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ONE MOMENT CAN CHANGE EVERYTHING.


Steppy Corner, voice of hit true crime podcast series All the Dark Corners, wakes in hospital with no memory of what brought her to Heartsick – the small Colorado town where her estranged family live – no memory of why she was racing up the mountainside to her parents’ house late at night . . . or why she didn’t make that bend.


All she knows is her mother has been brutally murdered and her brother is the prime suspect.


As Steppy begins to piece together events in the run-up to the accident, she discovers her brother’s connection to another ongoing case, that of a missing girl last seen with him on Halloween.


Steppy knows better than anyone that the truth often hides in the darkest of corners, but as she races to untangle the web of secrets and lies, will it ultimately prove too close to home?









Dark corners. That’s where secrets lie. They can be big, they can be little. Sometimes they need piecing together, for things to make sense and stories to form. Sometimes they lie undiscovered for years, waiting to be found, as dark as the corners they hide in.


But dark corners are also where the truth lies: they just need a little light.


And that’s where I come in. I’m Steppy Corner. You’re listening to All the Dark Corners: The Disappearance of Shaunee Hughes.
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Now


Polystyrene ceiling tiles. I can’t pinpoint the exact moment I come round, but when I do, that’s what I see. I’ve a feeling I must’ve been drifting in and out for some time now, because those tiles feel vaguely familiar. My tiny New York apartment doesn’t have polystyrene tiles, thank God; yet still, when I wake finally – properly – I’m certain that’s where I am. As my eyes trace over the contents of my would-be home – the generic prints on the walls, the wood-veneer furniture, the wall-mounted television – none of it mine, I somehow believe that it is, all of it: the bed I’m lying in, the cannula in my arm with the line coming out, the IV bag hanging from the stand beside me. My dad, asleep in a chair in the corner of the room.


Dad.


I do a double-take, such as my eyes will allow, for they throb with even the slightest movement.


Why’s he in my apartment?


I blink, feel more pain. ‘Dad?’ I croak, unsure if anything’s come out.


He wakes with a start, scrambles from his chair, the open book in his lap toppling to the floor, and I wonder again what he’s doing in my apartment – how’d he get in? – all the while knowing this is most definitely not my apartment.


‘Thank goodness you’re awake.’ He’s at my bedside now. For a doctor, he seems remarkably ruffled. His eyes are red-rimmed, like either he’s been crying – I’ve never seen Dad cry before – or up all night. The whole thing unnerves me.


I brace myself with my elbows, try to sit up. Don’t have the strength. ‘Where am I?’


‘Hospital, sweetie. You’ve been in an accident.’


I have? I try to remember, close my eyes – maybe that will help – but the pounding in my head only grows, and there’s something else too: voices, loud yet indistinct, like more than one radio station playing at once.


Shit-shit-shit-shit-shit . . .


Don’t-die-don’t-die-don’t-die . . .


I put a hand to my head and recoil when I feel stubble, have a sudden flashback: me and Garrett as kids, running through freshly harvested fields, shorn wheat, stubbly like plastic drinking straws . . .


Stay with me . . .


Jesus!


I can’t tell if the voice is male or female, one voice or many. I open my eyes again.


‘Where am I?’


Dad sighs, not impatiently. ‘Hospital. You’ve been in an accident.’


‘What kind of accident?’


‘Car,’ he says. ‘You were driving and, well . . .’


‘I was driving?’ I can drive, sure, but I don’t own a car. Not in New York.


‘A hire car.’


I close my eyes again – No-no-no-no-no . . . Stay with me . . . Christ! – open them just as quickly. A woman’s voice, I’m sure.


‘Where am I?’ I ask.


‘Hospital, sweetie.’


‘No.’ I feel like I’m on a hamster wheel. ‘Where where?’


‘Oh.’ Dad looks relieved: right. ‘The city.’


‘New York?’ Has to be.


He shakes his head. ‘The Springs.’


‘Colorado?’


‘You came home for Thanksgiving a few days ago. I had them transfer you here.’


‘Wait . . .’ My head’s splitting. ‘Home home? Heartsick?’


I have the sudden urge to laugh, probably would if my head didn’t hurt so badly, because I’m quite certain Heartsick’s the last place I’d choose to visit, especially on Thanksgiving. These days, my Thanksgivings are spent with Travis and his family. Then it comes to me, a little voice in my head, my own this time: not any more.


‘You lost control,’ Dad’s saying, ‘went off the road.’


That makes no sense. Crashing cars is something Garrett does, not me. I’m a careful driver. Bit rusty, sure, but careful.


‘This.’ I touch a hand to my head again, tracing my fingers along the jagged ridge that stretches front to back, held together by parallel strips of metal, like rungs on a ladder. It feels alien, like it’s a part of someone else, not me.


‘Easy,’ Dad says. ‘You’ve got a nasty scar. Tree branch through the windshield.’


‘I’m in hospital,’ I tell him. ‘How long have I been here?’


‘A couple days.’


‘And Mum?’ I feel like she’s around somewhere, am sure I’ve already seen her, yet the look on Dad’s face when I ask, the fact he doesn’t answer right away, makes me panic. Something’s very wrong. ‘Was anyone else in the accident?’ I demand. ‘Anyone in the car with me?’


Dad answers too quickly this time. ‘No. Not in the car,’ which is a weird thing to say, but then this whole situation is weird, and before I can ask what he means, he asks me, ‘What’s the last thing you remember?’


My last memory is being home in my apartment, one night last . . . when? A few days ago? A week? I squeeze my eyes tight shut – Don’t-die-don’t-die-don’t-die – feel a sudden, all-consuming fear, want to say I’m frightened but all that comes out is a squeaky ‘I don’t know.’


‘Steppy, sweetheart,’ Dad says gently, ‘there’s something I have to tell you.’ He waits a beat. ‘It’s Mum.’


Mum? I open my eyes, half expecting to see her here, right in front of me, wherever here is.


‘Where am I?’ I ask, but I don’t think Dad hears me.


