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For HW, who saw them before I did.









‘No herring so red but I raise my voice and give chase.’


NGAIO MARSH


Down, down, down into the darkness of the grave


Gently they go, the beautiful, the tender, the kind;


Quietly they go, the intelligent, the witty, the brave.


I know. But I do not approve.


And I am not resigned.


EDNA ST. VINCENT MILLAY









In her own bedroom, she has a nightlight shaped like a star. It turns off when she is sleeping, because she doesn’t need it to stay on all night. Only when her eyes are still open. It’s not really the dark that she’s afraid of, anyway. It’s not being able to see where all that darkness ends.


Her teacher said the stars don’t actually go away; it’s just that sometimes the sun makes it too bright to see them. And when you can’t see the sun anymore, that’s not because it’s gone, either. You’ve just been spun away from the light.


There are no suns in this room. Unless you count the three blue ones scribbled on the wall. She saw them when he first brought her here. Back when there was still a little light. Now there’s not even a crack under the door.


Who drew those suns? Was it the girl she can hear through the wall? The one who’s been singing the same song over and over? That girl sounds too grown up to draw blue crayon suns on somebody’s wallpaper, but maybe those scribbles have been here for a long time already.


Like she has.


She likes being sung to when she can’t sleep. But not by the girl on the other side of the wall. Because that’s not the right song. This is not the right room, or the right bed. She is not supposed to be here.


She’s been spun around and around. And now she can’t see anything at all.









AMITY









One


New York, May 2015


Ruth-Ann Baker is having an unremarkable day.


For the twenty-six-year-old New Yorker, unremarkable looks something like this …


She gets out of bed before 10 am. She does not worry excessively about her dog, Ressler, dying (she just worries a small, helpful amount). She does a quick tidy-up of her apartment and eats the right food at the right times. A bagel for breakfast, a salad sandwich for lunch. She drinks three coffees, none of which make her overly jittery, and she does not grab at her stomach when looking in the mirror, nor hate any part of her body excessively. She completes the requisite amount of steps for herself and for Ressler, and she does her breathing exercises. Talks briefly to her Uncle Joe on the phone. Ignores a call from her mother, and communicates with her father exclusively through emojis. She watches a half-hour documentary on climate change at 5 pm, and times her wallowing after. Ten minutes to worry about the state of the world, and then she puts her hair up in a messy bun and gets ready for work. The walk to Sweeney’s Bar will take her ten minutes, the way it always does. Meaning she’ll be right on time for her shift, the way she always is.


There is nothing remarkable about her day at all, no cause for concern.


Until.


Her cell phone begins to beep loudly, just as she drops it into her bag. Living in Manhattan, Ruth is used to wailing sirens, to honking horns and sudden booms that make you jump, but the noise emanating from the bottom of her satchel has a different tone; there’s an insistent, high-pitched urgency to it. She scrambles to retrieve the phone, her fingers brushing over the tiny stun gun disguised as lipstick and the can of deodorant that’s really mace, until she finds it, just as the beeping stops. And now she understands why that sound seemed to reverberate all around her. She has been sent an automated emergency alert, one that would have echoed throughout the city and beyond.


Ruth feels her stomach drop. It’s a notification about a child abduction. She knows that AMBER Alerts can be sent directly to cell phones these days, but it’s still a shock to receive one right here in her apartment.


Taking a deep breath, she reads over the truncated details, each line causing a little earthquake that makes her hand – and the phone – shake.




AMBER ALERT Hoben, CT


VEH DrkBlu Van


CHILD 7F 4ft 45lb


SUSPECT White M 30–40 yrs


CHECK MEDIA





Less than ninety characters of information, but Ruth can see through the gaps. A little girl has been taken from the town of Hoben, Connecticut, by a man with few identifiers, outside of the blue van he was driving – possibly across state lines, given the alert has been sent as far as New York City.


A child has gone missing. An adult male has driven her away.


Ruth tries not to think about what that man did next.


Or the town he took the little girl from. Where so much has already been lost.


‘It’s a real one tonight, Nancy Drew!’


Owen Alvin greets Ruth with his favourite nickname for her, and the feverish glee that comes from finding his little bar improbably busy for a Monday. Most nights, Sweeney’s – full name Sweeney Todd’s Sports Bar – attracts a small, dedicated crowd, who come for the endless loop of Stephen Sondheim soundtracks and/or the latest playoffs screened on the three muted television sets mounted on the back wall. But tonight, Ruth’s workplace is packed with patrons, most of their faces unfamiliar to her. Sweeney’s must have featured in another one of those ‘Secret places only New Yorkers know about’ articles, she thinks with a grimace, as she joins her boss behind the bar.


Owen appears to mistake her expression for a smile, as he beams at her.


‘Let’s do this!’ he half-shouts over a cranked-up version of ‘Losing My Mind’ from the last Broadway revival of Follies.


Accurate, Ruth thinks dourly. Her mind is somewhere else entirely.


CHECK MEDIA, the AMBER Alert had said.


Even as she read this, back at her apartment, Ruth knew she had to resist. When it comes to missing girls, she’s made a promise not to check media, and she has every intention of keeping her word. But that doesn’t stop her thoughts from returning, over and over, to the little girl. To that town. Old, familiar fault lines have started to quiver under Ruth’s skin, and it’s only loyalty to Owen that keeps her from faking a migraine, and asking to go home. She wouldn’t do that to him on a busy night like this.


