

[image: Cover image: The House on Otley Road by Rosa Silverman.]




About the Author

Rosa Silverman is a feature writer at The Daily Telegraph. A mother of two young children, she also writes the Telegraph’s parenting newsletter and occasionally appears as a guest on BBC radio shows such as Woman’s Hour. She grew up in Leeds.




Praise for The House on Otley Road

‘Brilliantly layered and utterly enthralling, this is one seriously accomplished debut. I was riveted from page one.’

Louise Candlish

‘The characterisations were so relatable and absorbing. I found this addictive, was repeatedly drawn back to the book and I just loved the reveal!’

Amy Jordan

‘A cracker of a debut! Wonderfully pacy, suspenseful and authentic. The story’s complex characters, clever plotting and a deftly handled dual timeline played me around like pinball and kept me riveted until the very end.’

T. Orr Munro




[image: Title image: The House on Otley Road by Rosa Silverman, published by HQ.]




Copyright

[image: HQ logo.]
      
HQ

An imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd.

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF

www.harpercollins.co.uk

HarperCollinsPublishers

Macken House, 39/40 Mayor Street Upper,

Dublin 1, D01 C9W8, Ireland

First published in Great Britain by HQ 2026

Copyright © Rosa Silverman Ltd 2026

Rosa Silverman asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on-screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins.

Without limiting the exclusive rights of any author, contributor or the publisher of this publication, any unauthorised use of this publication to train generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies is expressly prohibited. HarperCollins also exercise their rights under Article 4(3) of the Digital Single Market Directive 2019/790 and expressly reserve this publication from the text and data mining exception.

Source ISBN: 9780008772628

Ebook Edition © June 2026 ISBN: 9780008772642

Version 2026-04-27




Note to Readers

This ebook contains the following accessibility features which, if supported by your device, can be accessed via your ereader/accessibility settings:

Change of font size and line height

Change of background and font colours

Change of font

Change justification

Text to speech

Page numbers taken from the following print edition: ISBN 9780008772628

Certain portions of text this ebook are set in a specific font type to make it easier to distinguish between the different types of content in the book. It may not be possible to change the font for these pieces of text.




Dedication

For Nina and Max.

Love you forever.




Contents

Cover

About the Author

Praise for The House on Otley Road

Title Page

Copyright

Note to Readers

Dedication

Prologue

Part I

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Part II

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Part III

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Acknowledgements

About the Publisher




Prologue

Otley Road, Leeds

She opened the door and he stood on the top stone step and looked her up and down. The loose blue jeans that didn’t flatter her slim frame, making her look like she was drowning. The hoodie and lack of make-up. He noticed how young she seemed.

‘I have some information that might interest you.’

She stared at him and he wondered would she go for it, or would he have to try something else. Before she could make up her mind, he pressed on, telling her a version of the truth. He only ever told anyone a version of the truth. It surprised him when she pulled back the door slightly wider. He’d sort of expected her to close it in his face.

‘I’m here on my own,’ she said. ‘So I don’t know …’

He flashed what he hoped was a reassuring smile. 

‘I get it,’ he said. ‘It’s completely up to you. But I know what you’re after and I think I can maybe help. Why don’t we have a chat?’

She pursed her lips as she considered this and he took the opportunity to peer past her into the hallway. Bare floorboards and a single yellow lightbulb missing a shade. The faint smell of burnt toast from deep within. Also a tang of perfume.

‘Can we talk somewhere else?’ she asked. ‘Like, maybe in the café down the road?’

He glanced down at his watch. Looked back up at her, sincerely apologetic. ‘Thing is, I don’t have much time. I’ve got to be somewhere soon.’

‘OK,’ she said. ‘Come in then.’

He could see she remained uncertain. He must put her at her ease, but that was fine, he knew all the techniques. He smiled again, keeping his hands firmly inside his coat pockets. Look, no hands, no threat.

‘How come you want to help me?’ she asked, leading him into the flat.

‘I’m just like that, I guess.’

‘Well, thanks,’ she said. ‘It’s good of you.’




Part I
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2019

The place was perfect, that was what they all said when they found it. Set back from the main road, at the end of a gravelled front garden, there was something majestic about it. Imposing, with its looming façade of dirty old red bricks. Victorian, probably. Romantic, because it was northern and slightly grimy inside. Not too grimy, though. The girls preferred the idea of mild squalor to the reality.

The shabbiness of the ground-floor flat could appear charming if you squinted. Or if you were inclined to feel stirred by stained sofas and faded curtains. Olivia Kavanagh was. Her family home in Hertfordshire lacked any poetic touches of this kind. Polished to within an inch of its life, it was stuffed with furniture that was modern without being stylish. But her new student digs, almost two hundred miles away, had everything. Threadbare carpets. High ceilings. A musty smell that suggested adventure, but which may have been rising damp.

It was a place to bring boys to. A place where you could fall in love and have your heart broken. Olivia planned to fall in love at the earliest opportunity. She could hardly continue much longer in her present semi-virginal state, it was embarrassing. 

