred something in her, though she doesn’t recognise him as her son. The blank space frightens her and she studies the remote for a moment, running her fingernail over the buttons, observing the symbols. They are familiar.

She smiles.

Scattered around her on the floor are her thoughts. They are scrawled onto scrap pieces of paper, old letters, blank envelopes. The cabinet that held them looks as though it has been ransacked, its guts exposed and spilt out. She will be in trouble for that, she thinks.

She bites down on the mint she is chewing and hears the crack as it splits between her dentures. The taste of mint on her tongue settles her a little, and takes her back to a beachfront she can’t quite remember the name of. This often happens, small things that bring her back to a time or a place or a person she no longer recognises. It frightens her, this big world full of people she should know but doesn’t.

Her shaking hands are balled together in the lap of her skirt, twisting the lilac material into a knot. She chews fervently on the inside of her cheek until she feels the skin pucker, and after a slow exhale she looks down at the paper in her fist.

‘I followed him inside,’ she whispers.

Her eyes search the ceiling, memories flickering a silhouette onto the white. Still she can’t connect the words to a memory. She reads the paper again.

‘I followed him inside.’

Inside where? she wonders.

It feels important to find out. She gets angry, then upset. Emotion churning and dragging her on a wave.

She can’t find the scrap that answers that yet. She fumbles with various pieces, reads the words scrawled on them. None of them match, like they all belong to another story, someone else’s. She can feel her skin sagging with tiredness, weighing her down. She feels like she is drowning in her own memories, scraps of them everywhere.

She cut her diary up, all those years ago. Tore it into shreds before they could find it. Fifteen years ago.

She had been filled with panic, terror, that they would come for her too, and she had hidden her words around the house piece by piece. The illness had already begun to creep in, slow and cruel. Now she has forgotten who and what she is afraid of. How can she hide when she can’t see the danger coming? She must treat everyone as the enemy, she thinks. Be on her guard. This is all she can do, week in week out, in the few moments she is left alone. She finds parts of her diary and tries to reassemble it. Tries to remember. The scraps of paper are what she has seen, what she heard that night. They are things only she knows.

Just her and the killer.








4

Ruth

THE ELDERLY WOMAN’S HANDS are marked with red, blood embedded deep into the grooves of her skin. She is shaking, violent vibrations that make her body shudder. Her hair is grey and matted, hanging limp around her face.

I am running before I realise, an instinctive response.

I know the woman, can remember her from my childhood. Mrs Montgomery from number nine. A solemn figure, lonely. I’ve only ever seen her standing inside at the window, cats sitting and purring against the glass. I glance up to number nine and see the door ajar.

What caused her to venture outside?

I look around, but the road is empty. Mrs Montgomery looks just as old and frail as when I left, and must be almost 80 at a guess. She is folded in on herself, the thin frame of her shoulders caved.

I fall down to my knees beside her, following her eyeline to the corpse lying in the middle of the road. The body is broken, distorted limbs and unblinking eyes. The mouth is ajar, a permanent scream. I look from the woman, to the man, to the body. We are all looking for someone to act, for someone to fix what has been broken. The man’s car is still running. I don’t recognise him and it unsettles me. Edging forward on my knees, rainwater and grit soaking my jeans, I scoop the body up into my arms. The cat’s head lolls on its neck, its green eyes staring up at the sky. Mrs Montgomery watches blankly, the tears drying into white lines against the leather of her skin. She is murmuring something indecipherable, repeating it until her voice breaks down the middle. I extend my arms, the cat spread across two palms. I expect the elderly woman to take it, to hug it to her chest, but she just stares. Maybe it’s the shock, the grief, but she remains rooted to the spot, unblinking. The cat is still warm in my hands. The man remains hovering, a hand on the back of his neck. He looks mortified, pale, and the exhaust of his car rattles behind him.

‘We can handle this,’ I say to him. ‘Thanks.’

He looks at me, his mouth still ajar.

‘It was an accident. It ran out in front of me. I didn’t have time to stop,’ he stammers.

‘It’s all right. I’ll sort it,’ I say softly.

I smile at him, hoping it will ease his guilt. Though I don’t know how it can be sorted; the cat is definitely dead. Mrs Montgomery lets out a small sob, a strangled sound that catches in her throat. I smile sympathetically at the man as he slowly backs away, his eyes still rooted on the crooked corpse in my arms.

‘Mrs Montgomery. You might not remember me but I’m Ruth, Ruth Cavanagh from number five. Can I get you a drink? You’re in shock.’

The elderly woman looks up slowly, the watery blue of her eyes showing a sign of recognition. Her gaze falls back to the body in my arms. Carefully cradling the cat with one arm, I help Mrs Montgomery up with my other and together we venture to number five. I hesitate slightly at the gate, running a finger along the peeling paint that clings to the iron. I remember when I used to swing on it as a child, my feet gripping the thin strips of metal like it was made of ice. The flaking paint is like skin, shedding itself of my memory. It feels as if the whole street is watching, willing me to take a step and then another. I look into the face of the house I fled from, remember the rushed and blunted last conversation with Dad, trying to find anything left of Mum’s to take with me.