Instead he says, ‘I’m so sorry. Mum’s dead.’
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Then


Seven days ago, I’d never heard of Casey Carter. It was somewhere after 2 a.m. on a Sunday and I was home alone, trying to resist the urge to pop a sleeping pill. It had been a particularly rough day. Following months of back and forth, punctuated with periods of complete radio silence, Travis had finally come to collect the rest of his shit.


‘How’s Paige doing?’ I’d asked, eyeing him – had he been working out more? – as he surveyed the bags and boxes filling the living room.


I hadn’t quite gone so far as shredding his clothes or dousing them with bleach, though I’d thought about it; had instead taken particular pleasure in stuffing his custom suits into garbage bags like rags.


‘She’s good.’ I watched him open a couple, peer inside, felt a childish pang of satisfaction. He straightened up. ‘But you’ve gotta stop calling her.’


That hit me like a gut punch. It was the way he said it, like I was calling all the time, like I was the one who’d done something wrong. Travis was good at that: flipping the script, making himself the victim. He’d had months of practice.


‘I mean’ – he was slinging garbage bag after garbage bag out the apartment door – ‘what do you think’s gonna happen?’


I knew the spiel well, was saying it along with him in my head, inwardly rolling my eyes, waiting for the dramatic pause.


‘Seriously.’ Travis stopped throwing bags, looked at me. ‘You think you and Paige can just go back to how things were, be best friends again?’


I had a sudden urge to punch him in the face, but instead I took a deep breath. ‘Why don’t I grab the last of your stuff? You go ahead, call the elevator.’


He looked at me, wondering what the catch was, then shrugged, disappeared out into the hallway, while I grabbed a nearby Sharpie I’d been labelling boxes with and, after removing the lid, dropped it into one of the remaining garbage bags – the one with all Trav’s linen suit jackets – smooshed it right on in there, then slung the bag out the door with the rest of them.


Now I was in bed, googling myself, or, more accurately, All the Dark Corners, which wasn’t as big-headed as it sounds, more a form of self-harm, something I’d taken to doing when I couldn’t sleep. I’d lose hours trawling the Dark Corners Facebook fan pages, falling down rabbit holes on Reddit or online newspaper comments sections. I say a form of self-harm because although most of the stuff written about me was complimentary, that almost made it worse. To the outside world, I was Steppy Corner, creator and voice behind true crime podcast phenomenon All the Dark Corners: The Disappearance of Shaunee Hughes. To the outside world, it seemed I had my shit together. I’d been asked to pen articles, or been the subject of such articles, for publications that pre-Dark Corners I could barely afford to subscribe to, would have struggled to find work answering calls in their ad departments. People – and by people, I mean people who have people to do things for them – were now calling me; people who previously wouldn’t so much as have returned my calls, would probably have blocked my number. I’d been profiled in print, done television interviews, radio phone-ins. I’d gone from struggling would-be journalist to darling of the true crime podcast world. There was talk of a book deal; an appearance was currently being brokered for the inaugural true crime convention the following year – something called CrimeCon. All thanks to the runaway success of Dark Corners and the now-solved mystery of Shaunee Hughes.


But although a second season of Dark Corners was guaranteed – sponsors were already lining up to put their name to it – therein lay the problem. My problem. I had no idea what season two was going to be about, what case I’d cover, though not for lack of suggestions: I’d been inundated. Everyone from local journalists to retired cops, bereaved family members to plain old do-gooders knew someone whose uncle, best friend, pseudo-niece or nephew had been the victim of some terrible unsolved crime. Even those with no direct connection to a case had an opinion on what I should cover, which grisly murder/mysterious disappearance/heartbreaking miscarriage of justice/decades-old cold case – or a combination thereof – should provide their next true crime fix, the one they’d discuss around the water cooler at work, speculate about on the very Facebook fan pages, Reddit forums and online newspaper comments sections I was now trawling through.


But try as I might, nothing grabbed me.


Not like Shaunee’s case.


I sighed – an especially melodramatic sigh, though there was no one around to hear – clicked a link someone had posted, cringed at the sound of my own voice. Cue the catchy theme tune I knew so well – so popular now it had its own Facebook page – the one synonymous with Dark Corners. Then my voice again: ‘When Shaunee Hughes left her Murdoch home on March 17, 1990, her mother waved her goodbye. Her father – just arrived home from the grocery store – watched her disappear round the corner at the end of their quiet small-town street. Little did her parents know it would be the last time they’d see her. You see, Shaunee, a fun-loving ten-year-old, as bright as that sunny spring day, left the house on her shiny red bike and seemingly vanished into thin air. Twenty-five years on, her case remains unsolved . . .’


I didn’t feel a connection to Shaunee’s case above all others just because, thanks to Dark Corners, it had been solved. It wasn’t because her killer had been apprehended, or because her remains had at last been found and given a proper burial. With Shaunee, there’d been something deeper. Before my family’s move to the UK, the year after Shaunee vanished, when I was four and my brother, Garrett, two, we’d lived in Murdoch, the very same town as the Hughes family. At the very same time. I was too young to remember, of course, but when I looked back, I’d wondered if Shaunee Hughes – her disappearance – was the reason Dad took the job offer in London, uprooted us and didn’t return to the US for over a decade.


But if what happened to Shaunee Hughes had been behind my parents’ decision to up sticks and relocate, I could hardly blame them. Even though I’d been blissfully unaware of Shaunee’s existence, had no comprehension of her disappearance at the time, the one thing I’d learned making Dark Corners was the feeling of unease this sort of crime sows in the places it occurs, the doubt it casts in people’s minds. Everyone and no one is a suspect. Was it the neighbour from a couple houses down, the one who had a wife, children, the one you only knew to say hi to, though he seemed like a nice guy? Or was it the I-always-thought-he-was-a-bit-of-a-creeper store clerk, the overfriendly teacher, the busybody mailman, the geeky guy from the video store?