Opposite the house was a church, and the flatmates joked about calling in on God should they find themselves needing a spiritual awakening. This was how they signalled to each other that they were too knowing, too sinful, for religion. Olivia wasn’t really sinful at all, but she played along.

They laughed when they saw the lichen-encrusted gargoyle that grimaced from the stone arch above their new front door. Half its face was missing, lending it a comic, gruesome demeanour. The remaining half was dashed with pigeon droppings.

‘What happened to him?’ said Millie, as they filed back up the stone steps after their first joyous outing to the petrol station Spar for provisions. Apples, Maltesers, sliced granary bread and cheddar cheese. Nothing that could be fashioned into a meal. But in those early days, they were too carefree to worry about cooking, or at least they fondly imagined that they were.

‘He got shitfaced,’ said Abi.

‘What a great house mascot,’ said Bella. ‘A shitfaced gargoyle. Sick.’ 

It was surprisingly cheap, this slice of prime student real estate they had been so lucky to find. Instead of considering why, the girls had blindly taken the advice of the estate agent, to hurry and sign the contract before anyone else. It had seemed too good to pass up. 

They moved in on a breezy September afternoon, all of them chauffeured to the North by their parents, their belongings packed into SUVs, piled on top of picnic blankets, National Trust leaflets, dog hair. The new term was about to start, and being second years gave them a newfound confidence. 

They decided who should claim each bedroom in the fairest possible way. Assorted takeaway menus, which had piled up on the doormat in the summer, were shuffled. Each flatmate took one. She whose flyer advertised the most unlikely combination of cuisines would choose her room first, and so on. Olivia picked the winner. A menu for an outlet selling pizzas, burgers, kebabs, curries and, get this, mushy peas. 

‘Truly all bases covered,’ she said, pleased with the remark. ‘I’ll take the big bedroom at the front, if you all don’t mind.’

It had tall, broad windows that faced the main road. An ancient-looking ceiling rose of chipped white plaster. Somehow it felt both grand and seedy. Olivia had had it in her sights since they viewed the flat last term with the nervous letting agency woman whose name they’d instantly forgotten. They took to calling her ‘Jen or Jan’ whenever they referred to her later. The most spacious of all the bedrooms, it even had its own porcelain wash basin in a corner, cracked and with a yellowish stain. A welcome change from the shared facilities Olivia had endured in first year.

Her new best friends insisted they were happy to pay the same as her for the smaller bedrooms. They’d agreed to this in principle before the lots were drawn. Too late to change their minds now, and all were too well raised to make a fuss. Bella went further, claiming a back bedroom suited her better as the street noise at the front would disturb her sleep. It wouldn’t trouble Olivia. She hoped that taking the room near the entrance would secure her place in the group. The others would have to pass it whenever they came and went. They’d find it harder to forget about her, which was what she feared most. Being overlooked, demoted from an equal to more of a hanger-on. 

Initially, then, the house on Otley Road was everything she had longed for. It was just where she was meant to be at her age, which was nineteen, almost twenty. This, or somewhere like it, was where she had pictured herself ever since it had become clear to her that being an A-star student from a minor private school was hardly an identity to cling to forever.

The university halls of residence had held their appeal for the first two terms of first year. By early summer, she had come to feel there was something tiresomely juvenile about those long, shared corridors. They reminded her of a youth hostel where she once spent a joyless week on a school trip to Wales. The halls’ striplit communal kitchen, with historic baked bean residue glued to the hobs for eternity, was tolerable at first, if not amusing. By the third term of first year it was utterly depressing. 

It was ultimately a relief to leave behind the students with whom she was arbitrarily thrown when she turned up in Leeds knowing no one. From now on she’d live with a select group of friends who had chosen each other. It was of equal importance that they had chosen nobody else. Olivia was well aware that when it came to friendship groups, who was excluded mattered as much as who was on the inside.

She was thrilled to be included. Her new friends were the type of girls who would barely have acknowledged her at school. They were self-assured and streetwise, and in sixth form she had been neither. She’d always clung to the timid girls, the ones who drank little, didn’t vape, and did nothing wilder at weekends than Snapchatting in their bedrooms. 

Yet somehow during first year in Leeds, she’d joined up with Millie (intimidatingly blonde and pretty), Bella (posh but with a tattoo of a lizard on her foot), and Abi (practically an influencer). They drank blush wine and sometimes did balloons, which Olivia tried to avoid. Occasionally they smoked rollies in a kind of performative way, and were generally fun to be with, an intoxicating challenge to keep up with. Through great effort on Olivia’s part, she had just about managed to convince them she belonged. During the summer, she’d had two more holes pierced in her ears. Perhaps she’d get some ink done too. 