This tiny neighbourhood bar has been her sanctuary for five years now, ever since Owen hired her as a favour to her Uncle Joe. Back in 2010, Ruth was a twenty-one-year-old college dropout with a chasm where her future used to be. She’d been studying forensics; the plan, for as long as Ruth-Ann Baker could remember, was to become a criminal profiler. But all that changed, thanks to the episode. She went abruptly from being top of her classes at her city college to living with her uncle and Gideon, Joe’s then-new husband, on their then newly purchased hobby farm in the Hudson Valley. It wasn’t an official term by any means: ‘the episode’. But that’s what they called it, Ruth, Joe and Gideon. And Officer Canton, back in Hoben, although he likely had many names for what she put him through that winter. When she came out the other side in the spring, Joe suggested she move into his recently vacated apartment on the Upper West Side. It would save him having to find a new tenant, he told her.


Before the episode, Ruth had lived in a small Morningside Heights apartment with her parents, or rather her mom, because her dad had already moved out. Living by herself felt like a much-needed reset button, and it helped that Ruth knew Joe’s building and the neighbourhood well; she and her parents had stayed here for a full year when they first moved to New York, in the fall of 1996. Any concerns Ruth’s family had about her living alone were eased when Officer Canton, who they’d known for years, showed up at the farm with Ressler. This, too, was framed as a mutually beneficial proposition. Despite his pedigree, the loving but recalcitrant bloodhound was failing spectacularly in his designated career as a K-9 with the Hoben Police Department, where Canton had his hands full with new canine recruits. If Ruth could just look after him for a while …


(Of course, Ressler, all droopy, one hundred pounds of him, ending up looking after her.)


Owen knows very little about that time in Ruth’s life. When Joe introduced the two of them, Ruth had met Owen’s requirements for bar staff: thanks to her uncle, she had a solid appreciation for the world of musical theatre and an unwavering respect for the pride flag that hung out the front of Sweeney’s. Whether or not Ruth could pour beers was irrelevant, as was her history before she walked in the door – although her new boss did have a particular fascination with Ruth’s former field of studies, which she’d shared in her (very informal) interview, because Joe said she didn’t need to lie about her past.


Just tell small truths, Ruthie, her uncle had advised her. Then no one thinks to go looking for the big ones.


‘You know Ruth-Ann,’ Owen said at the start of her first shift, ‘they say a bartender has as much chance of predicting a person’s behaviour as a fully trained criminal profiler. So consider this job a continuation of your studies!’


‘I’ll be on the lookout for any dubious pie makers,’ she’d replied, the reference to Sweeney Todd cementing their friendship just like that.


On her second night at Sweeney’s, Ruth had walked in to find a large glass jar behind the bar. Inside was a glossy photograph of Len Cariou from the original Broadway production of Sweeney Todd, along with a pink disposable razor.


‘I got you a Kill Jar,’ Owen explained proudly. ‘Anyone gives you demon barber vibes, you can take their credit card from that little tab folder I showed you yesterday and drop it in this jar instead, and I’ll know to keep an eye on them for the rest of the night. How does that sound, Nancy Drew?’


She’d nodded, feeling alarmingly close to tears.


Since then, Owen has seldom called Ruth by her own name. It’s either Nancy, or whatever other fictional female detective he’s encountered while flipping through old television shows at 3 am. And they’ve rarely needed to use the Kill Jar. But she’s remained quietly committed to its purpose, because she’s always on the lookout for demons.


That said, she’s too distracted to profile anyone tonight, suspicious or otherwise. In fact, she probably couldn’t pick any of Sweeney’s current patrons out of a line-up; they could all be the same person, so blurred is her normally keen vision. Her attention has been fixed on those three silent televisions mounted on the wall. She’s been hoping to catch a news ticker running along the bottom of the screens, some kind of update on the missing girl. Because it wouldn’t be breaking her promise if information about the little girl’s disappearance came directly to her, would it?


It’s not like she asked for that AMBER Alert, either.


But there are no breaking headlines from Hoben, Connecticut, scrolling beneath the Monday Night Baseball broadcast that Jan, Sweeney’s barback and most committed Major League fan, has playing across every screen. If it wasn’t for the memory of that shrill alert she’d received back at her apartment, Ruth might think she’d imagined the whole thing. Conjured up a missing child after she’d realised the date. Because this unremarkable Monday in late May has long been designated Missing Children’s Day, here in the States and around the globe.


Was that alarm simply another one of Ruth-Ann Baker’s infamous delusions, brought on by her aversion to this date? She could ask Owen if he, too, received the AMBER Alert. Or maybe check with Jan, whose phone is always buzzing with sports scores and sure bets she’s placed the night before. But Ruth can’t think how to frame the question casually enough that they won’t see the glitter of her panic.


Hey, guys, did you see a kid just went missing from my old home town?


What if they say no?


What if they say yes?


Ruth is not prepared to have either of those conversations. She busies herself with work instead, losing herself in the mundanity of pouring beers, refilling popcorn bowls and forcing smiles.


Finally, right on 11 pm, the bar clears out. Soon, there are only two customers left. A couple of old regulars, sitting on one of the ratty couches down the back, drinking bourbon and arguing about who should be allowed to run for president.


‘Time to go,’ Owen shouts down the bar, before asking Ruth if she’d like to join him and Jan for a post-closing nightcap, which she knows is code for heading to a club in Chelsea, where she’ll sit in a booth minding their bags and the drinks, while they dance until sunrise.


‘Gotta get home to Ressler,’ she answers, faux apologetic, and Owen seems to buy this excuse, because he tells her she might as well finish for the night then. The two quarrelling regulars haven’t even left yet as Ruth races out the door, before her boss can change his mind.