So despite the fact that I lived the first four years of my life in Shaunee’s hometown, and though she may have been the catalyst for my family’s move abroad, the first I heard about her was last year, 2015, thanks to one of those sliding-door moments, a chance encounter that almost didn’t happen.


It was the weekend and Paige had been in town, staying with me and Travis. The three of us were due to go to a party, but Paige was feeling off-colour so decided not to go. I’d offered to stay home, keep her company, but she insisted I didn’t, mostly because Travis had started whining about how Kyle would be ‘totally bummed’ if I didn’t go. (Truth was, Kyle wouldn’t have given a shit.)


When we’d arrived at the party, Travis had promptly abandoned me. He was holding court in another room, so I’d fought my way through a crowd of guests, sought sanctuary at the makeshift bar, began making small talk with another guest. To my relief, my new acquaintance was only slightly drunk. She told me she loved my accent, asked me where I was from.


‘It’s complicated,’ I said, which was what I always said. ‘But I was born here.’ She looked surprised. ‘Not here here,’ I clarified. ‘A small town in the Midwest. Murdoch?’


I wasn’t expecting much – most people had never even heard of Murdoch – but the girl began flapping her hands, almost spilled her drink.


‘Holy shit,’ she exclaimed. ‘Murdoch? No way! That’s where I’m from!’


‘Oh,’ I said quickly. ‘I only lived there till I was four. We moved to London in ninety-one.’


‘Right after Shaunee Hughes,’ she said. She’d gone all serious, nodded sagely like it figured. ‘My family thought about moving, too. Like, nothing was the same after that.’


She’d given a shake of her head and I’d nodded in agreement, like I knew who the hell Shaunee Hughes actually was.


When our conversation ended, I’d excused myself and gone to the bathroom, got my phone out, googled Shaunee Hughes Murdoch. The search yielded old newspaper articles mainly, headlines like MURDOCH COLD CASE REMAINS UNSOLVED A DECADE ON, and TWENTY YEARS ON, FAMILY OF SHAUNEE HUGHES STILL SEEK ANSWERS.


The rest, as they say, was history. When Trav and I got home, I’d googled the shit out of the case, wondered why it had never been solved. That night, as I’d lain awake in the dark, I’d decided to return to Murdoch with a view to making a single podcast episode about Shaunee Hughes’s disappearance. Podcasting was something I’d always fancied trying, ever since I’d listened to the first season of Serial. My journalism career wasn’t going so well – wasn’t going at all, actually – so I used the little savings I had to buy the best recording equipment I could afford, nothing fancy, then, next day, handed in my notice at my PA job. Two weeks later, I’d packed some clothes, hired a car, driven all the way to Murdoch – on little more than a whim, Travis kept reminding me, with a look that said he thought I’d be back in New York by the end of the week, tail between my legs – and checked myself into a motel.


After two days on the road, having arrived late at night and exhausted, my motel room door closed behind me and I stared at my temporary home, wondering what on earth I’d done. Though I could barely remember Murdoch, I’d naively assumed that when I got there, the memories would come flooding back. They didn’t. I felt no connection to this strange little town, no sense of nostalgia as I drove past the local football field or elementary school; had no recollection of the gas station I filled up at; felt no bond with the Murdoch-born-and-raised waitress who served me at the diner I stopped at for a late supper.


In short, as I lay on my motel bed with its shades of brown linen, surrounded by furniture that made me feel like I’d been transported back to the seventies, right down to the rotary dial telephone, I realised I had no ‘in’, no link to Murdoch other than four pre-school years I couldn’t remember, no contacts I could hit up, no long-lost connections to rekindle. All I had was my instinct, an interest in the case and my determination, the latter admittedly driven mostly by a desire to prove Travis wrong.


So, after feeling sorry for myself and more than a little homesick, I grabbed the pad of motel-headed notepaper beside the phone and made a list of all the people in Murdoch connected to Shaunee Hughes I thought I should speak to. I didn’t have high hopes, but over the next few days, the list grew, and as it did, I discovered that Murdoch residents fell into two camps: those who were willing to talk, and those who weren’t. The important thing was, though, enough people were willing to talk, including cops who’d worked Shaunee’s case at the time – many now retired, all still haunted by it – as well as some who’d come after, cold-case detectives.


I guess it was like a snowball effect, or maybe a self-fulfilling prophecy, but the more people I talked to, the more people seemed willing to talk. Starting with those closest to Shaunee, I worked my way outwards, interviewing family, friends, witnesses – even suspects. People were surprisingly open; organisations incredibly generous. I spent hours in freezing-cold archives; disorganised police evidence rooms; sweltering small-town courthouse basements. I dug through boxes of material, read and reread hours of hard-to-decipher notes and transcripts. I pored over the evidence piece by piece, worked out timelines. I double-checked tip-line information, ran down leads, tracked down tipsters. I worked all day, barely slept at night. I hardly ate, lost weight. My hair started to fall out. But my perseverance and patience paid off: in early summer, I released my first hour-long podcast episode, and slowly but surely, new leads began to trickle in.


By fall 2015, Murdoch had the answer it had sought for over twenty years. Shaunee’s body was recovered. Her killer was not, as many townsfolk had hoped, a stranger, but had lived right under their noses all these years. Evil had a name: Larry Polk, the father of Shaunee’s best friend, Kara. Before my arrival in Murdoch, he hadn’t even been a suspect. Irony was, it was Larry who, on hearing of Dark Corners, had approached me, keen to talk; Larry who’d inserted himself into the investigation, willing to do anything he could to help.


In the end, it was a simple conversation that did it, inconsistencies in his story that at first I put down to the passage of time. But there were other signs, too. He imparted information he wanted to impart; answered questions I didn’t ask; avoided those I did. Larry’s story, and with it Larry, began to unravel, and when, ultimately, he got wind that police were issuing a search warrant for his home, he’d panicked, returned to Shaunee’s burial site to dispose of trophies he’d kept all those years – a friendship bracelet his daughter had made for her; some items of her clothing. He led the police straight to her.


