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For Alan K and Dabby Flint,
 the original Wicklow Boys




If he doesn’t approach me, I’ll leave him alone. 


Pete had been watching the boy for an hour now. The kid was blond, slight, couldn’t be more than twenty, couldn’t be more out of place in this bar, with its leather-skinned career drinkers bundled up in work shirts and steel-capped boots. The boy had blown in out of the cold a while back – blue-lipped, shivering, hands cupped beneath his armpits, his jeans and pink denim jacket scant protection against the blizzard raging outside. But it hadn’t taken long for the boy to regain his mojo. Shaking off the chill, he’d made for the bar, slid onto a stool like he owned the place. Unselfconscious, unconcerned at the glances – not all friendly – that were shot his way. Pete’s neighbour, a racist asshole who’d been knocking back boilermakers, started droning on about the Million Man March. Pete nodded along, but his eye kept being drawn to the boy, a magnetic pull that he’d given up fighting. Something had woken up inside him. Something had uncoiled, flickered to life. 


If he doesn’t approach me, I’ll leave him alone.


Every so often the boy slid off his bar stool and weaved over to one of the tables, where he tried to engage the patrons in conversation. All he’d gotten so far, apart from a cigarette and a good-natured grope from a female barfly, were shaken heads and rude gestures. It was unclear what he was saying to the folks he approached – the bartender was into Kenny Rogers and was blasting that shit out loud – but he couldn’t be soliciting sex. This part of town would be the last place you’d come for that, unless you were blind or stupid. Could be that he was asking for a ride; could be he was asking for a handout. 


‘Fuckin’ queer,’ a guy pinballing his way to the men’s room mouthed as he passed the kid, but it was a half-hearted jibe. It was late and everyone had reached the maudlin stage of the evening. There was no sense of suppressed violence here, and the boy had picked up on this. This time when the fellow he’d been hassling waved him away, the boy flipped him the bird, then sauntered back to the bar. 


The tables nearest the door emptied one by one, and the bartender started upending chairs, nodding along to ‘Just Dropped In’. Time was running out. The boy made for the payphone. He dug out a clutch of coins, dropped them in, dialled. He was gripping the handset too tightly. He hung up, rested his forehead against the wall, shrugged, and then returned to his seat. The kid may be in trouble, but he still had that thing, that inner self-assurance that no amount of hardship could fully extinguish. That thing she’d had. It was in every fluid movement. Pete’s neighbour belched, slapped a dirty dollar onto the counter, then stumbled out. 


The boy looked over, downed his drink. Caught Pete’s eye. Smirked. Hesitated. 


If he doesn’t approach me, I’ll leave him alone. 


The boy approached. 




PART ONE:


MISSING




Wicklowboy22


Shaun learned the bizarre truth about his uncle in a cemetery on a damp October evening. Later, when he was back in the safety of his room, he’d think – with a certain amount of grim irony – that of all the places to hear that a relative had come back from the dead, a graveyard had to be the most apposite. 


Up till then, the day had dragged. The bookshop may as well have had tumbleweeds blowing through it. The weather and recession had chased the tourists away, and after doing the returns, Shaun had spent the time playing spider solitaire and thumbing through the new releases – he was an expert at turning the pages without creasing a spine. The nights were drawing in, and he decided to lock up early. Máirín, his boss, would never know. She was thousands of miles away in Australia helping her daughter deal with the latest in a long line of personal crises, and had left him in charge. And besides, it was Thursday. He always left early on Thursdays to visit his mother. He cashed up, then went into the office at the back of the store to collect Daphne, who despite being safely ensconced in her basket, had somehow managed to shed all over the latest batch of Michael Connellys. She perked up as he shook her lead, then whined with impatience as he buttoned up his greatcoat. 


As he was locking up, Terry, who ran the cafe next door, bustled out to waylay him. His heart sank. Terry’s tongue was hinged at both ends; he might never get away. 


‘There was a man hanging around the shop earlier, Shaun. When you took the dog out at lunchtime. Asked after you.’


‘A customer?’


‘Couldn’t say. Didn’t like the look of him, but.’ Shaun wasn’t surprised. Terry didn’t like the look of anyone – Shaun included. He was always screwing his mouth into a disapproving cat’s arse whenever they ran into each other. Could it have been Brendan? Doubtful. Brendan was paranoid about anyone spotting them together and only communicated by text message. ‘There was something rough about him,’ Terry continued.


‘Rough how?’


‘Stank of drink and you should have seen the hair on him. Looked like Elvis’s dead brother come back to life. You know someone like that? I haven’t seen him around the town before.’


‘God no. Did he say what he wanted?’


‘He didn’t. You don’t owe anyone money, do you?’


Shaun bristled at the question. ‘No.’ He was behind on one of Daphne’s vet bills, but they’d hardly send the bailiffs around for that. There was always the possibility that someone from his past, a spectre from the murky ‘lost months’, might appear. There was always that dread. Daphne was straining at her leash and Shaun let the dog drag him away. Terry and his intrusive questions could get stuffed. 


He and the dog usually walked the two kilometres to Rathnew, but the cemetery closed early in October so today they took the bus. When they were safely through the gates, he let Daphne off the lead and headed for his mother’s plot at the end of the family row. It was a fair walk. An early death was part of the Ryan legacy, along with odd-shaped ears and a smoking habit, and his relatives had colonised the place like bindweed. Shaun dug out the moss between the stones. It was a soothing, mindless task and one he looked forward to. While Daphne did her business on the grass next to his grandparents’ dual plot, Shaun lit a Vogue, and leaned towards the headstone to exhale. Bringing his dead mother a nicotine fix had become a weekly ritual, daft as it was. Not only daft – costly. It had got him back on the cigarettes again, and the habit was eating into his escape fund. At least he hadn’t yet resorted to talking to her.


A cough, then: ‘Howya.’


Shaun started, looked up to see a man approaching. A shoe-polish black quiff and skin so white he could have just rolled off an embalmer’s table. Reddish stubble sparked his jaw and he was tugging on a roll-up like it was his sole source of oxygen. The hair was a dye-job and a poor one at that; there were black smudges around his ears. Must be the man who was hanging around the shop – Terry’s description was spot on. Had he followed him here? Shaun stood and weighed up the situation. There was no real aura of threat coming from the fellow, but Shaun’s radar for trouble jangled all the same. He whistled for the dog in case he had to make a hasty getaway. As usual, Daphne ignored him. 


‘Were you at the book shop earlier?’ 


‘I was. Place was locked up, and some nosy arse kept eyeing me up so I left.’


‘Did you want to see me about something?’ 


The man jabbed his cigarette at the headstone. ‘That what killed her?’ 


‘You what?’