Walking home, Manhattan’s calm, spring air is at odds with her mood. Without Sweeney’s to tether her, Ruth is beginning to feel those tremors again. And now she has her own safety to worry about, too. It’s something she has to consider after every late shift. How to navigate streets that change shape in the dark. Ruth knows that if you regularly walk alone at night, you should probably mix up your route a little. Tonight, after leaving the bar earlier than usual, she makes a quick calculation. If she heads south on Amsterdam, she’s guaranteed to see other nocturnals exiting the twenty-four-hour CVSs and Duane Reades dotted along the way, all those harried people with their plastic bags full of painkillers and diapers and hopeful, last-minute contraception. At this hour, in this neighbourhood, there’s always someone needing something, and she’d like to be noticed by them. So that if someone is ever asked, Have you seen this girl? they just might remember her.


As a young woman living alone in a big city, she has to think about these things. A year ago, a teenage girl was murdered down in Riverside Park, and for weeks no one could figure out who she was. Most people were shocked by the whole thing, but not Ruth-Ann Baker.


‘You act like this is Times Square before the Marriott moved in,’ Owen teased her once, when he saw the self-defence kit she carries in her bag. The lipstick stun gun in particular had amused him.


On the walk home tonight, she slips that little stun gun into her pocket, next to her keys.


When she reaches her Uncle Joe’s co-op on West 86th, Ruth looks left, right, left again before heading through the first of the building’s two security doors. Despite her eagerness to get upstairs, she waits until the second door has clicked shut behind her before she races across the gleaming lobby to the elevator.


She keeps her right hand in her pocket, fingers smoothing over the stun gun, as she takes the slow ride up to her floor. Before exiting into the shared hallway, she closes her eyes briefly, listens for the sound of footsteps or breathing, and then she walks purposefully to her apartment’s front door. Stepping inside, she barely has time to fix the three internal chain locks before Ressler gambols towards her, perpetual drool dripping from his jowls.


‘Hey, big guy,’ she croons, bending down to scratch the folds of his ears.


Ressler responds with his own scratch against her leg, a sign that he needs to be let out, asap. Ruth reaches for his harness, hanging from its hook in the entrance way. She might have been desperate to get home, but now she’s here, taking Ressler for a walk suddenly feels like a welcome postponement. Because what comes next seems alarmingly inevitable.


Out with her hound dog, Ruth can be brave in a way she wishes she could bottle. This must be what it’s like, she often thinks, to roam the streets at night as a man. Still, she turns Ressler around before they reach Riverside Drive, because not even her dog would make her feel safe in that park when it’s dark.


When they get back to the apartment, Ruth stands frozen in the entrance way, unsure which direction to move in. For the first time in a very long while, she has a strong desire to check all the cupboards, even the ones only a contortionist could hide in. Then there are the thick curtains, all those folds a person could conceal themselves behind. And the two shower recesses, with their tinted screens. Not to mention the walk-in robes. There are two spare bedrooms, the doors to which she keeps closed. As Ruth looks towards the closed door of her own bedroom, she thinks of how hard her uncle had tried to make that room feel welcoming to a seven-year-old, back in 1996. The walls painted in bright colours and hung with cheery posters. The pretty pillows, and the newly purchased queen bed that Ruth secretly hated, because it was positioned under a window she was certain her new neighbours could look right through. Most nights that first year, if someone checked on little Ruthie, they would find her asleep on the room’s polished wood floors.


Joe doesn’t know that the grown-up Ruth still sleeps on the floor sometimes. Neither do her parents. Cynthia Baker has taken a year out to ‘find’ herself – in Italy, mostly. And Ellis, who lives with his second wife in New Jersey, hasn’t known where his daughter sleeps for years now.


Not this again, sweetheart, he’d probably say if he did know.


Ruth’s parents have never been good with what they both still refer to as her ‘quirks’.


Her therapist does know about her sleeping habits. But Courtney is on maternity leave until early August, and Ruth never really clicked with her male replacement, so she hasn’t had a session in months. With her old geology metaphors coming thick and fast tonight, she regrets not trying harder with the new guy. It would be nice to be able to contact him, tell him she’s started thinking about the lithosphere again.


She could call Officer Canton, ask him about the missing girl. But Canton specifically told her not to call him after hours anymore, not unless it was an emergency. Even then, you should call 911, Ruthie. Besides, this isn’t an actual emergency. The cracks caused by that AMBER Alert. Only Bill and Patty Lovely would understand why she feels so unsteady. She can just imagine the soothing calm of their voices, the way they’d say, Are you okay? and really want to know the answer. But the Lovelys don’t deserve to be woken by a ringing phone this late at night. If anyone should be left to sleep like the dead, it’s them.


Shuddering at the idiom, Ruth takes a step towards the door to her room and opens it.


It is only a small shock to see Beth Lovely sitting primly on the bed. Deep down, Ruth had known she’d be there, but it still causes a jolt.


‘You came back,’ Ruth says from the doorway.


‘Of course,’ Beth responds softly. ‘How could I not?’


‘Are the others—’


But Ruth doesn’t need to finish her question.


‘They won’t come unless you ask them to. A promise is a promise, Ruthie.’


And with that gentle assurance, Beth is up and across the room, arms outstretched.


‘I missed you,’ Ruth says as they embrace.


‘I missed you, too,’ Beth sighs against her cheek, her breath a cool breeze that causes Ruth’s skin to dimple all over.


Her dead best friend has always had this effect on her.









Two


On the afternoon of 15 May 1996, Beth Lovely disappeared from the children’s playground directly across from Hoben Heights High School, in Hoben, Connecticut.


Her tiny, dead body was found eleven days later, buried in a shallow grave in the woods behind Longview Road, some six miles from where she’d been taken. She was only seven and a half years old.


Ethan Oswald, the thirty-one-year-old music teacher who murdered her, was arrested the same day.