People lauded me for cracking the case, but in all honesty, I felt like a fraud. All I’d done was shake some trees, shine a light in dark corners. The Hughes family were grateful, but for them it was far from over. The prospect of a trial hung over them: Larry Polk would plead innocent.


As news of the podcast and Shaunee Hughes’s story spread, so too did media coverage, which until then had been fairly local. Now it was national. International.


Though these days the initial buzz surrounding the case had somewhat died down, there were still periodic updates. I sat a little more upright in bed, got comfortable against my pillows and clicked the link on the most recent online news article: MURDOCH CASE DELAYED AGAIN AS POLK DEFENSE SEEKS TO RELOCATE TRIAL.


My heart ached for Shaunee’s family. I was still in touch with Mr and Mrs Hughes and Shaunee’s two older brothers, both now married with children not dissimilar in age to Shaunee when she disappeared. Mrs Hughes, Patti, had recently been diagnosed with a particularly aggressive form of cancer. It was doubtful whether she’d live to see the man accused of abducting and murdering her ten-year-old daughter make it to trial. But ever gracious and pragmatic, she was remarkably philosophical about the whole thing.


‘At least now I know what happened to her,’ she told me in one of our off-the-record chats at her kitchen table, her hand on mine. ‘At least I can stop wondering.’ She’d been able to lay her daughter to rest, she told me. Soon, she’d join her. She’d have hated to die without knowing.


I scrolled through the article until I reached the end and hit the comments section, but against my better judgement, I kept going. There were all the usual suspects – Burn in hell!; Bring back the death penalty in Wisconsin!!!; My heart goes out to Shaunee’s family; #prayforshauneehughes – but as the words whizzed by, I thought I saw a name I recognised, not Shaunee’s, or one of her brothers’, or Patti’s, or any of the Hughes family’s. Not even mine. I slowed down, scrolled back up to double-check, and there it was in black and white: Garrett.


But why would Garrett’s name pop up in the comments section of an article on Shaunee Hughes?


Garrett. My two-years-younger baby brother.


Fun Garrett.


Garrett, who was always up for a laugh, could drink his friends under the table, skied all winter like a pro, golfed all summer equally well.


Garrett, who collected friends like some people collect baseball cards or Pez dispensers; who always had a good-looking girl on his arm. Any girl he wanted.


Garrett, who’d dropped out of college so many times I’d lost count; who’d never held down a job because he couldn’t stick at anything.


Garrett, who’d show you the best night out but make you pay for it.


Garrett. Whom we all knew had a dark side.


Yes, that was my brother.


And that was why the post made my heart sink, made another name pop unbidden into my head: Paige.


I thought back to that night at the start of the year, the night I was still trying to get to the bottom of months later while also trying so hard to forget it. The night that blew a hole in everything, as surely as if Garrett had taken a hand grenade, pulled the pin and lobbed it into the centre of my life.


That was where it had all started, for although I’d always known what my brother was like, that night had made me wonder what he was truly capable of.


I stared at the comment at the bottom of the article.




Anon87: Hey, anyone else heard the rumor about that missing girl? The one from Heartsick CO? That Steppy Corner’s bro Garrett is somehow involved?
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Now


After Dad tells me Mum’s dead, I vomit – a shock reflex, I think – pure liquid, thanks to a two-day-empty stomach. I turn my head just in time, despite the pain it causes, manage to aim over the side of my hospital bed. Though I don’t know where I am, or why I’m here, I’ve a horrible feeling that somehow I’m responsible for Mum’s death. Something about an accident.


Dad rushes to my side with one of those kidney-shaped cardboard dishes, thrusting it at me seconds too late, but I take it from him anyway, hold it feebly beneath my chin before collapsing back onto my pillows, white and shaking, head bursting, acid burning the back of my throat. He leaves the room to fetch a nurse, but all I want is Mum, even though we aren’t – weren’t – close. I start to cry, think of Paige, wonder if anyone’s called her. Paige will know what to do. Paige, who was at my bedside when I woke in hospital after surgery for appendicitis when I was a student; Paige, who, with Travis out of town, met me in the emergency room at three in the morning after I was mugged on the subway. Paige, who held my hair as I vomited into the toilet bowl for two solid hours after I got food poisoning at a clam bake. Paige, who drove all the way from the south of England to collect me in Scotland after my rust bucket of a car broke down.


She’s probably on her way right now, scrambled to book the first available flight. Or maybe she’s borrowed a car, is speeding cross-country, driving through the night just to get here.


Then I remember we haven’t spoken in months, and I cry even harder.


After a nurse has cleaned up, helped me into a fresh hospital gown and changed my sheets, Dad comes back in, tells me something about a home invasion gone wrong. Mum was home alone. Someone broke in and killed her. Still numb, I barely say a word.


‘Does Garrett know?’ I ask when he’s finished. I’m trying to remember if I’ve seen my brother since I’ve been here.


But Dad avoids the question. ‘The police. They want to speak with you. I’ll try to put them off, but, well, once they know you’re awake . . .’


‘Why do the police want to talk to me?’ I can’t remember anything – don’t know anything.


‘Sweetie,’ Dad says softly. ‘The night of your accident.’


I rack my brain. What accident? How long have I been here? A few days? A week?


‘It was the same night Mum was killed,’ he goes on. ‘You were on your way to the house when your car went off the road.’


I open my mouth to say something, but there’s a knock at the door and another nurse pops her head around.


‘Dr Corner,’ she addresses my dad, ‘I’m sorry, but the police are here. Is now a good time?’


‘I already told them.’ Dad sighs, irritated. ‘She’s too confused. They’ll have to wait.’


The nurse nods, about to close the door, but I call, ‘Wait.’ She stops. I look at Dad. ‘Let’s just get it over with.’


Dad wants to stay while the police talk to me, but I insist I’m fine. After a visit from the doctor – I get the feeling from the way he speaks to me that we’ve met before – he and Dad leave the room, and two strangers in suits enter, a woman and a man. I barely glance at either; it hurts too much. Instead, I close my eyes, repeat in my head, I’ve been in an accident, over and over and over, like a child prepping for a test.