‘The fags. That what killed her? Saw what you were doing. Good of you to do that. Eileen always liked a smoke.’


‘You knew my mother?’ 


‘I did. Couldn’t believe it when I heard she’d passed over. Must have been hard for you losing her so young.’ He sniffed and swatted a hand under his nose. There was a slur in his voice and he stood with his feet apart, weaving slightly. ‘Had a mouth on her, didn’t she? She was always back-chatting the teachers at school. Always gave as good as she got.’


‘There’s no way you were at school with her.’ Shaun had every right to be dubious. His mother was thirty-two when she died and judging by Elvis’s jowls and sunken eyes he wouldn’t see fifty again. 


‘Nah, but I used to knock about with your uncle.’


‘Donny?’


‘Not that cunt. Teddy. You’re the spit of him, you know that?’


‘I’ve heard that before.’


‘Bet you have. Knew you had to be Eileen’s kid the second I saw you in the town. It was like going back in time.’ The man wiped a hand on his jeans and held it out. ‘John McKinnon. Johnny.’


Shaun didn’t recall his mother mentioning anyone called Johnny, but after a hesitation he reached out. Johnny’s palm was hot, and he was giving off the sour milk stink of the dedicated drinker. ‘Shaun.’


‘Good to meet you. Was it cancer that took her?’


‘Aneurysm.’


‘That’s too bad. Sorry, son. Sorry.’ The breeze tickled Shaun’s fringe, but Johnny’s pompadour remained impervious. ‘She was full of life when I knew her, full of spark. Wish I could have made it to the wake, only I’ve been away.’


‘Is that why you wanted to see me? Because of my mother?’


‘Just wanted a word.’


‘About what?’ Shaun waited for the request for cash. Johnny looked the type to use any tenuous connection to hit someone up for a loan.


Daphne deigned to return and sniffed at Johnny’s shoes – two-tone winklepickers that poked like knives from the bottom of his turn-ups. Before Shaun could warn him, he stooped to pat her. She snapped at him, but he barely reacted. 


Shaun clipped the lead onto her collar and yanked her to heel. ‘Sorry. She doesn’t like men.’ 


‘Well, who can blame her? What’s her name?’


‘Daphne.’


A snort. ‘Daphne? No wonder she’s got one on her.’ Specks of ash fell from his fingers as he crushed the rollie. ‘Daphne an old girl is she? Got some grey on her muzzle there.’


‘Twelve. She was my mother’s dog.’


‘Ah right. Eileen was mad for animals. Always bringing in the strays. Daphne a stray?’


‘She was.’ Erin from Shaun’s old estate had found Daphne running loose in Rathnew, the dog’s ears a mess of cigarette burns, but couldn’t keep her as she clashed with Beyoncé, Erin’s German shepherd. To save Daphne from euthanasia, his mother had taken her on, and now she was Shaun’s – or Shaun was hers, depending on how you looked at it. Beyoncé was long gone, but Daphne had clung on, a small mutt who resembled a rusty wire brush on legs, her eyes now clouded with cataracts. 


‘Eileen had a good heart, son. A good heart.’


Greedy as he always was to hear tales about his mother, Shaun was still picking up a dodgy vibe from Johnny that had nothing to do with the man’s dress sense. ‘I’d better get back. Got to feed the dog. Nice meeting you.’ He moved away. 


‘Did Teddy come back for Eileen’s funeral?’ Johnny called after him. 


‘What?’


‘Did he pitch up? For the wake, like.’


Was the man messing with him? The light was fading fast, and Shaun couldn’t read Johnny’s eyes. Maybe he didn’t know. ‘Teddy died twenty years ago.’ 


‘The family still sticking to that story, are they?’


‘What?’


‘The story, son. That your uncle died in an accident. Where was it again?’


‘Galway.’ 


‘That’s it. He didn’t die, son. They lied to you.’


‘Are you trying to be funny?’


‘Teddy didn’t die. He left. He’s in New York. Was last time I heard from him anyway. That would have been around ’95 or so. Could be anywhere now.’


‘You’re talking bollocks.’ Intent on another sniff at those shoes, Daphne fought Shaun’s attempts to drag her away. He gathered her into his arms; he’d deal with the dog hair later. 


‘You seen his grave then, have you? Got a death certificate?’


‘I’m not listening to this shite.’ But all the same, a splinter of doubt niggled. Shaun ignored it and picked up the pace. 


‘He’s not dead. I’m not messing with you. Ask your auntie Janice. Ask Donny. See if you can get the truth out of them. Teddy’s out there somewhere. You should track him down.’ 


Shaun broke into a jog, only risking a glance over his shoulder when he reached the cemetery gates. Johnny was a distant, unsteady silhouette. There was relief as he hit the pavement, then irritation that he’d ignored his instincts and engaged the man in conversation. Daphne sighed and tucked her head into the crook of his arm. She loved being carried, thought it was her due, and now he’d set the precedent she’d only drag her heels if he put her down. A soft rain began to fall, turning the oncoming car lights into golden blurs. Shaun slowed and let his mind pick at the mental splinter. He and his mother hadn’t been to see Teddy’s grave, but he was certain they’d planned to go when he was younger. Why hadn’t they gone in the end? Money issues, probably. They never went anywhere. And why was he giving credence to the words of a man who looked like he’d happily drink booze off a banshee’s bollocks? 


A gush as a bus choked with condensation whooshed past. It would be twenty minutes till the next one. He’d have to walk it.


Arms aching from carrying Daphne, he made it back in double-quick time. As usual, the shop had the aura that it was holding its breath – books are not absolutely dead things – but he didn’t pause to drink it in. He hared up the stairs to his room, breathing in the comforting scents of dog and damp. The room was too small to air out properly. It wasn’t built for long-term habitation. Máirín had let him use it after he was ousted from his aunt Janice’s house, and it had become a home of sorts. Ablution-wise there was only a sink and an unpredictable lavatory down the hall, but he used the showers at the leisure centre or had an all-over body wash when he needed it. 


