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Dedication
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Epigraph

Life is eternal; and love is immortal; and death is only a horizon; and a horizon is nothing save the limit of our sight 
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Prologue

Forty years earlier

The ash tree grew and we grew alongside it.

We moved in, unsure and newly married, when it was just an adolescent. Awkward and gangly, it needed support and encouragement, a stake to lean on, a wooden frame to keep it safe. Soon, though, it began to flourish all by itself, its bark a smooth, cool grey, with branches reaching out to claim its place in the world. Summers and winters passed and the ash tree grew strong and more certain of itself, with roots now anchored deep in the soil. It was the first thing I saw when I drew back the curtains each morning. Sometimes I would stare at it from the landing window for a small reassurance, because no matter the tangles and twists life threw our way, like church bells and birdsong, it was a reminder to myself that nothing really changes.

As the years passed, the tree became large enough to offer shelter from the heat. I would sit beneath it on summer afternoons, staring at the sky through a patchwork of leaves, Jeanie and her toys spread out on a blanket, listening for the sound of Derek’s car on the driveway. In colder months, it spared a circle of grass from the frost and the snow, and I waited there, stamping my feet and watching Ziggy draw patterns in the lawn with her nose. After it happened, when everything changed and the days became dark, the tree was a confidante, because when my thoughts became impossible to share with Derek, I would visit the tree and whisper them into the bark. There were times it seemed as though the tree whispered back. A magic high above my head, as a breeze wandered into its branches and made music with the leaves. It was a touchstone, almost, and I would press my palm into the smooth surface of its trunk and lean into it when the weight of my body became too much to carry.

When everything around you has splintered, when the life you thought was solid and firm has been taken away, you search for something familiar, something you recognise. There are times when the only solace you can find is being with something that lived alongside you in the past. Something that knew what life had been like before your world was broken in two. A constant. But even constants leave eventually, because nothing is forever. I have learned that much.

It was a storm, in the end. One of those storms so huge and destructive, the weather people give it a name. I have no idea why they do this, although perhaps by naming something, it offers the illusion that we have some control over it. We had no control, of course. Oblivious to whatever we had decided to call it, the storm ripped and raged through the country overnight, smashing roof tiles and forcing rivers across fields and into villages. Cars floated along high streets. Families became stranded. Forewarned of its approach, desperate shopkeepers lifted their stock to the highest shelves, only to discover the next morning that the storm had no respect for jobs and businesses, and they watched as years of their lives just floated away.

I woke the following day and thought how lucky we’d been, living in the middle of the country, less exposed and therefore spared the most brutal impact of the storm and its ferocity. Until I drew back the curtains on the landing and saw the ash tree. It was broken. Bent. Slumped forwards as though someone had sliced right through its core and left it for dead. I remember running across the sodden grass in my slippers, arms swimming through the air, trying to reach it faster, as if I could somehow save it if only I could get there in time. I knew, though, as soon as I found myself in front of the tree, that I was too late. It was gone. The air had changed. You can hear silence if you listen hard enough and it felt as though the spirit of the tree had disappeared. All that was left was the empty shell of something that once was.

We called someone in, naturally. A young man who seemed to enjoy tutting. When he’d finished recording all his observations in a small notebook, he turned to us and said it was a lost cause. The tree needed to ‘come down’. He nodded at the house across the fence. ‘A civil lawsuit waiting to happen’, that was the phrase he used, as he returned his glasses to the bridge of his nose. We called someone else. Thankfully, the second man was older and quieter, and there was no tutting involved. He stared at the tree for a very long time and rested his hands on its trunk, just as I had done. After a few minutes, he said he was sorry but the damage was too much. For some reason I trusted this man, but it didn’t make his words any easier to hear. I protested, of course, because when there are wars raging within your life, when there are conflicts that can never be overcome, you concentrate on the small battles instead. The ones where you might still stand a chance. Nevertheless, I lost the argument. Derek was adamant. ‘We’ve got no choice, love,’ he said. ‘It’s too dangerous.’

The day they came, I didn’t want to stay in the house. Even though I was thirty-five and a grown woman. Even though it had been eighteen months since I’d travelled through the very worst day of my life. You would think surviving that day would give you some kind of protection. A secret ruler to help you measure the value of anything else life may decide to throw your way. You might think nothing else would be able to touch you, but the very opposite is true. It just means that everything else touches you more deeply, even the loss of a tree. I couldn’t bear to watch it all happen, and so I got into the car and I left. Miles I drove, far away, until the landscape started to change and the lanes became unfamiliar. Even then, when I was parked in the quietness of a lay-by somewhere deep in the countryside, I fancied I could still hear the chainsaws and the shouting, feel the tree shudder and take its last breath as it finally let go of the earth.

Hours later when I returned, cold and tired, the house was strangely still. At first glance, there was no evidence of what had happened, save a few small branches littering the driveway. The back garden, though, was a different matter. Even before I turned the corner, I knew, because the light had changed. It was so much brighter. Not in a liberating way, when you stare up at the joy of an uninterrupted sky, but in a way that leaves you exposed and vulnerable. The space where the tree had been was enormous. I hadn’t realised just how big it had been, or how many other things on the horizon depended on its existence. Everything seemed disjointed and haphazard in its absence. Nothing else in the garden made sense. Derek appeared on the patio with a cup of tea in his hand and he watched me stare into the empty space.

‘I know.’ He offered me the tea. ‘Don’t worry, Margaret. We’ll plant another one.’

I didn’t want another tree. I didn’t want another anything. I just wanted life to be back to how it used to be, and I couldn’t decide if it was the tree that was upsetting me so much or the fact that Derek couldn’t see that. Of course, looking back, I now realise he saw everything. We just didn’t have a template for what we were going through and whenever we addressed the situation, it had to be done covertly, each emotion expertly hidden within another sentence where it could be ignored or denied, in case the weight of it was unable to be carried. Nearly forty years later, I understand. All my emotions, all the hurt and anger and loss, I left at the foot of an ash tree because I had nowhere else to put them. Back then, though, standing in the garden, it was the first time I realised that nothing would ever be the same again. Not just the garden, with its brand new emptiness, but our lives. My life. Like a snow globe, the world had been shaken and disturbed, and although everything would eventually settle and find a place to land, it would never again feel like it used to feel. Or perhaps it was me. Perhaps everything was exactly as it had been before, but I had changed. Shifted perspective.

Even after it had gone, I still visited the place where the tree used to be. I reached out my hand into the empty space where it had once stood, and listened for the music in its leaves. There were times it felt as though it was still there. I could feel the smooth grey bark beneath my fingertips, hear the leaves shimmering high above my head. But I just know, looking back over the last forty years, that was the moment. The moment I began to measure my life in the absence of things, rather than the presence.




Derek
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Dr Petersen’s opinion was always delivered with a small sigh. He probably didn’t think it was particularly obvious, but I’m very good at noticing these things.

‘Margaret, you need to establish a routine,’ he said, after he’d given me his small sigh. ‘Routines are beneficial for our mental health.’

I wanted to say that Derek and I had established a perfectly good routine since we’d retired, and that conjuring up another one when you’re seventy-four and there’s only one of you is a challenging concept, but what would be the point. Dr Petersen had a thick gold band on his finger. What would he know?

Instead I replied, ‘I’ll give it a try, Dr Petersen,’ because saying what people want to hear requires much less energy and I hadn’t got a great deal of it to begin with.

‘Good, good. It’s been how long now?’ He peered at the computer screen.

Ninety-four days.

‘About three months, hasn’t it? Time to start getting back out there, Margaret. Living your life. Why not reach out to a few friends?’

‘Reach out?’

He twiddled his fountain pen around, like a baton. ‘You know. Reconnect. Touch base. Reach out.’ Rather alarmingly, he reached towards me with both hands, to illustrate.

I thought it might be a nice idea if other people reached in instead, but I kept my mouth shut.

‘And how about taking up a new hobby? Something to get you out of the house.’

‘Anything in particular?’ I said.

‘Well.’ He began cheerleading with his pen again. ‘How about golf?’

‘Golf?’

‘Perfect for a woman of your age.’

I frowned.

‘No need to worry, you don’t have to walk about. You can hire a buggy.’

‘I can?’

‘Oh, yes. Motorised golf carts, buggies. No one has to walk anywhere if they don’t want to. You just turn up now and hit the ball.’

I think he was waiting for my frown to disappear, but it stayed put.

‘Or something slightly less energetic,’ he said. ‘What about macramé?’

‘Macramé?’

‘Where you make knots in pieces of string. Hanging baskets. That type of thing.’

‘I know what macramé is, Dr Petersen.’

‘The world is your oyster, Margaret.’

It didn’t feel very much like an oyster. It felt difficult and unhelpful. I listened as Dr Petersen continued to oysterise my world by going through a list of things I ‘might like to try’, but when he launched into a monologue about the many benefits of Nordic poles, I drifted off and looked around the room to pass the time. Mid-morning sunlight peered over the frosted glass of the window and it caught the gold of his ring. I wondered how long he’d been someone’s husband, someone’s father. I wondered how he’d feel if those things were snatched away from him. All disappeared in the blink of an eye, as though he’d never been entitled to them in the first place, because nothing is ever really ours. We might stand in front of God and make our vows and wrap gold around our fingers, as though we are perfectly within our rights to keep possession of all these things forever. We might take photographs of our new lives and hang them on our walls to show everyone what a splendid success we’ve made of ourselves, but nothing is permanent. One day, we will have to give all of this back and return to a life of solitude, and as you grow older, you realise that all the things you believe to be forever are only really just passing through. At the end of the day, the life we are so certain must be ours is only ever lent to us for a while.

I realised the room was very quiet and I looked back at Dr Petersen. Clearly, in my absence, it had become my turn to speak.

‘What do you think?’ he said. ‘Will you give that a shot?’

‘Of course.’ I found my brightest smile. ‘Why not.’

Heaven only knows what I’d agreed to give a shot to, but it didn’t really matter. I was just one of many in a giant carousel of patients, and by the time it came around to my turn again this would all have been forgotten. It wasn’t Dr Petersen’s fault. The GP practice was in chaos. One of the doctors had retired, one had dropped dead in the middle of morning surgery, and another had decided to up sticks and start a new life with his mistress in Tunbridge Wells. Dr Petersen was as much a victim of the carousel as the patients were, but at least I could be ticked off the list. Another seemingly satisfied customer. Because doctors don’t just prescribe medication any more, they prescribe fresh air and macramé.

I thought it had come to the point where I would be dismissed, but Dr Petersen was still staring at his computer screen.

‘You’ve had some …’ He stared a bit more to give him time to hunt down the easiest words. ‘… challenging times in your life?’

He framed it as a question, but I didn’t answer, because Dr Petersen was new and unaware. Joining in with his conversation would mean reading from a past chapter of my life, and it was a book I would much rather keep shut.

‘I’m certain you’ll get through this, Margaret,’ he said. ‘You are obviously a very strong woman.’

There were no small sighs this time and he looked at me with deeper eyes, as though he’d only just noticed I was sitting there.

I thought about his words on the walk home. I needed to go to the supermarket, but everything had to be carried because I rarely took the car out any more. Derek always did most of the driving anyway, and now everything seemed too fast and loud. I especially didn’t enjoy parking. I would probably drive far more if I didn’t have to eventually stop at some point. Everyone watching you and shaking their heads because you’re taking a little bit too long for their liking. It’s much simpler to walk. It also means I can opt for a shortcut through the park and avoid going past the end of the lane. Because I do that even now. I always will. Even though all these decades have passed, and you wouldn’t even recognise the spot if you didn’t know. There’s something about that place, the way the air hangs, the stillness of it. I just can’t do it.

Derek understood, of course, but on the rare occasions I had to catch a lift from someone or take a taxi, I would ask if we could avoid the lane, even though it connected one side of the town to the other and was considered a useful shortcut. Whenever this happened, I was always expected to engage in a discussion. It’s a lot quicker … you’ll be adding twenty minutes to the journey … in this traffic, it’s best if we … no one ever said fine and just agreed with me. Only if they’d always lived here, and then they would almost certainly make the connection. However, very few people do these days, and even if they have a vague recollection, they can never quite pinpoint the details. They just know I am someone something very bad happened to, an awfully long time ago. But so many years have passed by, no one quite remembers what it was.

‘I’m home!’ I shouted into an empty space, and began unpacking the bright orange carrier bags onto the worktop. I hadn’t bought much because my appetite wasn’t what it used to be. Besides, I was out of breath just walking myself home, let alone carrying half the supermarket along with me.

‘It was heaving as usual,’ I said. ‘Pavements crowded with people, endless traffic, heaven knows where they’re all going. I suppose it’s September and the new school term’s starting.’

None of those crowds of people had even realised I existed, of course. I struggle to recognise myself sometimes and if I catch sight of a woman in the bathroom mirror or in the reflection of a shop window as I walk past, it’s always a shock that she and I are the same person. I just drifted around the crowds, unnoticed. Clusters of schoolchildren with noisy feet, and their hands buried in packets of crisps. Young men in high-visibility jackets, carrying their lunches in plastic boxes. Weary mothers with different-sized children trailing behind them like Russian dolls. Each child deposited at a different building, the rest watching their future selves unfold into the distance. Everyone was too busy trying to find their way to the other side of the day to spot a woman with grey hair, weighed down by carrier bags and her own thoughts, never taking her eyes from the pavement. There was no point in looking at faces anyway, since I barely recognised anyone in this town any more. It had grown so much since Derek and I had first moved here, housing estates racing each other across the fields, executive apartments and luxury dwellings springing up everywhere, because no one values being ordinary these days.

The oldest part of the town is made up of an army of Georgian houses with their rigid symmetry and sash windows. I always glance into the rooms as I walk past. Kitchen spotlights flood marble worktops. High-ceilinged drawing rooms and log baskets. Strawberry thieves and cast-iron grates. Rows of identical, middle-class lives staring out beyond the glossy black railings and pale pavements. Occasionally you might spot a flash of colour, as a group of begonias break free from a hanging basket, or a front door is painted in a rebellious yellow, but otherwise the streets there are quiet and restrained. I always wonder where they put out their rubbish and hang their washing, because nothing quite so ordinary ever seems to disturb the landscape. A stone’s throw away, wheelie bins cluster in communal yards and wet clothes are pegged out on pocket balconies, in buildings eight lives deep. Each balcony tells a story. Some are crowded with plants, every surface filled with growth and greenery, as leaves run riot from pots and baskets. Others remain concrete squares, with just a cushion and a stolen pub ashtray. Single chairs and cat baskets. Signs betray confidences. Home Sweet Home. Warning: CCTV. Welcome! Other signs appeared over the years. This is a controlled area. No bicycles. No ball games. No loitering. I wonder where the bicycles and the ball games go to do their loitering now.

I walk past rows of terraces, with front doors that open to exhaust fumes and other people’s conversations. Through estates where children’s toys can no longer be contained within handkerchief gardens, and have spilled out onto grass verges. Then along leafy avenues with distant driveways, and houses named after trees that don’t appear to exist. There are no lime trees at The Limes and no pines at Pine Lodge, just a neat expanse of gravel and a collection of vigorous hedges.

Our house is somewhere in between. It sits on a housing development which was shiny and desirable when we first moved here, but as shinier and more desirable estates sprang up across the town, the sparkle wore off and it soon grew tired and old.

I picked out a tin from the carrier bag and put it next to the stove. ‘I thought we’d have tomato soup again for our lunch,’ I said. ‘Quick and easy. What do you reckon?’

I searched around for the tin opener. In the last few weeks it had seemed more and more difficult to lay my hands on things. Nothing was ever where it was supposed to be. I found it eventually, lurking at the bottom of the sink, still wearing yesterday’s soup. The contents of today’s tin fell into a saucepan and I peered down at the orange sludge. I tried poking it a few times with the edge of a wooden spoon, but it didn’t transform into anything more appealing and so I left it where it was.

‘Maybe later,’ I said.

I sat at the dining table, even though I wasn’t dining, and peered through the window into the cul-de-sac. Bottom of the bag, it means. When we first moved in I used to think it was quite funny, but as the years have rolled by it’s become less amusing and more prophetic. Apart from the man with the dog at number four, and Ross and his wife next door, everyone living here is retired now and it feels as though we have all settled at the base of the estate like elderly sediment.

I watched Mrs Fellowes take out her wheelie bin and position it very carefully at the edge of the pavement. She was a day early again. Last year, and in no uncertain terms, I wrote to the council about people putting out their bins prematurely because it creates an unnecessary trip hazard, but no one takes a blind bit of notice and I haven’t even had the courtesy of a reply. I was going to speak to Mrs Fellowes myself, but then her husband died and she now looks stooped and broken, as though life has snapped her in two. He passed away within a few weeks of being diagnosed, just like Derek. Cancer, I believe, because there’s a lot of it about. Either doctors are getting much better at diagnosing it, or we’re putting something inside ourselves which shouldn’t be there. At the time, Derek said I should go over and talk to her but I didn’t know what to say. Now, of course, I realise it doesn’t matter what you say, as long as you say something.

Mrs Fellowes vanished behind her front door and the road was empty again. Majid from number four usually walks his German Shepherd at all hours of the day and night, but I haven’t seen him do that in ages. That’s the thing about cul-de-sacs. No one travelling through, no passers-by. Occasionally people find themselves down here by accident, heading in the wrong direction, and we all watch them perform their three-point turns and then disappear back into their lives again.

We thought about moving. Afterwards. Or rather, Derek did. He even brought up the idea a few times, but how could we?

‘She wouldn’t know where to find us,’ I said each time the subject was raised. ‘A stranger would open the door to her. She’d think we’d given up.’

Derek would take my hands in his, and he would sigh and shake his head, but he didn’t disagree with me. Back then it seemed important not to let go of the hope, you see. As long as I believed it might happen, it felt like there was a chance she would find her way home.
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‘Where in heaven’s name did you put the spare fuses, Derek?’

I stared at the shelves. They were floor to ceiling and the entire length of the wall. Rows of old margarine tubs and jam jars, boxes and cartons, and giant chocolate tins, all rescued from the recycling and given a second lease of life in Derek’s little workshop at the far end of the garage. He’d written labels on each one – things like ‘three-inch nails’ and ‘flathead screws’ – and nestled amongst them were tools for every occasion, some so unlikely-looking, I couldn’t for the life of me think what they might be for. I pinched at the skin between my eyebrows where deep vertical lines were carved into the flesh. My face had  known that when I left middle age behind, I’d spend a lot of my time in a state of confusion, and it wanted to save me the trouble of frowning. I carried on scanning the shelves, trying to decipher Derek’s faded handwriting on the labels.

Then I noticed there was a mysterious tin without any label on it at all. It was for one of those expensive biscuit collections you would only ever buy in a panic at the tills on Christmas Eve, just in case the two tins you had sensibly bought weeks in advance would prove to be deeply inadequate. I stared at the swirls of gold and chocolate on the lid, and the sprigs of holly at each of the corners.

It’s strange how your mind sometimes works faster than your fingers, and I knew what I’d find in there even before the odds-and-sods tin was properly open. It was a place to put things that didn’t have a proper home but you hadn’t the heart to throw away. You’d throw these things away eventually, of course, but they just needed to be held on to for a little while longer. Perhaps it was to ease the guilt of eventually letting the memory go. You can only hold on to so many, you see. There isn’t room in anyone’s life to keep them all, and you only realise which are the important ones after you’ve sat with them for a while. Like people, I suppose.

I opened the lid, and when I looked down I realised I was staring back up at myself from somewhere in the mid 1980s. A photograph from some dinner or other. The rotary club, perhaps, or maybe a charity auction. Charity auctions started to become very popular in the 80s, and they always seemed to involve a meal of some sort because it’s much easier to persuade people to part with their money on a full stomach. I was sitting next to Derek, of course. He must have just said something funny because everyone else at the table was looking at him and laughing. Derek wasn’t a drinker, but there was a magical point between pint of bitter number two and pint of bitter number three when he became quite hilarious. Seeing the photograph again made me laugh as well, but when the noise came out of my mouth, it sounded more like a sob. They’re more closely related than you think, laughing and crying.

I could see more of who we used to be peeking out from beneath the photograph; the life we’d tried to build for ourselves afterwards. There was a programme from the Operatic Society, one of those fancy plastic cocktail sticks from when we’d treated ourselves to a weekend in Llandudno. They used to give them away in hotel bars and for some reason I’d held on to mine. Even without disturbing any of the tin’s contents, I could see endless raffle ticket stubs and dinner-dance invitations. The first few months after it happened, our lives remained static as we clung to an existence that had been snatched from us. Eventually, though, as the giant hole in our lives grew wider and deeper, we started saying yes to everything. I suppose we just tried to fill that hole with whatever was to hand. Things that didn’t really fit, but they were all we had left, because as the months crept on, I grew to hate being in the house. Although if Derek hadn’t been there when the first invitation arrived, I’m almost certain I would have thrown it straight in the dustbin.

When I’d first looked at the envelope, I’d thought it was another card. We’d received a lot of cards. Unfortunately, no one really knew what kind of card to send, but they wisely steered away from sympathy and grief, and plumped for blank ones with flowers and sunsets on the front instead.

‘Oh,’ I said, when I looked inside.

‘Oh what?’ Derek was still eating breakfast, but he paused everything and left a piece of toast hanging in mid-air.

I passed him the invitation across the table.

‘Dinner dance at the bowls club. Well, that’s nice,’ he said and tapped the embossed writing with a buttery fingertip. ‘It sounds like a fun evening.’

‘I’m sure it does, but we’re not going obviously.’

I didn’t look at his face because I knew it was staring at me.

‘Margaret …’ he said, eventually, when I didn’t add anything else.

‘Margaret, what?’

‘Sweetheart, Jeanie wouldn’t want us sitting here for the rest of our lives just being unhappy.’

‘You don’t know what Jeanie would want,’ I said.

‘I know she would want you to keep on with your life.’

I still didn’t look at him. ‘But I don’t know what my life is any more, Derek. What am I supposed to do?’

He put his hand over mine. ‘Build a new one,’ he said. ‘Build the best one you can under the circumstances. Jeanie is the one who’s missing, but it feels like you’re missing too. I can’t lose both of you.’

Finally I turned to him. There were tears in his eyes and it was the tears that persuaded me.

‘I’ve changed my mind.’

I stood in front of the hall mirror a few days later, staring at myself. I’d put on a thick green velvet dress I hadn’t worn in years and it felt as though I was slowly being suffocated. Since I’d turned forty a couple of years earlier, it had felt as though I was walking around in someone else’s body and nothing seemed to fit properly.

Derek stood behind me, arguing with his overcoat, and he stopped and put his hands on my shoulders.