‘Hey, Steppy,’ says a voice.


I open my eyes, see a woman by my bed. She’s short, has grey everything: hair, pant suit, pallor . . .


‘I’m Detective Krauseneck,’ she tells me. So she’s a detective. ‘How’re you feeling?’


‘Like I’ve been hit by a Mack truck.’


I’m not meaning to be funny, but she gives a small smile, nods like she understands what it feels like to be hit by a Mack truck, then takes the chair Dad was sitting in, drags it across the floor to my bedside with a noise that makes my head ring.


‘So.’ She sits, takes out a notebook, and I wonder if she’s a cop. ‘I’m sorry about your mom,’ she says. ‘Your dad’s told you. About what happened to her.’


I can’t decide whether it’s a statement or a question, though I answer reflexively, ‘I’ve been in an accident,’ know as soon as I say it, from the expression on her face, it’s not what she’s looking for.


She shifts in her seat, says, ‘Oh-kay,’ draws the word out, and I wonder what she’s doing here – this is a hospital, after all – wonder if she’s been in an accident too. ‘How about we start with that evening.’


I get the feeling this is a question, that that evening is supposed to mean something to me, but the woman’s already on to the next thing.


‘. . . the twenty-seventh,’ she’s saying.


I nod like I know what she’s on about, but I don’t even know what month we’re in, never mind what day. Then I hear a voice in my head: You came home for Thanksgiving a few days ago. Who said that? Dad?


‘Can you run us through what happened that evening, Ms Corner?’ the woman asks. ‘From the time you left?’


‘Left where?’


‘Your cabin.’


I look blankly at her.


‘You’ve been staying in Heartsick,’ she explains. ‘Rented a cabin. You arrived’ – she consults a notepad – ‘six days ago.’


I’m trying to concentrate on what she’s saying, but I’ve just noticed her fingernails – they’re bitten right down – and now they’re all I can focus on. ‘I’m sorry?’ I ask, embarrassed.


The woman glances over her shoulder, and I notice, for the first time, that there’s someone else in the room. A man, standing by the door. He’s younger than his female counterpart, taller, too.


‘I was saying,’ she says, and I think how exasperated she looks, wonder what’s rattled her cage, ‘that you gotta rental place outside town. Nice little cabin, edge of the forest. You don’t remember?’


I furrow my brow, try to squeeze a memory from it like the last drops of juice from an orange, give a feeble shrug. Sorry.


‘And the accident?’ She sounds like someone not holding out much hope.


‘I was in an accident,’ I agree.


‘Okay . . .’ The woman jots something down in a notepad I’ve only just noticed, turns towards the door. ‘Anything you’d like to ask, Detective Luck?’


I look up, head pounding, see a man by the door. For a split second I think it’s the grim reaper, but then he steps forward, our eyes meet and I see a face I recognise.


‘Lucky?’ I ask. ‘That you?’


Nathaniel Luck raises a hand, a small half-wave, clears his throat. ‘Hey, Steppy.’


It’s funny: I don’t wonder what Lucky’s doing here so much as how he and this strange woman at my bedside know each other. ‘My brother and Lucky went to high school together,’ I explain to the grey woman. ‘It must be . . . God, I don’t know’ – I turn to Lucky – ‘how long since we’ve seen each other? Years.’


He gives me a weird look. ‘What’s the last thing you do remember, Steppy?’


‘Being home in New York?’


He exhales. ‘Okay,’ he says. ‘How about we do this a little different. How about I tell you what we know, see if it jogs your memory some? Then, if you remember anything – anything – you just butt in, ’kay?’


I shrug. ‘Okay.’


‘Sunday morning, twenty-seventh, day of the accident,’ he begins, ‘you paid a visit to Heartsick PD.’ He stops, takes out a notebook, flicks through a few pages, which seems weird. Why would Lucky be carrying a notebook? ‘We know from your cell phone data,’ he goes on, ‘that afterward you returned to your rental cabin. Garrett stops by at some point in the afternoon . . .’


‘He does?’


‘. . . doesn’t stay long,’ Lucky continues, ‘then you’re there the rest of the day, till eight forty-one p.m., when you get a call from him.’


He pauses and I stare at him. I’m still stuck on Garrett stopping by. The last time I spent any time with my brother was . . . when? The start of the year? He came to stay with me and Travis in New York, and I swore never again.


‘But see, here’s the thing.’ It’s the woman at my bedside again. ‘As well as knowing when exactly Garrett made that call to you, we also know where he was when he made it – his cell phone was pinging the tower nearest your parents’ place.’ She stops dead, like she’s waiting for the penny to drop. When it doesn’t, she says, ‘We know your mom was killed sometime between eight and eight forty that evening.’


Mum’s dead. My lip begins to quiver. I bite the inside of my cheek until I taste blood. ‘How . . . how do you know the time she . . . she died?’


‘Your mom was on the phone to a friend’ – the woman has a notepad in her lap, flicks through it till she finds what she’s looking for – ‘a Deb Franklin?’


Not a friend, I think, Mum’s literary agent. But okay.


‘Ms Franklin called her at seven thirty-five that evening, and they spoke till just before eight. Garrett arrives at the house sometime after that, and right before he calls you, he places a call to 911 at exactly’ – she consults her notepad again – ‘eight thirty-nine.’


‘Garrett was there?’ I ask, horrified. ‘Is he okay?’


The woman shoots Lucky a look I can’t read. I reckon they know each other. ‘See,’ she says slowly, ‘we know what time Garrett made these calls and where he was when he made them. What we don’t know is why he called you. What he said to you. Do you remember?’


‘No.’ I shake my head, and it feels like it might split in two. Garrett texts me once in a blue moon, but he rarely calls me. We’re not that close.


‘Call lasted less than a minute,’ Lucky says, like that might explain it. ‘Right after that, your phone powers off.’