He chucked Daphne’s ready-cooked chicken slices into her bowl, and dragged his mother’s suitcase out from beneath the bed. He’d been too messed up to save all of her belongings, but he’d managed to salvage the Ceil Chapman dress she’d found online and only wore on special occasions, and the blue cardigan she was wearing when she died. He dug out the photo album and flicked through it. Most of the photos were of him and his cousins, petering out after he was ten and everything went online. He paused at the faded image of his mother just after she gave birth, red-faced and shell-shocked – the moment she’d decided to keep him. She was honest about that and of all her stories that was his favourite. There was only one photograph of Teddy, sitting with his siblings on a corduroy couch. His mother aged around twelve with a corona of auburn hair, Janice with her pug face and button eyes already raging at the world, Donny, the eldest, who even back then had the look of a diminutive Christopher Lee, and sixteen-year-old Teddy perched on the edge of the sofa, a cigarette held nonchalantly in his fingers. Caught side-on, he was the only one laughing. Shaun removed the photo and went to the mirror. He and Teddy had the same ears, crooked mouth and a similar haircut: short back and sides and a long fringe. Brideshead Revisited hair. Shaun hadn’t looked at the photo for years; he must have unconsciously copied it. Uncle Teddy. Tragic Teddy. The black sheep of the family, ‘like us’, his mother used to say, although this label never seemed fair to Shaun. Janice’s husband Keith was prosecuted for defrauding the council and Donny was a borderline psycho. His mother’s stories about Teddy had dried up over the years, but he’d always put that down to grief. And hadn’t they started to trickle away just after the aborted trip to Galway? Was this the source of the niggle?


Alive. Couldn’t be. He’d have known. His mother would have told him. But still …


He sat on the bed and Googled Galway cemeteries. There were two Edward Ryans listed in Bohermore; one who’d died in the sixties, the other in the early 2000s. No Edward Shaun Ryan. Sensing his guard was down, Daphne flaunted the rules and jumped up next to him. Knowing it was stupid, he opened Facebook. He’d killed his profile after his mother died – her page was still linked to his and he couldn’t bear the facile ‘she was such a lovely girl’ comments – and searched for Edward Shaun Ryan, using New York as his starting point. Most had profile pics rather than avatars (although there were a slew of Darth Vaders for some reason), and he trawled through them searching for a glimmer of familiarity, a kink in an ear, that crooked grin. He tried Teddy Ryan, Eddie Ryan, Ed Ryan, Ted Ryan, Edward John Ryan, TJ Ryan, Irish Ted, every permutation of his uncle’s name he could come up with. He couldn’t settle, wished he could talk it out with someone – which wasn’t like him at all – but his only options were Máirín, who even if she wasn’t in a different time zone had enough on her plate, or Brendan, his on-again, off-again shag and a habit he’d been trying to break for both of their sakes. 


‘It’s bollocks isn’t it, Daphne?’


She cracked her jaws and rolled onto her back. 


The dog was his last tether to this place and when she died the plan was to escape to London. It was where he and his mother were supposed to go after he finished school. Where Teddy had lived for a while before he came back to Ireland and supposedly died. But perhaps now there was another option. 


Giving into a nicotine lure, Shaun went to the window. He lit up and funnelled smoke into the rain. The town was winding down for the night. The estuary’s black mass undulated beyond the street, the hiss of traffic punctuated by the occasional bark of laughter. Tentatively, alive to the pitfalls of false hope, he allowed himself to dream, dredging up safely stereotypical images from The New York Trilogy, Breakfast at Tiffany’s, Triburbia. Pictured himself in a loft apartment, sitting at a breakfast bar while an older version of Teddy cooked him an American breakfast – pancakes, maybe. There was a copy of the New Yorker on the counter, and they were arguing good-naturedly about which show to catch that evening. The place smelled of coffee beans and old books. As he closed the window, he caught his reflection in the glass. Shaun Edward Ryan; Teddy Shaun Ryan. Mirror images. ‘Mad.’


His uncle Keith answered the door, still dressed in his pyjamas although it was going on for midday. ‘Well, well. How’s Wicklow’s answer to James Joyce?’ It was the closest to wit the poor sod could manage, and Shaun responded with his usual weak laugh. Keith had aged since Shaun last encountered him: thread veins were turning his nose into a glowing light bulb. ‘The boys are at work, Shaun.’ 


‘It’s not them I’m here for. Need a word with Janice.’


‘Ah, right, right. She’s in the kitchen. I’ll leave you to it.’ He winked. ‘Good luck.’ 


Shaun breathed through his mouth as he went through to the kitchen. The room held the odour of countless bland meals that somehow managed to taste of the passive aggression that went into their production. Janice was bent over the sink, furiously peeling potatoes and muttering to herself. She started when she saw him. ‘Shaun? What’s happened? Why aren’t you at work?’


‘Took an early lunch.’ He’d locked up the shop and left the dog in the room, along with (hopefully) enough chew toys to keep her busy. She’d only howl herself stupid if he brought her along. She’d never forgiven him for the indignity of being relegated to a kennel in the yard when they stayed with Janice after he lost the house. 


She looked him up and down. ‘And still in those old clothes, I see.’ Shaun didn’t bother commenting on this. ‘I suppose you’ll be wanting a sandwich.’


‘No, you’re alright.’ 


A snort that could be relief or censure. ‘Now what is it? I’ve got the tea to do for tonight.’ He’d never seen her still for more than a couple of seconds. ‘She’s like a great white,’ his mother used to say, ‘she’ll die if she doesn’t keep moving.’ On the counter sat a trio of onions and a slab of defrosting mince – the makings of one of her anaemic cottage pies. 


‘When did Uncle Teddy die, Auntie Janice?’ 


‘Why are you asking that? You’re not going funny in the head again are you?’


‘Ran into a man while I was visiting Mam yesterday.’


‘Did you now.’


‘John McKinnon. Said he used to be friends with Teddy.’


The hand scraping the potatoes paused. Colour bloomed on the skin at the nape of her neck. ‘He’s back is he? Stay away from him. He’s nothing but trouble.’


‘He says Teddy isn’t dead. He says he’s in New York.’ 


‘Don’t believe a word that gobshite says.’


‘So Teddy is dead then.’


‘Of course he is.’


‘Where’s he buried?’


‘You know where. Galway.’


‘There’s no record of him. I checked. They’ve got a list online.’


Scrape, scrape, scrape.


‘He’s not there, Auntie Janice.’


‘Well … they made an error then.’


‘Is he dead or not?’ Something shifted inside him – he’d never seen her this cagey. ‘Did he die in an accident in Galway or not? I can check. I can apply for a death certificate. It’s easy to do.’ 


She pointed the peeler at him. There was calculation behind her eyes – and what could be fear. ‘Don’t you bloody dare.’


‘Why not?’ This came out as a whisper. ‘Did he die in Galway or not?’


She slammed the peeler onto the counter. ‘For the love of … No. No he bloody didn’t. Happy now?’


He couldn’t seem to swallow and there was a static buzz at the base of his skull; the shape of this, of what it could mean, was too huge to absorb. ‘But why say he did?’ 


‘There were reasons.’


‘What reasons?’ 


‘Keep your voice down,’ she hissed. He hadn’t raised his voice; he rarely did. ‘You’ll upset Keith. You know how fragile he is.’ 


‘Well?’ 


‘There are things about Teddy you don’t know.’