I fumble around in my pocket for the key, balancing the cat in the nook of my other arm. The key is stiff in the lock as I push it in. Instinctively I kick against the bottom of the door and push my shoulder into the wood to prise it open.

Muscle memory.

The door groans and splutters forward. It is as though the house doesn’t want any visitors, which is what I am now, I suppose. The hallway is cloaked in darkness, sheltered from the outside by the drawn curtains in the lounge. When I was here I would pull them open every morning, will the street to come in, to fix what Dad and I couldn’t. Post has piled up in the entrance, scattered towards the stairs. An advertisement for the local Chinese takeaway is stuck to the wetness of my heel. I bend awkwardly and peel it off, the ink bleeding onto my fingers. The air feels heavy and stale, as though it has been a long time since a window has been opened. I swallow the lump that sits firm in my throat, pushing the silver key back into my jacket pocket. I’m aware of Mrs Montgomery, lingering behind me. I feel her eyes boring into my back and I shiver. Moving aside to let her in, I push the door closed behind us.

It still smells like home and I inhale the old wood and lingering cigarette smoke that clings to the walls. I would smell snatches of home on old jumpers or bedding when I left. It broke and mended me all at once.

I look at Mum’s sofa, the one that for so long still held the imprint of her body. Where she would read long into the night and I would sneak down, clamber up and find safety in her. Always in her. I shake my head, try to dislodge the painful nostalgia of it all because it is mixed up too in misery, in grief.

I usher Mrs Montgomery to the lounge, sitting her on the sofa. The heating isn’t on and the room feels damp. Dad stopped putting the heating on, even in the winter, after Mum died. He told me to layer up and so I did; even now, heating feels like a luxury. I lay the cat down gently on the rug and shrug off my damp coat, balancing it on the bottom of the banister. It hangs and covers the etchings in the side that followed me as I grew. The lines stop abruptly at 7, when mum was no longer here to mark them. Tracing the ages down, I stare for a moment at the droplets of rainwater that fall from my hair to the floor. The wooden boards are chipped and worn; they’ve lived a life. I wonder which marks I caused, through running and jumping and living as I had. Before it all went wrong.

I glance back at Mrs Montgomery, follow her transfixed eyes to the body of her friend. I give her a moment in silence, to grieve in whatever way she can. I’ll admit that I need a minute too to ground myself, to be immersed back in this version of myself that I left behind. I step into the lounge when I feel the silence has stretched out for long enough. The room feels cramped, littered with charity-shop furniture and resurfacing memories. Magazines spill out of the innards of newspapers, and empty mugs dot the coffee table. Rings of coffee are etched like a geometric pattern. Something feels disjointed. Everything looks almost the same, but something is just a little off kilter, at an angle that I can’t pinpoint. It all looks smaller than I remember, more fragile almost. I move to the window and pull open the curtains, allowing light to spill into hidden corners. Mrs Montgomery doesn’t seem to notice; her eyes are still firmly on the animal. Silence hovers around and between us, floating. What if this is all she has? I feel a pang in my chest and gently take the cat from its place on the lounge rug and put it slowly across her lap. I watch the liver-spotted hands bury themselves into its black fur, unafraid of the brokenness of its body. It’s hard not to cry, watching her grief. I push away a tear with the back of my hand and clear my throat.

‘Let me get you a drink – tea?’ I offer.

The woman says nothing. She is as still as the cat.