‘Garrett calls me, then my phone powers off,’ I repeat.


‘Any idea why that would be?’ the woman at my bedside asks. I think she might be a cop.


‘Why what would be?’


‘Your phone. Why it went off. After he called you.’


‘My battery died?’ I hazard. Standard Steppy, letting her phone die. This I do know. It’s kind of comforting.


The woman writes something down – she’s got a notepad, I notice – nods to herself. ‘Okay, well, whatever your brother did say to you in that call, seems it was enough to make you leave the cabin then and there, jump in your car, head up the mountain pretty fast.’


‘Your car went off the road around nine p.m.,’ Lucky adds.


I was driving? I can drive, sure, but I don’t have a car. Not in New York.


‘So,’ the woman interrupts my thoughts, ‘here’s what we’re thinking. Your brother calls you, panicked, says he’s up at the house – your parents’ place – Mom’s dead.’ Her bluntness makes me flinch. ‘He hangs up, or you hang up, get cut off – whatever – and you don’t know what to do. Maybe you go to call your brother back, find you can’t – battery’s dead – panic, because whatever he said to you in that call . . .’


She’s speaking so fast I can barely keep up, let alone take in what she’s saying.


‘Steppy,’ a voice says.


I look up. Lucky?


‘Whatever Garrett said to you,’ Lucky’s saying, and I wonder if he’s an apparition; wonder, if not, why he’s here, ‘made you leave in a hurry, head straight for your parents’. We think that phone call may hold the key to what happened that night.’


‘Guess you can see why we’re so keen to know what he said,’ says the woman at my bedside, and I wonder if she’s a detective. She’s certainly acting like one.


‘You really don’t remember?’ Lucky asks, not accusingly.


‘No,’ I tell him. I squeeze my eyes tight shut – Don’t-die-don’t-die-don’t-die – open them again. ‘Can’t you just ask Garrett?’


‘That’s just it,’ Lucky says. ‘We can’t. No one knows where he is.’


‘Any ideas?’ the woman asks.


I almost laugh – why would I know where Garrett is? – feel a sense of déjà vu, rack my brain, trying to remember when I last saw him – New York? – for some reason think of Paige . . .


‘Steppy,’ a voice says. I look up, am surprised to see Lucky, wonder what he’s doing here. ‘You okay?’


‘I’ve been in an accident,’ I tell him.


‘You have,’ he says gently. ‘Do you remember we were talking about Garrett?’


There’s a woman at my bedside and I wonder how long she’s been there. She opens her mouth, like she’s about to butt in, but Lucky puts a hand on her shoulder – I think he knows her. ‘When Garrett dialled 911,’ he says, ‘he didn’t actually wait for the call to be answered.’ He removes his hand from the woman’s shoulder and she slips something from her pocket – looks like a recording device – lays it on the edge of the bed.


‘Most people,’ she says, ‘know that 911 calls are recorded.’


I do know this, so I nod more vigorously than my body will allow.


‘Thing is,’ she goes on, ‘what most people don’t know is that soon as you even dial 911, moment it starts ringing – before the operator picks up – call starts recording.’ She lets her words hang. ‘Anything the caller says during that time – anything – long as they’re on the line . . .’ she gives me a long, hard stare, ‘well, it’s recorded.’


She reaches out, presses play, and I hold my breath. It feels like the woman and Lucky do too.


There’s the familiar tone of a call ringing, then, a split second later, a voice, equally familiar. ‘What’ve you done? Shit-shit-shit.’ Garrett. My blood runs cold. There’s a rustling sound, a clunking, like the handset’s been put down – not hung up, but placed to one side. Then Garrett’s voice again, more muffled but still audible. ‘They’re coming for you now, buddy, oh yeah. Fuck! What did you do? What did you fuckin’ do?’ More rustling. Scraping. The jangle of keys, like they’re being scooped up from a counter top. The line goes dead.


I’m not sure what I’ve just heard.


‘Steppy,’ Lucky says gently, looks at me with such sympathy I feel it like a physical pain. ‘No one’s seen Garrett since that night. Not since the night of your accident. Not since your mom was killed.’


‘I don’t understand,’ is all I can say.


Around me, my world shrinks to the size of a pinhole.


Lucky hesitates just long enough, and the woman at my bedside seizes her chance. ‘There’s a warrant out for Garrett’s arrest,’ she says. ‘Your brother’s the prime suspect in your mom’s murder.’
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Then


Welcome to Heartsick! screamed the sign at town limits. Small-town heart, big-town amenities!


My stomach dropped as I passed it. Today, November 23, 2016, was the day before Thanksgiving. For the first time in almost a decade, I’d be spending it with my family.


‘You’re what?’ Mum had said when I’d phoned to say I was coming. ‘Thanksgiving?’ She sounded as happy about it as I was. ‘Why?’


‘I’m not allowed to spend time with my family?’ My tone was indignant, my indignation genuine. I’d managed to convince myself my decision to go home for Thanksgiving had nothing to do with Casey Carter. I was most certainly not returning to Heartsick to investigate her disappearance. Rather, I was going home for some respite after a busy, somewhat traumatic year, because I needed a break from the frenetic pace of city life and a technology detox (though I had, of course, brought my cell phone and laptop).


‘Of course you are, Stephanie,’ Mum had replied. ‘I just wish you’d given us more notice, that’s all. Garrett’s around’ – she said it like the two of us being home together was mutually exclusive – ‘and, well . . .’ she paused, lowered her voice, ‘your brother’s been through a hard time these last few weeks.’


She didn’t elaborate and I didn’t ask, just let the silence hang – something I learned doing Dark Corners – hoped Mum would bite, say something like There’s a missing girl. People think Garrett has something to do with it. But Mum was smart, had played me at my own game, and in the end, I’d caved. ‘Well, you don’t have to worry about hosting me. I’ve booked a cabin.’


Dad was already at his weekday home in the city when I phoned him Sunday evening, hot on the heels of my call to Mum. ‘You’re driving?’ he’d asked, his usual laid-back self. ‘Why not fly? I’ll pick you up. You can hire a car once you get here.’