But her love for the group wasn’t unconditional, put it that way. Millie was a bit too attractive for Olivia not to mind. She herself had never been described as a beauty. Well, only by her dad, which obviously didn’t count. And anyway, that was when she was younger, before her face settled into its ordinary adult form. Even her pa didn’t try to pretend any more, although maybe there came a point when a man knew better than to comment on his daughter’s appearance. She didn’t think she was offensively plain, but she worried she had a tendency to blend into the background, with her limp brown hair and lips that were not the right shape to be called sexy. The sort of lips you’d have fillers in if you were famous. 

‘You have a lovely smile,’ she was sometimes told. She suspected this was code for, ‘You look well mannered, unthreatening.’ 

And she was both, it was true.

Bella was less naturally striking than Millie, which was something. She compensated by being well turned out. ‘Well put together’, that was a phrase Olivia had heard and was sure it fitted Bella, whose wardrobe went on forever, expensive by the standards of most other students. She came from a smart West London neighbourhood where everyone’s mum was called Annabel and everyone’s dad was old and wore those trousers, chinos you’d probably call them, but with a certain cut or crease or material, something that indicated the man wearing them was rich. Olivia had seen Bella’s dad in them. 

If the Kavanaghs were comfortably off, it was in a less interesting way. They were Home Counties people, but in choosing Hertfordshire before she was born, Olivia wondered if they hadn’t picked the wrong Home County. Surrey might have been better.

Bella once asked her, ‘What’s Herts like?’ as she’d only left West London to travel to Cornwall or abroad before coming to Leeds.

‘Oh, it’s all right,’ was all Olivia could think of to say to that. ‘Supposedly the county of opportunity, lol.’

She resolved to come up with something wittier next time, but no one had asked her since. It wasn’t cool to speak the word ‘lol’ unless you were being ironic.

She also mustn’t say out loud what she thought about Abi’s huge social media following. She thought it was unfair, incomprehensible. All Abi did was post about student life, but hers was much the same as anyone else’s. Essays, computers, libraries, food, drink. Except that she captioned it to make it look like she didn’t care about any of it (which, in reality, she did). She used the handle The Real Abs and wrote things like, ‘It’s about improving yourself, not proving yourself, but I’m doing neither.’ 

Too often, Olivia trawled through Abi’s posts in an effort to understand why they did so well. At this point she was still none the wiser. Loyally clicking ‘like’, she wished she had pulled off something similar herself. She could have been The Real Liv, if only she’d thought of it first. If she wanted to, she too could post pictures of herself in different outfits with offbeat captions like Abi’s: Living my second-best life. Having a meltdown, with crisps. But even if she got the captions right, she suspected she still would not attract all those followers. 

There was no clear reason why not, and Olivia was someone who liked reasons, taking comfort from them, ordering the world with them. At school she was good at using reason to work out all the answers. She’d always been at, or near, the top of the class. But it bothered her now that in their student social circles she was sometimes still seen as the straight-laced friend. And while she was proud of her connection to Millie, Bella and Abi, she couldn’t help resenting the role she’d been assigned. 

Second year would be her year, she decided during an uneventful summer back home. She would be bolder, at the forefront of things. Fearless and unpredictable. Like the other three, but more so. And this perhaps was why, when the flat turned out to be far less ideal than they thought, she did not respond as she might have done once.
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The first they heard of the dead girl was when Millie returned from the craft ale house the evening before the start of the autumn term. The seasons turned sooner in the North and the leaves on the sycamores outside the church were already bursting into amber and rusty red. They reminded Olivia of autumn walks back home with her parents and younger sister Bethany. Homesickness did still occasionally afflict her, though she’d never admit it. But curled up on the sofa in the flat’s kitchen-living room, in between Bella and Abi, she felt settled. When Millie entered with a thoughtful demeanour, which seemed a touch out of character, the feeling began to dissipate.

‘Good vibes tonight?’ said Bella.

‘Yeah, no, got to tell you something, actually.’

Millie shrugged off her jacket. Olivia, Bella and Abi were half watching television while scrolling through their phones. One of Bella’s thirty-five-quid scented candles burned on the mantelpiece. Top notes of sandalwood, base notes of hotel hand wash. She was literally burning her money, thought Olivia, who couldn’t help being impressed by this decadence.

‘What’s that?’ said Abi, eyes still fixed on her phone. 

She had just posted a picture of her dinner. Captioned it, Pizza the action. More time was spent photographing meals than eating them, and the likes were already piling up, which meant it was worth it. Olivia again wondered why so many strangers cared, as she searched for the right emoji to post in response. Because sometimes they would do this, sit together in silence yet talk via phones.

When Millie did not reply, Olivia glanced up. She expected to hear some gossip gathered from the second-year students who had moved in down the road. The ones Millie, the most restless of the group, had gone out to meet that evening. But her friend’s face looked wan, as if she had just witnessed something dreadful. 

‘What’s the matter, mate?’ 

Olivia didn’t usually say ‘mate’ but wanted to try it out. Wasn’t sure she could pull it off.

‘So, I don’t want to freak you out,’ said Millie, dropping into the rental flat armchair which, like the sofa, had seen brighter days. A strand of blonde hair fell in her face and she pushed it back distractedly. Olivia’s flat, mousey hair would never behave like that. It didn’t fall sexily in her face or tumble over her shoulders like in an ad for shampoo. It did nothing dynamic at all, no matter how she coaxed it.