Back then, as it is now, Hoben was a predominantly middle-class town just off Interstate 91. Longview Road was situated in North Hoben, where the nicest houses were. Big old colonials, set back from the road down tree-lined, circular driveways, and surrounded by woods and walking trails. No one thought they’d find Beth Lovely in this part of town, during those painful days it seemed like everyone was looking for her. Just like no one thought to suspect Ethan Oswald, the high school’s popular new teacher, who also led the choir at the town’s largest church.


Bill and Patty Lovely attended that church. They loved that choir. Their only daughter, Beth, did too.


If the Lovely girl’s disappearance had shocked the residents of Hoben, her murder was more like a numbing. How could that nice man, that considerate, churchgoing teacher, do such terrible things to a child? It made no sense, not then, not now. To this day, some townsfolk still find it incomprehensible that Ethan Oswald murdered Beth Lovely. They refuse to accept his guilt. Not that it matters in anything but principle, because Oswald has been dead since 2002.


Which means he can’t be responsible for the disappearance of another little Hoben girl all these years later, in 2015.


But there is no denying the eerie similarities. That’s what Ruth has been trying to push down all night, ever since receiving the AMBER Alert. With Beth by her side, she no longer needs to pretend she can’t see those similarities. She doesn’t need to pretend she can’t see her.


The first time Beth showed up in her bedroom, seven-year-old Ruth had only just moved with her parents to New York City. By unspoken agreement, the two girls never talked about what happened back in Hoben. They simply played together, had fun together, the way any little girls would.


Like an imaginary friend? a child psychologist once asked, when Ruth hadn’t yet figured out she shouldn’t answer such questions.


No, because she’s real, she’d said at the time, which prompted a whole new round of tests, most of which felt like tricks.


Those tests didn’t stop Beth coming back, they just taught Ruth not to tell anyone about her visits.


Five years ago, it was Ruth herself who asked Beth to leave. Even though this was the last thing she wanted, it had to be done.


But now Beth is back.


‘Are you sure you want to do this?’ she asks. She is sitting next to Ruth on the bed. They have Ruth’s laptop open in front of them, search bar ready.


‘It won’t be like last time,’ Ruth answers, and they both fall silent. Thinking about blue vans, and springtime, and the town neither of them ever returned to.


It can’t be Ethan Oswald.


But that doesn’t mean they shouldn’t know who she is.


The missing girl’s name is Coco Wilson.


She disappeared from her front yard, where she had been playing after school. Coco and her family – mother Ivy, father Leo and fourteen-year-old sister Maya – only recently moved to Connecticut from Leo’s home state of Louisiana. At this early stage, they have not been put in front of any news cameras, but according to local reports Ivy grew up in Hoben, and the family returned this spring to be closer to her ailing parents. Little else has been shared about the Wilson family, but Ruth knows that will change if Coco isn’t found soon. Parents are among the first to be scrutinised in missing children cases – not just by the police, but by the public, too.


The early reports that Ruth reads focus on a physical description of Coco. Her light, curly hair, her brown eyes and the gap in her front teeth. The Star Wars tee she was wearing and the colour of her sneakers. Ruth pushes through the repetition of these heart-rendingly specific details, looking for – what, exactly?


‘Something that everyone else has missed,’ Beth says. ‘That’s what you were always good at, Ruthie.’


Ruth reads on. She notes that a search team, including Hoben’s K-9 squad, was mobilised around 4.30 pm, after a frantic Ivy Wilson alerted the police. Several witnesses have come forward; according to local media, somewhere between 3.45 and 4 pm, a number of Hoben residents saw a blue van speeding away from town, with a little girl matching Coco’s description sitting in the front passenger seat. In addition, an elderly neighbour of the Wilson family, a Mrs Coralea Michaels, looked out her parlour window at 3.33 pm to see Coco talking to a young woman walking her dog. Coco was still in her own yard, and the blonde, ponytailed girl, her back to the near-sighted Coralea, was standing on the street, the small, white dog at her feet.


I was baking an apple pie and the timer went off just as I looked out the window. That’s why I remember the specific time, a distressed Coralea is quoted as telling the police.


‘That poor woman will be feeling so guilty,’ Ruth says. ‘In hindsight, people always realise they could have done more.’


‘What about the girl with the dog?’ Beth replies, frowning. ‘How come they’re not saying much about her?’


‘Sometimes the police hold back key information,’ Ruth reminds her, but even as she says it something prickles at her skin. A memory that isn’t hers, exactly. More like a story someone told her, or a song she used to listen to.


Officer Canton – technically Sergeant Canton these days – would know about the ponytailed girl with the small dog. He’d know all the things you won’t find in an official news report right now, or maybe ever. Information you have to really look for. There’s a place online where Ruth could probably find these things for herself. But she’s not ready to go there. Not yet. Right now, her promise feels only half-broken, and she’d like to keep it that way.


Checking her watch, Ruth sees that it’s nearly 2 am. Coco Wilson was last seen more than ten hours ago.


In most cases, if a child is taken by a stranger, they’ll be dead within three hours.


An anonymous person has just posted this under one of the latest news articles about Coco. It’s not a statistic the girls need to be told.


Ruth snaps her laptop shut, just as Beth says she should go.


‘Get some sleep, Ruthie,’ she says hopefully, as if she knows her sudden reappearance has made that unlikely.


‘You’ll come back?’ Ruth asks.


Beth nods, before adding softly ‘For as long as you’ll let me.’


Ruth does indeed struggle to fall asleep. Restless, she reaches under her pillow to find the small ring she keeps hidden there. Slipping it onto the pinky finger of her left hand, the only place it still fits after all these years, she twists the small band around and around, thumb and forefinger of her opposite hand worrying the five blue petals and yellow eye of the delicate flower raised at its centre. This was Beth’s ring, a forget-me-not given to her by her maternal grandmother on her seventh birthday, and nobody knows Ruth has it – not even Beth’s parents.