‘No, you haven’t,’ he said. ‘Look how beautiful you are. You need to go out and show the world.’

‘I don’t look beautiful.’ I tugged at the velvet around my neck. ‘I don’t even look like me. I look like someone who’s doing an impression of me, but not quite getting it right.’

‘You’ve got it perfectly right.’ He gripped my shoulders a little tighter and looked into my eyes through the mirror. ‘You can do this, Maggie, I know you can.’

He was right. I could. I did. The bowls club put us near the top table and we ended up sitting with a group of large, cheerful men, all of whom seemed to be called Alan or Brian, and they had hearts as big as their stomachs. They made a big fuss, entertained us with careful conversation, insisted on topping up our wine glasses. Derek slotted in so easily and told a couple of his anecdotes. Everyone laughed, including me, even though I’d heard them a hundred times before. Although to be fair, Derek only had half a dozen anecdotes, and he had to put them on a strict rotation. It’s strange because if you behave as though you’re enjoying yourself, eventually your mind joins in with your face, and you actually do end up having a good time.

When the meal was over and people began circling the room, looking for other conversations, I saw Veronica making a beeline for me straight away. She was one of those people your eyes tend to focus on before you notice anyone else in the room, and there were folk still dabbing at their mouths with a napkin when she sat herself next to me. I was worried I’d lost the art of idle chit-chat after all those weeks sitting at home, but Veronica made it very easy because her conversations usually required very little input from anyone else. It was like listening to the radio, and your only requirement was to nod occasionally or smile and agree with her, which offered the illusion the whole thing was actually a two-way process.

‘It’s lovely to see you out, Margaret,’ she said, and gave me a very wide smile.

I said thank you but I couldn’t think of anything else to add, and so I just smiled back at her. I should have realised this was a mistake because Veronica doesn’t miss a trick. I’ve known her long enough, after all, and she immediately narrowed her eyes and leaned in.

‘What’s wrong?’ she said. ‘Is it me? Are you angry? I know I’ve probably overstepped the mark the past few months, interfered more than I should have over Jeanie, but you know what I’m like. I’ve been that way since school. I just care about you, Margaret.’

‘I know you do.’ I leaned back as I patted her hand, because Veronica’s perfume and her apricot lipstick, and all of her caring, suddenly felt strangely claustrophobic. ‘It’s not you, I promise, and overstepping the mark is always better than going nowhere near it.’

‘Then what is it?’

I looked around the room. Tables had been moved to create a dancefloor, and a few couples were sashaying around to a song I hadn’t heard in years. ‘I don’t know. It’s just all this. It seems so …’ I tried to find the right word.

‘Unlikely?’ said Veronica.

I turned to her. ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘That’s exactly it. Unlikely.’

‘Don’t look so surprised.’ Veronica smiled again, but it was more fragile this time. ‘I know my situation isn’t as traumatic as yours, and I’m not comparing them, but looking after my mother every day, heaving her in and out of that wheelchair, feeding her, washing her … I feel it too. You forget the rest of the world is getting on with their lives behind your back, don’t you?’

I nodded. ‘And when you catch a glimpse of it, like now, it makes you feel even more alone.’

 ‘Perhaps you should glimpse it more often, then?’ she said.

‘How do you mean?’

‘I have to escape whenever I can, Margaret, or I’d lose my mind. There’s the church, the parish council, all those committee meetings,’ she said. ‘At least one evening a week is taken up with all that. I just put Mother in front of Coronation Street with a packet of fig rolls and I’m out the front door. You should join us, Margaret!’

‘You and your mother?’ I said.

‘No, silly, on the committees. We could do with some new blood and you’ve …’ Veronica stumbled on her words for the first time. ‘You’ve got some free time now, haven’t you?’

I could see the worrying in her eyes. A fear she’d overstepped the mark again.

‘Well …’ I said, but struggled to find a word to add after it. The other voices at the table seemed to quieten, and the clink of people’s glasses and the sound of the waitresses clearing the tables all faded away, as though everyone was waiting for me to reply.

‘Oh, go on,’ Veronica said. ‘You’re always so organised. You’d be a godsend.’

I was at an unexpected crossroads. I could feel it in the air. I knew whichever path I took, it would determine a lot of other things in my life, and yet I didn’t feel ready to start walking. I doubted whether I ever would. If I waited for the right moment, perhaps I’d be standing at that crossroads forever. Plus Veronica was very determined, if not a little ham-fisted, and I could feel Derek willing me on from the chair slightly behind mine, even though I couldn’t see him.

‘All right, then,’ I said. ‘That sounds like a wonderful idea.’

And I chose my path.

Of course, one step led to another and another. You can’t just go to church and sit within its cool, calm walls, quietly at the back, unnoticed. Before you can blink an eye, they have you arranging flowers and baking cakes, singing in the choir and hosting the book club. You can’t just join one committee either, you have to join several to have any kind of impact, and there’s a never-ending list of charities needing people’s attention. Derek became swept up in it just as much as I was. Brian (or perhaps it was Alan) convinced him to have a go at bowling and it turned out he was a natural. Took to it like a duck to water. It also turned out that bowls isn’t just a game, either, it’s a way of life, which involved Alan, Brian and Derek gathering in our kitchen on a Saturday morning to talk about strategy in low voices whilst eating bacon sandwiches.

There were moments, of course. Towards the end of an evening out I would glance at my watch, concerned about the child minder before remembering I no longer had a child to mind. In the middle of a meeting or a conversation, my head would go blank, as if I was acting in a play and I’d forgotten my lines. In a way I had, I suppose, but I always remembered them again, and whenever I had any doubts, Derek would put his hands on my shoulders, look me straight in the eyes, and say, ‘You can do this, Maggie. I know you can.’

I closed the lid of the biscuit tin and all the memories disappeared again.

‘Well, this is a fool’s errand, isn’t it.’ I glanced towards the open door. ‘It’d be much quicker if I knew where things were.’

I listened to the silence, waiting for an answer which would never come.

Perhaps I could manage to live without the toaster, because I wasn’t entirely certain I’d know what to do with a fuse even if I did manage to find one. I should have learned, of course. The problem is when you’re part of a couple for so many years, you tend to divide the jobs. Play to your strengths. Derek could no more bake a loaf of bread than I could change a fuse, but it didn’t matter because we’d always have each other. Everyone else’s lives ebbed and flowed, but our life would remain static. Protected by routine. Derek with his bowling and his Friday nights at the pub, me with my committee meetings and the church choir; we’d drift into old age unharmed, until one day we would disappear together, like Baucis and Philemon, the oak and the linden forever entwined. I thought we’d had our share of bad luck, I thought we were safe now, but life can turn on a sixpence. Of all people, I should have known that.

I looked up at the shelves again. It was like stumbling around a foreign country, and one entirely constructed by Derek, which made it even more confusing. I took a deep breath and my throat filled with the taste of grease and wood and metal, the smell of all those little DIY jobs on long-ago Sunday mornings. The drilling and the hammering, the painting and the fixing, while I pottered in the kitchen with the radio on. After Derek had retired, you would often spot him in the background, like an extra in some soap opera. He’d be marching around the house with a spirit level or his beloved multimeter, looking very determined. I swear whenever anything broke down – the washing machine or the lawnmower, for example – it was all he could do to contain his absolute delight at the prospect of taking something apart and putting it back together again. I once asked him if he could don’t-it-yourself for a change and call someone in, and he looked so crestfallen I never dared suggest it again. I think it gave him something to focus on after he retired from the Electricity Board. In fact there were times I wondered if he dismantled things for absolutely no good reason whatsoever, just to give himself something to do.

The rest of the house felt different, but Derek’s little workshop had somehow managed to escape all the changes. The air in there belonged to the past, to times that were still quite recent but now seemed so uninhabited, so out of reach, it almost felt as though I might have imagined them all to begin with.

‘I’ll have another look later, maybe. Or I could just pop round to Ross next door and see if he’s got a spare. Perhaps I’ll just take the toaster with me and then he might change the fuse himself, if he’s got a minute.’

I hated bothering Ross next door. It was fine at the beginning, because people are falling over themselves to do things for you. I remember that from the last time, and nothing’s changed. They can’t find the words, you see. Don’t know what to say. It’s much easier to leave a meal on the doorstep, sign their name on a card, order flowers or even change the fuse in a plug. It gives them a free pass on trying to construct meaningful sentences, and I don’t blame them, because what words are there? I’m sorry. That’s what people usually come up with. Why are you sorry? You didn’t do anything. Don’t be sorry, be angry, because I’m angry. I was angry forty years ago and I’m angry all over again now.

I peered through the little window that looked out onto the path between us and next door. Dusk was just starting to fall, that strange no man’s land between day and night when it’s too early to close the curtains but people still switch on a light, all of us illuminating our lives like shop windows. There were lights on in Ross’s house, but I hesitated. I could imagine the look on his wife’s face when my silhouette appeared through the frosted glass of their back door. Disagreeable-looking woman, Ross’s wife. She’s called Katherine, I think. Or perhaps Kathryn, because she seems more like a two-syllable person. Always in a hurry. Face like an unmade bed, and the expression she wears on it suggests the world is somehow managing to continuously offend her. ‘It’s Margaret from next door again,’ she’d probably say. ‘What does she want this time?’

You don’t realise, when you’re young and fit and able to reach and climb, when you can change a lightbulb without feeling dizzy, when icy pavements are just an inconvenience, when nothing is too heavy or too high or too hazardous … you don’t realise that one day you will wake up and you will be seventy-four, and somehow – and seemingly overnight – you have suddenly become quite a nuisance to everybody. Even yourself.

‘Maybe I’ll go to Ross’s tomorrow.’ I put the fancy biscuit tin back where I’d found it. ‘I’ll just make do with something else.’

In recent weeks a very bad habit had developed of eating dinner on a tray in the sitting room. Breakfast and lunch were still taken at the table, but by the time evening rolled around I was more inclined to opt for soft furnishings and a table lamp. If Derek were still here, I would say standards were slipping and we must sharpen up a bit, even though he was never really one for formality. But then a couple of days ago I accidentally found myself on the sofa just after midday with a slice of bread and butter. Perhaps some things are just inevitable as you sail into old age. I do try to cook a hot meal, though, and just lately I’ve got into the habit of making pasta. I’ve never really bothered with it before but a character on the television was eating it and I thought I’d give it a whirl. Just a plate of penne with a bit of cheese grated on top, a dollop of tomato ketchup if you’re feeling fancy; it’s so quick and as cheap as anything. I’ve made it five times this week. After all the messing around looking for fuses, I thought it would be a good option and twenty minutes later I was in front of the local news with a tray on my lap.

I put a bottle of tomato sauce on the little table between our chairs. ‘I’m feeling fancy,’ I said.

The darkness had grown quickly, as it has a habit of doing at that time of year, and I leaned over and switched on another lamp. You turn your eyes from the day for a moment and when you look back, it’s all but disappeared from view. I was going to shut the curtains, but then I realised they were already pulled to. I didn’t remember doing it, but over the last few weeks I’d felt so worn out and it’s amazing how many things slip your mind when you’re busy being exhausted.

‘Perhaps they’ve been like that since yesterday,’ I said. ‘Perhaps I forgot again. Never mind, it keeps the room cosy, doesn’t it?’

I did mind, though. There was too much forgetting just lately, and cosy was not the adjective that immediately sprang to mind. Weak pools of light from the table lamps and the blue flicker of a television screen were the only signs of life, and the rest of the room lay sleeping in the shadows. I could make out the dining table in the bay window and the clock on the far wall (which wasn’t ticking any more because I couldn’t open the little door to replace the battery and I didn’t want to bother anyone). There was a computer gathering dust in the corner because neither of us had felt competent enough to use it properly. We both preferred reading and even in the gloomy light, I could just about spot the spines of the books on the shelves next to the fireplace. Books we both read. Stories we discussed. I looked down at my plate. I probably hadn’t stirred often enough because pieces of pasta had stuck to each other like a row of little penne soldiers, and the cold plate had turned the cheese to rubber.

‘I don’t much fancy this now,’ I said. ‘I might just have a cup of tea and head to bed instead.’

I looked at my watch.

It was half past six.

My father always used to say you should go to bed when you’re tired, not just because your watch tells you to, but he belonged to a different era. We are all so well conditioned now, like Pavlov’s dogs, trained to perfection by the ticking and tocking, and the buzzers and alarms, and it’s an impossible habit to break. The only problem is, time has different speeds. Evening speed is the slowest, I find, even when every half an hour is marked out by soaps and quiz shows, and endless programmes about cars and cooking. I don’t take much notice of any of them really. They play to themselves in the corner of the room and let me know when another thirty minutes have passed.

I lasted until half past eight.

‘I’m turning in,’ I said to the room, to the silent clock on the wall and the rows of abandoned stories on the shelf. I turned to the chair next to me. ‘I’ll say goodnight, then.’

The chair was empty, of course, although it still held the shape of Derek despite the fact he hadn’t sat there for three months. The whole house held the shape of him. Buildings do that, strangely. They remember people. They don’t forget like human beings have a tendency to do. That’s the thing if you’ve lived in a house for long enough; it becomes a keeper of all your memories, like a giant suitcase. It holds them safe in corners and alcoves, and it scatters them around the garden and in the branches of the trees. That’s why I could never leave. I’d be too afraid my memories couldn’t leave with me, that they’d be trapped in bricks and mortar or so deeply rooted in the flowerbeds, they wouldn’t be able to free themselves, and I would lose them all forever. Perhaps if you’ve existed somewhere for many years, if a room has heard your laughter for long enough, if the floor has felt your footsteps backwards and forwards over the years, if the flowers you planted still bloom and fade in the soil each year, perhaps even after you have left, the house thinks kindly of you and keeps you safe. Perhaps you will always remain there, in a way. In the next room maybe, behind a door, shielded by the ash tree at the bottom of the garden. Just out of sight.

I looked at the row of cards still propped on the mantelpiece. All those sorry people, all thinking of me at this difficult time. I don’t suppose they continued to think of me three months later, but I kept the cards on show in the hope that some of them did.

‘See you in the morning, love,’ I said.

But the only one listening was the house.

I closed the sitting-room door and made my way upstairs. It was strange, but in a place filled with silence, where even the clock had given up and stopped ticking, the loneliest thing of all was a sound. The sound of my footsteps. Slowly, carefully, one by one, climbing the stairs alone.
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‘It must be the bulb,’ I said to the empty kitchen.

Insomnia had sent me on a midnight walk around the estate. I’d left the kitchen light on because it’s a bit more cheerful to return to, but when I got back, the room was in darkness.

I stared up at the light fitting. We had spare bulbs somewhere, although heaven knows where. The kitchen ceiling was also unusually high, so I’d need a little stepladder. I knew where that lived, but I wasn’t sure I felt safe enough to use it on my own. What if I missed my footing? What if I fell? No one would know and I could lie there for days because who would miss me? My throat tightened around my thoughts. Even with the hall light, it would be too dark to see what I was doing and I couldn’t recall where Derek stored the little torch. I could see it in my mind’s eye, but I just couldn’t place where it was.

‘For the love of God, where do you keep the torch?’

The kitchen stared back at me in the darkness.

I looked at the clock on the microwave. It seemed as though it stopped flashing, just for a second, but it must have been my eyes playing tricks on me.

It would have to wait until morning. Nothing would come to any harm in the meantime and perhaps everything would look less overwhelming in daylight. I made my way through the kitchen, feeling the edge of the table and the back of a chair to guide myself through the dark. I was going to sit in the living room. Read the newspaper again. Perhaps put the telly on for a bit of company. I looked down the hall at the table lamp, though, and I couldn’t face it. I couldn’t face being in there on my own for another second and so I sat at the bottom of the stairs and put my head in my hands.

‘There must be better songs to sing than this,’ I said.

When I looked up, I saw Derek’s coat still hanging from a peg on the opposite wall. I hadn’t had the heart to move it. I didn’t think I ever would. All of his things were exactly where he’d left them, because the whole situation felt so unlikely, and when he came back he wouldn’t understand where everything was.

I reached forward and touched the sleeve. It was his dog-walking coat. Derek used to walk miles with Ziggy. It’s a wonder he didn’t wear the poor dog out and I swear she rolled her eyes whenever Derek picked up her lead. Jeanie loved that dog. When Ziggy died three years after Jeanie disappeared, it felt as though another piece of my daughter had vanished.

‘Walking clears my head,’ Derek used to say. ‘Blows away the cobwebs.’ Now I have cobwebs of my own, I know exactly what he meant. When you go past the leisure centre, you can see people through the giant windows, marching away on the treadmills. They even have little videos to watch as you’re walking, so you can pretend you’re outside. It’s all very fancy, but nothing beats being in the open air. Looking up at a sky filled with stars, listening to the birds singing without a hum of traffic in the distance, the click of a five-bar gate behind you as you walk across a field. It’s all out there for the taking, and there really isn’t anything quite like it. Sometimes, Derek would bring back wild flowers he’d picked from the hedgerows. ‘Interflora delivery for Mrs Ford,’ he’d say, and he’d chuckle as he handed me a bunch of bluebells or a posy of cowslips. We were always very careful with money, especially after Derek retired, and flowers from the shops seemed an unnecessary extravagance. These meant so much more, though. The week before he went into hospital for the final time, I was cleaning the kitchen, because keeping busy was the only way I could silence the anxiety for a while. Derek had been sitting on the patio, but when I glanced out of the window he was no longer in his seat. I was alarmed, of course. When you’re looking after someone who is gravely ill, anything unexpected, no matter how small, sends you into a blind panic. Eventually I spotted him, though. He was making his way back up the path towards the house, very slowly, every step he took drawing more pain onto his face. He must have walked all the way to the bottom of the garden, because in his hand was a bunch of buttercups. Heaven knows how long it had taken him. I stood at the kitchen window, watching. I tried to make the moment last by holding my breath, not blinking in case it disappeared. I wanted to stay in that moment forever.

‘Interflora delivery for Mrs Ford,’ he said, when he reached the kitchen door, and he smiled and kissed the top of my head.

I pressed those flowers between the pages of a book.

It seemed a lifetime ago now. I held on to the coat sleeve as I sat on the stairs. ‘Where are you?’ I said. ‘You were here and now you’re not. What happened? Where did you go?’

I thought I’d finished all my crying. At the beginning, grief is loud and raw. Emotions as urgent as that need a landing place and so they escape from you without warning, powerful and uncontrolled. In time, though, you learn to be the master of them. Your grief becomes more measured, less unpredictable, and you allow yourself to live alongside it until no one except you realises it exists. There might be occasions even you, yourself, transiently forget. Distracted by life, swept away in a moment, but those are the times it will find a way out and make itself known. It was Derek’s coat, you see. The feel of familiar material under my fingertips, the smell of the fabric. He’d worn it for years. There was even a tear in the cuff where Ziggy had jumped up and ripped it during a game on the lawn, much to everyone’s amusement.

‘You’ll have to throw it away now,’ I’d said, but Derek was adamant.

‘Only if you peel it from my cold, dead hands. I’m far too fond of it!’

Now it hung on a peg in the hall, unwanted. It had lost its person and its purpose, and it suddenly felt as though the coat and I had an awful lot in common.

I wiped my face with my hands, got to my feet and turned to go upstairs. As I reached for the banister, I glanced down the hall to where the table lamp still held the living room in a pool of orange light. There was a shadow. It moved across the wall, swept past the curtains and disappeared into the fireplace. My eyes playing tricks on me again. That could be the only explanation, because there’s always a logical reason for everything. Anyway, it was only there for a moment, and then it was gone.
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It was the first thing I saw when I walked into the kitchen the following morning and it stopped me in my tracks right next to the fridge. A lightbulb. In its box. In the middle of the table.

I stared at it. One of the things about living alone is nothing ever changes. If you leave a newspaper on the armchair, it’s still there waiting to be read the next day. An unrinsed cup sits on the draining board until you decide to wash it. Like a bookmark, nothing ever moves until you, yourself, get going again.

‘I don’t remember getting that out,’ I said, out loud. I say most things out loud now because it fills up an empty room quite nicely and it’s comforting sometimes to hear a human voice, even if it’s just your own.

I could remember buying a spare lightbulb during one of my particularly organised moments, when I was doing my online shop a few weeks back. For the life of me I couldn’t think where I’d put the bulb when it arrived, but I must have had an epiphany at some point during the previous evening because clearly I’d hunted it down and left it out on the table to be dealt with in the morning. The only strange thing was that I couldn’t recall doing any of it. I had been in a bit of a state, though, and there were times during the past three months when I’d been in the kind of state where you find you’ve lost hours of your life, never mind a lightbulb. Dr Petersen gave me sleeping tablets, although they’re still in the bathroom cabinet, untouched, because the last thing I needed was to feel sleepy during the day any more than I already did. I would close my eyes, only to open them again and find an entire day had passed. I must have got up at some point because I would fall asleep in one place and wake up somewhere entirely different, but none of it made any impression on me. Dr Petersen said it was a reaction to Derek’s death. All the worrying and whittling, the caring for him, the trips back and forth to the hospital, they were all fuelled by adrenaline. Once Derek had died, that fuel ran out and I had nothing left. An ‘adrenaline crash’, Dr Petersen had called it. Although that’s really just one of those phrases people like to throw about, because giving a fancy name to something makes it more acceptable, and everyone seems to have got out of the habit of speaking plain English. What he really meant was I was worn out.

I took the lightbulb out of its box and ran my fingers over the smooth glass. One of the reasons I was worn out was because it had all happened so very quickly. When something big occurs in your life, such as your husband dying, you’d think there would be a preamble of some sort. A bit of a warning so you can prepare yourself as best you can, find a little mental clarity and steel your nerves. There was none of that. One minute he was fine, the next he was gone. I stared at the bulb. Like switching off a light.

It was one of those quiet cancers. The ones that don’t make themselves known until the last minute. Instead, they travel around your body unhindered by medical science and by the time you realise they exist, they’ve already won a war you didn’t even know was raging. Derek went to the doctor because he was feeling run down. He didn’t want to trouble anyone even then, but I insisted, and it wasn’t very long before we found ourselves in a waiting room, sitting on hard plastic chairs and trying to reassure ourselves that the doctors were just being thorough.

The consultant was very kind and looked us in the eye the whole time he was talking, but it didn’t make his words any more bearable. When I first walked in and saw a woman sitting there too, I thought how generous it was to provide two medical professionals to look after us, but then the doctor started speaking and I understood why. She was a palliative care nurse. Her name was Angela and she did indeed turn out to be an angel.