Abi said, ‘You’re already freaking me out, come on, what is it?’

Millie’s anecdotes usually involved her tripping over, or bumping into a lecturer somewhere awkward, that kind of thing. They were often less funny than she thought. Olivia felt instinctively uncomfortable. Later, she felt like she’d known at that moment what Millie was about to say.

‘Turns out something happened in our flat. A girl – a student – was killed here.’

The other three said nothing at first, there were too many questions. No one seemed to know which to ask first but Olivia broke the silence.

‘Wait, what? Killed how and when?’

‘Twenty years ago. New Year’s Eve 1999. The millennium.’

Another silence fell.

‘What was it then, an accident or drugs?’

‘Not exactly, no.’

‘What then?’

‘Murder.’

The word hung between them, mad and nonsensical. 

‘Shut up!’ scoffed Bella, with a sort of hysterical laugh. ‘Be serious, don’t take the piss.’

The face Millie wore told them she was serious.

‘Murdered here?’ repeated Olivia, still disbelieving. ‘In this actual flat, or just in this building?’

Just in this building. As if that would have been fine. Millie looked contrite when she turned to Olivia. 

‘In this actual flat. Smothered with her pillow in her bed, in the front bedroom. Your bedroom.’

Olivia turned cold. She could hear her own pulse thudding in her ears. 

‘A burglary gone wrong, apparently,’ Millie added, although no one had asked for details. They weren’t yet ready to hear them. ‘The killer was never caught.’

‘Sorry, but how do you know all this, Mills?’ said Abi. 

It was clear that like the others she was clinging to the hope that Millie was wrong, had to be wrong, because surely they’d know if there had been a murder in this actual flat. It didn’t occur to them to wonder how they would know. Wasn’t like they had ever googled the address.

‘This third-year guy I met at the craft beer place told me. His stepbrother was in Leeds when it happened.’

‘I’ve always hated that craft beer place,’ said Bella. 

‘How could he know it was our house, though?’ reasoned Olivia. ‘Otley Road is about five miles long.’

This was true, it stretched all the way out to the edge of the countryside. None of them had ventured beyond Far Headingley, they had no reason to, but they knew the road continued for some distance. They could have tolerated a murder somewhere along it, far from their flat. Maybe even a few doors along. But Millie looked to Olivia with the same sorrowful expression. 

‘He asked me where our flat was, so I went, “Opposite the church, just down from the Spar.” And he went: “Don’t tell me it’s the house with half a gargoyle above the front door.”’

The other three fell silent again, defeated.

‘Maybe he was mugging you off?’ suggested Abi without conviction.

‘Why would he tell you this?’ said Bella, annoyed. ‘Like, who even is he, anyway?’

‘Name’s Elliot, lives down the road, towards town. Quite hot, to be fair.’

Olivia knew from bitter experience that Millie had only to spend a short time in a bar, or anywhere really, before she became the focus of male attention. She had to pretend she didn’t begrudge it, make out like she would have found it a nuisance if it happened to her. Roll her eyes in a show of false sympathy.

‘Can’t believe we didn’t know about this,’ said Abi, in an awed half whisper, as if she had in fact entered the church across the road.

‘Except why would we have known?’ said Olivia. ‘We were barely born when it happened.’

‘Must have been pretty big news,’ said Abi. 

‘I knew we shouldn’t have taken a ground-floor flat,’ Bella wailed.

‘You never said so before.’ 

‘Because you lot were all so excited about this dump.’

Olivia swallowed back the saliva that had pooled in her mouth. If Millie’s story was true, a girl had been murdered in her bedroom and now she had to sleep there for a year with this knowledge. The others were avoiding eye contact with her. No one, clearly, was about to volunteer to swap. 

‘The estate agent should have told us,’ said Bella. ‘Lying Jen or Jan.’

‘Sure, that’s exactly the kind of thing an estate agent would tell a bunch of students she’s trying to rent a flat to,’ said Abi. ‘She’ll have been on commission or something.’

‘They should be forced to disclose it.’

‘I doubt it’s the law that if a crime is committed in a house, it has to be declared to everyone who moves in forever onwards,’ said Abi.

‘If it’s a murder, though.’

‘Pretty sure there’s no law about that.’

Olivia rose and wandered in a daze to her bedroom. She needed to check whether anything suspicious still lurked within. Any signs she should have spotted from the start. But of course there was nothing at all, no clue to the room’s grim past. Everything was as it had been before. The divan bed, with her pristine white John Lewis duvet on it. Her make-up arranged neatly on a shelf. Her course books. The old, beaten-up armchair. The desk with her laptop on it. 