Flying would have been the smarter, quicker option, but the mere thought of being cooped up with screaming infants, excited families returning home for Thanksgiving and college kids and ski bunnies headed out for the first fall of snow made my head ring. I made a noise that implied I’d consider it, but I’d already decided. Having read about Casey Carter late Saturday, by Monday morning I’d hired a car and hit the road. Driving would be better, I told myself, give me the chance to clear my head, process everything I’d learned over the weekend. Part of me also hoped that by the time I reached Heartsick, Casey Carter would have turned up. Alive, preferably. So although it seemed a long shot – by this point she’d been missing twenty-one days; I hardly needed reminding of the stats – I decided to drive the sixteen-hundred-something miles.


Heartsick. The name was neither as dire as it sounded, nor as romantic. A corruption of Hartsick, itself a corruption of Hartsock, the town was named after its nineteenth-century founder, Herbert Hartsick. Whatever the story behind the name, though, it was the gift that kept on giving for headline writers, who until recently had been mostly positive: Heartsick, A Hidden Gem; The Rockies’ Best-Kept Secret; The Ski Destination For People Who Don’t Do Ski Destinations.


Visit Heartsick, they all cried, the beating heart of the Rockies!


But over the last couple of weeks, the headlines had begun to change, grown darker and more sensationalist: HEARTACHE IN HEARTSICK; SMALL TOWN AT HEART(SICK) OF TRUE CRIME MYSTERY; and WOMAN’S DISAPPEARANCE GIVES HEARTSICK HEADACHE.


I’d come across such headlines myself when I’d googled Casey Carter after finding the comment mentioning my brother, and his alleged – rather tenuous, I thought – link to her. By then, Casey had already been missing over two weeks, last seen late on the night of October 31 – or possibly the early hours of November 1 – supposedly in Garrett’s company. I wasn’t sure what I expected to find online, but the photos that greeted me made my stomach drop more than the Welcome to Heartsick! sign, made me wish I hadn’t googled Casey Carter at all. You see, beautiful Casey Carter, with her long dark hair and big brown eyes, was exactly my brother’s type.


Aged twenty-two, the papers said, she worked two waitressing jobs, one in town, the other a short drive up the mountain at a local ski resort; had only lived in Heartsick a little over a year, moved there the end of last summer from, of all places, sunny Florida. The most recent photos, the ones that came top in Google Images, were a mix of those presumably released to the press by her family and ones from Casey’s social media. One of them, the photo most of the news articles ran with, was a selfie showing her in costume, one half of her face painted with a colourful Day of the Dead skeleton design, a crown of red and white fabric roses atop long, glossy brown hair, which tumbled in waves over her shoulders. Her non-cell-phone-holding hand showed a glimpse of matching red and white nails. Round her neck she wore one of those friendship necklaces that transported me back to the nineties and my school days in the UK: a half-heart pendant, jagged along one edge so as to look broken, on a silver chain. One of the many incarnations of the photo, the only one apparently uncropped, revealed that it had been taken in a bathroom mirror with another girl around Casey’s age, a similar but less good-looking version of her. Dressed in identical costumes, heads tilted towards each other, the girls beamed at the camera, no hint of what was to come.


The Heartsick Enquirer had covered Casey’s disappearance since the start.




Efforts to find Missing Heartsick Resident Enter Second Week


Mystery continues to surround the whereabouts of twenty-two-year-old Heartsick resident Casey Carter. At a press conference held by local law enforcement, Ms Carter’s mother, Loreen Skinner, who flew in from Florida after learning of her daughter’s disappearance, appealed to anyone with information to come forward.


‘I knew straight away something was up,’ she said. ‘That first day Casey didn’t return my calls. It was so unlike her. We speak every day. If someone out there has her, or knows where she is – knows anything at all – I’m begging you, come forward.’


Local police say they aren’t ruling anything out at this stage, and are currently investigating a number of leads, but they’re also facing difficult questions surrounding their response to initial reports of Casey’s disappearance. When asked about the length of time that elapsed before a missing persons report was filed, Heartsick PD spokesperson Officer Lester Melville said it was ‘regrettable, though not uncommon in this type of case’. Officer Melville has stressed that such criticism is unhelpful, as it diverts public and media focus away from the important task of finding Casey.


The last known sighting of Casey Carter was just before midnight on October 31, when she left a Halloween party at Buddy’s Bar, a popular local hangout. It’s understood that Heartsick PD were called to do a welfare check at Carter’s residence around lunchtime, November 1, but an official missing persons report wasn’t made until two days later.


Police are particularly interested in speaking with Buddy’s patrons from the night of October 31, or anyone with information on Casey’s car.


‘Tracking down Halloween partygoers, most of whom were in costume, is no mean feat,’ Officer Melville said. ‘We’re asking anyone present at Buddy’s that night who hasn’t already come forward to do so, whether they remember seeing Casey or not.’


Officer Melville went on to confirm local rumor that Casey’s car is missing. ‘Casey got a ride to the bar that night with friends. Her own car, a 2011 dark grey Toyota Camry, last seen parked outside her condo on the night of October 31, is also missing, so we’re appealing for information on that.’


Regarding internet-based interest surrounding the case, he stressed that while locals should remain vigilant, they should ‘refrain from becoming involved in speculation which can be both harmful to the investigation and upsetting to Ms Carter’s family’.


Anyone with information on the case should call the Heartsick Police Department direct, or the dedicated tip line.





Judging by the article’s accompanying comments, it seemed Officer Melville’s plea regarding speculation had had little impact on the people it was aimed at.




ross_61: You no whos guilty AF!!! He was the last one seen with her.


Truecrimefan_No1: ross_61: Totally agree. Cops are in on it to if u ask me.


ross_61: Truecrimefan_No1: Yeah hole thing stinks of a coverup.


Nicole.T: don’t think theres a coverup bt wud be helpful if the PD would be more open. Like we all no who there talkin about garrett Corner. If police wud give more info we cud decide 4 ourselves.