‘Like what?’ 


A moue of distaste. ‘Things.’


‘I know he was queer if that’s what you mean.’


‘Don’t use that word, Shaun.’ Janice plucked a knife out of the drawer and began attacking an onion as if it were an enemy’s head. 


‘But what has that got to do with anything? Keith’s sister Nessa lives with a woman. And what about me?’


‘That’s different.’


‘How?’


‘Nessa doesn’t flaunt it. You don’t flaunt it.’ She turned to look him up and down again. ‘Much.’


‘Flaunt it?’


‘Oh don’t look at me like that. You know what I mean. It was a different time back then. You couldn’t go around showing off about it and not expect trouble.’


There were a couple of LGBTQ societies in the area now, and it had been a while since Shaun had dealt with outright taunts, but there were also lads like Brendan who would rather poke a potato peeler in their eye than come out. ‘It can’t have been that bad. It was the nineties, not the nineteen-fifties.’ 


‘People would turn a blind eye if you kept it quiet.’


‘And he didn’t.’


‘I blame that gobshite. He was the one who dragged Teddy off to London.’


‘John McKinnon went to London with Teddy? Mam never said.’


‘Well he did. Teddy was different when he came back. Came into the house and told us he was gay and we had to deal with it. Broke your granddad’s heart. He was always wild, but … not like that. He couldn’t keep his mouth shut about it. Got into fights, goaded people, told them to get out of the dark ages. Sending him away was the best thing for him. The safest thing. And he wanted to go.’


‘Why New York? We don’t have family there as far as I know.’ Unless that was another Ryan family secret. ‘He could’ve just gone back to London.’


‘He always wanted to go there. He was always talking about it. That was the deal.’


‘The deal?’


‘If the family paid for his ticket then he wasn’t to come back.’


Shaun took a moment to digest this, the questions crowding in on each other. ‘So he was targeted by the local Neanderthals and sent away to America. But why say he was dead?’


She swiped at her eyes, red from the onions. ‘So your mam wouldn’t go after him.’


‘What?’


‘She was always “Teddy this” and “Teddy that”. Idolised him. When he left for London she was beside herself, begged him to take her. Then there was the shame of it, you know. Your grandparents had just found out their sixteen-year-old daughter was pregnant with you, and after Teddy had all his … after that trouble he had, your granddad said Teddy was dead to him. I’m not saying it was the right thing to do, but it’s the way it is.’


Shaun could believe that of his grandparents. They’d died within six months of each other when he was ten, and right till the end treated him and Eileen as if they were pariahs. He remembered his mother whistling ‘Ding-Dong! The Witch is Dead’ after she returned from his grandmother’s wake. 


‘And everyone believed he was dead?’


‘Why wouldn’t they?’


‘How could you have a funeral if there wasn’t a body?’


‘They said they had it down in Galway where your granddad’s sister lives. No one spoke to her.’


‘But if he came back then everyone would know you were lying.’


‘He wasn’t going to come back.’


‘Why? He could have come back after his parents died.’


‘Well he didn’t, did he?’


‘Did Mam know he wasn’t dead?’ She would have been in Dublin when Teddy returned from London, she and her pregnancy hidden away like a dirty secret.


‘Not then. She was furious that she couldn’t go to the funeral. Your grandparents only told her when they heard she was planning to go and visit the grave in Galway.’


Teddy’s non-existent grave. ‘She never told me.’ She’d always been honest with him – too honest sometimes. He shelved this betrayal; it could bruise him later.


‘She was trying to protect you.’


‘From what?’


‘The stories about him, the rumours. She worried about you. She knew what you were. That you were the same as him.’


And then he was back there, age eleven, walking home from school, feet scuffing the pavement, lost in a daydream – picturing himself at Hogwarts, waiting for the Sorting Hat to be placed on his head – so absorbed he didn’t notice Aidan Sullivan and his gang lurking outside the shop until it was too late. ‘Hiya freak.’ Cheeks burning, he ducked his head, jumping into the road to avoid being swiped by an elbow. Aidan coming close, breathing cider fumes into his face: ‘Fucking weirdo. My dad says your uncle was a fucking fag, and it runs in the family.’ One of them, Dylan Carey maybe, saying: ‘Just leave him be.’ Sitting in the lounge that evening with his mother, plates of fish fingers and chips balanced on their knees, feeling the force of this new information pushing up and out of his throat: ‘Mam, am I a fag like Teddy?’ Eileen freezing, her fork to her mouth, blood rushing to her face – like Janice she was a chameleon, showed every emotion on her skin: ‘Where were you hearing that?’ She got it out of him, and must have told Janice about the taunts, because his aunt sent his cousins around to sort out Aidan Sullivan and the others. They left him alone after that. Everyone left him alone after that, but Eileen never encouraged him to hide who he was – the opposite. Janice was talking bollocks. 


‘Did she look for him? Did any of you?’


She slammed a pan on the hob in answer.


‘Have you heard from Teddy since then? Johnny says he heard from him in ’95 or thereabouts.’ 


‘No.’


‘What about Donny?’


‘Don’t bother Donny with this. He’s only just moved back from Spain and he’s got enough to deal with, what with the kids and that bitch of a wife.’ Shaun didn’t push this. He’d rather not have anything to do with his uncle Donny; his mother never had a good word to say about him.


‘But it’s been twenty years.’ Longer. Twenty-two. ‘You’d think he would’ve come back for Mam’s funeral. You’d think he would have checked up on us over the years.’ 


‘Ah well … He must have decided to get on with his life, leave all of us behind.’ 


‘And who can blame him? You all threw him away.’ 


Oil hissed as it hit the pan. Onion pieces skittered and sizzled. Janice’s skin flamed. ‘Don’t look for him now. Leave it be. He would have been in touch or come home if he wanted to. How will it look if people find out that the family was lying all these years?’ 


The tension stretched. ‘I’d better go.’ 


‘Wait.’ She followed him to the door. ‘Shaun, you’ll leave this alone, won’t you?’ Desperation – something he’d never seen from Janice. Sloughed of her usual bluster, she seemed smaller, older. ‘Leave it alone. You’ll cause the family a world of trouble if you go poking around in this. You did without him your whole life, why dig it up now?’


‘How can I leave it?’


‘Shaun. I’m begging you. Have I ever asked you for anything?’ Guilt-tripping: the nuclear weapon in Janice’s arsenal. ‘If you won’t do it for me then do it for your mam’s memory. Leave it be.’


‘Okay.’


‘You swear on your mother’s grave?’


‘I swear.’