Ruth can understand why Bill and Patty might want their daughter’s ring back. But she lost so much of herself when Beth – and the others – went away. It would break her heart to lose the ring, too.


She gets down from her bed to lie on the floor with Ressler, where his head rests on a pile of dirty clothes. The revving motor of his snores calms her own breathing, and soon Ruth, too, is sleeping like the dead. Or with them. Because when she opens her eyes in the middle of the night, the others have come back after all.


They stay just long enough for Ruth to note that the little girl is not there among them, but not long enough for her to ask them if they know where on earth Coco Wilson might have gone.


‘Did you hear about the little girl from Hoben?’ Joe asks on the phone the next morning, when Ruth is back in her bed.


Although his tone is casual, Ruth knows immediately this is the real reason her uncle called. Ostensibly, he wanted to tell her about some new, vegan, organic food that his new, vegan, organic neighbour in Gardiner had just recommended for Ressler. Ruth is used to Joe and Gideon treating her dog like a favourite nephew; under normal circumstances, the recommendation would be welcomed. But she knows that, up in the Hudson Valley, Joe would have received the AMBER Alert last night, too.


‘Yeah, I did hear about her,’ Ruth answers, attempting to match Joe’s light tone.


A rare silence hangs between them.


‘It’s not the same,’ Joe says finally.


‘I know that,’ Ruth responds quietly.


Don’t I?


‘Oswald is dead,’ Joe says firmly, as if he can hear his niece’s thoughts.


‘I know that,’ she repeats.


Ethan Oswald died in prison less than seven years into his life sentence for the kidnapping and murder of Beth Lovely. It wasn’t a shiv, fashioned by a vengeful cellmate, or the electric chair, or a self-made noose. He died a regular death, from pancreatic cancer, the same way Ruth’s high school librarian died, and the nice old man who ran the bodega down the street, too. Oswald took his last breath in a hospital bed, soothed by pain medication, with music playing and a priest on call. Or so Ruth read a few years later, when she knew how to find such things online.


‘Are you going to be okay, Ruthie?’


This time, Joe doesn’t try to mask the concern in his voice.


‘Yep.’


‘You’d let me know if you weren’t okay, right?’ Joe pushes.


And maybe it’s because he’s not coming right out with it. Maybe it’s because he can’t actually say the words, the way no one ever seems to be able to say the words when it comes to Ethan Oswald, but for the first time Ruth hears more judgement than concern in her uncle’s tone. The same creeping frustration that her parents can never seem to hide from her.


Not this again, sweetheart.


You can add sweetheart to any sentence and make it sound like you care.


What if it is this again? she wants to ask Joe. What would you do then?


But instead she tells her uncle not to worry, before making an excuse to hang up.


‘Ressler needs to pee.’


‘I should get going, too,’ Joe responds with a sigh. ‘Gideon wants to buy an alpaca this afternoon, and we haven’t finished arguing about it yet.’


After he ends the call, Ruth leans back on her bed and pats the covers to let Ressler know he can come up beside her.


‘Your uncle Joe worries because he cares,’ she says to her dog.


And Joe is one of the most caring people she knows. A man who lives large, and loves large, and adopts every stray he comes across, because he cannot stand to see any animal – or person – in pain.


Beth was always very curious about Joe. She couldn’t understand why a grown man would be so kind to a little girl if he didn’t have to be.


A grown man had only pretended to be kind to Beth, just so he could hurt her.


Is that what happened to Coco Wilson, too?


Ruth is wavering.


She should just leave it alone. Let the experts do their work, like they’re actually trained to do. Hadn’t she learned that the hard way, last time around?


But Beth came back. That has to mean something.


And the others came back when she was sleeping; she is sure of it. A promise is a promise, Beth said. Does that mean Ruth wanted them to return?


Them: the other dead girls. The ones who first came to Ruth on her twenty-first birthday. When they wanted her to prove that Ethan Oswald had murdered them, too.









Three


The less dead.


Five years ago, on the morning of her twenty-first birthday, Ruth was sitting at the small desk in her bedroom working through the assigned reading for her Victimology class later that day. She was scanning a journal article about modern victim precipitation theories (victim-blaming theories she called them in her head) when she encountered that term for the first time: the less dead. It described how certain serial murder victims were considered ‘less dead’ than those victims whose lives before their deaths had been assigned a greater societal value. Ruth was well aware of the hierarchies of victimhood that determined whether you might be considered an ‘innocent’ victim or one who had somehow contributed to your own demise (not unlike the commentary on social media, she’d often thought). But this was the most explicit way of saying it.


Only some deaths matter.


Beth’s death had mattered. Ethan Oswald had targeted a sweet little white girl from a middle-class neighbourhood in Middle America, and that made her the perfect victim. What had made him think he could get away with it, this man who was later found to be of so-called ‘sound’ mind? There were so many other targets he might have chosen. Girls less visible. Less – dead.


Something niggled at Ruth then, a forgotten splinter working its way out. A quick online search for Dr Steven Egger, the esteemed professor who’d coined the phrase ‘less dead’, reminded her that she’d come across his research many times before. Just last semester, she’d attended a lecture on unsolved serial killer cases, where she’d been introduced to another of Dr Egger’s particularly lucid terms: linkage blindness, the phenomenon by which law enforcement officers sometimes failed to recognise a pattern of serial killings in their jurisdiction because they mistakenly viewed each murder as an isolated incident. They failed to connect the dots.