Neither of them said they were sorry, which was a blessing. Death has too much apologising. Instead of saying he was sorry, the consultant told us they would do everything they could to make sure in the time that was left, Derek would have a good quality of life. And they did. It’s just that none of us realised, perhaps not even the doctor, that Derek’s life would only last another eight weeks.

I found the little stepladder straight away. It was at the far end of the garage and once I’d carried it into the kitchen and set it up, it wasn’t as high as I’d remembered it to be. Or perhaps things don’t look quite as daunting when it’s daylight. It was the same when I used to fret about Derek. Worries always grow in the dark. They lie next to you on the pillow and refuse to leave. By the time morning comes, though, they’ve lost some of their strength and things don’t seem so insurmountable any more. Until the next night. And the next.

Derek never talked about dying. We had a conversation, after the appointment, side by side in the car in the hospital car park, because it’s far easier to say what’s on your mind when you don’t have to sit facing someone. It wasn’t that Derek didn’t accept what the doctor had told us, he just decided he wasn’t going to let it define him.

‘You know that John Lennon quote, don’t you?’ he said.

‘I can’t say as I do.’

‘He said death is like getting out of one car and into another. That’s all. Nothing to be frightened of.’

The tears that had started as a pinprick in the consultation room had gathered strength, and now I felt them threaten to spill over. ‘But I can’t get in that car with you, Derek, that’s the problem. You have to make that journey on your own. I thought we had another ten years together.’

‘Nothing in life is guaranteed.’ That was all he said.

When I couldn’t stop the tears any more, he reached over and took my hand. ‘This disease is going to steal enough from us as it is. Don’t let it steal the time we have left as well.’

And so we didn’t. We crammed as much into those eight weeks as we could. We took money out of our savings account and we went on a holiday to Cornwall. There were weekends away. Trips to the theatre. Posh meals in fancy restaurants we wouldn’t otherwise dream of eating in, and we’d grin at each other over the menus because it all felt so decadent. We visited places we had always meant to visit and watched movies we had always meant to watch, and we had long conversations well into the night. It was liberating. It felt as though we were daring the cancer to take anything from us, but the whole time we were doing these things, I was silently analysing everything Derek said and did. Looking for the smallest sign. The tiniest change in direction. Was he paler today? Quieter? Those questions took a lot of energy but they made me feel in control. A small victory in a situation where I knew neither of us was ever going to win.

For all the watching and analysing, though, when that change in direction finally happened, I did my very best to turn away. We were walking along the seafront, staring out at the vast grey of the ocean in winter and watching seagulls swoop and soar backwards and forwards across the harbour. We reached a group of wooden benches, and Derek said, ‘Shall we sit down for a minute, love?’

It seemed such an everyday question. If someone had overheard, they wouldn’t have thought anything of it. But I knew Derek. Unlike me, he was always the one who wanted to keep going on our walks and I felt my heart turn in my chest.

‘Of course,’ I said. ‘Why not.’

We sat on that bench in silence, each wandering through our own thoughts. After a while, Derek turned to me, patted my leg and smiled, and then his eyes went back to the sea. I began to study his face. Each line, each fold of skin, the shape of his nose and the tiny scar on his forehead where he’d fallen as a small boy. I needed to keep looking, to commit it all to memory. I’m not sure when it happened. I must have turned away for a moment and lost concentration, because when I turned back he seemed older. More fragile. For the first time, I met the illness that was destroying us and I felt the shifting sand beneath my feet.

It took a few attempts to get the stepladder in the right place and when I did finally manage it, I had to climb right back down again to go and fetch a duster. I used to be so particular about cleaning and tidying, but just lately I’ve felt so tired and it’s all run away with me a bit. Now it’s got to the point where I don’t even know where to begin, and so I sit staring at it instead and I don’t do any beginning at all. When Derek was in hospital, there was an excuse. All those trips to hospital for visiting hours, backwards and forwards twice a day. I even developed a liking for a particular spot in the car park, and I’d always buy the same sweets from the League of Friends for the journey home. I think they were supposed to be cough lozenges, but they tasted of aniseed and childhood, and I found them strangely comforting.

Derek was admitted a few days after that walk along the seafront. His morphine needed to be increased, and the problem with morphine is that it might take away the pain, but it also takes away the person along with it. He was still Derek, of course, but his words grew slow and faltering. Sometimes he would gaze into space for hours on end, and there were occasions I wasn’t sure he even knew I was there. A part of him had disappeared somewhere, lost forever, as if the disease was very slowly taking our life from us, chapter by chapter.

We were in a side room at the end. People are always pleased to get a side room, like being upgraded on an aeroplane, but no one is put in a side room on a whim. That morning, the consultant had called in on his ward round and he’d smiled and put his hand on my shoulder. In the beginning there were pages written about Derek, scribbled furiously in the notes by an exhausted junior doctor, but as the days went on, the notes became shorter and shorter, and on that final morning the consultant glanced at the machinery that filled Derek’s bloodstream with drugs, and asked if I was okay. There’s something especially sobering about a medic asking an ordinary question like that, because usually they’re just full of science and numbers, but when they run out of science and the numbers let them down, you realise they’re a normal human being like the rest of us. A human being who was just trying to fix something for you.

Derek couldn’t be fixed, of course. We all knew that and as that last day wore on, he drifted further and further away from me, and nurses paused in the corridor and glanced in. As I sat with Derek, I tried to think about something positive, about the previous eight weeks and all the memories we’d made. The trouble with memories, though, is they’re not as useful if you don’t have anyone to share them with. If you can no longer turn to someone and say do you remember when and bring them back to life, they begin to fade very quickly, and all you are left with is the sense that once upon a time, your life was very much better than it is now.

I’d resigned myself to not hearing Derek’s voice again, but that didn’t mean I had to stop talking, and so I went over to the window and told him what I could see. There was a bit of the hospital car park, of course, but beyond that, the rolling fields of the Peak District stretched out towards the sky.

‘Green hills, far away,’ I said, into the pane of glass.

‘As long as there’s a city wall, because if you start singing hymns I’m getting my coat and heading home.’

‘Derek?’ I turned around and he was sitting up in the bed and smiling. ‘What on earth are you doing?’

‘I believe it’s called making conversation, Margaret. Although if you want to carry on staring at the car park, then don’t let me stop you.’

He laughed and I laughed along with him, even though there were tears in my eyes.

Afterwards, the doctor said it was quite common. People rallying round a few hours before they died. Unconscious patients suddenly waking up and asking for something to eat, someone lost to dementia regaining lucidity, another with barely enough energy to open their eyes getting a second wind and finding a new enthusiasm for life, only to die a few hours later. I didn’t know that then, of course. I was just glad he was back.

We talked about all sorts that afternoon. How he was missed at the bowls club, how Alan and Brian took it in turns to ring to see how he was. All the gossip from the supermarket queue and how the garden was doing.

‘And what about your committee meetings and the church choir?’ Derek said. ‘I need a big update on all the squabbling.’

‘Well.’ I brushed at nothing on my skirt. ‘I haven’t really been keeping up with all that.’

‘Margaret!’ I could hear the disappointment in his voice. ‘You can’t let your life just peter out – you need to keep on marching.’

‘I’ve been too busy sitting here with you, and besides,’ I brushed at my skirt again, ‘it all just seems a bit pointless.’

‘It’s the very opposite of pointless. It’s even more important now than it’s ever been. What are you going to do when …’ He hesitated. ‘… when I’m not here any more?’

‘Don’t talk like that, Derek. I don’t want to listen.’

‘We need to talk like that.’ He reached over and took my hand in his. ‘The biggest problem when somebody dies is that everyone knew full well it was going to happen, but they never dared talk about it. Promise me you won’t give up when I’m gone.’

He smiled at me and I thought how pale he was.

‘Okay,’ I said. ‘I promise, I promise. I just …’

‘Just what?’

‘I just worry about you. Going on alone.’

‘I won’t be alone.’ He squeezed my hand. ‘Because the first thing I’m going to do when I leave here, is find our Jeanie.’

The lump in my throat almost stopped me from speaking.

Slowly, over the years, we had come to accept Jeanie was gone. Sometimes I try to pinpoint the time when I knew. It wasn’t, after many months, a policeman sitting at our kitchen table and very gently, and very kindly, putting it forward as a possibility, because I’d silently put it forward to myself already on many occasions. It wasn’t the first time someone knocked at the door and my heart didn’t leap in my chest. It wasn’t even when a newspaper referred to Jeanie’s case as an ‘unsolved murder’. It was more that I just drifted into it. The day Jeanie disappeared there was a before and an afterwards. A moment. A fulcrum, I suppose, around which everything else would turn. Two little girls knocking at the back door as I was washing up the breakfast things, grabbing a tea towel to dry my hands, glancing behind me to check I hadn’t left a tap running. Those final few seconds of my unremarkable life. Accepting Jeanie had died was a gradual realisation, and I knew whoever might have taken her, or wherever she’d ended up, she was never coming back. It was easier, strangely, to accept that she had died, than to think she had spent all those years choosing not to come back to us again. She wasn’t afraid and suffering somewhere. She was safe. She wasn’t alone.

I reached for Derek’s hand across the hospital bed. ‘You will find her, won’t you?’ I whispered. ‘Find her and tell her how loved she is?’

‘I’ll find her, Margaret. I promise you. Now how about you fetch us another cup of tea and we’ll have no more maudlin talk.’

‘You’ve only just finished that one!’

‘I’ve got a lot of catching-up to do,’ he said. ‘I’ve been lying here for three weeks with this thing stuck in my arm.’ He waved the IV drip at me and laughed.

I turned towards the door, but something made me look back.

‘You can do this, Maggie. I know you can,’ he said and blew me a kiss.

It was the last thing he ever said, because when I got back, carrying two polystyrene cups and babbling on about how messy it was in the kitchen, he’d fallen asleep, and no amount of talking or pleading would make him wake up.

It was a few hours later and I knew it was happening because his breathing changed. The sound of it altered and it began to leave with more purpose, as if his body knew it needed to clean and purge before he left. The strangest thing, though: as Derek was taking those last breaths, he opened his eyes and looked straight into mine. He was back with me again, if only for a moment, and his face filled with so much love, so much acceptance. I think of that look he gave me even now, because as difficult as it was to let him go, it told me I should never be afraid of dying, because how can you be afraid of something that can fill your eyes with so much peace?

When the end came, I leaned forward, kissed his cheek, and put my forehead to his, just like we always did. There were two people in that room, and then there was just me, and he had gone.

I think Angela must have been waiting in the corridor, because a few minutes later she was crouching beside my chair and asking if there was anything she could do. I said I’d just like to spend a while with Derek and she told me to take as long as I needed. I felt like I needed forever, because I knew as soon as I left that room, as soon as I walked away from him, the steps I took would be leading me into a whole new life. I looked around at the detritus of the previous few days. There was a paperback by Derek’s bed. Something he’d been reading before the illness, and the drugs, had made it impossible to concentrate. Poking out of the top of the paperback was a bookmark.

‘He’ll never know now, will he?’ I said.

‘Know what?’ Angela crouched by my chair again.

‘When he placed that bookmark there, he thought he’d be coming back, but he never did. He’ll never know how the story ends.’

Angela gave me a hug. ‘Then you’ll just have to read it for him, won’t you?’

I looked at Derek’s face one last time before I left. Fifty years of looking but it still wasn’t enough. I couldn’t bear to say goodbye, so I just whispered, ‘See you soon,’ because I was certain I would. You can’t love someone this much and then never meet again. It didn’t make any sense. Before I turned for the door, I noticed his hands. Hands can tell you more about a person than anything else, I think, because you can disguise all sorts of things on your face, employ every kind of trickery, but your hands always tell the truth. Derek’s hands were holding the bedsheet, the material gathered between his fingers.

It was almost as if he’d remembered something he needed to do before he left.
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The date was circled in red on the calendar that hung on the kitchen wall, and each time I passed it, I would do an excellent job of pretending it didn’t exist.

If you turned back time through the calendar’s pages, you would see dozens of red circles. The WI, the Round Table, committee meetings and church fairs, book clubs and volunteering. People to organise. Places to be. I’d joined in with everything that had been offered to me, and Margaret of the past had been entirely made up of red circles. Derek often said the town would grind to a halt if I retired from my public duties, and although I told him off for being cheeky, I liked to imagine he could be right. They just nicely filled all the gaps in the calendar, those circles. Gaps where other things might have been. There was also the fact that mixing with people you are already familiar with means no one asks you questions, because I never know how to reply when a stranger enquires if I have any children. It would break me to say no, but if I say yes, other questions appear, and then more, and before you know it you’ve told a complete stranger your entire life story. You can see it in their eyes when they hear Jeanie’s name, a hint of embarrassment, and that’s when you realise that all those years ago, you were probably the subject of a conversation in a pub or a discussion in the aisle of a supermarket, and judgements were passed without you ever getting a chance to present your case for the defence.

The last remaining red circle on the calendar was Veronica Buxton’s open house. Open house sounds rather grand, as though I was heading for Chatsworth or Blenheim Palace, but it was actually  a medium-sized bungalow on the estate at the top of the hill. It wasn’t really just an open house day, either, because this was just a guise. In reality, it was Veronica’s way of rounding us all up to report back on how we were doing with her latest project. An auction of promises, she called it.

‘What on earth is one of those?’ I’d said to her over the telephone.

‘It’s like a regular auction, Margaret. But instead of bidding for objects, you bid for promises.’

‘What kind of promises?’ I said, wondering if I really wanted to know the answer.

‘Whatever people can offer. A promise to mow someone’s lawn, or walk their dog. Everyone has a skill they can offer as a prize, we just need everyone to knock on a few doors and get people to donate their services!’

I felt my heart sink. ‘Oh, Veronica, I really don’t know. The last thing I feel like doing is knocking on a stranger’s front door.’

‘Margaret.’ Her voice dropped at least an octave. ‘This is to raise money for the air ambulance, which relies on public donations to keep the service going. It’s our civic duty.’

She was right and Veronica was very difficult to say no to, even though she’d recently taken to wearing tangerine lipstick and alarmingly large hooped earrings. You’d think that would have given her a more frivolous air but, strangely, it only seemed to make her more intimidating.

It was all part of Veronica’s mission to reinvent herself. Since her mother had died, she’d flung herself into a new life – ‘finding myself’, she called it, as though her real self had been camping out somewhere, waiting for a reunion. It was understandable, really. Old Mrs Buxton had been quite the force. I’d met her by mistake a few times before she’d become housebound, and on every occasion it had taken me several hours to recover. No wonder Veronica had decided it was more economical to abandon her old self and start all over again.

Even as I was saying, ‘Yes, of course I’ll be there,’ I was trying to think of a way to get out of the open house. And now I was wishing I’d never agreed to go, because I knew I’d be quizzed about all the promises I was supposed to have collected but hadn’t bothered thinking about.

Because my life has so many gaps in it now, no amount of red circles will ever fill up all the space. I often thought about the promise I’d made to Derek about marching on, but every time it popped into my head, I managed to lift it out again and put it to one side. He didn’t understand, because, if anything, red circles on the calendar just made my life feel more unbearable, because they drew attention to all the things that were missing. An empty calendar felt safer. More of a comfort. And I could pretend to myself that this was exactly what I’d wanted all along.

The day before the red circle, it occurred to me that I should perhaps knock on a few doors, just to have something to report back to Veronica. I stepped out into the cul-de-sac and gazed around. I was hoping I could conjure up a casual conversation, but it was deserted. Ross’s van was on the drive, though. ‘Plumbing engineer – no job too small!’ it told me. A promises auction felt like a small job, and so I decided to begin there.

I took a deep breath.

‘You can do this, Margaret,’ I said. Looking back, I may even have spoken it out loud. ‘I know you can.’

‘Come in, Margaret!’

Ross was always so pleasant. His sleeves were rolled up and there was grease and dirt on his hands. I’d clearly interrupted him in the middle of doing something quite important, but you’d never have guessed it from his manner. His and Kathryn’s house was an exact copy of ours, so when he gestured towards the kitchen and I walked down the hall, it felt like someone had secretly crept into mine and Derek’s and changed all the furniture around. I glanced into the little bathroom. There were wooden letters on the shelf. ‘BATHE’, they said, just in case you’d forgotten what a bathroom was for. As soon as I walked into the kitchen, though, I realised their house was far more modern than ours. It had kitchen cupboards with no handles, for a start, and one of those fancy food mixers that spoke to you and told you exactly what you should be doing. ‘EAT’, said the wooden letters on the shelf, joining in with all the instructions, and they helpfully had a selection of recipe books either side of them to get you started.

‘What can I do you for today?’ Ross pulled out one of the chairs and I sat at the kitchen table.

‘Well, I have a favour to ask,’ I said.

‘A favour?’

I remembered what was written on his van. ‘Only a small one. We’re having a charity auction for the air ambulance, and I wondered if you might donate some of your time. It’s a promises auction, you see.’

He looked puzzled and I used Veronica’s explanation. I even lowered my voice when I said the bit about the air ambulances.

Despite my best efforts, Ross folded his arms and shook his head.

‘It’s a great cause, Margaret, but I’m not sure I can help. I don’t really have any skill I can donate.’

‘Plumbing?’ I said, hopefully.

He scratched his chin. ‘That’s my daily bread, though – I’d be a bit of an eejit if I started giving it away for nothing.’

I made understanding noises.

‘My diary’s full at the moment as it is. Why don’t you try someone with a bit more time on their hands. How about Mrs Fellowes across the road?’

I found other understanding noises to make and we both stood up a little awkwardly.

‘I’ll do that, Ross, thank you,’ I said as we walked back towards the front door.

I frowned at the wooden letters on the hall table.

‘SMILE!’ they said.

Unlike Ross, Mrs Fellowes didn’t invite me in. She just stood in her doorway and looked rather puzzled.

‘What on earth is a promises auction?’ she said, and I began to wish Veronica had provided me with a laminated card. Even after I’d explained, she continued to look quite bewildered, and so I asked if she had any special skill that other people might find useful.

‘Oh no, no, nothing like that.’

She was adamant.

‘Plus I’m very busy, Margaret. Especially since Bill died. I have the garden to see to by myself and an entire house to clean.’

‘Cleaning!’ I said very quickly. ‘You could offer to do an hour’s cleaning for someone!’

Mrs Fellowes took a step back.

‘If I had an hour to spare, Margaret, I’d devote it to my own skirting boards, not someone else’s,’ and her hand went straight to her throat.

I had planned on tackling the wheelie-bin situation whilst I was there, but I thought better of it.

I decided I’d try one last house. Perhaps someone younger might be more open to the idea, and so the final door I knocked on was Majid’s at number four. I knew he worked shifts at the hotel up the road and thought I might catch him before he set off.

It took so long to get an answer that I was about to give up, but eventually the outline of him appeared on the other side of the glass and he opened the door just enough for a conversation to squeeze through.

‘Mrs … Ford,’ he said, after he’d glanced across the road towards my house and got his bearings.

Fortunately, he did know what a promises auction was, but unfortunately, he was no more helpful than any of the others.

‘I don’t really have anything to offer,’ he said, ‘but I could make a donation.’

‘That’s very kind, and thank you, but what we’re really after is people who can donate their time. You have a dog, don’t you?’

He looked over his shoulder, back into the house, and made the gap in the door even narrower before he nodded.

‘What about the promise of a dog walk, then! An hour of your time to walk someone else’s dog – you could even walk your own dog at the same time!’

He looked back again and the more he did it, and the narrower the gap became, the more intrigued I was to see what was on the other side.

‘I don’t think so,’ he said. ‘Not right now. It’s not a good time.’

He pulled something out of the back pocket of his jeans, and before I knew it, I was holding a ten-pound note and standing alone on the doorstep.

I crossed back towards my own house. I used to be able to persuade anybody into anything. I made Veronica look like an amateur. I organised bake sales and coffee mornings, talked local businesses into sponsoring children’s football teams and paying for plants and shrubs for the roundabouts on the bypass. I convinced the town newspaper to run countless free adverts for our charity events, and even the local photographer offered his services for nothing after I’d spent twenty minutes admiring his portfolio. Now I couldn’t even muster up volunteers for a dog walk or quick hoover round. My mind was too full and my heart was too empty.

I closed the front door behind me.

‘I’m sorry, Derek. I know I promised, but it’s too hard without you.’

I definitely said it out loud this time, because I heard my voice echo all around the empty hallway.

I was going to have a lie-down, but then I realised I’d have to face everyone at the open house anyway, even if I was going to throw in the towel, so I had to decide what I was going to wear. My usual daily uniform of elastic-waisted trousers and a semi-presentable jumper really wasn’t appropriate for Veronica Buxton and her rediscovered self, so I went into the back bedroom to rummage around in the wardrobe. It was still Jeanie’s bedroom, of course. It always would be. Derek very gently persuaded me to let go of things over the years, but some items I could never part with. Her clothes, for example. How could I? In my mind, she would always be eleven years old. Like a cine film, paused in time, until the heat of the lens slowly melted her away. To let go of Jeanie’s clothes would be like letting go of Jeanie. Most weeks I still found myself in there, brushing along the coat hangers, trying to remember that final morning.

The picture of Marilyn Monroe had been the first to give up. As the Blu Tack dried, she began to curl and bend until she was hanging from the wallpaper by a single corner. Derek took the poster down, rolling it very carefully and placing it behind the wardrobe.

He saw me watching. ‘It’s got to be done, Marg.’ He only ever called me Marg when it was an important moment. Perhaps he thought Marg was a version of me I kept hidden underneath, one that was more likely to understand. ‘We can’t just leave it like that.’

‘Then put it up again,’ I said. ‘We’ve got some Blu Tack somewhere.’

Derek didn’t reply. He just stared at the carpet, as though he’d suddenly become lost. People talk about carrying the weight of the world on your shoulders and I know it’s just a saying, but you can see it sometimes. Everything pressing down on someone until they become small and bent. I witnessed it that day with Derek. His whole body seemed to shrink, and it shocked me so much to witness, I never mentioned the poster again.

I unlocked the big wardrobe and the smell of who I used to be escaped through the open doors. The garment bags and the dry-cleaning wrappers crackled in their newly found freedom and a whole row of me stared down from the rail. Wedding-guest outfits, dinner-dance dresses, committee-meeting suits and fancy handbags. I scanned the line and waited for something to appeal. Nothing did. The problem was it felt as though I was looking through someone else’s clothes. I didn’t expect Veronica Buxton would have this issue with her reinvented self, but the difference was that Veronica had hunted down the new version of herself like it was a military operation, whereas I’d had mine somewhat thrust upon me.