But his mother wasn’t superstitious and neither was he. 
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Matching Unidentified Bodies (UIDs) With Missing People


How to join | FAQs | Current UIDs | Success stories | Rules


*NEW ENTRY*


Name: ‘GI Doe’


Description: The remains of a white male were found near the banks of the Black River, Jefferson County, NY, on 07/17/96 four miles outside the boundary of the Fort Drum grounds. 


GI Doe is thought to have been in his early to mid twenties. Approx 74 inches in height, 155–170 pounds. Blond hair (highlighted). Traces of glitter make-up found on his skin. Dental reports inconclusive. Decomposition was advanced. 


Multiple stab wounds from a serrated knife to the torso and upper thighs. Classified as a homicide. GI Doe thought to have died from a month to six weeks prior to discovery. 


A single Adidas tennis shoe was found a hundred yards from the body, as well as part of a ripped T-shirt with a (partial) photo of a white, blond-haired man on it, see links. 


See link for forensic portrait artist’s 3D rendering of GI Doe. 


Case sourced from NamUs. 


DNA was entered into CODIS in 2010.


Agency contact: Sondra Nell at Jefferson County Coroner/ Medical Examiner’s Office


Thread dated: August 22/2017


Ratking1 [admin]: As always, read the description above, then add any possible missing person matches into the thread below. Follow the links to see the original report as well as a map of the body dump site. Feel free to share on SM.


I will pass on any relevant information to Sondra Nell at the ME’s office. 


Marlborowoman: Flagging up a missing guy from 1989. Brunner, Jacob [see link]. Last seen in Queens, NYC. Blond hair, same height, 25 years old, so on the outer edges of the age range??


Mommydearest [moderator]: Checked your link and Brunner had a lumbarized first sacral vertebra. This is not in GI Doe’s description.


Marlborowoman: Description is sketchy. Not much to work on. 


Vladtheromantic: Thinking about the glitter stuff and dyed hair. Thinking maybe he was gay. 


Bisontastic: Stereotype much? 


Vladtheromantic: You don’t think this is a good point?


Ratking1 [admin]: Could be useful to flag up any gay men who went missing around that time. 


Lorrainegrey2: [message deleted by moderator]


Bisontastic: [message deleted by moderator]


Vladtheromantic: It could be a hate crime. Look where GI Doe was found. Military guys aren’t known for their tolerance. Just saying. 


Lorrainegrey2: [message deleted by moderator]


Ratking1 [admin]: A reminder to all on this thread, hate speech will NOT be tolerated. [Lorrainegrey2 has now been blocked from the site. I WILL name and shame.]


Vladtheromantic: Is LE looking for other similar suspicious deaths in the area? The mutilation could indicate a serial killing. Flagging up a similar case on the site [see link]. This boy was killed in Minnesota but same victimology. 


Keysersoze: Different MO in the Minnesota case.


FacetiousB: Don’t serial killers stick to locations they know?


Dotspot: Not always. Bundy killed people in multiple states. 


Ratking1 [admin]: A reminder that our priority is to IDENTIFY our UIDs ONLY. Please focus your energies on this. WE ARE NO LONGER A SLEUTHING FORUM. 


Thread dated: August 24/2017


Crowroad: Hey, RE the t-shirt. Shared it on twitter & I’m thinking the guy on it could be Billy Idol (for those of you born after 1990 Billy Idol was a pop star back in the day [image: Image Missing]).


See link for comparison pics?? 


Ratking1 [admin]: Good catch. Can you check if Billy Idol was on tour round about that time? Could be a tour T-shirt. (Remember this is how Grateful Doe was identified). I will pass this information on to the coroner’s office.


Crowroad: Thnx [image: Image Missing]. You thinking GI Doe could be a groupie? I’m on it. 


Mileycircus: Closest US tour date to body discovery was in ’91 in LA. Not gonna help us.


Thread dated: September 1/2017


Mister.Tonyface: Been reading up on the camp near to where GI Doe was found. They have a ton of training sessions & bring in like, military from all over the world. Could be one of those guys? 


Ratking1 [admin]: There are no missing person reports of military personnel foreign or otherwise going AWOL at the time. Mommydearest has ruled this connection out.


Mister.Tonyface: Yeah I posted that without thinking! Should’ve known they would check that big time. My bro was in the military.


Thread dated: October 10/2017


Ratking1 [admin]: UPDATE ON GI DOE


Thanks to all of you who are still working on this. There are currently 22 possible mispers. Mommydearest has the list on a separate thread. 


Thanks to Crowroad, the T-shirt has been identified as a Billy Idol screen-printed shirt circa ’87. The coroner’s office assures me this information has been passed on to LE. 


Vladtheromantic: Why don’t they do an isotope test on GI Doe so that they can find out where he was from? Read about this case on Reddit where a girl’s severed head was found in like, Wisconsin or somewhere and they couldn’t identify her and no one knew her in the area so they tested the isotopes in her bones and they could map where she’d been for like the last few years and they found out she was from Florida. 


Ratking1 [admin]: Agreed. I have enquired why this has not been done. 




Ratking1


The phone chimed out its hourly alarm and Chris automatically swiped it to silent. It was the third time she’d ignored the reminder to do her pressure relief, but screw it, she’d make up for it later. The site had been flatlining lately and she needed to keep up the momentum. It wasn’t unusual for UIDs to be identified by their clothing, and they were getting some real traction on the GI Doe case.


A chat message popped up on screen – Mommydearest, checking in as usual: <Coroner’s office got back to you RE isotope yet?>


<Nope>


<They should have the decency to keep us updated. We’re trying to help them here>


<You know how it goes. Sometimes they appreciate our help, sometimes they don’t & might not have funds to do it anyway>


<BTW I’ve ruled out the Winterson guy, Kelvin Michaud and the kid from Wyoming as matches for GI Doe. They were long shots anyway> 


<Gotcha. I’ll let you know the second Sondra gets back to me>


<Coolio. I’m here>


Chris smiled at this. He was always here, always online. She’d never met Mommydearest – aka Louis Bartlett – who said he was an ex-dispatcher from Tulsa who’d quit his job to care for his elderly father and had a thing for old Joan Crawford movies, but she’d done her due diligence and his Facebook profile seemed to verify his identity and story. Most of her moderators burned out pretty quick, but he was working out. Chris suspected he was on the spectrum, which worked in her favour; he was almost as obsessional as she was. 


The trailer’s screen door banged open, then came the sound of stumbling and a muttered: ‘Oh shit.’ Chris had heard the bikes roar in a couple of hours ago and knew Jeanie would show up sooner or later. 


Jeanie clacked into the office space, a bottle of Coors in her hand. ‘Hey, Chrissy Chris.’


‘Hey.’


‘Whatcha doing?’


‘Usual.’


‘You eat well today?’