How and where in the room had the girl been killed? Her eyes came to rest on the bed, its head positioned below the large front window, which she now saw was an open invitation to intruders. Accessible from the front steps. Could this bed be the one in which the girl was killed? Olivia had no idea if a divan might enjoy a twenty-year life expectancy. Perhaps there was a change of landlord during the past two decades. That was likely, wasn’t it, and surely it meant the bed would have been replaced? 

This detail seemed to matter, and her mind turned the problem over for a moment or two, until she became aware she wasn’t alone. Her flatmates had followed her out and now stood a respectful distance away, peering in from the doorway as if afraid that crossing the threshold would inexorably lead them too to untimely ends.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Millie, as if all this was her fault, which in a sense it was. It was she who had, without warning, upended the life they had all looked forward to sharing. Had acquired this awful knowledge by being too interesting to men. The four of them could have been quite content if they’d remained ignorant. It was not as if the dead could really haunt a flat, though it now occurred to Olivia that the disfigured gargoyle was, after all, a bad omen. Of course they should have realised. But now it was too late. There could be no unknowing.

‘We’ve just found it online,’ Bella announced. ‘A story about the murder, and there’s a picture of our house, but it doesn’t say the number. So even if we’d looked up the address, we wouldn’t actually have seen this. Maybe now we know, we could try and move out.’

‘To where?’ the rest of them asked. 

Little chance of them finding anywhere now, of the right size and in the right location. And they were locked into a contract, one they should have read instead of joking that contracts were boring and skipping to the end. How hilarious they’d found their own flippancy then.

Olivia calculated quickly. If they moved out, the group might be broken up. The others might find a flat for three, not four. She might find herself on the outside once again. She couldn’t take this risk, and there was something else too. In standing firm she would look like the boldest. Her courage would make the others look weak and childish. 

‘It’ll be fine,’ she said, forcing herself to meet their eyes. ‘It’s creepy, obviously. And horrific for that poor girl. But it was ages ago. I bet nasty things have happened in old houses everywhere. We don’t know about most of it, so it doesn’t affect us.’

‘Well, this affects me,’ said Bella, shuddering to prove it. ‘I still think we should leave.’

‘What about the deposit?’ said Abi.

Bella shrugged like it was only money, why did it matter, why not burn it?

‘Look,’ said Olivia, in a tone she hoped sounded more magnanimous than she felt. ‘I’m the one who has to sleep in this room and I can deal with it. We won’t find another good flat now, this one’s great value, and we can’t just write off our deposits.’

‘Of course it’s great value,’ said Bella, verging on hysterical though still, Olivia felt, playing it up for added drama. ‘Someone was murdered here. The landlord should be paying us to live here.’

‘We could ask for a discount?’ said Millie.

‘A murder discount?’ said Abi. ‘Yeah, no, I don’t think so.’ 

‘Burglaries can happen anywhere,’ said Olivia. ‘And if that’s what it was, and it somehow went wrong, then I reckon we can live with that. It all seems pretty secure now. Remember the safety features Jen or Jan showed us? The bars on the windows, all the double locks? They must have been installed afterwards. No wonder she banged on about how secure the place is. Must have been worried we’d heard something.’

‘I wish we had,’ said Millie. ‘God, I wish we had.’

They didn’t reach a decision that night, drifting off instead to their separate bedrooms, social urges killed by the discovery. It was late and there were lectures the following day. But Olivia, once alone, did not undress for bed. She grabbed her laptop, sank into the sagging armchair, its stains hidden under a scarf, and typed a blizzard of words into Google.

Student murdered Otley Road Leeds 1999 burglary

Was news even published online back then? She wasn’t sure, but the others had turned up something when they’d spent a moment searching. 

The first search results dated from the mid-Noughties. They referred to the unsolved killing of a few years before. She clicked on a national newspaper article from 2004. The picture at the top showed a stunning young woman with lightly layered sandy-brown hair, heavily made-up eyes and full, glossy lips. Judging by the dark background it was taken on a night out. Olivia’s gaze lingered on the image, then she scrolled to the words beneath. The story ran under the name of the reporter, Kate Marsden.


The father of murdered student Emily Pierce has said five years after losing his daughter he ‘can’t get closure’ because her killer hasn’t been caught.

Speaking on the anniversary of the 19-year-old’s tragic death, Derek Pierce, 54, from Chelmsford, Essex, said he was ‘devastated’ police had never identified the attacker, who smothered the promising undergraduate in her room on Otley Road in Leeds.

The murder on New Year’s Eve 1999 is believed to have been committed during a botched burglary. Police said at the time it appeared the perpetrator had broken into Emily’s ground-floor flat, expecting it to be empty, and panicked when they found her in bed. 

‘Losing Emily in such horrific circumstances is something I’ll never recover from,’ Mr Pierce told the Press Association. ‘But knowing her killer is still out there makes it even worse. I can’t get closure until he is behind bars.’ 

Detectives say there have been no new leads since the original investigation. ‘If anyone has any information regarding Emily Pierce’s final hours, we would still urge them to come forward,’ said a police spokesman. 



Then came another picture, a familiar-looking red-brick house, probably Victorian. If you zoomed in, you could just make out the gargoyle above the front door with half its face missing. 