I pulled out a navy blue trouser suit. My standard choice for AGMs and anything to do with the church. God-fearing but certainly not a pushover. I must have lost a bit of weight, because when I tried it on, the shoulders sagged a little and the waist dropped straight onto my hips. The next thing I tried was a black knitted two-piece, which I thought might be a bit funereal, then a blue and white polka-dot dress I’d worn to a couple of garden parties, but was perhaps a little frivolous for a widow. What did widows wear, anyway? Maybe the black two-piece was appropriate after all, although the polka-dot dress made me feel younger than I am and when I tried it on, for a very brief moment, I remembered who I used to be. I stared at myself in the mirror.

‘Which one shall I go for?’ I said to my reflection.

Derek always said I looked good in everything, but when I pushed him, really pushed him, he’d say which outfit he preferred and why. He was always right. Now I had to make the decision by myself, like every other decision. Decisions about utility providers and when to cut back the roses, what to have for dinner and which film to watch on TV. I could make all these choices on my own, but having no one to discuss them with after forty years of conversation, made even the smallest decision feel unbearably heavy.

I hung the two outfits on the back of the wardrobe door and stared at them. The black two-piece or the polka-dot dress?

‘How can I do all this on my own?’

It was impossible. Everything was impossible. I took both outfits and pushed them back into the wardrobe until they disappeared, and I shut them inside and turned the key. I’d decide tomorrow. Most people have a to-do list, but I had become rather fond of keeping a to-don’t list. It’s amazing how many things you can shuffle into the next day when you put your mind to it.
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I knew I’d put it back in the wardrobe.

With the lightbulb I couldn’t be certain, but I distinctly remembered locking the knitted two-piece and the polka-dot dress back in the closet. And yet, the first thing I saw when I opened my eyes the following morning was the polka-dot dress hanging on the back of my bedroom door.

I stared. Perhaps I was dreaming. Or hallucinating. I rubbed sleep out of my eyes and looked again. No, it was definitely there.

There must be someone else in the house. I looked over at the bedside table and my watch and purse looked back at me. I couldn’t imagine what kind of burglar takes the trouble to break in only to move your clothes around, and so I sat up again and tried to think logically. I must have done it myself. That was the only explanation, and if I told myself enough times, maybe I would start to believe it.

The room felt chilly. It’s amazing what a difference it makes when there is only one of you in the house. I wrapped myself in my dressing gown, walked over to the door, and ran my fingers down the polka-dot material. It was soft. Comforting. It had been hanging in the wardrobe for the best part of six months, but as I pressed it to my face and breathed in, it still smelled of the dry cleaners. Clean and fresh; hopeful, almost. Perhaps I could wear it after all.

I don’t think I heard the noise straight away, because I was too busy trying to reimagine myself in the dress, but after a moment I became aware of it. Footsteps, I thought. Downstairs. The hall had a tiled floor and anyone walking across it could be heard all over the house. I tried to hold my nerve. ‘Margaret, stay calm,’ I said to myself, even though my pulse hammered in my ears and when I pulled the door open I realised my hand was shaking. I peered up and down the landing. No masked robber holding a coat hanger.

I could see very little when I leaned over the banister, so I decided to creep down the stairs and when I reached the final step, I held on to the baluster as I peered into the hall. It was empty. From where I stood, I could see perfectly well into an empty kitchen. I couldn’t imagine a burglar would find anything of interest in a lavatory, and so the only place left was the living room. Thankfully it was the room nearest to the front door, and if I had to make a run for it there was a better chance of escape. I looked down at my dressing gown. The thought of running into the cul-de-sac in my nightwear felt a little embarrassing, but I decided that when you’re potentially faced with a masked intruder, what you’re wearing becomes somewhat incidental.

I reached for the door. Deep breath, Margaret. You’ve faced worse than this in your life. I pushed on the handle and very slowly, the door swung open.

The room was empty.

Not a soul in there. Nothing disturbed, nothing out of place, everything exactly as I’d left it the previous evening. I gave a small sigh, because now I had all this adrenaline and nowhere to put it. I must have forgotten about the dress and I must have imagined the footsteps, and there was no point in telling anyone. I’d be carted off somewhere and have to spend my remaining years sitting in a day room, waiting for my number to be called. It was best to put the whole thing behind me and go and make a pot of tea.

I tied my dressing-gown cord a little tighter, wiped my nose with a tissue I found in the pocket, and turned for the door. That’s when I heard it. A rustling sound. Faint but definitely there. I looked back at the empty room and it stopped. It wasn’t my imagination this time, though. I definitely heard it.

It was the sound of someone very slowly turning the pages of a newspaper.
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Veronica Buxton’s bungalow had been built on a bank, which gave the building a slightly higher elevation than all the other bungalows on the road and as an additional benefit, offered Veronica Buxton an immediate sense of superiority. The sharp, sloping driveway also seemed quite the test for people’s handbrakes, although it made no difference to me because I had decided to walk. It only took twenty minutes and it was a fine afternoon, plus I always feel calmer when I walk. I suppose it gives me something different to do with my adrenaline. As I made my way through the estate, I kept looking down at the polka dots on my dress and wondering if I’d made a grave error because daylight turns up the volume on everything, but other than keep my coat on for the entire visit, there really wasn’t much I could do about it. At least I wasn’t wearing too much jewellery; just my wedding ring. I couldn’t be bothered fiddling around with earrings and for the life of me I couldn’t find the bracelet I usually wore. I’d even crawled around the bedroom floor on my hands and knees, wondering if I’d dropped it, but like many things just recently it seemed to have vanished off the face of the earth.

Veronica’s road was filled with bungalows and, to the untrained eye, they all looked identical, although people had clearly tried to carve out a little individuality at each property. Hanging baskets, garden ornaments, that type of thing. Veronica had gone for two larger-than-life cockerels from the garden centre, which she’d placed either side of the front door, and they were quite alarming if you weren’t expecting them, especially as one appeared to be playing the banjo.

‘Margaret!’ Veronica appeared on the front porch and flung her arms about. ‘Polka dots. How nice!’ and she somehow managed to both kiss and hug me without making any physical contact whatsoever.

‘Come inside, come inside! Look, everyone, Margaret is here and she’s wearing polka dots!’

I hadn’t seen most of these people since Derek became ill. Not unless you count the funeral, which I don’t because I remember very little of that day and what I can recall are just small snippets that make no sense, even if I try to string them together. When I walked into Veronica’s lounge, however, it seemed as though no one had moved. There were several women, all sitting in the same seats, having the same conversations, and they greeted me as if I’d just returned from an extended cruise.

‘Long time no see!’

‘How is everything with you?’

‘Aren’t you a sight for sore eyes!’

You know the kind of thing. To save time, I tried to answer everyone all at once by smiling and nodding a few times, and then I settled myself in the corner next to a large fish tank and attempted to blend in.

‘What’ll it be, then, Margaret? Red or white?’ Veronica said.

‘I don’t really dri—’

‘White it is, then!’ she said and swayed off towards the kitchen.

I tried looking around the room, but then I realised everyone was still watching me and so I stared at my hands for a bit until they’d used up all their staring. A few months ago I was very good at this sort of thing. Idle chit-chat. ‘You’re an expert in the art of pointless conversations,’ Derek used to say whenever we’d been to one of these gatherings, and we would laugh. It’s amazing how quickly you lose the knack, though, because in the space of a few short months, I appeared to have turned into someone who sat next to fish tanks and examined their hands. In fact, I was so busy examining my hands, I didn’t realise the woman next to me was asking a question. It was Geraldine from the Over Sixties. Stout. Widowed. Bright lipstick.

‘So how are you?’ she was saying. ‘You know, since …’

‘Oh, you know … not too bad,’ I said, because when someone asks how you are, they very rarely expect you to tell them the truth.

‘I know how tough it is, Margaret.’ Geraldine put down her wine glass and leaned towards me. ‘When Duncan died, it took me the best part of a fortnight to get back into my normal routine.’

I frowned at her. ‘Really?’

‘Oh, yes. So many things to sort out. Endless paperwork. It ate up so much of my time.’

‘It took me longer than that when my Algernon passed away.’

The woman opposite was speaking now. I knew her name was Mrs Whittingham, but I couldn’t place her. Round Table, perhaps. Or the church. ‘Couldn’t eat. Couldn’t sleep. It took me months to get used to him not being there.’

‘Oh good, that’s a relief,’ I said.

She looked at me and raised her eyebrows.

‘I mean, that’s terrible but it makes me feel slightly better about my own inability to cope,’ I said.

‘So handsome, he was. Jet black hair. Beautiful coppery eyes. I fell in love with him the very first day we met.’

‘Were you married long?’ I said.

She raised her eyebrows even further. ‘Pardon?’

‘Algernon was your husband?’

‘My cat,’ she said.

‘Don’t worry, Margaret, we’re all different.’ Geraldine picked up her wine glass again and took quite a large gulp. ‘I mean, look at Veronica.’

‘Look at Veronica what?’

Veronica appeared in the doorway, two bottles of wine in one hand and an empty glass in the other.

‘Well, if you don’t mind me pointing it out,’ Geraldine said. ‘You’re like a different person since your mother died.’

‘I am, aren’t I?’ Veronica flopped onto the sofa with such force, it created an aftershock. ‘That’s because I’ve been liberated, Geraldine. Unshackled. The last six months have been a revelation.’

My face must have given the game away, because she said, ‘I know it might sound callous, Margaret, but I’ve spent the best part of my life looking after that woman.’

‘Of course,’ I said.

‘I’ve had my flings, of course, one or two of them a little unwise, but I’d abandoned any hope of a husband and a family of my own. Now she’s gone, I can finally start living.’

She looked at me and then turned away. I thought I saw a little guilt dancing around her eyes, but for the life of me I couldn’t understand why.

‘My mother wasn’t an easy woman to deal with, you know.’ Veronica handed me a glass of wine and I tried to conceal it on the coffee table with all the others, in the hope I wouldn’t be forced into drinking it. ‘She never was and the stroke just made her even more irritable. Now I can do whatever I want.’

‘And what have you been doing?’ I said.

Everyone smiled. I smiled back but I wasn’t entirely sure why I was doing it.

‘Can’t you tell?’ Geraldine said.

I looked around the room, then I looked at Veronica, who was still smiling. It felt like I was taking an exam.

‘Look at her face!’ Geraldine pointed.

Veronica seemed absolutely no different, but I said, ‘You look … refreshed?’ because there are times when lying is the only real option available to you.

‘See!’ Veronica punched the air and some of her wine escaped onto the sofa. ‘I told you it was worth the money!’

‘What was worth the money?’ I said.

‘Botox!’ Geraldine squealed as if the word had been sitting in her mouth for an eternity, waiting for its moment. ‘Veronica had Botox!’

‘You did?’ I said.

‘Yes, look. I can’t frown any more!’ Veronica pulled a very strange face, but weirdly, nothing whatsoever happened to her forehead. ‘It’s like magic!’

‘She’s testing it out for us and then we can all have a go,’ Geraldine said. ‘I fancy having my crow’s feet done,’ and she scrunched up her face by way of a demonstration.

‘Lips for me next,’ said Veronica. ‘I’m going to get them filled.’

‘Filled with what?’ I said.

She paused. ‘I have absolutely no idea.’

‘Why don’t you join us, Margaret?’ Geraldine said. ‘We could have a Botox party!’

‘I don’t really think …’

Veronica was pouring herself another glass of wine. ‘It’s all the rage now. Look at Madonna.’

‘I’d rather not,’ I said.

‘Well, I’m reclaiming my youth. Years of being at Mother’s beck and call, no life of my own.’ She nodded towards a framed photograph on the piano, which appeared to be the only evidence left in the room that Veronica Buxton’s mother had ever existed. ‘I can do anything I want now. I can go on a cruise or learn how to ski. I can get a dog. Or a facelift. Not that I need a facelift – with this Botox, I look like I’m in my forties again.’

This time I didn’t say anything, because there are occasions when even lying isn’t an option.

People came and went over the next hour. Identical conversations were had several times over and I became very familiar with the backs of my hands. I thought I’d got away with having to update Veronica on the promises auction, but just when I started to relax a little bit, she tapped at her wine glass with a cheese knife and the room fell silent.

‘Now.’ She put down the knife and sat up a little straighter. ‘Being as everyone is in the same room together, I thought it would be a good opportunity to discuss the promises auction and how we’re all getting on.’

There were a few nervous coughs and Geraldine suddenly decided she urgently needed something from the kitchen. Undeterred, Veronica began asking each person for an update, beginning at the far end of the room, which gave me plenty of time to stare out of the window and sweat. There were lots of promises of cakes, someone else had offered a return taxi service to the local airport, two hours of ironing – that one went down particularly well – and even a hedge-cutting service. I was trying to detach myself from the whole thing, watching a tiny robin singing his tiny heart out on a branch next to the patio, I almost didn’t hear my name being called.

‘Are you listening? Margaret!’

‘Veronica!’ I said, and turned away from the robin.

‘What delightful promises have you managed to secure for us, then?’

I hesitated. ‘Well, I haven’t really. I mean none. I haven’t secured any.’

Suddenly, it felt very much like being at school.

‘None?’ Veronica said, very loudly, perhaps for the benefit of Geraldine, who was still loitering in the kitchen. ‘You’re usually so good at this sort of thing.’

‘I think …’ I looked around the room and realised everyone was staring. ‘I think I’m struggling a bit.’

Veronica frowned and leaned forward in her seat. ‘Struggling with what, Margaret?’

I wanted to say that I was struggling with life, struggling with an existence without Derek, struggling to find even an ounce of enthusiasm for anything, but everyone in the room was watching me and I didn’t think I could manage to carry all their pity home with me.

‘Struggling with time management, Veronica,’ I said. ‘I’ve been run off my feet lately and I just haven’t had the chance.’

‘Oh, I see.’ Veronica leaned back again. ‘Well, try to squeeze us into your busy schedule, Margaret. The auction is only three weeks away and we need all the promises we can muster.’

She moved on to the next person and I turned to the window again, but the robin had flown away.

It’s an art, slipping away from this type of social event. If you’re not careful, you can become stuck for hours, desperately trying to escape but never quite making it as far as the threshold. I decided on a cunning tactic and excused myself to use the bathroom. Once I’d successfully made it out, I planned to wave briefly from the doorway and then vanish. The only problem was, it had been a long time since I’d visited Veronica’s bungalow and once I was in the hall and faced with four closed doors, I wasn’t entirely sure which one I should pick. In the end, I went for the door right at the end and it turned out not to be a bathroom at all, but Mrs Buxton’s old bedroom.

The curtains were almost pulled to, but paper thin, so a watery afternoon light still filled the room. There is something unique about a place in which someone has died. Everything seems heavy and still, even months afterwards. The air is different too. Not unpleasant, just static, and that sense of suffocation never leaves, no matter how much you clean. Not that Mrs Buxton’s room had been cleaned very recently because there was a fine layer of dust over everything. The table, the hoist above the bed, the commode. On the cabinet stood a jug and a half-drunk beaker of water and the dust had even found its way there, floating on the surface and coating the plastic. I stepped into the room and peered around the back of the door. The mirror hung on the wall showed my reflection through smears and smudges on the glass. There were tissues crumpled on the floor, an abandoned remote control on the pillow, and a little bell within arm’s reach of the bed. I put my hand on the top sheet. It was cold, perhaps a little damp. It was as though someone had left very suddenly and hadn’t yet managed to find their way back.

‘I should really sort this place out, shouldn’t I?’

I hadn’t realised Veronica was behind me. ‘I’m so sorry, I was just looking for the bathroom and I opened the wrong door.’

‘Not a problem, Margaret. Easily done.’ Veronica pulled her cardigan sleeves over her hands. ‘Cold in here, isn’t it?’

‘It is,’ I said. ‘I think perhaps it just needs an airing.’

‘It needs more than that, it needs ridding out. I just keep forgetting.’

‘Forgetting?’

‘Well, not so much forgetting. More that there are other things to do and I just keep …’

‘Putting it off?’ I said.

Veronica nodded and swallowed very hard.

‘It’s understandable, you know.’ I looked around at the remnants of the previous thirty years of Veronica’s life. ‘It’s difficult to let go sometimes, even of things you were never sure you wanted in the first place.’

Veronica wandered over to the bed and picked up the little bell. ‘I keep hearing this – isn’t that ridiculous? In the night. It’s so real. I leap out of bed and put on my dressing gown before I realise I must be hallucinating. Pavlov would be delighted.’

‘It’s no surprise you still hear it,’ I said, ‘when you’ve been listening out for it all these years. You need to think less about that bell and more about reinventing yourself. Much more fun.’

Veronica put the bell back on the cabinet. ‘The problem is, I’m not even sure who I was to begin with. So how do I know what I’m supposed to be reinventing?’

The living-room door must have been opened, because muffled conversation found its way into the hall and someone shouted, ‘Are you bringing that wine or not, Veronica?’

‘On my way!’ she shouted back.

As she passed me, she whispered, ‘You won’t tell anyone, will you? About the room, I mean.’

‘Of course not.’

‘And come again soon, Margaret. Let’s have a chat, just the two of us. There are things we should talk about.’

I watched Veronica walk back down the hall. ‘Who’s for a top-up?’ she was saying, like she was a whole other person, and I wondered if I should have said something about the polka-dot dress and the lightbulb in exchange for her honesty, because it always feels like these things should be an exchange. Perhaps better that I didn’t, though. Once you’ve told someone something, you can never take it back, and it’s not as if a confession makes your burden any lighter. You just hand it over to someone else for a short while for safekeeping.

I walked home more slowly, taking my time along the avenues, avoiding the alleyways and the shortcuts to make the journey last a little longer. I looked for a conversation, maybe someone cutting their hedge or putting out the bins, but everybody was safely tucked away into their families and out of sight. The only other sign of life was a black cat, copper-eyed and watchful, walking in front of me with his tail in the air, as though his only job in life was to make sure I found my way back.

I thought about Derek as I walked, because whenever there was a space in my mind, he always appeared to fill it. I felt guilty as well, I suppose. Guilty that I wasn’t keeping to my side of the bargain. I’d promised him I’d carry on, but sometimes the road is too steep. It was on that walk home that I made my decision. I wasn’t going to pretend any more, pretend everything could be the same as it was, that I could be the same Margaret as I was before Derek died. No more committees, no more cake sales and flower arranging, no more promises auctions. I was going to stop answering my telephone. Stop agreeing to things. If I stood my ground for long enough, eventually people would stop bothering me and move on, and I would be left in peace. I thought I’d come to my decision quite quickly, but it must have taken me a while because by the time I reached the house, the sky was closing in for the evening and purples and greys had begun to mix with the clouds.

I slammed the front door shut, the letterbox did its usual rattle, and I started unwinding my scarf.

‘About time too, I thought you were never coming home!’

‘You know what it’s like, I got talking to Veronica and I lost tra—’

I froze.

‘You lost what, Marg?’

My scarf hovered in mid-air above the coat peg and my pulse drummed in my ears.

‘What was it you lost, Margaret?’

My mouth was too dry to form any words, but if I had been able to speak I would almost certainly have said ‘my mind’.

Because the voice I could hear coming from the living room was Derek’s.
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I held the scarf above the coat peg, and I waited.

I was clearly imagining things. I had heard Derek’s voice in my head every day for three months now, and it had obviously just momentarily escaped and was running loose. All I needed to do was to keep calm and it would eventually find its way back in there.

Silence. Just the sound of my own shallow breathing and a car engine somewhere in the distance. Ordinary sounds. No disembodied voices. I closed my eyes and let all of the air from my lungs in one go. I would laugh about this in the morning. I would eat my breakfast and listen to the radio, and chuckle to myself at how ridiculous I had been. I put my scarf on the coat peg. It was amazing how your mind could play tricks on you.

‘I bet you’re ready for a cuppa, Margaret. Shall I put the kettle on?’

They say your legs turn to jelly and it’s true. Except it was more like treacle than jelly. I stared down the hall. The living-room door was open and I could have sworn I’d shut it before I left, but right at that moment it was the very least of my problems.

I kept my eye on the door. ‘Don’t worry,’ I shouted down the hall, ‘I’ll do it.’

‘Well, if you’re sure. I think I might as well join you, I haven’t had a cup in a while.’

I’m fairly certain my mouth fell open. I know I started shaking because I remember looking at my hands to make sure I was real and existed, and this was actually happening, and they were trembling. When I looked up again, the door was closed and somehow, despite the treacle, I managed to walk towards it. I put my ear against the wood, and I listened.

‘Can you put mine in that yellow mug. The one we got from Scarborough? I just fancy a change,’ said the voice.

I stepped back.

‘Right,’ I said, and I opened the door.

Derek sat in his usual armchair. His feet were propped up on his usual footstool, and he had the evening paper in his lap.

‘Hello, love.’ He took off his glasses. ‘Did you have a nice time at Veronica’s?’

I frowned.

‘I tell you what, it’s getting a bit chilly, Marg. I think it’s about time we switched the central heating on.’

I swallowed very hard, because I could feel the shock rise into my throat along with the panini I had been forced to eat at Veronica’s. People talk about ghosts, or hallucinations (depending on your beliefs and exactly who is talking), as being whispery and ethereal. Derek was none of those things. He was bright and colourful, larger than life. I very slowly edged around the room, keeping my back to the wall, partly because I wasn’t sure what was going to happen next and partly because my legs were shaking so much I wasn’t entirely convinced they would continue to hold me upright. When I reached the dining table, I stopped and stared at the top of his head. He definitely wasn’t see-through. He even made a dent in the cushion with his weight, as if he were actually there. I got on my hands and knees very gingerly and peered under the chair, all the way to his slippered feet on the other side.

‘Margaret, what on earth are you doing down there?’ he said.

I stood again. ‘Nothing. Just checking,’ I whispered.

‘Checking what?’

‘The lie of the land,’ I said, and I edged my way back to the doorway, where it felt comparatively safe.

‘Why don’t you come and sit down, I want to hear all the gossip.’

‘I’m fine here, thank you.’ I pressed my spine against the wooden frame of the doorway. In a situation where I was no longer certain of what was real and what wasn’t, it felt strangely reassuring.

‘You’re behaving very out of character, Margaret. Is there something wrong?’

‘Is there something wrong?’ I swallowed again, very hard. ‘I hate to draw attention to the elephant in the room, but you’re supposed to be dead. In fact, you definitely did die, Derek. I know because I sat there and watched you do it.’

‘Ah, yes. That. Yes, technically, I did.’

‘And not technically?’

‘Not technically, I never really left. I’ve been here the whole time.’

‘No you have not!’ My voice finally found itself and it was louder than I intended it to be. ‘I would have definitely spotted you!’