‘Course.’ If a tube of Pringles and three pieces of toast counted as ‘eating well’.


‘Come on over to the house, have a drink with us.’ She shook the bottle, and beer frothed over its lip. She sucked it up, droplets spattering onto the floor. 


‘Can’t. I’m in the middle of something.’


‘Aw, don’t be a party pooper.’ She waggled her fingers. ‘Devin’s got some good grass.’


‘Nope.’


‘C’mon, honey, for me. C’mon.’


‘I’ve got no interest in being a freak show tonight.’


‘Honey, you’re not a freak.’ She grinned. ‘Okay, so yeah, you’re a bit of freak, but I can’t stand the thought of you being out here all by your lonesome and me having fun. Pretty please? Please with some coke on top?’


Sometimes it was easier to let Jeanie have her way. And Chris should get out. Time had disappeared into its usual black hole today. ‘If I come for one will you get off my back?’


‘Sure I will.’ Jeanie gave Chris one of her wicked grins, then headed out to wait for her at the edge of the path that led to the main house. The land around the trailer was mostly desert scrub, and without the path Chris would be stranded. It wasn’t perfect: the tar melted when the temperature hit the nineties, and the rattlers sometimes took to lying on it at night, but it was better than nothing. 


‘Got to pee – see you inside.’ Typical Jeanie, now she’d prised Chris out of her cave, she couldn’t wait to get back to the action. She skipped ahead in her ankle boots, adjusting the straps of her top. Chris took her time. The solar lights set along the path were haloed with bugs, and the grassy scent of weed and the sounds of music and laughter floated from the main house. It was a larger gathering than usual: a row of bikes snaked alongside her truck and Jeanie’s Pinto. Mack’s customised chopper wasn’t among them, but that was no surprise. He always warned her in advance whenever he planned to rock up. She trailed on past her father’s old workshop. The tools nailed to its exterior were being devoured by rust, as were the sculptures he’d cobbled together out of scrap, bottle glass and bike parts. Chris kept meaning to restore them; she’d better get on it soon before they crumbled into nothing. 


A small group of Jeanie’s cronies were gathered on the porch, boots up on the railing. An audience, but she was long past getting self-conscious. Devin, Jeanie’s latest, called out a greeting and Chris gave him a wave. He wasn’t the brightest, but she’d checked him out and he wasn’t affiliated. He was currently working at a hot rod customising and detailing shop and seemed to be getting his shit together. Then there was Paula, who worked the meat counter with Jeanie at Family Dollar. Paula was okay; had a history of bad checks and low-level dealing, but she wasn’t malicious and watched Jeanie’s back. A ratty little guy in a leather vest nuzzled at Paula’s neck – another new man. Like Jeanie, Paula got through them faster than corn through a duck’s guts. 


As Chris reached the bottom of the ramp, someone called: ‘Need any help?’ It wasn’t Devin, he knew better than that by now. A big bearded guy she hadn’t seen before gazed down at her. 


‘Nope.’


Like the path, the ramp was the result of half-assed construction. Its slats were beginning to warp, but the gradient didn’t give her any trouble. She ended up directly in front of the big guy’s crotch. 


‘Get you a beer?’ he asked without introducing himself. 


‘Sure. Thanks.’ 


He disappeared into the house. 


‘Hey, Chrissy.’ Paula snaked an arm around the ratty-faced guy. ‘This is Michael.’


He stared at the chair. ‘How did you end up in that thing?’ 


Paula nudged him. ‘I told you not to ask that.’


‘It’s fine.’ Chris gave him the measured smile she reserved for assholes. ‘You sure you want to hear it?’ 


‘Yeah.’


‘It’s really bad. Graphic, even.’


‘I can handle it.’ 


‘Okay. You know SeaWorld down in Florida?’ 


He frowned. ‘Sure.’ 


‘You hear about the orca they had there at one time?’


‘That killer whale?’


‘Yep. Went crazy after being in captivity for so long.’


He whistled through his teeth. ‘Fuck, man. No way … did that thing get you or something?’


Devin hooted. ‘She’s fucking with you, dumbass.’ 


Paula leaned over to give her a fist-bump. Michael didn’t laugh along with the others, but that didn’t worry Chris. Paula could handle herself. She’d dealt with far worse than the fallout of a bruised ego. 


The big guy returned with Chris’s beer. Not in the mood for a crowd, she moved to the far side of the porch. He followed, asking: ‘Okay if I join you?’


She nodded at the porch swing. The paint on it was peeling – he’d be lucky not to get an ass full of splinters. 


When he sat, the chains creaked. He had to be six five, nudging three hundred pounds. ‘I’m Scott.’


‘Christina. Chris.’


She let the silence stretch. He’d joined her; it wasn’t on her to break it. Not that it was silent exactly. Jeanie was blasting out her Stevie Nicks at full volume again, and Devin was hooting at something Paula was saying. She took in Scott’s shaven head, Jethro Tull T-shirt – not what she would have expected from someone in Jeanie’s crowd – biker boots of course, and arms covered with ink. The light wasn’t great, but she could make out a competent skull, flames, and an eagle that had the whiff of the eighties about it, probably one of his first. Nothing that screamed white power or hinted that he’d been in for a stretch. 


He cleared his throat. ‘How long you been living here, Chris?’


‘I was born here. Been back five years or so. I was in Vegas for a while.’


‘Yeah? Doing what?’


‘Show girl.’


He nodded as if he were taking her seriously. ‘At one of the casinos?’


‘Man, really?’


He smiled, masking his mouth with his hand. ‘You’re screwing with me.’


‘It’s a habit.’ A bad habit, drove Jeanie crazy, drove everyone crazy. ‘You? Haven’t seen you around here before.’


‘Just got a job with Devin over at Barrick Customs. Moved here from Henderson.’


‘You a mechanic?’


‘Body work mostly.’ 


Another silence. She waited for him to make his excuses and head off to find a less prickly companion, or do a Michael and start in on the personal questions. 


‘Hey, so your sister says you’re some kind of PI?’


‘Ha. No.’ 


He drained his beer, belched. ‘Scuse me. So if you’re not a PI, what are you?’


‘I’m nothing. I run a website is all. More of a forum.’


‘Yeah? What kind of website?’


‘The kind that specialises in unidentified remains.’ 


‘Remains?’ 


‘Bodies.’


‘You messing with me again?’


‘No.’ 


‘You work for the coroner or something?’


‘Nope.’ He appeared to be genuinely interested. She should tune down the bitchiness. By now, most people would’ve turned the conversation onto themselves. ‘You really want to hear?’ 


‘Yeah.’


‘So what we do is list the details of UIDs – unidentified people – on the site, and our members try and match them with the profiles of people who’ve gone missing.’