Emily Pierce was killed in her flat on Otley Road in Leeds, ran the caption. 

Bile stung the back of Olivia’s throat. While she was reading the story, she had briefly managed to forget it had unfolded where she now sat. She tried to challenge what her therapist would have called the intrusive thoughts, as she was taught during her unsuccessful treatment for anxiety. A break-in by a violent psychopath could happen just about anywhere, she self-soothed. The thought wasn’t soothing enough. But the chance of this thing happening in the same spot again, twenty years later, seemed exceptionally low. Especially now the flat had so much extra security. It was a one-off, random event. Terrible for the victim but there was no need for her to lose her own head over someone from the past she didn’t know. 

Where else, she wondered nevertheless, could she position her bed so it wasn’t beneath the window? She didn’t feel up to dragging furniture around. Not at this hour, and not while marshalling an army of intrusive thoughts about intruders. Her muscles felt twitchy and weak. Besides, moving the bed would prove to the others that she, too, had been spooked. So she left it and slept with her feet by the headboard, as if this charade of self-defence could possibly make a difference.
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Elliot liked Millie, of course he did. So typical, thought Olivia, as she attempted a smokey eye while watching a YouTube tutorial. Surveying the end result, she decided she looked like she had been punched in both eyes, hard. How did other people make it look so easy? The YouTube tutor, a young American with perfect skin and gleaming white teeth, must be using better make-up. Where were the tutorials for girls who owned mid-range eye shadow from a now-defunct British chain store? And why did all the tutor’s instructions have to sound like questions?

‘You make sure to prime the eyelids? … You apply the base shade?’

Well, do you or don’t you?

It didn’t help that Olivia hadn’t slept well for the past three nights. The problem wasn’t only that her feet were up against the headboard and her head where her feet should be. It was also that she couldn’t relax in the room. When she did drift into unconsciousness, it was almost against her will, as exhaustion overcame her and her body finally surrendered. Then she’d wake with a start and begin the process again, reprising her tense, watchful state. She kept a lamp on at all times, to signal to would-be intruders that someone was home. The downside was the lamp also kept her awake. There was something bad for your health about a light being on while you slept, she had read that somewhere. Or maybe it was just blue light, whatever that was. 

Tonight, she occupied that hazy, floating state induced by sleep deprivation. She really ought to stay in. But drinks were arranged at the Dry Dock, a former barge adrift on a grassy mound opposite the university and repurposed as a pub. Here they would meet Elliot and some of his friends. He had messaged Millie several times since their first encounter. Olivia had struggled to conceal her dismay. The guy had already ruined the flat for them all. Now there was the added danger that he and Millie would, in time, get together. 

Olivia didn’t see herself as a jealous person exactly, but it was hard to celebrate her friends’ hook-ups while remaining unattached herself. She squirmed when the subject arose, braced for someone to ask her, ‘So what about you, Olivia?’ She had so little to contribute to these conversations. There was only Benji Starling, who she’d kissed three times in Year 12. When she referred, deliberately vaguely, to her ‘ex’, she meant Benji, with his clarinet case and too-short trousers. A picture of them together on social media supported her story. None of her new friends could verify it since they’d never met her school friends. ‘And never the twain shall meet,’ she assured herself, feeling cunning in the deception, if also a little desperate.

At least she could truthfully say she wasn’t technically a virgin. She had slept with one boy, once, during spring term last year. Met him at the union, him in standard-issue white T-shirt and lumberjack shirt, her a couple of drinks down but with a fairly clear head. The sex in his halls of residence was mutually unsatisfying and never to be repeated. She wasn’t sure of the etiquette and whether she should stay the night. It felt awkward to remain and equally awkward to leave. She didn’t want to commit some postcoital faux pas that others might learn of. In the end, she lay stiffly beside him on his single bed until 2.25 a.m., then told him she had just remembered she had a thing the next day, and let herself out. 

She had only once run into him since, at a student theme night in a club. She was dressed as a sexy leopard (in theory), he as an unsexy astronaut. Fortunately, his helmet made communication impossible, hiding the fact they had nothing to say to each other. Thinking back, she had no idea what the theme of the party was. She had neither attempted nor desired to rekindle anything, yet she still felt stung that he had not tried either. Perhaps he was afraid of entangling himself with someone who couldn’t apply a smokey eye. His name was in her phone as ‘Ian/Ewan?’. She hadn’t quite caught it when he shouted it over the music the night they hooked up, and the rule of asking people their name was you only got two chances. After that, you had to pretend you’d heard, even if you hadn’t. 

The Ian/Ewan experience wasn’t entirely regrettable. What Olivia had lost through pain and shame, she had gained in an anecdote to share when called upon. She naturally recoiled from discussing the finer details, but at least she now possessed a war story of sorts. No longer needed to worry someone would discover she was a virgin. She did not tell anyone that Ian/Ewan was her first, and so far her only. Nor that he was unable to finish the job. She did not share the part where she bit her bottom lip to stop herself from crying out in discomfort. Oh well, she had thought afterwards, at least that’s out of the way now. 