‘I followed you all around John Lewis on Monday afternoon. Hours, you were in there, wandering about for no good reason.’

‘You absolutely did not. What poppycock!’

‘You spent an age examining kitchen utensils, muttering to yourself about the price of a fish slice.’

‘I did no—’ I caught my breath. ‘Oh yes, in fact I did.’

‘And last night, walking the pavements at all hours as you’ve taken to doing recently, grumbling out loud about how many street lights weren’t working, and how you intend to write a sharply worded letter to the council.’

‘How on earth do you know that?’

‘Because I was there, Margaret. Right next to you. Listening to it all. You should really make an effort not to talk to yourself when you’re out and about, you know – people will think you’ve lost your marbles.’

‘I’m sitting here having a conversation with my dead husband. I think the ship’s probably sailed on that one, don’t you?’

He chuckled to himself. Dead Derek seemed so much more relaxed than Alive Derek. None of the stress. You could see it in his face, like someone had lifted all the worrying out of his eyes. If this really was Derek, then the afterlife obviously suited him a treat.

I took a couple of careful steps into the room and leaned on the back of an armchair. ‘I think I’d better call someone. The police, perhaps. Or a doctor. Maybe Ross from next door.’

‘No, you can’t do that. If you tell anyone else, I’ll have to leave, and you’ve only just found me again.’

‘But I’m clearly ill, Derek. I’m having some kind of visual hallucination.’ I felt a sob trying to escape with my words. ‘As much as I’d like you to be, you’re not real.’

‘I’m very real!’ He pinched his nose and laughed. ‘I tell you what … your middle name is Rose, your birthday is the fifteenth of June, your favourite colour is yellow and you’re allergic to strawberries. How about that. Now do you believe me?’

‘But I know all those things, and if you’re part of my imagination then you’d know them too.’

‘All right, I’ll tell you a few things you don’t know.’

‘If they’re things I don’t know,’ I said, ‘I won’t be able to decide if they’re true or not, will I?’

‘Hmm. Stalemate.’ Derek frowned for a moment. ‘Hang on a minute, I’ve got it! You know that bracelet you couldn’t find earlier?’

‘How do you—?’

‘It’s fallen down the back of the dressing table, but it’s caught on the radiator. That’s why you couldn’t find it when you searched on the floor.’

‘I don’t—’

‘Go on, go and have a look.’ Derek waved me towards the hall. ‘Tell me I’m wrong!’

‘This is ridiculous.’ I turned towards the door.

‘Off you go. I’ll count to a hundred!’ he said, which amused him a great deal.

I made quite the commotion marching up the stairs. Partly out of frustration, because I was joining in with some kind of game my mind was insistent on playing, but also out of fear. I wasn’t frightened of Derek, because Derek wasn’t real. I was frightened of how rapidly my brain had deteriorated.

‘It’s not going to be there,’ I said, out loud, as I switched on the bedroom light. ‘I must have lost it the last time I wore it out. Or it’s become tangled in some clothing and disappeared into the washing machine.’

I pulled the dressing table away from the wall.

‘I don’t even know why I’m doing this. What an absolutely pointless exer—’

The bracelet. It was there. Caught on the little pipe at the edge of the radiator.

Exactly where Derek had said it would be.

‘Now do you believe me?’

I’d walked back into the front room, holding the bracelet in front of me, like an ancient talisman.

‘I’m in two minds,’ I said. ‘I don’t know what to believe any more.’

‘Then why don’t you put the kettle on and we’ll talk about it?’

I frowned at him from the safety of the doorway. ‘Are you able to drink tea?’ I said. ‘I mean, in your present condition?’

Derek’s words and laughter were all of a jumble and I couldn’t make out his answer.

‘I’ll take that as a yes, then,’ I said and turned towards the kitchen. A few seconds later, I popped my head back around the door. ‘Do you still take two sugars?’

‘Of course I do, you daft pudding!’

And he laughed even more, and then he coughed, and then he sneezed.

It was definitely Derek.

I might have my faults, but I’m very sensible. People describe me that way all the time. ‘You can rely on Margaret to be level-headed about things,’ they say. Dependable. Practical. It might not be the greatest accolade in life, but in this day and age, it’s quite a rare commodity.

I’ve been that way since I was at school. I was the one with the spare ruler someone always needed to borrow. The girl who volunteered to clean the blackboard and put all the chairs on the tables at the end of the day. Being that child means you will always eat lunch by yourself and walk home alone, but every classroom needs a person to do these things, as much as other children might ridicule them – and children can be very cruel. Someone has to pacify the teacher with a raised hand. Someone has to deliver their homework on time when everybody else has made excuses. I was providing a public service then, and I continue to do so seventy-odd years later – and besides, that was the way everybody saw me, so I almost grew into the role. It wasn’t as though I had very much else to offer. It’s usually easier to wear the outfit life gives to you than it is to try to fashion one for yourself.

However. It appeared that Sensible Margaret had finally lost her marbles. I shut the kitchen door behind me and took the opportunity of making a pot of tea to reason with myself. Nausea still swelled in my stomach and I was forced to take some very deep breaths to prevent it progressing any further. Derek must be a hallucination. There was no other explanation for it. The bracelet must just be a coincidence. I obviously spent far too much time on my own, and I’d conjured him up from somewhere deep inside my brain. He’d almost certainly be gone again by the time I went back in there. Hallucinations are like that. Very unpredictable.

Although I put two cups on the tea tray, just in case it turned out that he wasn’t.

Perhaps I had a fever. I checked my forehead with the back of my hand. No. Dry and cool. So I must be dreaming. One of those vivid, colourful dreams your mind likes to indulge in just before you wake, when it takes you a minute to decide what’s imaginary and what isn’t. Derek was no more real than running the London Marathon or having tea with the Princess of Wales, both of which I’d done in great detail during the past week and a half. I think I would have actually won the London Marathon if the dustbin men hadn’t woken me with their banging and— Damn! My hand had absentmindedly crept towards the hot stove and I watched an angry red welt begin to form on the end of my thumb. Not dreaming, then, clearly. Well in that case, it’s dementia. Has to be. It comes to most people in the end. All those plaques and tangles in the brain. Neurones refusing to speak to each other any more. Look at Miss Levenson up the road. Fine one minute, wandering around Asda in her nightdress the next. We’re keeping people alive for far too long with all our medical trickery, and human brains aren’t designed to last the course.

‘But he’s so real,’ I said out loud, as I felt steam from the kettle start to creep onto my face. ‘How can something in my imagination feel so certain?’

Because he was. Very certain. Perhaps even more certain than he had been before he’d died. More colourful. More animated. The last time I’d seen him, his skin had been pale and paper thin. So pale that from a distance, you couldn’t tell where he began and the hospital pillow ended.

I held the handle and took a deep breath before I pushed open the sitting-room door, because I was trying to decide which would be worse: if he’d disappeared again, or if he was still sitting there.

He was still sitting there.

‘Ah, lovely.’ He put down the newspaper he’d been reading. ‘I’m dying for a cuppa.’ I raised an eyebrow but decided to let it pass.

After I’d placed the tea tray on the side table, I reversed, very slowly, back towards the hall, because I’d decided it was wise not to take my eyes off him for even a second.

‘Your tea is getting cold,’ he said.

‘I’m not concerned about my tea. I’m concerned about the fact that you definitely died three months ago, and yet here we are in the front room together, having a normal conversation like absolutely nothing has happened.’

‘Nothing did happen,’ he said. ‘Not really.’

‘It didn’t feel like nothing to me. Walking out of that side room and leaving you there.’

‘I know, I’m sorry. I did leave with you, though. I walked right next to you down that hospital corridor and out into the car park.’

‘You did?’

‘Of course I did. The Salvation Army were playing outside the main entrance, do you remember? You stopped to listen and put some change in their collection tin.’

‘Derek …’

‘You just couldn’t see me. But I was there.’

I felt my throat fill and then my eyes. Even if this was my imagination, it was all a bit overwhelming.

‘I don’t understand,’ I said.

‘I don’t understand, either.’ He beckoned me into the room. This time I relented, and I sank into the seat opposite. ‘But the only thing I think we really need to accept is this: when you love someone, truly love someone, they never really leave. No one is ever lost to you, they’re just in a different place. That’s all.’

‘I suppose when you put it like that,’ I said.

‘Ah, Algernon!’ 

I turned to see a black cat saunter into the front room, his tail high in the air and his copper eyes taking us both in.

‘It’s the cat who led me home,’ I said.

‘It is indeed.’ The cat jumped onto Derek’s lap and started making puddings. ‘Algernon!’

‘Algernon is Mrs Whittingham’s cat. The woman who was at Veronica’s house.’

Derek nodded.

‘But Algernon is dead,’ I whispered, because in front of the cat it felt slightly awkward at full volume.

‘He is.’ Derek stroked Algernon, who twisted and turned his head in unison and looked very much alive. ‘He was sitting next to Mrs Whittingham when the two of you were talking, you just couldn’t …’

‘… see him?’ I said.

‘Exactly.’

‘Can anyone see you? I mean anyone except me?’

‘No, just you,’ Derek said. ‘And anyone else who’s … passed on, you know. As far as I can tell, we can all see each other, because it’s a kind of a club.’

‘Right. So how is it, having not yet joined that club, I have suddenly been blessed with the ability to see dead people?’ I looked at Algernon. ‘And cats.’

Derek put Algernon on the carpet and got to his feet.

‘You were on the verge of throwing in the towel today, giving up on everything,’ he said. ‘Perhaps that’s one of the reasons?’

‘It’s too difficult without you, Derek. In fact it’s not just difficult, it’s impossible. You’ve no idea how hard it’s been.’

He crouched by my side. ‘Look at it this way, you’ve got through one hundred per cent of your very worst days. You’re still here.’

‘Barely,’ I said.

‘It’s been hard for me too, Margaret.’

‘The afterlife? But why?’ I looked into his eyes. ‘If you truly are real, Derek, and I still have my doubts, there are so many questions. What happens when you die? Where do you go? What about all the other people who’ve died, are they there too?’

There was one question I wanted to ask more than any other, but I was too afraid, so instead all the other questions fell out of my mouth at once, without giving Derek a chance to answer even one of them. In the end he held his hands up and made me stay quiet while he tried to explain.

‘People think …’ Derek paced up and down the carpet in front of the fireplace, trying to find his thoughts. ‘People think the afterlife is a final point, an end destination where everything else becomes crystal clear. Right?’

He stopped pacing and looked at me, and I nodded.

‘Right,’ I said. ‘They do.’

‘Well that’s not quite the case.’ He started pacing again. ‘It’s just another part of the journey, Margaret. John Lennon was right. It is like getting out of one car and into another, but that other car is just there to take you on to wherever is next.’

‘So death doesn’t provide all the answers?’

‘Far from it. It gives you …’ He hesitated. ‘… perspective, I suppose, but the next place is very much like this one in many ways.’

I couldn’t help but feel a little disappointed. Surely the one consolation prize when you die is that you finally know the answers to all of life’s questions.

‘So you go to all the trouble of dying, but you’re no wiser than when you were alive?’ I said.

‘I wouldn’t go that far. You learn a fair bit, but there are no aha! moments. Whatever puzzled you when you were alive, you take with you.’

‘It’s no different to being here, then?’

‘It’s a magical place, Margaret. Truly beautiful, and in so many ways, but it’s similar to here in that it doesn’t solve all of your problems. You still have to work things out for yourself. God doesn’t hand everything to you on a plate, unfortunately.’

The question waited in the air between us, but the words couldn’t find their way into my mouth. There are some answers you are desperate to hear but can’t bear to listen to, all at the same time. Derek was waiting for me to find the courage, I could see it in his eyes, and so I took a deep breath and I asked.

‘Have you seen Jeanie?’

Derek sighed and took both my hands in his. ‘I promised you I’d look for her,’ he said, ‘and that’s what I did. The minute I got there I started searching. I found lots of people, so many of them. I saw my brother almost straight away, and then I had a lovely conversation with your parents.’

‘Oh!’ I said, except it left my mouth as a sob. ‘How amazing. What did they say? Are they okay? Can I see them?’

He laughed. ‘One thing at a time, Margaret. They’re absolutely fine. Never been better. The thing is … I know Jeanie is there. I can’t explain how, but I can feel it in my heart. I can sense she’s there, I just can’t see her.’

‘But why?’ I said. ‘Why can’t you see each other?’

‘I don’t know.’ Derek squeezed my hands. ‘That’s what I mean. Dying doesn’t provide you with all the answers, and the only thing I can think of is that we couldn’t find her in this life, so I’m struggling to find her in the next. We never knew the end of the story and I took the puzzle with me.’

‘Can’t you, I don’t know … can’t you just ask God to do something about it? Get Him to pull a few strings?’ I could feel the anger building in my chest. ‘It’s not fair, Derek. We’ve waited all this time!’

‘It doesn’t quite work like that.’ Derek sighed. ‘There are rules in the next place, just like there are here.’

I decided I’d already asked several big questions so I might as well throw in another.

‘God does exist, doesn’t he, Derek? I mean, have you met Him?’

‘Of course He exists, you daft pudding!’ Derek laughed. ‘I’ve met Him every day, and so have you, you’ve only got to look around you to know that.’

‘No, I mean,’ I whispered this time, ‘have you actually met Him. In person.’

‘He’s not one of the Beatles, Margaret! You can’t join a signing queue or book an audience with him. It doesn’t work like that. God is more of a feeling.’ He tapped at his chest. ‘Just like He is here, but … closer.’

‘So if you can’t ask God to intervene, then what are you going to do?’

Derek looked straight into my eyes.

‘My guess is we have to solve this puzzle once and for all,’ he said. ‘That’s why I’ve found my way back here. I’m just as clueless as you are, but together we might be able to work it out. Let’s use that brilliant, organised mind of yours to figure out what really happened.’

‘And if we do that, you’ll be able to find her?’

‘I’m certain of it, just like I’m certain Jeanie’s waiting for us,’ he said. ‘We couldn’t find her forty years ago, but we can find her now. Together. We’re a team, aren’t we?’

‘We always have been,’ I said, and I could feel my eyes filling. I didn’t care that I seemed to be having a conversation with my dead husband. I didn’t care that I had quite probably lost my mind. All I cared about was the chance to see my daughter again.

‘Well, let’s start, then,’ I said. ‘Let’s begin now!’

‘All in good time,’ Derek said, and got to his feet again. ‘The best thing we can do right now is finish this tea and have an early night. This isn’t going to be easy, and you need to get some sleep.’

‘The very last thing I’m going to be able to do now is sleep, Derek.’

I was wrong.

In fact, I slept the sleep of the dead.

Even though my dreams were only of Jeanie, and a long-ago story that never found its ending.
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The back wheel was still spinning.

That’s what the two little girls said when they returned Jeanie’s bicycle.

‘We didn’t know what else to do,’ they said when I opened the back door. ‘So we brought it here.’

They told me Jeanie had cycled up behind them on the lane, her paper round stuffed into a canvas bag which weighed heavy on her shoulders. They’d chatted for a bit.

‘What about?’ the police asked them later.

‘Nothing, really.’

Whatever young girls chat about, I suppose. I didn’t recognise either of them as they stood on the doorstep, but they were obviously sisters. Matching checked pinafores, blonde hair plaited like rows of barley hanging neatly down their backs, one girl slightly older than Jeanie and one slightly younger.

‘Did she mention that she was meeting anyone?’ the police asked them.

‘No.’

‘Did she seem worried about anything?’

‘No,’ they said. ‘Not worried.’

‘Did you see anyone else on the lane?’

Both girls agreed. They were emphatic. They saw no one else.

After their conversation, Jeanie had cycled on. She must have gone slowly at first, lifting herself up in the seat to push harder on the pedals as the route grew a little steeper and the weight of the newspapers a little heavier. In the air of an early September morning, breath would have left her body in tiny white clouds. Ahead, the lane curved very slightly to the left, and after a few seconds she’d disappeared from view.

Three minutes later. Three minutes before the two girls also reached that bend in the lane, but when they turned the corner and looked out along the straight stretch that led into the town, Jeanie was nowhere to be seen, they said. Only her bicycle, abandoned in the middle of the road, its back wheel spinning and her bag of newspapers scattered on the ground.

No one else. They had definitely seen no one else.

‘And you’re sure that’s the spot where you saw her?’ the police said.

They would be escorted back to the scene and the older girl would show the policemen a fallen tree, where the younger girl had sat to shake a pebble from her shoe. It was definitely the right place.

This was much later, obviously, because the police weren’t involved to begin with. When the two girls first knocked on our door and returned Jeanie’s bicycle, there didn’t seem any need. They brought the newspapers back, too, in a large, untidy pile. I dusted them off and straightened them, because at that point I still believed they would end up being delivered.

‘She must have seen something. Got distracted and wandered off,’ I said. The white dust from the newspapers had left marks all over my skirt, and I wiped them off with the tea towel. ‘Typical Jeanie.’

The younger girl bit her lip and stared at me.

‘Aren’t you worried?’ the older girl said and she kicked a stone across the garden path with the tip of her sandal.

‘Of course not.’ My voice was tight and unfamiliar. ‘What is there to worry about? Now come on and show me where you found the bicycle.’

Either side of where we stood was dense with trees and brambles. Hawthorn and cow parsley, an army of stinging nettles, shoulder high. Hips and haws and late-summer berries all slotted together like a Chinese puzzle. It wouldn’t be impossible to find your way through, but it would be difficult, especially without making a lot of noise and fuss, and even more so in only three minutes.

‘Jeanie!’

I shouted her name into the silence. My voice bounced off the smooth black tarmac of the lane, and a thunderclap of birds flew from a nearby tree.

‘Jeanie! Come on, this isn’t funny!’

The only person to acknowledge me was a pheasant further up the lane, picking his way through the grass, staring at the interlopers, sharp and curious-eyed.

No Jeanie.

Not on the lane. Not either side in the fields. I fought the brambles and the nettles, and tried to lift myself up to check over the hedges, but all I could see was yellow stubble where the crops had been torn from the earth and acres of it stretched out in front of me, uninterrupted, all the way to the horizon. No Jeanie. No Jeanie further up the lane, either, beyond where the abandoned bicycle had been, to a padlocked gate which marked the entrance to a field filled with dairy cows.

‘Can you  squeeze underneath?’ I said to the smaller girl.

She tried. She was a good deal shorter and narrower than Jeanie, but still she couldn’t do it. She stood again and the older girl brushed grass from the back of her sister’s pinafore.

‘Our mother gets angry.’ She stared at me as she spoke. ‘If we get ourselves dirty.’

The top of the gate was wrapped in barbed wire.

No Jeanie there, then.

I walked the length of the lane several times, the two girls trailing behind me. I tried to keep the panic out of my steps, because if I didn’t it would mean accepting that there was a need for it. The fourth time I passed the barbed-wire gate, though, I found myself walking more quickly, breath catching in my throat, hoarse from shouting my daughter’s name into the silence. I stopped and a few feet away, the two girls did the same. It was that kind of early September morning when you could feel autumn creep into the air. The bright sunlight of summer was still there, but it felt more watery and pale, defeated by the lowering temperatures, and the air was filled with the smell of the earth as the seasons turned beneath our feet.

‘Jeanie?’ I said. More quietly this time. Almost to myself.

The girls watched and the older one’s gaze took in fragments of the hedgerow that still clung to my jumper, the ladder in the knee of my tights, my wild hair, raked through by fingers searching for an explanation.

‘Are you worried now?’ she said.

I went home. The lane was too still and quiet to offer up an answer and besides, it’s easier to find your thoughts in a familiar landscape. Derek had returned home from a trip to the shops and I spilled everything out to him before I’d even shut the back door.

‘Calm down, she’ll be chatting to someone.’ He rinsed out his cup and placed it on the draining board. ‘She’ll have lost track of the time.’

‘Her bike, Derek? Why would she leave her bike just abandoned like that?’ I glanced out of the kitchen window to where the girls had propped Jeanie’s bicycle against the fence before they left.

‘She must have spotted something interesting and wandered off to have a look at it.’

‘It’s only a part-time job, but she’s so conscientious. I know she’s only eleven but she’s always been sensible. Dumping all the newspapers just isn’t like her.’

Derek hesitated. ‘She must have forgotten something. Had to rush back for it.’

‘Then why didn’t she take her bike?’

He picked up a tea towel that had already been folded and began folding it again, as Ziggy watched us both from her basket in the corner of the kitchen. Derek had run out of explaining and I could see it in his eyes.

‘I’m going to ring the police,’ I said.

And with that decision, the atmosphere in the room changed, our lives changed with it, and nothing would ever be the same again.
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We don’t have a police station in the town any more, but in those days we did and a uniformed officer knocked on our door within fifteen minutes.

He was called Sergeant Morris. There was salt and pepper in his hair and tiredness in his eyes, but he was tall and reassuring, in the way that you need people to be when you’ve stumbled into something so strange and unfamiliar, and you will reach for any handrail to guide you through it. He took us seriously straight away and he only asked once.

‘You don’t think she might have run away?’

‘From us?’ I said. ‘She has no reason to. She’s a perfectly happy child.’

Derek stood behind me and I sensed his grip tighten on my chair.

‘Sergeant Morris,’ he said. ‘Jeanie wouldn’t do something like this to get attention. It isn’t in her character.’

The policeman nodded, took out his notebook and said, ‘Well, in that case, we’d better go through exactly what happened and see if we can solve this puzzle.’

Jeanie shouldn’t even have been doing the paper round, but the Saturday paper boy had called in sick, and Jeanie had agreed to fill in for him at the last minute. Sergeant Morris seemed to think this was important, because he and Derek looked at each other for a second when I told him.

She’d left the house around 9 a.m. I knew that for a fact, because the news had just started on the wireless. She’d kissed me on the cheek, said she’d be back in a few hours, and she was gone. The universe should give you some kind of clue, I think. These small moments that turn out to be very big moments in disguise. The last kiss, the last conversation, the last goodbye. Of course I didn’t know that then, sitting at the kitchen table, explaining our lives to Sergeant Morris, but I know it all too well now.

‘And what was she wearing?’

I hesitated. ‘Jeans, definitely. And plimsolls. No coat, though, she gets too hot riding her bicycle in a coat.’

‘What about on top? A jumper? A shirt?’

I hesitated again. ‘I’m not sure,’ I said.

‘You’re not sure?’ Derek was still standing behind me, but I could hear the surprise in his voice.

‘I didn’t take much notice.’ I turned to look at Derek and then back to Sergeant Morris, whose pen hovered above his notebook. ‘I mean, you don’t, do you?’

‘Well, I can’t help,’ Derek said. ‘I wasn’t here.’