Ethan Oswald was only ever convicted of one murder. He had no record, no priors for even a minor incident in his past. If he – and the criminal justice system that convicted him – were to be believed, he simply woke up one morning and committed a spontaneous, heinous act. One that might have long gone undetected, if not for an anonymous phone tip about a little girl’s shoe spotted out on Longview Road. (The police never did recover the shoe that Sunday morning, but Officer Canton’s K-9 squad picked up Beth’s scent in the very spot the anonymous caller had described, before those highly trained noses followed her scent further along the road to a house that made the dogs howl.)


What Ruth realised, as she considered this on the morning of her twenty-first birthday, was that serial killers often flew under the radar. They were the good guys, the nice guys whom neighbours had no idea about. A teacher, a choirmaster … Was Ethan Oswald confident enough to take Beth because he’d done it before – and got away with it? Had he used other girls as practice and, because they were ‘less dead’, the police had failed to see these dots, let alone connect them?


Had they missed a serial killer, right under their noses?


It made sense in a way nothing had ever made sense to Ruth before. She knew, even before she returned to the unsolved crimes database she’d used recently for a class project, that she’d find it: the pattern everyone else had missed. And there it was. There they were. Rhea, Leila and Lori. Three girls who, over the course of eight years, had disappeared, never to be found. They had lived within a sixty-mile radius of each other. Within a sixty-mile radius of where Beth Lovely was found. They were older than Beth, yes, but each victim was younger than the last. As if the perpetrator had been counting down.


Ruth was so intent on finding everything she could about these Connecticut cold cases that she missed her afternoon lecture. Every new piece of information only added to her conviction that their mysterious disappearances were a trial run for Beth’s abduction. There was Rhea Mullins, who was considered a runaway for the first two weeks she was missing. Leila Kalb, whose young parents were always in trouble with the police – initially, no one took that report seriously, either. And Lori, who had just moved into her grandmother’s trailer, while her mother was in rehab. These girls existed at the margins, and their disappearances barely made a ripple.


Ruth had found her less dead. So, she was now convinced, had Ethan Oswald. But it would be difficult to prove, as there was no record of Ethan Oswald having ever been in Connecticut before January 1996. Not in 1983, when fourteen-year-old Rhea was last seen at a gas station just off the I-91. Not in 1985, when thirteen-year-old Leila disappeared walking home from the local swimming pool, or six years later, in 1991, when eleven-year-old Lori Gill vanished after checking out six books from the mobile library on her grandmother’s street.


But it didn’t matter, Ruth reasoned. Oswald was a teacher. All three girls went missing in the summer, when school was out for him, too. He could have been in Connecticut. After all, some of the worst serial killers were known to cross state lines.


And to have their favourite hunting grounds.


That night, out with her parents for a birthday dinner at an Italian restaurant in Lincoln Square that her family always went to on special occasions, Ruth was distracted. She knew it would take more than a hunch, and a database tabulation, before she could take her theory to the Hoben Police Department. Especially if they knew about Beth, and all the times psychologists had told young Ruth she couldn’t see her when she actually could.


She was used to not being believed.


Maybe, she mused, as she pushed pasta around on her plate, she should take some time off school to concentrate on building her case against Oswald. It would probably help her studies in the long run. She was weighing up how this would work when her father cleared his throat and her mother let out a kind of noisy breath that suggested she’d been holding it for some time. Ruth looked up from her dinner and finally noticed how uncomfortable both her parents looked. At first she presumed they’d been fighting again; newly separated, Ellis and Cynthia had not yet discovered how to be on easy terms. But then she saw that her father was holding out an envelope. Odd, Ruth thought as she reached for it, given she’d already opened her (separate) presents from both of them.


Inside was a typed letter, and a cheque made out in Ruth’s full name. For the sum of one hundred thousand dollars.


‘What—?’ Ruth started, but then she saw the names at the bottom of the letter. Bill and Patty Lovely. Beth’s parents.


‘They thought it might help with your studies,’ Cynthia said, looking like she was going to be sick.


‘We told them we couldn’t possibly accept this,’ Ellis added, ‘but they insisted, Ruthie. So what could we do?’


It sounded like an apology.


Ruth looked at the cheque in her hand, and felt dizzy.


‘Please,’ she said weakly. ‘I just want to go home.’


She was lying in bed later that night, twisting the forget-me-not ring around with her thumb and forefinger, when Beth came to sit beside her.


‘Happy birthday, Ruthie,’ she said. She nodded at the envelope on Ruth’s bedside table. ‘They added me to their life insurance policy when I was born. It was just meant to make it easier for me to get my own insurance when I was older. But you know …’


Ruth did know. After getting home from the restaurant, she’d read that letter from Beth’s parents over and over. How Bill and Patty had always intended to gift their daughter’s death claim payout to Ruth when she turned twenty-one. Maybe Ruth could do something with the money to honour Beth’s memory, they suggested – though, the letter stressed, she was under no obligation to the Lovely family whatsoever; Bill and Patty simply wanted what was best for Ruth, and she could use the money in any way she chose. She didn’t even have to thank them. In fact, they’d prefer Ruth didn’t make a fuss about it.


‘That’s because your birthdays make them sad,’ Beth said, with uncharacteristic bluntness. ‘It reminds them that you’re still alive and I’m not.’


It was the first time Beth had drawn a line between the two of them so starkly. She got up and left the room then, without saying anything else.


And when she returned just before midnight, she wasn’t alone.


Unlike Beth, the three young girls she brought with her hadn’t aged since they disappeared. They looked exactly like they did in the photographs Ruth had found of them, online. Which is how she immediately knew who they were.


‘They insisted on coming,’ Beth sighed, but she was smiling. Whatever dark mood she’d been in earlier seemed to have passed.