Maybe Elliot would have some suitable friends. The thought briefly cheered her as the Uber carried them down Otley Road to the pub.

‘Why are we in an Uber? It’s not that far,’ said Abi as they glided silently past the old stone buildings of Far Headingley. The craft ale house they all wished Millie had never set foot inside. The shuttered phone shops and beauty salons. 

‘It’s more than two miles away,’ snapped Bella, who had ordered the cab and was paying, so didn’t see why Abi was complaining. 

The prickliness of this brief exchange put Olivia on edge. She guessed what it was really about. Emily Pierce, to whom none of them had referred by name even once, had cast an unsettling shadow over the flatshare. Olivia wondered whether Abi and Bella privately blamed Millie like she did. Either way, it felt like the group dynamic had subtly shifted in the past few days. As if their bond, forged during less than a year of acquaintance, had already come under more pressure than it could stand. 

Perhaps it would all settle down in the next few weeks. Probably the shock would fade, the present returning to reclaim them from thoughts of a past they could not stop picturing. They were taking care not to discuss it. Skirting around it, acting like everything was normal. Olivia had avoided any further online searches after reading that first story. She knew enough for now, and that was already too much. 

Inside the pub, she was glad of the noise and crowds. Proof that life carried on, it had to. The past stayed in the past, and no one here would be thinking of Emily Pierce. They wouldn’t even know her name. No one would, except Elliot, who swaggered straight over to them as they entered. 

Olivia had to admit he was appealing, with his hair all tousled and boyish on top, the back and sides cut very short, almost shaved. A style she assumed must be fashionable. Her heart sank, her hope that his friends might be interested in her fading. 

‘What we drinking, ladies?’ Elliot flashed them a grin. 

His accent was lightly northern. Olivia was too southern to place it anywhere specific. She was glad he had called them ‘ladies’, the word always made them cringe and so lowered Elliot’s stock. But if the others were cringing they didn’t show it. Least of all Millie, who caught their eyes when his back was turned and raised her eyebrows as if to say, I told you he was hot. Maybe he was saying ‘ladies’ ironically anyway.

They reeled off their drinks order. Vodka-tonic-vodka-Coke-glass-of-white-and-a-Sol. Elliot directed them towards his table, where a couple of his mates were seated. Three boys for four girls. Who would end up on her own? Olivia’s anxiety ground into gear in her stomach, a well-oiled cog turning over. The two mates were nothing special to look at, both with the same fuzzy facial hair, one with a stud earring. The girls hadn’t yet discussed how they felt about guys with earrings so Olivia reserved judgement. 

The six of them made stilted conversation until Elliot returned with the drinks on a tray, providing a welcome distraction. Bella offered to buy the next round, but when the time came it was Elliot again who jumped up and went to the bar, not checking what anyone wanted. Olivia, whose wine tasted acrid, tentatively rose and followed him to change her order. Being a messy drunk was no longer the thing. It didn’t make you seem fun, it made you look like some tragic millennial. No one wanted pictures online of them vomiting into a bin. Even so, the amount of drinking demanded by student life remained tiring and excessive. She wouldn’t admit it, but Olivia didn’t much like the taste of alcohol. She had learned to fake her enjoyment, just as she had learned to fake being worthy of Millie, Bella and Abi. 

She was nervous approaching Elliot as he leaned on the bar waiting. Reached out to tap his arm and attract his attention. He turned to her a split second before she made contact, like he had been expecting her.

‘Same again?’

‘Um, no actually. Could I switch to vodka and orange?’

She worried he might consider it a laughable choice, like something his parents would drink. But she couldn’t change her mind now without looking clueless. At least the drink would probably count towards her five-a-day. Even with the juicer Bella had brought to the flat, they had not been doing too well on the dietary front. 

‘Sure.’ 

A smile – was it a smirk? Was he laughing at her? – played on Elliot’s lips. ‘How you finding the haunted house, by the way?’

They hadn’t discussed this around the pub table yet. None of the girls had wanted to bring it up. They were out to forget all about it. The anxiety in Olivia’s stomach moved up into her chest, where it formed a bubble of pressure.

‘Ha ha,’ she said, attempting sarcasm. 

‘Mills was shook when I told her about it,’ said Elliot, the smile still dancing around the corners of his mouth.

Why was he calling her Mills? He’d known her for about three days. Mills was what Olivia, Bella and Abi called her, but they were her best friends. It felt prematurely familiar on Elliot’s part. Still, what did Olivia know? She had never spoken to a boy this good looking before.

‘Nasty stuff, in’t it?’ he continued. Perhaps his accent was from Manchester. Where else was in the North? Sheffield? ‘I maybe shouldn’t have said anything. Din’t realise you lot din’t know. Did you google it yet?’

‘I’m in her room,’ said Olivia.

‘What?’

‘The dead girl’s room. The one she was murdered in, on the ground floor at the front. That’s my room now.’