Sergeant Morris glanced at him and then went back to his notes. ‘Could you perhaps look in her wardrobe, see what’s missing?’ he said.

‘It wouldn’t be any use,’ I said. ‘We sent bags full of her clothes to the jumble the other week. There was so much of it and I can’t recall exactly what we gave away and what we kept.’

They were both silent and I closed my eyes, trying to imagine myself back to that morning.

The kitchen is warm and I can smell the bacon frying, smoky and hot. The radio is on but I can barely make it out above the hissing and crackling of the pan. I hear Jeanie, though, thundering down the stairs at twice the speed she should. The toaster pings and she grabs a slice from one of the slots. 

‘Don’t you want butter on that?’ I say. 

‘No, I’ve got to go.’ She gives the back of my head a kiss as she squeezes past the cooker. ‘I don’t want to be late.’

‘Be careful!’ I shout, and the back door slams shut. 

For a moment I stare at the door, and I frown. Perhaps somewhere in my subconscious I understand the significance. A sense of unease. A premonition, perhaps, that she would never open that door again. But did I turn in time? Did I see her walk through it? Did I catch sight of her as she squeezed past me? Think, Margaret. Think. 

‘A yellow jumper,’ I said. ‘She was wearing a yellow jumper.’

Derek clapped his hands. ‘Well done, love.’

Sergeant Morris looked up at me. ‘Are you certain?’ he said.

I wasn’t certain of anything at that moment. I wasn’t certain of what day it was, or why a policeman was sitting at my kitchen table. I wasn’t certain if I would see my daughter again and if it was my own fault for not paying enough attention to her. I wasn’t certain what kind of mother can’t even recall what her own child was wearing.

I looked at them both. ‘Not a hundred per cent, no,’ I said.

‘Not to worry.’ Sergeant Morris said this a couple of times, although Derek’s expression refused to take any notice. ‘We can word the information we give out accordingly. Possibly wearing a yellow jumper. Something like that.’

‘What will people think?’ I said. ‘They’ll know I couldn’t be sure. They’ll think I’m a bad mother. I am a bad mother.’

‘Come on, Mrs Ford.’ Sergeant Morris reached over and patted my hand. ‘You’re just under a lot of pressure. I’m sure it will come back to you and we can amend things then.’

Derek didn’t say a word.

‘Did Jeanie seem anxious about anything that morning? Not her usual self?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘Everything was so normal. I can’t believe something so awful could happen on such an ordinary day.’

‘I wish I’d been here,’ Derek said.

I turned and looked at him. ‘What difference would that have made?’

‘Nothing. I just … I just wish I’d seen her before she left.’

‘And where were you, Mr Ford? When Jeanie left the house?’

There was a pause. Sergeant Morris continued to stare at Derek, his pen once more poised over his notebook.

I felt Derek’s grip tighten again. ‘I took Ziggy for a walk and nipped to the corner shop for a few bits. You know, fresh bread, a pint of milk.’

‘Is that what you always do on a Saturday morning?’

‘Not always,’ Derek said. ‘Usually. I mean more often than not.’

‘And did anyone see you on this shopping trip? Did you speak to anyone?’

‘No, I don’t think so.’

‘No one at all?’

‘Now look.’ I could hear the tremor in Derek’s voice and I knew he was rattled. ‘We rang you to help us find our daughter, not to sit at our kitchen table and start accusing us of something.’

‘I’m not accusing you of anything, Mr Ford. I’m just trying to establish whether anyone did anything differently from their normal routine.’ Sergeant Morris turned back to me. ‘So the next thing, Mrs Ford, is two little girls knocking on your back door?’

It turned out the two little girls were called Charlotte and Emily, and they were at school with Jeanie. It didn’t take Sergeant Morris long to work out who they were, and after he’d taken down more details, he went to speak to them, carrying a photograph of my daughter which he promised to return.

I wanted to go with him. I put up a very good argument, but he wasn’t having any of it.

‘You need to stay put, Mrs Ford,’ he said. ‘Chances are, Jeanie will show up soon and it would be much better if you were here waiting for her, wouldn’t it?’

I nodded in agreement, even though I didn’t agree in the slightest, and Derek and I stood together in the living room and watched him walk very quickly down the front path and get back into his panda car.

I felt Derek’s hand on my shoulder.

‘They’ll find her, love. It’s just a precaution. Any minute now, she’ll burst through that back door and want to know what all the fuss is about.’

I didn’t reply. Instead, I pulled my shoulder away from him until it was my own again and I went back into the kitchen. Silence can be uncertain and dangerous, but there are times when it can offer you the easiest route on an impossible journey.

I managed to sit at the kitchen table for a full ten minutes before I decided I would go out and search. At least, that’s what I told Derek, but in reality I wanted to see what Sergeant Morris was up to. Derek tried to talk me out of it, of course, but none of his tactics worked, and I grabbed a coat from the peg in the hall and disappeared through the back door.

I had no idea where Charlotte and Emily’s house might be, so I decided to go back to the lane, and was rewarded with Sergeant Morris’s car parked in a gateway. From what I could tell, the girls’ mother was installed in the back seat, but Charlotte and Emily were farther away, pointing to a fallen tree stump by the side of the road. Sergeant Morris was bending slightly to get down to their level, but when he straightened up and realised I was there, his whole body let out a sigh.

‘Mrs Ford,’ he said. ‘I thought you were going to stay at home.’

It appeared to be a statement, rather than a question, and so I decided to abandon the idea of an answer and get straight to the point.

‘Have you remembered anything else?’ I said to the two girls, who were both staring up at me, creasing their eyes against the afternoon sunlight.

‘We’ve told you everything,’ Emily said.

Charlotte just nodded.

‘Can you remember what she was wearing?’ I said. ‘A jumper, perhaps? The colour of it?’

Both girls stared at me.

‘Think,’ I said. ‘Please think!’

It seemed like an age before Emily spoke again. ‘I haven’t any idea. I don’t notice other people’s clothes.’

‘But there must be something else you remember.’ I felt the frustration leave my chest and make its way into my mouth and I didn’t realise I was throwing my arms around until Sergeant Morris reached forward and tried to stop me. When I looked up, I could see the girls’ mother, staring out of the back window of the panda car. She was craning her neck, trying to get a better view.

‘We didn’t want to be the last ones to see her.’ For once, it was Charlotte who spoke first, and Emily patted her little sister’s shoulder as though she were a pet dog. ‘It wasn’t our choice.’

Emily straightened up and looked Sergeant Morris straight in the eye. ‘We just happened to be here,’ she said.

‘And why were you here?’ I asked.

‘We were going for a walk.’ Emily continued looking at Sergeant Morris.

‘Do you do that often on a Saturday morning?’ he said.

Emily didn’t miss a beat. ‘All the time.’

Sergeant Morris took off his hat and dragged his fingers through his hair. He looked up the lane, towards the town, and then back to where his car was parked. He did a full circle, pausing to raise himself up on his toes to peer over the hedge, as I had done earlier.

‘Perhaps Jeanie just wandered off. Perhaps she’s lost,’ he said.

I closed my eyes and tried to find the right words. ‘With all due respect, Sergeant Morris, why would she wander off? There’s got to be someone else involved.’ I chose my words carefully. ‘Someone must have persuaded her to go with them.’

‘But there was no one else around. The girls confirmed that.’ I was certain I saw a slight shrug of his shoulders, a faint resignation. We stared at each other.

‘That’s right, there wasn’t anyone else around,’ Emily said. ‘Unless you count the van.’

We both turned to her.

‘The van?’ I said.

‘Yes, parked up there.’ She pointed towards the town. ‘Just in that gateway.’

‘What kind of van?’ said Sergeant Morris. ‘Did you see who was driving it?’

Emily shook her head. ‘It was just an ordinary white van. We walked towards it when we were pushing Jeanie’s bike home, but it drove off before we got there.’

‘Why didn’t you mention this before?’ I said.

‘No one asked.’ Emily’s shoulders straightened and she lifted her chin. ‘We were only asked if we’d seen anyone. We didn’t. We just saw a van.’

I looked at Sergeant Morris.

He took a deep breath and replaced his hat.
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Sergeant Morris had tried his best to coax information from the two girls about the vehicle they’d seen, but he was having no luck. I knew very little about Sergeant Morris, but I would hazard a guess that he wasn’t a parent. Emily was insistent she couldn’t remember anything else and Charlotte constantly looked like she was on the verge of tears.

‘Was there anything written on the van?’ he said.

They didn’t see.

‘What about the number plate – can you remember any of the letters?’

They hadn’t taken any notice of number plates. Of course they hadn’t – little girls have no interest in such things.

‘What about the driver, was it a man or a woman?’

They didn’t know, Emily said slowly as if Sergeant Morris was slightly simple; the van had driven off before they’d reached it. ‘I’ve already told you this,’ she said, even more slowly.

I was itching to ask a few questions of my own, but as Sergeant Morris seemed to have temporarily forgotten I existed, the last thing I wanted to do was to draw attention to myself and remind him.

The presence of a van on the lane spurred everyone into action, and within twenty minutes, more police began to appear. I recognised a couple but the rest were strangers. You could tell the most important one, though, not just because he was in plain clothes but from the way he walked around. He had a confidence in his feet that none of the others seemed to possess, the kind of confidence people acquire when they think they know exactly what they’re doing. His name was Detective Inspector Kent and he had a very firm handshake. He asked questions about Jeanie that Sergeant Morris already had the answers to, but I suppose policemen are a little like doctors and they want to hear everything for themselves.

After we’d gone over all the questions, he leaned forward and said, ‘Mrs Ford, I want you to answer me honestly. Is Jeanie the kind of girl who would get into a car with a stranger?’

I didn’t even hesitate. ‘Absolutely not. If that van does have something to do with it, it must have been driven by someone she knows. Jeanie’s far too sensible, that’s half her problem.’

Detective Kent frowned. ‘Her … problem?’

‘Well, yes.’ I wish I hadn’t let my mouth run away with me, but I supposed knowing more about Jeanie might be helpful to him. ‘She’s very old for her years, detective. Very studious,’ I said. ‘I think that’s why she’s not popular with the other girls; she’s too much of a bookworm in their eyes.’

‘I see.’ He looked over to where a couple of officers were searching the area where the bike had been found. I suppose in case something had fallen into the grass, or perhaps there might be signs of a struggle. I tried to swallow but my throat felt dry and tight.

‘You will find her, won’t you?’ I whispered.

‘We’ll do our absolute best, don’t you worry.’

But it felt as though his mouth was saying one thing and his eyes were saying something completely different and as I tried to match the two together, everything started to feel very distant. Detective Kent, even though he was standing right in front of me. His colleagues. Even the birdsong. Everything became far away and quite unlikely, as though I was a spectator, hovering somewhere in the clouds above it all and trying to find my way back. When the ringing started in my ears, I reached out for something to hold on to but all I could find was Detective Kent’s shoulder. He took my weight and beckoned someone over and the next thing I knew, Sergeant Morris had my other arm and he was saying, ‘Let’s get you home then Mrs Ford,’ or some such, and for once, I didn’t argue.

Derek was exactly where I’d left him, standing in the front room and looking through the window. I wasn’t surprised. When someone isn’t there, staring into the space where they ought to be makes you feel as though you can somehow will them to appear. As soon as he saw us, he vanished, and a few seconds later he was standing in the porch and shouting, ‘Any news?’ before Sergeant Morris had even shut the car door.

I shook my head because suddenly I didn’t even have the energy to find any words.

‘I think your wife is understandably feeling a little overwhelmed by it all,’ Sergeant Morris said, and my heart sank because immediately Derek started fussing, taking my elbow and talking about me having a lie-down.

‘I’m fine,’ I said. Probably a little bit sharply, because they both stood back and Derek seemed to hesitate slightly, wondering what he should do next. Whenever Derek didn’t know what to do, he fussed. I usually found it quite endearing, but when you’re filled to the brim with worrying and it’s taking every effort you possess to stop it from all spilling over, there isn’t room left inside you for anything more. Not even someone else’s kindness.

‘I’m fine,’ I said again, only more gently. ‘I just need to sit down a minute.’

Derek tried to guide me into the front room, but I insisted on being at the kitchen table. I needed to be next to the back door, because that’s where she’d appear when she came home, and I wanted to be there. Sitting with Ziggy. Waiting.

Droplets of steam were beginning to form on the kitchen tiles. Sergeant Morris walked over and turned off the gas under the kettle, because neither Derek nor I seemed to realise it was boiling. He appeared to draw the line at making tea, though, because he returned to the other side of the kitchen and stood by the fridge. His weight shifted from foot to foot and I remember thinking how strange that a policeman should appear anxious, but looking back, this was probably the first time he’d ever dealt with a missing child.

‘Mr and Mrs Ford,’ he said. ‘Detective Kent thinks it would be a good idea if we had a look at Jeanie’s bedroom.’

The shock must have registered on my face because he added very quickly, ‘It’s just standard practice, nothing to worry about.’

‘She’s just a regular young girl,’ Derek said. ‘Posters on the wall, a little dressing table. There’s nothing up there to look at.’

I studied Sergeant Morris’s face. ‘Detective Kent thinks Jeanie got in that van of her own free will, doesn’t he? That she’s run away?’ I said.

There was a beat before he answered. ‘We’re just keeping an open mind, that’s all.’

I thought I saw a slight shrug of his shoulders, a whisper of disagreement with his superior, but he was far too professional for me to be certain.

‘She wouldn’t do such a thing, I’ve told you before.’ I tried to get to my feet but the effort was overwhelming, and I sat back again. ‘We should be out there looking for her, not poking around in her bedroom.’

‘Is it absolutely necessary?’ Derek said.

Sergeant Morris gestured towards the hall. ‘If you wouldn’t mind,’ he said, and it was delivered to us as a statement, rather than a question.

I hadn’t been into Jeanie’s room for a few days, but I knew it would be spotless. Occasionally I would push the vacuum cleaner around in there, or do a bit of dusting, but generally she looked after it herself. It seemed to give her pleasure, taking care of the small group of possessions she’d gathered over the past eleven years, organising her dressing table, hanging her school uniform on the back of the door.

Sergeant Morris was joined by a female officer I’d seen earlier, because apparently it takes two of them to look at a back bedroom and analyse its contents. Derek leaned on the banister near the bathroom. When he’s irritated, he likes to go somewhere else and take his irritation along with him for company, but I stood in the doorway and watched. Sergeant Morris said I should ‘wait outside’, so I made sure my shoes were beyond the thin metal strip that marked the border between the pale green carpet of Jeanie’s bedroom and the wooden floorboards of the landing. Sergeant Morris looked at my feet and looked away again.

The female officer was called PC Russell. She had short blonde hair and a no-nonsense attitude, which I would normally admire in a person, but she’d let herself in through the front door and walked straight upstairs to join the sergeant without even a word of greeting. As though this wasn’t our home any more. It had turned into a place where we were forced into being walk-on characters in our own lives, where people could march through your door whenever they pleased, search your belongings and forbid you from entering a bedroom in your own house. I edged my feet closer to the metal strip.

I couldn’t see the entire room from where I was standing, but I didn’t need to. I knew it like the back of my hand. The single bed with its daisy-print bedspread, the matching curtains Jeanie always left slightly open, even at night, because she loved to stare at the sky. Marilyn Monroe looking down from the wall. A little desk in the corner with all Jeanie’s books stacked neatly to one side. It was all so ordinary. Seeing two police officers there, in their heavy black uniforms, seemed imaginary. As though they had escaped from a television drama and any minute now they’d realise their mistake and disappear again.

‘She wants to be a vet,’ I said. Derek looked across at me and then returned to staring at the carpet.

I didn’t know where the words had come from or why I felt I needed to say them. Perhaps I wanted to make up for the fact that Jeanie wasn’t here. She couldn’t show them who she was, so I had to try to do it for her.

‘She’s certainly a very tidy young lady,’ Sergeant Morris said. ‘Not your usual adolescent’s bedroom.’

‘She’s not your usual adolescent, I suppose,’ I said. ‘Perhaps it’s because she’s an only child.’

PC Russell had been searching through the desk and she picked up a framed photograph Jeanie had propped up against the wall.

‘She looks a bit of a tomboy to me.’ PC Russell smiled.

I thought of Jeanie with her short brown hair in little curls, her freckles, her shy smile. The way her body had yet to find its curves, how she was still all arms and legs, and as skinny as a pencil. ‘She is,’ I said. ‘Dresses and make-up don’t really hold much appeal for her. She’s much happier in jeans and a jumper.’

‘Marilyn’s a bit out of place, then.’ PC Russell replaced the photograph and nodded at the far wall.

Sergeant Morris was looking under the bed. ‘You admire in others what you can’t see in yourself,’ he said.

We all stared.

‘I read it. In a book. What you think you’re lacking, you hunt down in other people. Although some people go further than that. They want to destroy it.’

PC Russell pulled out a drawer from Jeanie’s desk. ‘Maybe you need to read fewer books,’ she said.

I watched as she began dismantling the desk, drawer by drawer. ‘You’re not going to find anything,’ I said. ‘If you have any questions about Jeanie, just ask. I know everything there is to know about my own daughter.’

PC Russell obviously decided to ignore me because she didn’t even acknowledge I’d spoken, she just continued rummaging and making a pile of Jeanie’s possessions on the carpet.

‘Who’s going to tidy all of this mess?’ I said. ‘I hope you’re going to put everything back before Jeanie sees it and upsets herself.’

 I watched as she reached into where the bottom drawer had been, the empty space beneath the runners. ‘Wait a minute, what’s this?’ she said, and she pulled something out. It was a thick book, bound in fake leather, with a padlock and a miniature key dangling on a piece of ribbon.

‘I didn’t know Jeanie kept a diary,’ I said.

Sergeant Morris and PC Russell looked at each other.
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‘If I’d asked her about it, she would have told me.’ I looked at PC Russell, who was still holding the diary. ‘We didn’t have any secrets, Jeanie and I.’

‘All young girls have secrets,’ Sergeant Morris said. ‘It goes hand in hand with being a teenager.’

‘Not this one. And she isn’t a teenager, not quite yet.’ I held out my hand for the diary, but PC Russell didn’t offer it to me.

Instead, she said, ‘We need to hold on to this, Mrs Ford. There might be something in it that can help us to work out where she is.’

‘It’ll be all doodles and pop stars,’ I said. ‘I might not be able to remember exactly which jumper she was wearing, but I know my own daughter.’

Neither of them answered, but I saw the look that passed between them.

‘Better let them have it, Marg.’ I didn’t realise Derek had walked up behind me. ‘There’s probably nothing to see, but we won’t know until they read through it.’

‘Then I’ll read through it,’ I said. ‘With a mother’s eye.’

‘That’s exactly why it needs to be us and not you.’ PC Russell put the diary in some kind of plastic wallet. ‘More objective. More likely to spot a red flag.’

‘A red flag?’ I watched the diary disappear inside the bag.

PC Russell coughed. ‘Well, friends you might not be aware of, for example. People she could have met up with.’

‘But I would have known about it,’ I said. ‘If she was meeting someone, she would have told me.’

‘What my colleague means,’ Sergeant Morris glanced at PC Russell, who coughed again, ‘is there could be something in there that might help us, and if that’s the case, then it won’t do any harm to look, will it?’

‘But I would know—’

‘Come on, love.’ Derek put his hands on my shoulders and began to guide me away. ‘Let’s go and sit downstairs and allow them to get on with their job.’

‘I don’t understand why I can’t check it for them,’ I said as Derek pointed me towards the stairs. He didn’t answer. None of them did, and when I looked back at Jeanie’s room, PC Russell had climbed onto the bed in her stockinged feet and was taking Marilyn down from the wall.

One of the things about living in a small town is that on an average day, we might all ignore each other on the street, but as soon as a crisis looms, the entire town joins forces to help, and a couple of hours after the police had left, somebody knocked on the front door and told Derek about a crowd gathering. Derek said it might lift our spirits to take a look and so we decided to have a walk down there.

Whenever anything happened here of any importance, it was either held in the town hall or at the church, and it appeared they had decided on the town hall, because it’s difficult to imagine a God who would have anything to do with a child disappearing. Although strangely, He is the most likely person to be blamed when things go wrong, but the first person we turn to when we need help.

I could hear the crowd a long time before I could see them, and as soon as Derek and I turned the corner at the top of the hill, I realised why. There must have been three hundred people gathered around the steps of the town hall and spilling onto the cobbles of the marketplace, and we had to weave through them in order to get to a little clearing just to the side of the steps. Sergeant Morris and Detective Kent stood outside the town hall doors and were deep in conversation. Sergeant Morris, who looked even more tired than he had at our kitchen table, was shouting something into Detective Kent’s ear, because it was difficult to listen to yourself think, let alone have a conversation. A couple of seconds later Sergeant Morris blew a whistle. You could have heard a pin drop. Sergeant Morris said something else into the detective’s ear, and Detective Kent glanced over at us and nodded.

‘Firstly,’ Detective Kent said, ‘on behalf of Heanor Gate police and the wider policing community, we would like to express our sincere thanks to each of you for coming together this afternoon to help search for little Jeanie Ford.’

There was a small ripple of appreciation through the crowd. People removed their hands from their pockets and stood a little straighter, because there is no balm more soothing than the acknowledgement of a good deed.

Sergeant Morris glanced over at us while Detective Kent suggested everyone split into search groups of ten, and I held his stare until he turned away again and looked at his shoes.

After a very long fifteen minutes, and in order to make it clear it was the end of all his instructions, Detective Kent gave a sharp nod. He then turned to Sergeant Morris, who was still focused on his shoes, and both men made their way down the town hall steps and headed towards us.

‘Mr and Mrs Ford, we didn’t expect to see you here, but I hope this has given you a much-needed lift,’ Detective Kent said.

I think I nodded and Derek murmured something.

‘I hope you don’t think Jeanie is hiding somewhere out there, Detective Kent,’ I said. ‘It’s not the kind of girl she is. Just so you know.’

Derek was still holding my hand and I felt him squeeze it.

‘Ah, well.’ Detective Kent glanced at Sergeant Morris. ‘People sometimes act out of character, don’t they? She might have taken shelter somewhere, wanted a rest and accidentally fallen asleep, lost track of time.’

I wanted him to know Jeanie wouldn’t do any of those things, but I could tell it would be futile. You can see in someone’s eyes when they’ve made their mind up about something. Detective Kent’s eyes were telling me that he’d already decided what had happened to Jeanie and all he had to do was prove it. They were telling me not to waste my energy.

‘Come on, love,’ Derek said. ‘Let’s get back.’

‘Excellent idea.’ Detective Kent clapped very vigorously and he started to usher us through the crowds. ‘I think you should both make your way home and try to get a good rest tonight.’