I edge away, glancing over my shoulder as if both might just get up and leave. Moving around the kitchen, my feet land on something and the crunch of aluminium hits my ears. I hope I haven’t startled Mrs Montgomery. Easing my foot from the beer can, I watch the remnants of amber liquid trickle into the cracks of the floorboards. The weight of being back is starting to press on me, heavy on my chest. My phone vibrates in my back pocket and I pull it out. Tom. He’s asking for an update, to check I have arrived safely and if I’ve spoken to anyone yet. I push the phone back into my pocket and run my fingers tenderly along my neck as I think. Tom doesn’t know what I’m coming back to, he can’t. I keep my old life hidden, push it into the furthest corners of my mind. Yet here I am. The kitchen looks frozen in time. This house is both the place I loved and hated. A place where I grew close to Mum and became fractured from Dad, healing and bleeding all at once. I still remember the long Sunday mornings spent out here, sitting at the table with feet resting on the chair opposite while Dad was still unconscious in the living room. I would balance a book on my knee, sleep still clinging to my eyes as I scanned the words and hoped to absorb them. I was used to being on my own for hours, climbing up onto the counters to reach the cupboards while Mum worked two jobs. If Dad hadn’t spent all of our weekly allowance at the Beehive, then there would be bread ready for Sunday toast. It was those slow and tired mornings that I loved, the small hours that, when she was home, I could steal alone with Mum before Dad awoke. I was six when the cancer started and I noticed then for the first time how thin she’d become, how skeletal the frame of her arm seemed as it wrapped its way around me. Later, it had been hard to ignore that her eyes seemed a little more sunken, and that her cheekbones were sharp under paper-thin skin. Her lungs sounded like a bottle being squeezed in an iron fist as she breathed, in and out. She was the string that tied us all together. We unravelled without her. Looking around I can see the scars left behind, things she did that we never questioned, that we never really learnt how to do without her. The damp above the window she could get rid of, how to remove the glass of the oven door to clean it, simple things, real things that I should have learnt from her. She didn’t have time for any of it. In the final months it took all of Mum’s strength to keep living, to keep smiling through cracked lips, her gums red and raw. Still, I had wanted to believe that she would live forever. We would fall asleep together, dreaming of better endings than the one we had been given. The memories feel so real, even now, that it’s cruel. The house is different yet the same. Still the clock keeps ticking, the fridge continues to hum. Except now the evidence of grief lives here in the small things, in the overflowing bin, in the crumbs lingering on the table. Grief gnaws at me, as it always does in small moments. When I think about a future without her in it, when I remember how fragile the ties are now that bind me to this place. They become more frayed every day.

The stench from the bin is stuck to everything. I stare out of the window into the yard, at the curling weeds, at Dad’s battered tool shed. How many times did I try to sneak in there as a child? Just wanting a glimpse of the things he treasured, the things I saw him care for. I just wanted to share something with him, but it was always locked away. I wonder what it is going to be like to see him again. It’s hard to admit but I yearn to be close to him, to be connected to my blood in a way I haven’t for so long. Yet there is also a deep fear that it will dislodge all the parts of myself I have put back together since I left. I’m a new person now. There is no room for the old me.

I look away and something catches my eye: a newspaper is lying open and gaping on the table. Henry’s face stares into the room, the black and white image of him looking straight back at me. I need to focus, to remember why I’m back. For Henry Carr. Looking down at him, it feels as though he’s here again, sitting around the kitchen table, his face cracking into a grin. I pick the newspaper up slowly, the soft noise of it filling the air. It’s different to the one from the station and I’m eager to see if it contains anything new. I read hungrily, anything to distract me from the house. I lose track of time, too embroiled in the mystery of Henry, in the mystery of this street. I focus on any snippet of information that hints of the lead that has caused the police to reopen the case. I don’t hear Mrs Montgomery approach. A bony hand reaches over my shoulder and snatches the newspaper from me.

‘Enough of that. Best to let sleeping dogs lie.’

Mrs Montgomery scrunches the newspaper between the claws of her fingers, her face contorts and her eyes are wild.

‘I don’t understand—’

The sound of a car pulling up outside the front window interrupts us. Its rumble filters through the glass. And then a door slams, keys jingle in a palm. Is that Dad back? It can’t be, not yet. I know his routine, memorised it as a child, know what minute he would likely be home, know the sound of his footsteps dragging themselves to the door. I try to stop myself panicking. What did she mean, best to let sleeping dogs lie? What is she concerned about me finding out? And why? She must have been at home on the day Henry disappeared; the woman hardly ever left her house. She must know something. I step into the living room and hover by the window, my lips whispering a prayer. It can’t be Dad yet. I’m not ready. I exhale at the sight of the delivery man approaching next door, a parcel wedged under his arm, and take a breath.

‘Mrs Montgomery, would it be okay to ask you a few questions?’ I say, still staring at the delivery man.

A slam.

I whip around.

Mrs Montgomery has fled.

The cat remains.








5

Peter

I TURN THE ENGINE off and sit in the van for a moment.

The radio fades out and the sound of stillness fills my ears.

It only takes a minute for it to get too much. I have to move, have to disturb it.

I wipe my rough, muddy palms against my work trousers and stifle a yawn before climbing out onto the pavement.

It isn’t often I come home for lunch now. There’s nothing to come home to except more space, more emptiness. I like solitude like any other man my age, but sometimes it starts to fill me and that’s when I know I’ve got to get out. I usually head over to the local café, chat with Lynsey for a while, practise my best chat-up lines that she bats away with a roar of laughter and flick of her long nails. Every time is the same: I grab a brew, a bacon barm, let the noise of the lunchtime rush play like background music. We’re critical, I think, of sameness. Yet sometimes it’s the sameness that keeps me going. The reliability that things are going to be exactly as I expect them to be. Today, though, seeing the headlines, seeing his face. It was too much. Too much on top of everything else.

I slam the van door, a finger up to the neighbours who have been complaining about it and stretch my back until I hear the click. The street
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