‘Shit,’ said Elliot with a playful grimace. ‘Still, it was ages ago.’

‘Killer’s still out there, though.’

‘So you have googled it.’ Elliot looked satisfied. ‘Well, you won’t find out everything online.’ 

Olivia’s mouth started to form a word but he cut her off. ‘I could tell you more, if you’re interested.’ 

He shot her a sideways glance that was hard to interpret. Was he flirting with her? He couldn’t be, because boys like Elliot didn’t flirt with her, they flirted with Millie. Yet hope rose in her anyway, anxiety giving way to something else. Excitement, maybe desire.

‘I’m interested,’ she said, suddenly not caring what he told her, as long as he made her feel like that again. From the corner of her eye she spotted Millie obliviously chatting to the boy with the stud earring. ‘Go on,’ she said, forcing her eyes to meet Elliot’s, wondering whether she was coming across as seductive or deranged. 

‘OK, so this girl – Emily, was it? – was having an affair with a lecturer. That’s what my stepbrother said. Everyone had just found out about it, then suddenly she was dead. Or maybe people found out about the affair afterwards …’ He trailed off, sounding less sure. ‘But yeah. There was more to it than the police let on.’ 

‘Wow.’

‘I know, right.’

‘Do you think—?’

‘He did her in?’ Elliot shrugged and pulled a face that seemed to say, Your guess is as good as mine. He was enjoying her reaction. ‘Draw your own conclusions,’ he said.

Then he turned, tapped his debit card and lifted the new tray of drinks with a practised motion. ‘Oh,’ he added, like he had just remembered. ‘There was one other problem with the burglary theory.’

Olivia waited, her stomach clenching, her breath trapped in her throat. 

‘The girl’s stuff had been messed about with. Thrown on the floor, you know, like the burglar was looking for valuables. But one of her flatmates noticed that the broken glass from the window was on top of her messed-up stuff, not underneath it.’

Olivia looked blank. Elliot shot her a mischievous sideways smile that made her legs weaken.

‘Think about it,’ he said. ‘If someone broke in and then went through her stuff, the glass would be underneath it, right? But if they’d chucked her shit around to make it look like a burglary, then broken the window afterwards to complete the effect, the glass would be on top, you get me?’

He looked pleased with himself for this logic, although he was clearly repeating what his stepbrother had told him. Before Olivia could respond, he cocked his head towards their table, beckoning her to follow. She almost did. She considered it. Would have considered following him anywhere at that point. But her seat was not near his, and he was there for Millie, not her. So she had a better idea. Instead of staying with the rest of them and pretending she liked vodka, she would do something truly impressive, as she had always fancied she might. She would work out what had really happened in her room. Find out if Elliot was telling the truth. Tell the world something it didn’t already know and make her mark.




4

1999

The millennium held a special kind of power over everyone, as if it really meant something and wasn’t just an excuse for a massive bender. Only Emily Pierce saw through it. She knew that was all it was, and she couldn’t get excited. Had bigger things to worry about. But the others were working themselves up in a way that was either endearing or pathetic, depending on how you felt about them. The others – OK, it wasn’t all of them actually, it was mainly JJ and Matty, not so much Alice. Not really Alice at all. Alice didn’t care about parties, unless they took place in a library and involved a prolonged period of silent study. 

Emily knew she should stop being mean about Alice. But Alice made it so easy for people to be mean about her. It wasn’t Emily’s fault. Alice would behave no differently on New Year’s Eve than on any other evening. She would totally ignore its potential for fun. 

But not JJ or Matty. JJ – whose full name was Jake Jeffreyes – was the most serious of them all about the party. He’d been talking about it for weeks. Emily had paid little attention to the details since she didn’t expect to be there. It would fall in the Christmas holidays, so she’d most likely be at home. 

JJ planned to return to Leeds early. Because, he said, nothing would be going down in his small home town in Norfolk. So small none of them had heard of it. ‘It’s not even on the map,’ he liked to joke. Emily tended to respond to this joke with an indifferent shrug. She couldn’t have named anywhere in Norfolk anyway.

Matty had promised to return to Leeds early, too, persuaded by JJ that it would be worth his while. He had become obsessed with the millennium bug. The idea that modern technology would cease to function and planes fall out of the sky the second the figures on the digital display flipped to 00.00.

‘I don’t get it,’ Emily said flatly when he tried to explain it.

He waved his hands around as he talked her through it again. ‘Don’t you see?’ 

But no, she did not see, and did not particularly care. 

She’d been distracted from her usual pursuits since the whatever-it-was had started with Dr Berkeley, who she was now allowed to address as Aiden. She wouldn’t call it an affair, since he was the one having the affair, not her. But it was far more interesting to her than anything her flatmates cared about. They weren’t to know, of course, since she hadn’t told them. She almost pitied them for their ignorance at times. While they were naïvely caught up in normal student activities, she was involved in something more adult and complex. It gave her a feeling of self-importance she had never had before.

The greatest
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