I knew even less about Detective Kent than I did about Sergeant Morris, but I definitely knew one thing.

He had never had his child go missing.

It’s amazing how many people own white vans. You don’t notice them until you start looking for them. There are hundreds of them, and that’s just in this area. I knew this because Sergeant Morris told me as he sat at our kitchen table later that evening. He called in not long after we’d returned home, and even though I knew Jeanie wouldn’t knock on the door of her own house, it still made my heart pound in my chest. I’d sent Derek upstairs to have a bath because he’d started fussing after we’d got back from the town hall and I just needed some space. There are times, no matter how much you love someone, when you just need to be on your own. Sergeant Morris said he wanted to confirm the search had started and they’d be in touch if there was any news. I secretly thought he’d been sent by Detective Kent to make sure we stayed out of the way, and when I put this to him, he didn’t deny it.

‘If you don’t mind me saying, you look very tired, Sergeant Morris.’

He didn’t deny that, either.

‘Why don’t you sit down for a minute and I’ll put the kettle on. No one will ever know.’

His eyes began to argue, but exhaustion seemed to get the better of him and he sank into the chair nearest the fridge.

‘Here.’ I put a pile of biscuits on a plate. Malted milk. Bourbons. Fig rolls. I went for the special tin, the one I keep at the back of the cupboard. ‘Eat some of these. Get your blood sugar up a bit.’

The kettle soon boiled. ‘Are you a family man, Sergeant Morris?’ I put my usual three spoonfuls of loose tea into the teapot, then an extra one, just for good measure.

‘No, I’m on my own.’ He reached for a third fig roll. ‘Married to the job, as you might say.’

‘No family?’

‘I have a brother. Got wed to a girl from Bristol and lives down there, so I don’t see him as often as I’d like.’

I put a large cup of tea in front of Sergeant Morris, complete with the sugar bowl. ‘Have you got nieces and nephews?’

‘Well.’ He placed a half-eaten fig roll onto the saucer. ‘It’s why this case gets to me so much. It’s not the same, but … No.’ He picked up the biscuit. ‘It doesn’t matter.’

‘No, please go on,’ I said.

Sergeant Morris sighed and put the biscuit down again. ‘My brother had a little girl, same kind of age as your Jeanie. Beautiful kid she was, always laughing, full of energy. Her name was Flora. She died last year. Leukaemia.’

‘I’m so sorry,’ I said. ‘How awful.’

He shrugged, as if it would magic the burden away. ‘It was so quick. One minute Flora was fine, the next she was gone. It just didn’t make any sense.’

‘No. These things rarely do.’

‘So I feel for you. I saw what it was like for my brother, having your whole world fall apart like that. The most precious thing in your life just taken away from you. Lost forever.’

He looked up. ‘Not that Jeanie’s lost forever, I just meant …’

‘I know what you meant.’ I reached out and patted his hand, because it’s easy to forget that someone in a uniform is still a someone.

We drank our tea in silence. It was edging towards half past six and wisps of darkness had begun to appear in the sky. The day felt heavy and spent. Before then, I’d never really taken much notice of what time it got dark, but I had never dreaded nightfall as much as I did on that first day. It crept towards me like grandmother’s footsteps and each time I looked out of the window it seemed blacker and more ominous. More final.

Sergeant Morris saw me watching the sky.

‘There are hundreds of people out there right now, searching,’ he said. ‘There’s every chance of finding her.’

‘I don’t believe your detective feels the same way.’ I kept staring out of the window because I didn’t want to know what his eyes were thinking. ‘I’m pretty sure he’s convinced Jeanie ran off, maybe got into that white van Charlotte and Emily saw.’

‘Detective Kent doesn’t know Jeanie like you do. None of us do.’

‘Will you track down the van?’ I said. ‘Can you find out who was driving it?’

‘Mrs Ford, I really shouldn’t be discussing the investigation with you. It’s not my place.’

‘Please. Call me Margaret,’ I said. ‘I feel like we know each other well enough now, don’t you?’

There was a silent crossroads in front of us. I wasn’t sure which way Sergeant Morris would turn, but then he sighed, and that’s when he explained about how many white vans there are. Derek had joined us by that point, a damp towel around his neck and his eyes red and rheumy from the bathwater. Sergeant Morris told us that finding the right van was like locating a small needle in a very large haystack. Without being able to narrow down what kind of vehicle it was, and without even part of the number plate, it was just about impossible. They’d even shown Charlotte and Emily pictures of different kinds of vans, to see if that might jog their memories, but neither girl had been able to come up with any more details.

‘So you have to give up on that idea, then?’ Derek said.

‘Oh no, not at all,’ Sergeant Morris continued, probably thinking he might as well be hung for a sheep, rather than a lamb. ‘We’re checking any registered owners of a white van in this area. The problem is, it’s going to take a lot of time. Plus, of course, it might belong to someone from miles away.’

‘Or it might have nothing to do with Jeanie at all,’ I said.

‘Exactly.’ Sergeant Morris drank the last of his tea and put the cup back into its saucer. ‘We’re keeping an open mind.’

We were back at the crossroads again.

‘You’ll keep us informed?’ Derek said.

‘Of course. I’ll pop by tomorrow. Sooner if we have any news.’

‘Why don’t you drop in around lunchtime,’ I said. ‘I can make you something to eat. A stew. Something hearty. No one will ever know.’

‘That’s very kind of you, Mrs Ford.’

‘Margaret, please.’

‘Margaret.’ He smiled. ‘That’s very kind of you, Margaret.’

Derek followed us to the front door, and when Sergeant Morris was safely at the garden gate, he turned to me and said, ‘What was all that about then making him a stew?’

‘We need him on our side, Derek. Without Sergeant Morris, we’re completely alone and we won’t know what’s going on. There is no one else.’

I could hear the cracks in my voice. Little spaces around the words where the emotion fought its way out, no matter how much I tried to keep it inside.

‘Love you,’ Derek said.

I looked at him. ‘I love you too,’ I said back.

‘Come on, sweetheart.’ Derek pulled me towards him and I rested my head on his shoulder. ‘She’ll be home soon.’

But the more people said it, the less convincing it became, and as we stood together in the doorway, I realised the last of the light had disappeared from the sky and it had become dark.
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‘You shouldn’t be down here, Margaret. You need to wait at home.’

It was a few hours after Sergeant Morris had left, and Veronica had rung to inform us she’d heard there was ‘a police presence’ down by the river. I told Derek I was going upstairs to lie on the bed, but instead, I slipped out of the back door unnoticed and somehow I found myself there, staring into the water. The policeman must have spotted me and he attempted to hold me back, but I still tried to peer around him and further down the river where men shouted and torches lit the water. The rain had stopped but the smell of damp uniform hung in the air and mixed with the stench of the riverbed and the fallen leaves that lay rotting at my feet. Sergeant Morris must have long since clocked off, because this was a different policeman. His name was Richard and I remembered him when he was a small boy. Before that night he’d always called me Mrs Ford, but perhaps standing together on a riverbank, everything felt so much more personal.

‘Does Derek know you’re here?’ he said.

I think I shook my head, or perhaps I didn’t and he took the silence to mean my husband had absolutely not one clue where I might be, because Richard began to lead me back towards the path, guiding us both around places where the river had crept into the grass, and you didn’t know what was water and what was land, until you stepped on it and began to sink. As we climbed, the men’s voices became less clear, but every so often one would drift towards us. I stopped to listen to what they were saying, but it was impossible. You couldn’t see anything, either. Just an occasional arc of light from a distant torch, and the river, flooded in blue every few seconds from the police car parked at the roadside above us. Many times I’d walked the path alongside the water, but I hadn’t noticed how wide the river was, or the strength of the current. Thirty miles upstream, it became tidal. Rolling through the landscape, faster and faster it travelled, until eventually it rushed into an estuary and emptied itself into the North Sea. You could lose your footing on this riverbank. You could simply fall from the path into the dark embrace of the water and be claimed by it. The river would carry you away and, weighted down by shoes and a coat, you wouldn’t stand a chance. No matter how many times you tried to reach out for the reeds that bowed their heads towards the water, no matter how many rotting branches you tried to grasp. If you found yourself in the water here, you could quite easily slip away and become lost forever.

‘Let’s get you home, Margaret.’ Somewhere above me, Richard’s voice appeared and a thin shaft of light lit up the mud on my shoes. ‘Mind that fallen branch, Margaret,’ he said. He had never used my first name before, but now he put it at the end of every sentence, as you would with a small child.

He reached to take my hand, but just as he did, there were raised voices further downriver. Loud and urgent. We both turned, but of course it was far too dark to see anything. You could only sense it. A change in the air.

He climbed back towards the waiting police car with less care. No longer cherry-picking the route, he took the fastest path, his hands digging into the ground to lift himself up, his boots sliding in the earth.

‘Come on,’ he said when he reached the path. ‘We need to get going.’

I don’t remember the journey home. I don’t remember climbing into the passenger seat of the panda car, its interior wiped and vacuumed clean of whichever distressed soul had last sat there, until it smelled of nothing and nobody. I have no recollection of Richard driving us along the lanes, twisting and turning, headlights illuminating other people’s lives for a brief second before they were lost again. Finally there would have been the snatch of a handbrake. An empty silence as the ignition was turned off and Derek, of course, waiting to let us in, the letterbox rattling and complaining, because the front door always sticks. All of those things would have occurred, although I don’t recall any of them, no more than I remember making the same journey in reverse, alone, a few hours previously, but it must have happened because the next thing I remember is sitting at the kitchen table, under the buzz of a strip light. The room still held the faint smell of a dinner we’d eaten earlier. Warm and normal. Comforting, usually. Except I could feel myself begin to shiver. Even in early September, the cold has an unforgiving quality when it’s near water, and as I sat there, I felt it creep into the marrow of my bones.

Somewhere beyond the front door, Richard and Derek were having a narrow conversation but eventually the letterbox rattled again and the front door slammed shut. When Derek returned, I tried to read the words in his face.

‘Have they found her?’ I said. ‘Do they know where she is?’

Derek pulled another chair from the table and sat next to me. He leaned forward and took my hands in his. I was still wearing my gloves and he released each finger one by one from the damp, cold wool.

‘No, no they haven’t.’ He shook his head. ‘The temperature’s really dropped, you must be frozen. Whatever were you thinking?

‘We need to get that looked at.’ Derek peered at the dirt and dried blood smeared across my fingers. ‘You need stitches.’

‘I most certainly do not. What I do need, Derek, is for you to stop fussing. Do something useful instead. Why don’t you move those newspapers outside.’

The remains of Jeanie’s paper round still sat on the kitchen table.

‘It’s pouring with rain now,’ Derek said.

‘Just take them, Derek. They’re covered in dust and I don’t want them in here.’

‘All right, all right. I’m doing it.’

I didn’t look up, but I heard the back door open and close.

‘Look at the mess they’ve made on my skirt,’ and I rubbed at the white marks without thinking. Pain from the cuts shot through my hands and I winced.

‘Right,’ Derek said. ‘I’m ringing the doctor and no more arguments.’

I remember attempting a small argument, although I’m not sure why. Perhaps it was because it felt as though we should all be out there looking for her. Not just policemen and detectives, but everyone else. Doctors, postmen, shopkeepers. The whole world ought to be put on pause until she had been found.

It wasn’t just that, though. It was the pain. The deep cuts on my fingers were a distraction from my thoughts and when the sensation lessened slightly, I found myself pressing my hands together with enough force to reawaken it. I can understand people who self-harm. When your distress is so unbearable, it needs to somehow find a way out of you. When the inside of your head is screaming, but no matter how loudly it screams, no matter how deafening the shouting may appear to you, no one else seems able to hear. It has to escape somehow, all that misery. You need to find a release, or it will destroy you. Perhaps that’s what self-harm is. Just a conduit. A pathway from your mind to the outside world and something born from necessity, because releasing yourself from that amount of pain – even transiently – is less to do with self-harm and more to do with self-preservation.

I must have lost my small argument because a little while later, a large, middle-aged man appeared next to me at the kitchen table. Immediately I knew he was a doctor because he had that distant concern medics are so clever at, which I suppose is a necessity, because how can you mend someone when you are too busy breaking alongside them?

The medical student accompanying the doctor clearly had yet to acquire that distance because he made sure he was right there in the moment with me. His name was Michael. Michael was told to sit quietly and observe what was going on, so he crouched by my side to give himself the best view.

‘These are quite deep,’ the GP said, examining my hands. ‘Can you remember how you did them?’

I could barely remember the last few minutes. ‘It must have been somewhere on the riverbank?’ I said, then I added, ‘I lost my daughter.’ Because perhaps that made more sense.

The doctor didn’t reply. Or at least, I don’t think he did. He was one of those people whose breathing was so wheezy, it made it difficult to decide whether it was words leaving his mouth or merely air.

‘All sorts of germs on a riverbank.’ He rummaged through his bag. ‘You shouldn’t be scrambling around somewhere like that in the dark.’

‘Understandable, though,’ Michael said.

Clearly, Michael’s role in the proceedings didn’t include offering up an opinion, because the doctor stopped rummaging for a moment and gave a sharp stare.

Michael, oblivious to the stare, carried on. ‘I mean, if someone I cared about had gone missing, the last thing I’d be thinking about was germs,’ he said.

I smiled at him. ‘You have very kind eyes, Michael,’ I said.

‘The most important thing is to ensure the wound is scrupulously clean.’ It definitely wasn’t just air leaving the doctor’s mouth this time. Much too loud. ‘Or by closing it you’ll trap all those bacteria inside and provide them with a warm, cosy new home.’

Michael glanced over at the doctor and then looked back at me. ‘There’ll be some logical explanation, don’t worry.’

‘Tell me everything you know about healing by primary and secondary intention, Michael. If you know anything about them at all.’

The doctor’s words were brusque and patronising, because, despite his education, he had failed to learn that sarcasm and class never walk hand in hand. Michael answered the question, admirably I thought, even though there were lots of medical words I didn’t understand, and the whole time he looked at me with his kind eyes.

And then he gave my good hand a squeeze and smiled.

‘Besides,’ he said. ‘We were at the police station earlier and I heard—’

‘Michael!’ The GP gave an enormous sigh. ‘Education is a privilege. If you’re not prepared to engage with that privilege, you can leave now and go and wait in the car. Unless you’re considering pursuing an alternative career? Psychologist, perhaps?’

Michael immediately let go of my hand and stood.

‘What?’ I said. ‘What did you hear at the police station?’

The doctor had stopped cleaning out the wound. He held the swab by a pair of clinical tongs of some sort, which now found themselves suspended in mid-air, and they trembled very slightly at the tip.

‘I …’ Michael tried to hold my gaze but this time the doctor’s volume won the battle. ‘I just—’

‘Michael! Car. Now!’

‘But what were you going to tell me?’ I leaned forward in my seat. ‘What did you hear?’

‘I don’t know what I was going to say, Mrs Ford.’ Michael began to back slowly towards the door. ‘It can’t have been anything important.’

‘Car.’ The doctor clicked his fingers and pointed, as though Michael was a disobedient Labrador.

He was almost through the door when I called him back.

‘Michael?’

The young man turned around and smiled at me. ‘Yes, Mrs Ford?’

‘Michael, don’t ever lose those kind eyes,’ I said.

The room seemed strangely empty after they had left. Now there was just the two of us, and I needed to fill up all the space with words so there wouldn’t be any room left for thinking.

‘She’ll walk through that door any minute,’ I said. ‘You know what she’s like, Derek, she loses track of time. I’ve never known a child do so much daydreaming. You need to have a word with her when she gets back. We can’t carry on like this.’

I waited. Waited for him to agree with me and tell me everyone was overreacting, but he didn’t, because for once, just when you need someone to wrap the truth up in a white lie, they suddenly can’t and instead they become huge fans of being completely honest.

Derek walked across the kitchen and lit the gas under the little kettle which sat waiting for us on the stove. He put the dead match in a pot by the kitchen sink. ‘Promise me you won’t go off like that again – you could have got yourself into all sorts of trouble.’ He spoke with kindness. Derek never did anything without kindness.

‘I don’t know why the police are searching by the river anyway,’ I said. ‘What would she be doing down there?’

‘That dog walker thought she saw something. The police have to follow it up, which I suppose is good because so many missing children are dismissed as runaways at first—’

‘She’s not missing, she’s just late home, that’s all!’ The words escaped before I realised I’d said them out loud, and I saw the pain in Derek’s eyes.

Neither of us spoke and the kitchen clock ticked away at the silence.

Ten hours and fifteen minutes late home. It said.




14

I’ve sat through some long nights in my life, but that first night Jeanie went missing was the longest.

Neither of us went upstairs. It felt too ordinary, too mundane, as though life was just carrying on as normal. Besides, we needed to be nearer to the door. The door she would walk through when she found her way home. Derek eventually fell into a fitful sleep on a chair in the front room, exhausted from carrying the weight of everyone else’s burdens, whilst I sat in darkness at the kitchen table and watched the light change as the hours wore on. People think of the night as solid black, but it’s as nuanced in shades and colours as the day, it’s just that only a few people ever see it. The worktops and cupboards moved through variations of onyx and grey. Clouds passed across the moon and sent shadows creeping across the tiles. All the time, the fridge hummed to itself in the corner and the light on the cooker flashed away the minutes. I’d left the porch light on, so Jeanie could see her way around the back of the house, and half a dozen moths had been drawn towards it. They tapped constantly, trying to find a way into the bulb. Every noise was amplified. The creaks and groans of the house. A solitary car in the distance. The tap, tap, tapping of the moths. I held my breath to hear properly, analysed each sound and tried to find some hope in it, but there was nothing. Even Ziggy lifted her head and stared at the back door every few minutes, as though she was expecting it to open at any moment. At 5 a.m. Derek stepped into the kitchen, silhouetted by the light from the hall. His hair was matted and wild, and he was still wearing yesterday’s clothes. He walked over and kissed the top of my head.

It was morning.

My daughter had been missing all night.

Sergeant Morris kept his word and telephoned first thing. The volunteer search had continued until late but they had found nothing, not a shred of evidence. Nothing to say Jeanie had ever been there. The police had started searching the quarry and the gravel pits, combed through all the woodland either side of the lane, but they’d been beaten by the light and had resumed at dawn that morning.

‘No stone unturned,’ that’s what Sergeant Morris said, although it felt very much like a quote from Detective Kent. ‘We’re doing everything we can,’ he added. Those were Sergeant Morris’s own words. I could tell because he spoke them with his eyes, even on a telephone.

I was hoping for some time to gather myself, to work out what I could do, but the minute I’d put the receiver down, the visitors began. It wasn’t even eight o’clock, but that didn’t appear to deter anybody whatsoever and we had a steady stream of callers all morning. There were a few who seemed genuinely concerned, but many fell under the umbrella of the morbidly curious. People who greeted me like a long lost friend and yet people I’d never spoken to before in my life.

‘I’ve only just heard, Margaret. How are you coping? Are you keeping your spirits up?’ 

Then they’d offer a small head-tilt, like a garden bird hopeful for any crumbs of information I might be able to scatter their way.

Derek said I should stop answering the door, but how could I? It might be someone important. It could even be Jeanie. I’d left all the doors and windows unlocked, but she might not realise. What if she knocked and nobody answered? The tenth or eleventh time the door went, though, I was beginning to reach the end of my tether and I opened it with quite the flourish. A young man stood on the doorstep. He was wearing a large grey overcoat and his hands were buried in its pockets.

‘Mrs Ford?’ he said, and smiled.

There was no head-tilt.

I nodded.

‘Dave Harper, Gazette and Courier.’ He removed one of his hands from the coat and waved a business card at me. ‘If I might have a word. About your child. The missing one.’

‘I don’t have any other children,’ I said.

‘Ah, the only one?’ His other hand appeared and it was holding what appeared to be a tape recorder. ‘Quite spoiled then, is she?’

‘No, she’s not. She’s about as far removed from spoiled as it’s possible to get.’ The tape recorder edged a little nearer. ‘Would you mind not doing that?’

‘Gives you the runaround a bit, does she?’

‘No. No, not at all. Look, can you stop recording? I haven’t even agreed to speak to you.’

‘It’s great publicity, Mrs Ford. It gets the word out there. All we’ve been given so far is an eleven-year-old who might be wearing a yellow jumper.’ He stepped a little closer. ‘That’s right, isn’t it? Might be?’

‘She almost certainly was.’ I tried to close the door but he had stepped so far I couldn’t quite manage it.

‘But you’re not completely sure? That’s quite unusual, isn’t it? Not to be sure?’

‘I’m as sure as I can be.’ I could hear the anxiety creep out of my throat with the words. ‘It’s not something you always take notice of, is it?’

‘Well—’

‘If you want any more details, you’re going to have to speak to Sergeant Morris.’ I hadn’t realised Derek was behind me but he reached over and shut the door with such force, I heard the journalist struggle with his balance on the other side.

‘You’ve got to be firm with these people, Margaret,’ he said. ‘They don’t understand any other language. Good manners goes out of the window.’

‘He was asking me,’ I said, ‘about what Jeanie was wearing. I needed to defend myself.’

‘If you don’t answer the door, you don’t have to defend yourself against anything, do you?’

I watched him walk down the hall. He was slower than usual. Laboured. As though each step was an effort almost beyond him, and when he started climbing the stairs, it took him so long to get to the top I began to wonder if he’d given up.

No sooner had he disappeared than there was another knock on the door.

I flung it open. ‘Look. My husband already told you, if you—’

Charlotte and Emily stared back at me from the doorstep. They were wearing matching denim dungarees with navy blue cardigans, Emily’s slightly longer than her younger sister’s, and hair tied back into their usual barley plaits.

‘Oh,’ I said and opened the door a little wider.

Emily looked me straight in the eye. ‘We’ve come to offer our condolences, Mrs Ford.’

‘I don’t think you mean condolences,’ I said. ‘I think you mean sympathy?’

Emily and Charlotte sat at the kitchen table. I had given the girls a drink of orange squash, but both glasses stood in front of them untouched.

‘We probably do,’ Emily said.

‘Condolences is something you say when a person has died.’ I sat opposite them with tea instead of orange squash, but it was equally ignored. ‘Does your mother know you’re here?’

‘Not technically,’ Emily said. ‘But she always stresses the importance of politeness, and we thought this would be good manners.’

‘Indeed it is. Would you like a biscuit?’

Charlotte looked at her older sister, who said, ‘No thank you, Mrs Ford,’ and Charlotte went back to staring at her lap.