Eleven-year-old Lori, sitting cross-legged at the end of Ruth’s bed, was the most excited. She kept giggling behind her hand, which appeared to annoy Leila.


‘Don’t scare her off by being a freak,’ the thirteen-year-old said, from her seat next to fourteen-year-old Rhea on the floor.


‘Too late,’ Rhea had said, smirking, before giving Ruth a long look. ‘What can we do to help you find the man who killed us?’


Five years later, Ruth still remembers every detail of that first meeting. The girls were so funny, so smart, and so sure she could help them. As Ruth read over every available case note for each of the girls (there weren’t many), they made their own observations about what the police got right – and what they got wrong. She wrote down everything they said, and Beth watched on, as proud as a sister.


‘I thought it would help us stay close,’ she says now, pulling Ruth out of her reverie. ‘But that sure backfired, didn’t it?’


‘It wasn’t your fault I lost the plot,’ Ruth says, shifting over on her bed so that Beth can lie down next to her.


‘Your uncle is right, though, Ruthie. This thing with Coco Wilson – it’s not the same. Maybe you should stop before you … well, before you can’t stop.’


‘She’s only seven years old,’ Ruth answers, staring at the ceiling, because if she looks at Beth she might cry. ‘Doesn’t she deserve every bit of help she can get?’


‘Of course she does, Ruthie. But I don’t see what we can do.’


Ruth sits up. ‘You said yourself that I used to be good at seeing things other people missed. I know I failed to prove that Oswald was a serial murderer, but I still believe I was right. I saw the pattern when no one else could, so isn’t it possible I’ll be able to see something here? Something that might get overlooked otherwise?’


Her uncle’s voice is fading to nothing now as Ruth jumps off her bed and reaches underneath it for the bag she’s never been able to throw away. She pulls out the smallest of the journals inside. The very first notebook in which she’d written down what the girls had told her. Flicking through page after page of scrawled verbatim quotes, Ruth waits for something, anything, to jump out. And then she sees it, right near the back of the book.




He didn’t seem like a stranger.





Five years ago, Ruth had underlined this comment six times. So hard, on that last stroke, her pen had ripped right through the page.









Four


She’s had the talk about strangers.


‘You do know, don’t you, pumpkin? Never to talk to strangers.’


How do you know if they’re a stranger? she wanted to ask. Because it was confusing. Being told to smile and say hello and be polite to everyone she meets. Then being told it would be okay to kick a person in the shins if they tried to take her away.


Take me where?


That was another of her questions. At seven years old, she knows about villains. They wear masks and speak in scary voices. They try to steal your voice so they can use it for themselves, and they let your father fall over a cliff so they can take over the pride. But aren’t the people who rescue you often strangers too? The ones who find you when you’re lonely and lost and say, Hey, why don’t you come with me? I can help you!


Do the good guys want to hurt you, too?


Her mommy and daddy never warned her about that.


They must be getting worried. It’s hard to say how long she’s been gone, because it’s only ever dark in here. The window above the bed has been covered over with the kind of paper that teachers write big words on, and it seems like something has been pushed under the doorframe.


The door is too far away for her to reach, anyway. She can move her arms a little, but the chain that has attached her left wrist (she only just learned left from right) to something sticking out of the wall is not long enough for her to touch even that papered-over window. He put something cold and hard around her ankles, too.


Then he disappeared. After he clicked that last cuff shut, he walked out of the room without looking back.


It’s quiet now. She sometimes thinks she can hear muffled sounds on the other side of the door, but inside this room it feels like that time she held her breath under the waves in the ocean. Something between a hiss and a roar.


What if he just leaves her here?


Is her mommy calling for her? Did her daddy come home from work yet? Maybe they’re angry with her. Because they really did tell her not to talk to strange men. Which means they’ll be so mad when they find out what she did. How she followed him across the road. How she got into his van. He was still being so nice, then. He even offered her a stick of gum. She could smell the mint on his breath as he helped her up into the front seat. It was like he’d just brushed his teeth.


He stopped being nice so fast. After he went around to the driver’s side and got into the van, too. When she’d reached for the door handle, he’d leaned across to hit her hand away. Not hard enough to hurt, but it made her cry anyway. Her parents had never, ever smacked her.


‘Don’t be a baby,’ he’d said, as he started the van.


She had the briefest flash of her yard, the open front door to her house, before she squeezed her eyes shut to stop those tears.


‘Good girl,’ he told her, back to nice again.


And then he spun her away.









Five


Ruth makes a brief list of the things she’ll do differently this time around. So that she doesn’t inadvertently trigger another episode.


For a start, she won’t contact Officer Canton, not unless she has concrete proof. And she definitely won’t reach out to Coco’s family (the memory of Rhea’s sister calling her a crazy bitch down the phone still smarts). Nor will she make assumptions. She will simply use the tools available to her, and keep an open mind. Like any decent citizen detective would do.


Ruth used to belong to an online community full of those detectives, and when she reactivates her account today it’s clear not much has changed in the five years she’s been gone. The home page of What Happened to Her still displays the same depressing stats around declining homicide clearance rates, and missing person cases, and the disproportionate impacts of violent crime on marginalised communities.


And it still flashes that same hopeful message underneath.


YOU could be the one to make a difference.


This site was one of the earliest to leverage crowdsourcing to help solve cold cases. It was started by Watson from Wichita who, by his own admission, was obsessed with the unsolved murder of his third-grade teacher twenty years before. Within the space of a year, What Happened to Her grew from Watson’s dedicated blog into a dedicated community of online sleuths, all willing to pay the site’s private membership fees in exchange for being able to bring their own obsessions to the group. It wasn’t cheap to join, but that was the point. What Happened to Her (and, later, Him and Them) was a place where people who were dead serious about true crime could meet other like-minded citizens and really get to work.