I’d skim-read a few more articles – COME HOME CASEY!; A VANISHING IN HEARTSICK; HOW ONE WOMAN’S DISAPPEARANCE HAS A WHOLE TOWN ON EDGE – but there was no new information. As far as I could find, Garrett had been named neither a suspect, person of interest or formal witness, though his name appeared frequently in comments sections; and although consensus among armchair detectives seemed much the same – he’d already been tried and convicted in the court of public opinion – I couldn’t help but feel relieved: even if he was the last person seen with her, that was all there appeared to be on him. There was no evidence he’d done Casey harm; nothing, in fact, to say a crime had even been committed.


That first night, the night I found out about Casey, I’d logged into Facebook, searched Garrett’s two-thousand-plus Facebook friends, but although he was ‘friends’ with several Caseys, male and female, and a good few Carters, there was no Casey Carter. Garrett accepted Facebook friend requests like they were going out of style, so it made me question if he even knew Casey, let alone whether the rumours about him being the last person seen with her were true. I looked her up on Facebook too. There were, of course, hundreds of Casey Carters, but the Casey Carter was easy enough to find, as so many people were tagging her in posts. Her profile, however, yielded little of interest aside from a few photos, most of which I’d already seen. Her friend list wasn’t visible, she had no relationship status, location or workplaces to show and – although it seemed she’d once been a prolific Facebook user – over the past few months, she’d barely posted anything.


People had posted on her timeline, though – Where are you Case? Come home soon! Praying for you girl – and someone had set up a ‘Find Casey Carter’ page, which already had ten thousand followers, each of its posts gaining more likes and reposts than the last. When I clicked on the name of the page’s apparent founder and de facto admin, Brooke Morgenstern, her profile revealed her to be the Casey lookalike in the Halloween selfie. It had been Brooke who’d posted the original photo to her Facebook page on the evening of October 31, captioned it Besties ready for Halloween!


At every motel layover, rest stop and roadside diner I broke my journey at, I continued to google Casey Carter. Initially her disappearance hadn’t garnered much press attention, but over the last week or so, coverage had snowballed, doubtless thanks in part to social media. Things seemed to reach a critical mass the weekend before I travelled home: what had started as a local story went state-wide, then national, reporters dispatched to Heartsick from all over to gauge the feeling of locals, document search efforts and generally keep anxious readers and viewers up to date, even if there was nothing new to report.


On the second day of my journey, somewhere in Illinois, I read that they’d found Casey’s car. I’d stopped to stretch my legs and use the rest room, had gone online to check for updates, poring over my tiny phone screen, found the internet abuzz.


Holee shit they found her car!!!!


You guys hear yet?


Where’d they find it anyone no???


Can guess who’s prints will be all over it lol


I’ll bet Caseys bodies sumwhere nearby


After trawling through the usual illiterate comments and streams of consciousness, I’d managed to find a news clip from a reporter who’d been at the scene earlier that day.


‘We’re a couple hours’ drive from Heartsick,’ she was saying – face all earnest, standing on what looked like a gravelly track surrounded by trees. There was no sign of Casey’s car, but a little further down, just visible, yellow police tape flapped in the wind – ‘on a remote logging road, where police have confirmed that earlier this morning, following a call from a member of the public, they’ve recovered Casey Carter’s car. A number of sources claim it was found by members of Casey’s own family, in Heartsick since her disappearance, although police have yet to comment on this. They have said, however, that a thorough search has been conducted with no sign of Casey, and that they’ll be making no further comment until they have results of forensic tests carried out on her vehicle. Questions remain, though, on this cold November day, as to why it’s taken three weeks to find the missing car, and why, ultimately, it was her family and friends, conducting their own search, who found it.’


At every stop-off on my journey, I also tried phoning Paige, regardless of Travis’s warning, but kept getting her voicemail: ‘Hey, it’s Paige! Leave a message! Or don’t!’ (I didn’t.)


Yet despite being secretly relieved that she didn’t pick up or return my calls, I kept on calling, because while my logical self knew it was silly, asked what I was hoping to achieve, what possible link there could be between my ex-best friend and Casey Carter, I knew there was a link – Garrett – and that the question nestled at the back of my brain like a tumour was still there: what really happened between Paige and my brother that night in New York?


I finally arrived at my Heartsick rental late Wednesday evening. The cabin was pretty much as small as you could get, a timber A-frame building with an open-plan living/kitchen space and separate bathroom downstairs; a gallery bedroom accessed via a ladder-like staircase in the eaves. Modern, clean, comfortable and chintzy, in the best of ways. I said a silent prayer of gratitude: owing to a combination of Thanksgiving, ski season and an influx of reporters descending on the town, it had been the only option available at such short notice, and only then thanks to a cancellation.


The porch light was on to greet me, as were the lights inside, and it was warm and cosy, even without the wood burner lit. There was a fruit basket in the living room with a note – Welcome, Steppy! Enjoy your stay! – and some basic provisions – a loaf of bread, some tea and coffee – on the kitchen counter top.


After carrying my stuff in from the car, I threw my coat onto the couch and flopped down. It’d been a long day’s drive. Three long days’ drive. I checked my cell phone – just after 8 p.m., no messages – noticed the battery was low, got up reluctantly to find my charger, couldn’t – typical Steppy – so made myself a cup of tea instead. While it brewed, I did some light unpacking, failed to locate my charger, had a moment’s panic when I couldn’t find my sleeping pills either – the ones I’d been trying not to take, though I’d popped one every night since discovering Casey’s story. Sleeping pills found and crisis averted, I stood on the porch in the open doorway, hands wrapped round a mug of tea, staring into the darkness. I knew that beyond the driveway – well, the small turning circle at the end of the road leading to the cabin – was the forest, but it was so black I couldn’t see further than my rental car, and even that was only a hulking silhouette. Where are you, Casey Carter? I wondered. Are you out there, somewhere, lost?
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