‘Oh wow.’ He smiled, covering his mouth with his hand again. ‘Hey, I heard about that kind of thing—’


Devin called out: ‘Hey, Scotty! Tell Chris how much you can bench press.’


Scott squirmed, muttered, ‘Screw you, Devin.’ 


‘Chrissy, you should see his biceps, man. He’s like the Terminator.’


Chris caught Michael’s eye and he twisted his mouth into a sneer. Her first assessment was right: Asshole.


Paula lit up a joint and told the others to leave them alone. 


‘Don’t mind them,’ Scott said as if he knew them better than she did. 


‘I don’t.’


‘I was going to ask, by unidentified people, you mean like the Lady of the Dunes? Girl that was found murdered on the beach somewhere?’


‘Yeah. Provincetown.’ Impressive. It was a famous case, but he was the first person in Jeanie’s crowd who’d mentioned her – or shown any interest in the site.


He leaned forward, elbows on his knees. ‘Didn’t they think she was murdered by the mob?’


‘Whitey Bulger, yeah. There are a ton of theories.’


‘She ever been identified?’


‘No, but there are hundreds of people working her case. The ones we feature are mostly the unglamorous ones. The ones that don’t get so much attention.’ 


‘People send them to you?’


‘Sometimes. Usually I pick them off coroners’ websites or harvest them from the bigger sites like the Doe Network or whatever.’


‘So what are you working on now?’


‘We feature lots of them at the same time. You never know when you’re going to get a tip or a lead. Might have a lead on one of them now.’


‘Go on.’


Chris’s beer was almost finished. She was getting a faint buzz on, and the knots in her neck were loosening. ‘Okay, so we’re working a body that was found in ’96. Name of GI Doe.’


‘That’s some name.’


‘He was found near a military base. They all got names. So there’s GI Doe, Big Foot Doe – he was found next to Route 244 in Oregon with his head caved in – then we’ve got Dog Doe—’


‘Dog Doe?’


‘A dog’s collar was found in the vicinity where he was dumped. A neighbourhood woman said she saw a dog around there afterwards, a husky.’


‘Freaky.’


‘Yup.’


‘So this GI Doe …’


‘We’re thinking he might’ve been gay, the victim of a hate crime.’ His expression didn’t change. ‘That’s just speculation though.’ 


‘How did he die?’


‘Stabbed multiple times. He’s been on the site for a while now, so it would be great to match him up.’


‘You do mostly men?’


‘It’s not a misogyny type deal. If you’re a white co-ed you’re going to get far more attention than say, a minority or some random guy.’


That wasn’t entirely true. There were a few women on the site. One in particular. Only, she wasn’t a UID. She was a missing person. Been missing since eighty-six. Left the house one morning without saying goodbye, and never came back. 


‘How did you get into this, Chris?’


‘There are tens of thousands of unidentified bodies out there. Someone’s got to do something.’ Now she was coming across like a martyr. ‘It’s nothing big. Just somewhere where people can talk about this stuff.’


‘You make money off it?’


‘Nope.’


‘But you’ve solved cases, right?’


‘We don’t solve anything. It’s identification we focus on.’


‘Nuh-uh. Not true,’ Jeanie said. Chris had been so absorbed in the conversation she hadn’t noticed her sister creeping up on them. ‘She has solved a case. Lots of them.’ 


‘Oh yeah?’


‘Yeah. She’s like … what the fuck. Y’know. Sherlock or some shit.’ 


Chris drained her beer. ‘Okay. That’s me done.’


‘You want another?’ Scott asked. 


‘Nope. Got to get back.’


‘Well it was cool to talk to you.’


‘You too.’ And it was. 


It took a few manoeuvres to turn around, and this time he didn’t offer to help. With a ‘see you around’ he headed into the house. Thankfully, Michael and Paula were nowhere to be seen. Jeanie stumbled after her as she navigated the ramp. ‘He’s cute, right, Chris?’


‘He’s not in any way cute. You trying to set me up again, Jeanie?’


‘Hey listen, his kid has that … multiple … fuck … that wheelchair disease.’


‘Multiple sclerosis?’


‘Uh-huh.’


‘That’s why you wanted me to come over? To set the cripple up with the cripple’s dad? And just so you know, MS isn’t a goddamned “wheelchair disease”.’


Jeanie did her little girl pout. ‘Don’t be mad at me, Chrissy.’ Devin ran up behind her, grabbed her waist and pulled her on top of him. She squealed. 


‘Yeah, yeah. Night.’ For all her faults, Jeanie just wanted her to be happy. And in Jeanie’s world being happy had to involve a man. 


Exhaustion hit the second she reached the trailer, but instead of doing her exercises or hitting the sack, she returned to the office and scanned the site’s inbox. Bookended by the usual slew of membership requests from spambots, there was another message from Mommydearest, this one with a link attached: 


<Saw this circulated on http://longlostpeeps.com/. One of ours? Hair color different but timescale/height/weight matches GI Doe?>


She clicked on it and scanned the text: ‘Looking for my uncle Edward Shaun Ryan. Goes by Teddy. He left Wicklow County in Ireland in 1995 and might be in NYC. To my knowledge he hasn’t contacted the family since then. His current age would be 42. Irish, slender, five foot five (approximately), gay. If you have any information please contact wicklowboy22@gmail.com. Thanks.’


She enlarged the image beneath it, a blurry shot of a dark-haired kid that had clearly been cropped from a larger photo. His head was tilted at an angle, three-quarters of his face visible. 


It wasn’t GI Doe. She had a good eye for faces – you had to, doing this. Chris leaned back in the chair, the pressure cushion letting out a soft sigh, and scrubbed at her eyes. It wasn’t GI Doe, but she reckoned she knew who it might be. ‘Shit.’




Rainbowbrite


Alerted by the slam of the front door, Ellie slid her laptop to the side of the breakfast bar and covered it with a copy of Us Weekly. Noah mumbled a greeting, stalked to the fridge and started foraging through it. He had the inward look he always got whenever he was replaying the day’s events over and over, and she waved him away. ‘Sit, Noah. I’ll make you a grilled cheese.’ 


‘Thanks. Where are the kids?’


‘I’ve let them have some TV time.’ He raised an eyebrow: Again? But she could tell he was too tired to argue. ‘You okay with Swiss?’


‘We not got American?’


‘No. Didn’t get to the store. Boys had hockey practice after school.’ It was only a small lie. ‘You want to talk about your day?’


‘Later.’ He sat and watched while she separated the cheese slices. He’d talk when he was good and ready and she knew better than to press him. She heated butter and oil in the pan, then dropped in the sandwich. The scent of melting cheese and toasting bread filled the kitchen. Ellie thought about making one for herself, but she’d been grazing all day. She’d finished the kids’ waffles that morning, then made inroads into the pound cake she’d bought on the sly at the Stop & Shop yesterday. 