When Ruth joined, after her twenty-first birthday (the only time she spent a dime of Beth’s death money) she immediately added cold case profiles for Rhea, Leila and Lori. And then she added Ethan Oswald to the database of serial killers that Watson from Wichita scrupulously maintained. Suspected, Ruth had selected from a drop-down box, before sharing her theories on how the girls’ disappearances might be connected to Beth’s abduction. Bringing up Ethan’s profile page now, she goes over the timeline she painstakingly created back then: the map of his movements from Minnesota, where he graduated high school the year Rhea disappeared, to the private music college he was attending in Boston when Leila went missing two years later (that, at least, put him in New England). In 1991, when Lori was taken, Ruth had traced Ethan back to the Midwest, where he was teaching music. Last stop, a high school in Ohio, before he moved to Connecticut in January 1996.


That qualifier, Suspected, has never been updated.


‘Aren’t you supposed to be looking for Coco?’ Beth asks, frowning at Oswald’s profile. ‘There’s nothing to see here. Nothing’s changed.’


‘The whole point of keeping a database like this is to look for similarities between perpetrators,’ Ruth shoots back, sounding more defensive than she’d intended. She hadn’t come here to look at her old research, but there’s no denying there was an immediate pull to Oswald as soon as she logged in. This place, as familiar to her as Sweeney’s, was once her only lifeline. The one place she didn’t have to hide her obsessions, because everyone had their own fixations on this site.


After the episode, logging out of What Happened to Her was part of Ruth’s promise to leave the girls behind. But she’s always wondered if anyone tended to them in her absence.


‘I just want to check one thing,’ she tells Beth. ‘And then I promise we won’t come back to this page.’


Ruth clicks through to the Known Victims link on Oswald’s profile. And there she is.


Beth Lovely, 7 yrs old, 1996 (Hoben, CT).


Proof is currency on What Happened to Her. Ruth never was able to get the other girls’ names added to this list.


And then she gasps. Because a new name has been added, right below Beth’s.


Amity Greene, 14 yrs old, 1995 (Herald, OH).


According to this site Ruth trusts more than any other resource out there, Ethan Oswald had another known victim. He did hurt another girl, only a year before Beth was murdered.


And Ruth never even knew she existed.


‘Enough, Ruthie.’


That’s what Officer Canton said, when he showed up at her door in early March 2010.


Standing in the entranceway of that apartment in Morningside Heights, he sounded – weary. Wary. And sad. For over a month, Ruth had been calling him constantly. Day, night, it made no difference to her by then. He was the only person she wanted to talk to, outside of her new friends on What Happened to Her.


Officer Canton, whose K-9 team found Beth’s body.


Officer Canton, who burst through Ethan Oswald’s door.


When she’d first started seeing the girls, Ruth just wanted to let him know that there might be more to Oswald’s story. Even if the best law enforcement officers in the state had thoroughly investigated him, even if Oswald himself had categorically denied having any other victims, wouldn’t Canton at least consider what she’d discovered?


He’d been patient with her at the start. Sympathetic. Curious, even. But then she began contacting the girls’ families, and Officer Canton’s patience ran out. By the time he came to Ruth in New York, he was even a little angry with her.


‘I’ve got families threatening to sue the Hoben Police Department for malpractice, Ruthie. And Rhea’s sister – she wants to sue you. She says you’ve been harassing her.’


‘I just wanted to help.’


Canton had sighed. ‘I know that,’ he’d said. ‘But, Ruthie, you’ve been giving these families false hope, and at the same time making it look like the police didn’t do their job. Their job, kid. Not yours. I know you feel really strongly about Oswald, and believe me, if we could tie that bastard to other cases, we would. But there’s just no proof.’


Ruth had opened her mouth to protest, but Officer Canton had held up his hand.


‘Ghosts don’t count, Ruthie.’


Now, as she stares at the new name on Ethan Oswald’s Known Victims list on What Happened to Her, Ruth feels the shame of that day shift towards vindication. Because there was another girl after all.


And this time, her intel is not one bit reliant on the dead.


Because Amity Greene is not dead.


In fact, her life is on full display for anyone to see.


According to her Instagram profile, Amity lives in New York, New York, and her occupation is Muse. She had an acai bowl for breakfast yesterday. Got bangs cut on the weekend, after vowing never to do that again, and has given up coffee – also again. As Ruth scrolls through post after post, taking in the slick selfies and the requisite amount of self-affirmation (‘If you can’t handle me at my worst, you don’t deserve me at my best’ appears to be a favourite quote), she wonders if she might have the wrong woman. But Ruth has done her due diligence, and this does seem to be the only Amity Greene from Herald, Ohio, who was fourteen in 1995. Which makes her thirty-four, now (Shhh, Amity said on her last birthday post. Let’s just pretend I’m 29!).


The one odd thing Ruth can identify, when she has scrolled back far enough, is the absence of any online content, on any of Amity’s social media accounts, from January 2013 to June 2014, when she returned with a post featuring one white word against a plain black background.


Hi.


Amity Greene’s rebrand since then has not exactly been subtle. Before January 2013, she regularly posted pictures of her various body parts at New York hotspots. Her lips up against a cocktail glass. One smoky eye peering out from behind impeccably curled blonde tresses. Long, tanned legs in the kind of vertiginous heels Ruth has never seen anyone actually wear in real life. But after coming back online in the middle of last year, Amity appears to be intent on positioning herself as part stylist, part self-help guru. Her feed is now full of earnest entreaties to live one’s best life. In Louboutins, of course.
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