The house phone rang. She went to get it, but Noah leaned across and plucked it off the wall. He listened, then said: ‘For you.’


‘Who is it?’


‘Didn’t say.’


She took it from him, tucking it under her chin so that she was free to flip the sandwich. ‘This is Ellen.’ Probably one of those pollsters, most people used her cell. 


‘It’s Chris.’ Ellie couldn’t place the voice. It was low, husky, could be male or female.


‘Excuse me, who?’


‘Chris. Chris Guzman. From Missing-Linc.’


Ellie would be less shocked if Jesus were on the line to her. Noah mouthed: ‘Is it your dad?’ She covered the handset. ‘No. Nothing like that. Can you watch the pan?’ 


‘El—’


‘Just watch the pan.’ She hurried out, making for the den. 


‘You still there?’ Chris said. 


‘What do you want, Chris? How did you get this number?’


‘It’s listed. Would have emailed or sent you a Facebook DM but you blocked me.’


‘Do you blame me?’


‘I wasn’t the one who screwed up.’


‘What do you want?’


‘I need to send you something. You got your iPhone or laptop handy?’


‘Why?’ 


‘Get online.’


Chris’s tone was as bossy as her online persona. Back when they were colleagues, Ellie had tried and tried to get her to FaceTime or call so that they could chat in person, but she’d resisted. She’d never said why. ‘Wait a sec.’


Noah shot her another questioning look as she raced into the kitchen and grabbed her laptop. She gestured at the pan – the bread was blackening. Back in the den, out of earshot, she balanced the device on Noah’s desk. Her insides were on spin-cycle. ‘Okay. I got my laptop.’


‘You still got the same email?’


‘Wait, I’ll unblock you.’ 


There was dead air between them while she did so. Seconds later, an email with no subject line and a link came through.


‘You get it?’


‘Wait a sec, Chris.’


She clicked on the link – a request for information about a long-lost uncle – and homed in on a cropped, fuzzy headshot of a young man.


‘Well? Is it him?’


She opened her mouth to ask, ‘is it who?’, then took in the shape of his face, his ears, and that indefinable something. ‘Oh. Oh my Lord.’


‘Well, is it? The hair’s different.’


She was about to answer, then stopped herself. She’d got herself into trouble before by being too hasty. ‘I’m not sure.’ She told Chris she’d call her back, then hung up. 


Ellie leaned over the desk and breathed in. Next, she checked her reflection in the den’s small mirror. Her cheeks were crimson, her neck blotchy. She flapped a hand in front of her face in a vain attempt to cool it down as she made her way back to the kitchen. 


‘Who was that?’ Noah said when she entered the room. The sandwich was sitting untouched in front of him. Ellie drifted to the stove, and took the pan to the sink as an excuse to get her emotions in check. She was getting better at hiding things, but this was too big. 


‘Chris. From Missing-Linc.’


‘What the hell did she want?’


‘There’s been an update on the Boy in the Dress. We might have an ID for him.’


‘Thought you’d left the site?’


‘I have. This lead literally just came in.’


‘You said you were through with all that.’ His voice was low, laced with disappointment.


‘I know. But you know what this could mean, don’t you?’ 


‘I can’t deal with this right now.’


‘Noah—’


‘You said you were done.’


‘I am done.’


‘No you’re not.’ He got up. 


‘Where you going?’


‘Need a nap. It’s been a helluva day.’


‘What about your sandwich?’


‘Lost my appetite. You said you were done, Ellie.’


She couldn’t argue with that. He didn’t know she’d been late collecting the boys from school a couple of times because she’d got caught up checking the photo archives on Lost&Found.com. He didn’t know that she sometimes got up at three a.m. to trawl through the UnsolvedMurders threads on Reddit, or that she’d joined Websleuths. After the upset with Chris, after it had started taking over her life, she’d promised she wouldn’t do it any more. But like a dog returning to its vomit – or like an alcoholic or one of those meth addicts – in the last couple of months she’d regressed. 


A howl came from the TV room. She stormed through to find the twins tussling on the rug. Potato chips crusted the gaps between the couch’s cushions, and the air was thick with the funk of popcorn and boy socks. 


She pulled them apart. ‘Stop that right now, you hear?’


They both crossed their arms and pouted. 


‘Where’s Dad?’ Philip whined. 


‘He’s having a nap. You’re not to disturb him. We had a deal. I said you could have an extra hour of TV time if you behaved.’ 


Sammy wriggled out of her grasp. ‘But Philip won’t let me watch Adventure Time.’


‘It’s not his turn, Mom.’


‘It is, you liar. Liar, liar, you’re a goddamned liar.’


‘Sammy! No cursing.’


Another pout. ‘Sorry, Mom. But it’s my turn to choose.’


‘Okay, okay. How about a compromise? You want one of your movies? How about Sing? You both like that.’


‘No.’


She bribed the boys with promises of ice cream after supper and games on the iPad if they kept it down, and spent the next ten minutes getting them to compromise on a movie. Bad parenting 101, but she’d deal with the guilt later. 


Back in the kitchen, she made a decaf with extra sugar. How long was it since she’d been on Missing-Linc? Had to be months. It was as painful as visiting an ex’s Facebook page and seeing they were happier without you. But she couldn’t put it off forever. Chris was waiting. The case was archived, and it took several seconds to scroll through to it. Re-reading it brought on a mixture of sorrow and guilt – she’d abandoned the Boy in the Dress after she left the site. Dumped him. She dragged Noah’s plate towards her and picked at the sandwich, not quite ready to compare the photograph with the composite drawing. The boy wasn’t her first case, but it meant more to her than the others she’d worked on. Meant more to her than the first case that got her hooked, the mystery of Steven and Miranda Shepherd, the couple who’d disappeared while they were camping in the Catskills. She’d read about them on one of the news sites when she and Noah were living in Roseville, a few months before Noah got the job at St. Cloud correctional and they’d moved here. The Shepherds were a seemingly happy couple who’d disappeared without a trace while on vacation. When a couple of hikers came across their tent, their dog was tied up outside it and their camp stove was still alight. Looked like they’d been taken by aliens. That case woke something up in her. She was on forums day and night swapping theories and digging into the couple’s online profiles. Noah encouraged it at first. She’d been down for a while after the boys started school, and he reckoned it was good for her to have something to do other than look after the house. It was the Shepherds who’d brought Ellie and Chris together. She’d joined Missing-Linc and, later, applied to be a moderator. That was back when the site also did sleuthing. That was back before it started taking over her life. 
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