I traced my finger along the pattern of the tablecloth. It had little snow-peaked mountains on it, with cable cars running between them. Jeanie loved that tablecloth; she said it made her think of Switzerland.

‘Have you thought any more about yesterday?’ I said, finding my way from one cable car to the next. ‘Perhaps you’ve remembered something else that happened?’

‘There’s nothing to remember, Mrs Ford,’ Emily said. ‘We told the policeman everything.’

I paused. ‘What about you, Charlotte? What do you remember?’

Charlotte lifted her head very quickly, as though she’d heard a gunshot. First she looked at me, then at her sister, but Emily kept her eyes facing forward.

‘I remember exactly what Emily remembers,’ she said.

I looked for the next cable car. ‘And what’s that?’

Charlotte looked at her sister again. ‘I remember …’

‘She remembers talking to Jeanie and then finding her bicycle,’ said Emily. ‘That’s all.’

‘That’s all,’ Charlotte repeated and smiled.

‘Perhaps you should let Charlotte speak for herself,’ I said. ‘Find her own words.’

‘She’s only nine.’

‘Nine-year-olds know a lot of words.’ I smiled back at Charlotte, who was beginning to look a little bewildered. ‘Perhaps she saw something you didn’t.’

‘I very much doubt that,’ Emily said.

There was something, and I couldn’t quite decide what it was. Over the years, I’d watched the bond between siblings with envy, and even though the road might sometimes be rocky and difficult, the genetic ties that connected them usually stayed strong. It must be reassuring to know you will always have that attachment to someone, no matter what. A lifelong friend. A confidante. With Emily and Charlotte, though, it was more than that, and words passed between them that I was unable to hear. A secret, perhaps.

‘Is there something you girls aren’t telling us?’ I said. ‘Because whatever it is, no one will be angry. You won’t get into trouble.’

There they were again. Those silent words. A few seconds passed, and I’d just about given up on either of them speaking when Charlotte looked up and started to talk.

‘Well, Mrs Ford,’ she said. More confident and louder this time, her eyes meeting mine.

Her mouth began to form the next word. I spent most of the rest of the day trying to work out what that word might have been. I went over it so many times, I lost the ability to determine what was real and what lived in my imagination, because when your memory lets you down, you often have to resort to invention to soothe your mind.

No one would ever know what that word was going to be, because right at the moment it was about to appear, there was an almighty slam of a door above our heads and Derek came down the stairs two at a time. He burst into the kitchen and we all stared at each other, and he closed his eyes and then opened them again, as if he expected to see something different.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I heard a child’s voice and I thought … I’m sorry.’

‘That’s perfectly all right, Mr Ford.’ Emily smiled at him. ‘These things happen.’

‘Thank you for being so understanding, er …’

‘Emily,’ she said.

‘Thank you for being so understanding, Emily. It’s a father’s instinct, you know.’

‘I don’t, actually.’ Emily was still smiling at him. ‘We don’t have one.’

‘He cleared off,’ said Charlotte.

Emily leaned forward. ‘She’s too young to remember,’ she said in a stage whisper. ‘When Charlotte doesn’t know what to say, she makes things up. It’s worth remembering that, Mrs Ford.’

‘Charlotte. What were you going to say?’ I tried to keep my voice light and unimportant, but I’m not sure how good a job I did.

‘Nothing,’ Charlotte said. ‘Nothing at all.’

‘See?’ Emily smiled. ‘Drink your orange juice, Charlotte. We have to go now, we only came to give Mrs Ford our commiserations.’

Both girls drained their glasses in one long gulp.
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‘It’s as though God reached down and swept her away.’ Derek kept saying it that whole second day, and the seed of irritation in my gut began to grow. I kept my mouth shut, but what could God possibly have to do with the disappearance of a child?

Instead of getting even more irritated, I said, ‘I’m going to the corner shop for some milk.’

Derek opened the fridge and peered inside. ‘I bought some yesterday. We’ve got plenty of milk.’

‘Butter, then. Or cheese. Anything, I just need to get out of this house and into the fresh air.’

‘I’ll come with you. Hang on while I get my coat.’

‘No, Derek. One of us needs to stay here. Let me go on my own.’

There was a little to-ing and fro-ing, as there always is, but I could tell Derek knew I was right because he sat down for his to-ing and fro-ing and didn’t make any effort to get to his feet again.

‘I won’t be long,’ I said. ‘Love you.’

There was a pause.

‘Love you too,’ he shouted.

Staying awake all night had made me light-headed, and everything felt surreal and unlikely, as though I was walking through a dream. As soon as I’d shut the front door behind me, I closed my eyes and took a huge breath of morning air.

It was still quite early and I met no one on the way. It was also Sunday, which meant the usual clusters of schoolchildren weren’t ambling along the pavements, and I reached the corner shop in record time.

Over the years, the corner shop had experienced a wide variety of owners and its exterior an even wider variety of paint colours. It had even changed location, and was no longer on the corner but halfway up the street; everyone still called it the corner shop, though, because we are creatures of habit, and habits are notoriously difficult to say goodbye to, especially the small ones.

As I made my way inside, a man was on the point of leaving, and apart from a polite, but quiet, exchange between us on the threshold, there was nothing to say I’d even entered the premises. No extra tinkle of the bell, no extra slam of the door. I slipped inside the shop unnoticed, which became evident when I heard the conversation being held near the till. A conversation that would undoubtedly have faded into nothing had the participants realised I was eavesdropping. I loitered around the baked goods section, nicely hidden by an impressive stack of Danish white and a large tower of crumpets.

‘Apparently she didn’t know.’ 

‘How could you not know?’

‘Well, exactly.’ 

‘It makes you wonder, doesn’t it, how much of a free rein that child had.’

I edged my way along the shelves, trying to find a gap so I could see who was speaking, but my view was hampered by family-size boxes of cereal.

‘Well he has to have something to do with it, doesn’t he? It stands to reason.’

‘Michelle said he was hanging around the school gates the other week.’

‘He looks just the type, doesn’t he?’

I reached the end of the shelving.

‘Who looks just the type?’ I said.

The women turned so quickly, one of them knocked her shopping basket against the counter and a complicated display of Polo mints skittled across the floor.

‘Margaret! We didn’t see you there!’ It was the woman who worked in the library. I hesitate to call her a librarian because that involves intelligence and a predisposition to reading.

‘Clearly not,’ I said.

‘We were just discussing this awful situation.’ The other woman was quite new to the town, I think, although I had seen her before. Too many teeth for her mouth and a keen interest in loud jewellery. Mrs Lowndes, who was behind the counter, clearly had nothing whatsoever to do with discussing anything at all and distanced herself from the whole debacle by crouching down and collecting all the little tubes of mints from the floor.

‘But who looks just the type?’ I asked again, and I stared at the women for so long, they were eventually forced into an answer.

‘Lionel Riddings,’ said the woman from the library, pulling her scarf a little tighter around her neck. ‘That strange man who lives in the big house at the edge of the park.’

‘I know who Lionel Riddings is,’ I said.

The woman with all the teeth leaned forward, as though she was going to be discreet, but instead she carried on at the same volume as before. ‘We heard he’d been hanging around the school recently, watching the kids with his hands in his pockets.’

‘Then something should be done,’ I said. ‘It’s not as though he has any business loitering there. He doesn’t even have children.’

‘He doesn’t have anyone,’ said the woman from the library. ‘That’s the problem.’

‘I heard he used to have lots of friends. Women, mainly.’ The woman with the teeth was still leaning in. ‘He’s not a local man, is he? Where did he come from?’

‘No one knows.’ The woman from the library shook her head. ‘He just appeared one day, larger than life, and bought that big house. No one knew anything about him. He could be anybody. It was only a matter of time before he grabbed some poor little kiddie and—’

She caught my eye in the middle of her monologue, and the end of her sentence disappeared into her scarf.

Mrs Lowndes looked up from her Polo mints and gave me an apology smile. Not that she had anything to apologise for. Some people might be very reluctant to speak to begin with, but once they start, they gather speed like a runaway train.

I needed to be out of there. I needed to be away from the smell of fresh bread and gossip, back out into the open and the fresh air, and so I left my empty basket on the counter and I left. I don’t think anyone even noticed.

Lionel Riddings was the town’s lothario. Or at least he used to be, but like many things in life, he had fallen out of fashion and was now seen as more of an oddity. The woman from the library was right, he had appeared from nowhere. There had been all sorts of rumours about who he was and what he’d done before he’d arrived here, and I think Lionel enjoyed the attention and the gossiping, because he hadn’t put anyone straight and never revealed a single thing about himself. He was far too busy flirting with any female who crossed his path. I’d always thought he was a bit of a sad character, really, beneath all the charm. I’d seen him in the park occasionally, on the rare occasions he was alone, staring at the ground as though he was trying to solve one of life’s great mysteries. Most of the time he was followed around like the Pied Piper by an endless stream of women, desperate for his attention. Heaven knows why. I suppose he was good-looking, in his day, and different. A novelty in a small town like this. Over the years, though, he lost favour. I suppose when everyone moved on and became older, his seductive ways became something to avoid rather than seek out, and he ended up a bit of a misfit. The large Victorian house where he lived on the other side of the town had once been quite the wild bachelor pad, but the only wild thing about it now was the garden, which had slowly crept between the iron railings and through the broken gate, as though it was trying to escape. Along with crumbling walls and missing roof tiles, it added to Lionel’s reputation as a hermit and a loner. In ten years, he had gone from a man to be seen with to a man who elicited only ridicule and contempt. Lionel Riddings was now someone to be avoided.

It was at least a thirty-minute walk from the corner shop to Lionel’s house, but I made it in twenty. It was a tricky journey because more people were about by that time, and I had to cross roads and dart down alleyways to avoid them. I could see their expressions from a distance. The curiously concerned, ready with their questions and their prying eyes. Afterwards, they would sit with their families, complete in number, and I would be turned into an anecdote over their Sunday lunch, as they loaded their mouths with roast beef and allowed gravy to dribble down their chins, and breathed a sigh of relief that it hadn’t happened to them. I suppose under the circumstances they were surprised to see me out. I was surprised to see me out, but I couldn’t stand another second in that house. I had to do something. Go somewhere. Keep looking. Because as long as I kept looking, it felt like there was a chance I could find her. I wasn’t going to bring her back sitting at that kitchen table.

I managed to get to the bottom of Lionel Riddings’ road before I was stopped, caught by surprise with little chance of escape. It was Veronica Buxton, pushing her poor mother around in that wheelchair. They went all over the place, those two, up and down the high street, across all the estates. Perhaps Veronica felt that even though her mother was paralysed, as long as she kept moving her around, things were bound to improve. Although I’d heard after such a major stroke, that was never going to happen.

‘What are you doing at this end of town?’ Veronica shouted from a few feet away and her face lit up. ‘Look, Mother, it’s Margaret. You remember Margaret, don’t you?’

Mrs Buxton stared up at me and I smiled at her. There seemed to be a flicker of recognition, but that might just have been my imagination, willing it to be there as a reward for Veronica’s enthusiasm. The truth was, her attention was probably caught by someone coming into her eyeline, and any pocket of familiarity was lost forever somewhere deep in her injured mind.

‘I’m so sorry,’ Veronica said when she got a little closer, ‘about Jeanie. I mean, I’m sure they’ll find her today. They’ve got to, because it’s not as though she’ll have gone far, is it?’

Veronica used that bright, stretched-out voice people turn to when they need something to shroud their real thoughts. I shrugged because I’d had the same conversation with myself in my own head for nearly twenty-four hours and I didn’t have enough energy left to say the words out loud any more.

‘Are you out here looking for her?’ she said.

Lying is sometimes a much straighter path, so I told her I was just getting some fresh air, but my eyes must have given me away because she caught me glancing in the direction of the house at the far end of the road.

She turned and glanced with me. ‘You don’t think Lionel’s got something to do with Jeanie going missing?’

Veronica was an exceptional gossip. Over the years she had mastered it so well, she was now considered freelance, and people regularly consulted her on the accuracy of various things they’d overheard. Common sense told me that feeding Veronica information was a dangerous idea, but perhaps having someone on your side who knew everything about everyone else’s business might be exactly what I needed.

‘I’m not sure,’ I said in the end. ‘I just overheard something.’

‘What?’ Veronica leaned over the top of her mother’s head. ‘What did you overhear?’

‘Just that he’d been hanging around the school gates, watching the children.’

Veronica looked up at the house. More than a glance now, a proper stare.

‘Margaret, whatever you do, don’t go up there on your own.’

It was quite a strong reaction and I frowned at her.

‘Do you know something I don’t?’ I said. ‘Because if you do, now is a very good time to tell me.’

She paused for a moment and I could see the thoughts travelling through her eyes.

‘We just don’t really know anything about him, and putting yourself in danger is pointless. Why don’t you just tell the police?’

‘Because Jeanie might be in that house. Right now. I just need to work out how I can get inside and check.’

‘And what if she is? Banging on the door and challenging him could …’ Veronica sorted through her words for a second. ‘… could make things worse. He’s a difficult man to reason with.’

It was true. Of course it was true, but the adrenaline sweeping through my body disagreed.

‘You’ve had dealings with him?’ I said. ‘I don’t remember you ever mentioning it?’

‘Everyone in this town has had dealings with him at some point.’ She pulled a face. ‘But for all that, he’s still an unknown quantity, isn’t he? None of us knows much about who he really is.’

‘I expect you’re right,’ I said. I just wanted Veronica to stop talking. I wanted her to remember something important she had to do, turn the wheelchair around and disappear. I kept saying ‘well’ and ‘anyway’ and pushing my hands deeper into my pockets, but like most people you’re itching to get away from, she refused to pick up on the hint.

‘If you ask me,’ she said, even though I hadn’t, ‘the police will already have their eye on Lionel Riddings.’

I looked over at the house, at the empty windows, weeds creeping across the doorstep, as though the building had given up. It certainly didn’t look like a house anyone had had their eye on for a very long time.

I turned back to Veronica.

‘I really think you should leave it to the police, Margaret,’ she said.

There was genuine concern in her eyes. They weren’t the eyes of all those strangers who had stood on my doorstep earlier; there was no sign of the assumptions I saw each time I looked at Detective Kent; they didn’t even contain the weary hesitation of Sergeant Morris. Veronica really did think Lionel Riddings was not to be trusted.

‘You’re right,’ I said. ‘You’re absolutely right, it would be foolhardy to march up to his front door on my own.’

‘Exactly, Margaret. I’m glad you’ve seen sense.’

‘I’ll speak to Sergeant Morris when I get home.’

‘Excellent plan.’ Veronica pointed over to a small alleyway which led down to the marketplace. ‘Why don’t you walk back with us? We can cut through there and you’ll be home in no time. It’d be nice to have some company.’

‘Oh, I’m not sure …’ I searched around in my head for a reason not to.

‘You’ve no idea how frustrating it is,’ Veronica whispered, although it was a stage whisper, and I was certain if her mother could understand, she would hear it. ‘Wheeling Mother around all day. No time to myself. No freedom. Not even a bit of light conversation.’

I hesitated. ‘Would you mind if I don’t? I’d quite like to take the long walk home. Stretch my legs. Get a bit of fresh air.’

She sighed and nodded, and I turned in the opposite direction before I felt obliged to change my mind. I wasn’t certain how long it would take to push a wheelchair across the road and disappear down an alleyway, but I walked as slowly as I could, just in case. After a couple of minutes I looked back. There was no sign of them, but I gave it another couple of minutes for good measure.

I’m a firm believer in honesty, but I hadn’t really lied. It would be foolhardy to tackle Lionel Riddings on my own.

But that didn’t mean I wasn’t going to do it.
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Derek

I lay in bed the next morning, wrapped safely into the duvet, but the thought of Lionel Riddings all those years ago still left a nasty taste in my mouth.

It was only my memories rising up to meet me, though. Just a dream. Except it was one of those vivid ones your mind conjures up from nowhere and you can’t quite manage to separate it from the here and now, even after you’ve woken up and stared at the ceiling for a bit. I’d just about convinced myself that dead Derek was just a dream too, and grief had finally succeeded in breaking my mind, when he appeared in the doorway, holding a breakfast tray with a big smile on his face.

He sat on the bed and placed the tray very carefully between us.

‘Tea up!’ he said. ‘I was going to make you a bit of toast as well but the toaster’s not working.’

‘No, it needs a new fuse,’ I said.

‘So I did some bread and jam.’

I narrowed my eyes.

‘You don’t like bread and jam?’

‘It’s not the bread and jam, Derek.’

‘Margaret, I know it’s hard to take in, but you’re not going to start telling me I’m not real again, are you?’

‘Quite possibly,’ I said. ‘This whole thing is just too bizarre.’

He reached for my hand. The squeeze he gave was very real.

And the bread and jam. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had breakfast in bed.

I watched him as I ate, and he watched me back. ‘Are you not having any?’ I said.

Derek shook his head. ‘You know I’m not one for breakfast, although from time to time I do make an exception for a nice bacon sandwich.’

‘Do dead people still need to eat?’ I said.

‘Of course we do!’

‘But ghosts are so … so incorporeal.’

‘Even more reason for a nice bacon sandwich.’

‘What about sleeping?’ I said. ‘Do you need to sleep? Also, are you still allowed to drive? I mean you don’t technically have a licence, do you?’

‘Margaret …’

‘So then there’s the issue of how you get from A to B. Public transport, for example. Do you still need to buy a ticket? Or can you walk through walls, like they do in films?’

‘Why would you want to walk through a wall when there’s a perfectly good door you can use?’

‘Floating!’ I said. ‘Ghosts always float, don’t they? Are you able to float, Derek?’

‘Margaret, I know you have a lot of questions—’

‘Hundreds,’ I said. ‘But they’re mostly about how quickly we can find Jeanie. I need answers, Derek.’

Derek smiled. ‘I told you last night, I don’t have any answers. Together, though, we might be able to find them.’

‘We didn’t find them forty years ago – what makes you think we can find them now?’

‘Time,’ he said. ‘You can always see something better from a distance.’

‘Perhaps you can see something better when you’re no longer alive?’

‘I wish,’ Derek said and laughed to himself.

Death, it seems, isn’t that simple.

‘I don’t understand why we’re in such a rush,’ I said.

For once it was Derek who stood by the front door, shifting his weight from side to side and taking frequent and very animated looks at his wristwatch. I was the one who remained seated at the kitchen table, a cup in my hand containing tea that remained a degree or two too hot and yet the anticipation of drinking it was far too appealing to just tip it down the kitchen sink.

‘You’ve been dawdling around far too much recently, Margaret. Wandering around with the world on your shoulders.’

I frowned and enjoyed another very slow mouthful.

‘And whilst I’ve been doing all this dawdling around, I suppose you’ve been supremely useful,’ I said. ‘If dead people are able to be useful, that is.’

‘Oh, you’d be amazed.’ He took another glance at his wristwatch. ‘Come on now, let’s seize the day.’

‘And where do you propose seizing it?’ I said.

Derek thought for a moment.

‘Why don’t we go to the place we always went to when we first met. Somewhere we used to talk and think, and make our plans?’

‘The park?’ I said.

He smiled at me. ‘The park.’

Even at such an ungodly hour, the park was littered with several dog walkers and a gentleman who stretched himself out on one of the benches and looked like he hadn’t yet managed to find his way home from the night before. Derek made a beeline for a seat on the far side of the grass, which was slightly concealed by the pavilion and a giant map of the park that told everyone where they were and where they might like to go next, as if it wasn’t ridiculously obvious just by raising your head and having a good look around.

‘Here.’ We’d only just sat when Derek fished something out of his pocket and handed it to me. ‘Earphones.’

‘But they’re not attached to anything.’ I held them up and the little plug at the end of the wire dangled in the fresh air. ‘What’s the point?’

‘Just put them in your ears and tuck the other bit into your pocket. That way, when you speak to me, people will think you’re having a conversation on a mobile telephone rather than  talking to yourself and assuming you’ve finally lost your mind. No one else can see me, remember?’

I fiddled around with the earphones. People over seventy don’t seem to possess the right-shaped ears for these things. Perhaps it’s something to do with natural selection.

I was in the middle of saying, ‘I really don’t think it’s necessary, Derek,’ but just at that moment a woman passed by with a small dog that looked as though it was constructed out of a series of pom-poms, like the ones you make as a child from a ball of wool and a cardboard circle. The woman and the dog both looked over, and the woman smiled and looked away again, and the dog continued to bounce along, and neither of them seemed any the wiser.

I turned to say something to Derek but he just had one of those little told-you-so smiles dancing around his mouth and I couldn’t help but smile back because it felt like a lifetime since we had sat together and shared a silent joke between us.

I looked around. The park hadn’t changed much from when we used to sit here. The flowerbeds all had sponsors now and at some point the bandstand had received a bit of spit and polish, but otherwise it was the same. The gentleman from the night before appeared to have realised a new day had begun and wandered off to make the most of it. The woman with the pom-pom dog was disappearing through a gate at the far end of the park, and the only person remaining was a woman with two very excited border collies, who were trying to outdo each other with how theatrical they could be during a game of catch. I tapped Derek’s arm because I knew he’d find it amusing as well, but then I realised he was far too busy staring straight ahead. Whilst I’d been enjoying the border collies, a man had sat down on the bench opposite ours. He was a little older than middle-aged, although I appreciate that means different things to different people and it’s quite a ridiculous phrase. How do you know you’re in the middle of something until it’s all over and you can look back and measure it? This man was in his sixties, I would say, but his body seemed much older. Stooped and bent, as though he was weighed down by something quite overwhelming. He looked strangely familiar and I flicked through the Rolodex in my mind in an effort to place him. This is the problem when someone isn’t in their usual landscape. All the little clues you rely on have vanished and without any background to give you some sort of hint, it’s sometimes almost impossible to remember who someone might be. I’d just about given up when it finally hit me. He was one of the GPs from the surgery. Although he didn’t work there now, because the only other two doctors – aside from Dr Petersen – were both women. I took a gamble because it felt rude not to speak.

‘Morning!’ I said. ‘So how’s retirement suiting you, doctor?’

It took him a moment to look up.

‘I wouldn’t quite call it that,’ he said and he gave me the kind of smile that doesn’t take up too much of your energy. ‘Although I’m not sure what you would call it, in all honesty.’

I looked at Derek, who gave a nod of encouragement.

So I took an even bigger gamble.

‘How is Tunbridge Wells these days,’ I said. ‘I haven’t visited in years.’

This time, when the doctor looked up, the rest of his body joined in as well.

‘Oh that wasn’t me,’ he said. ‘I was the other one.’

I frowned. ‘The other one?’

‘The one who dropped dead.’

‘In the middle of morning surgery?’ Derek asked. Just for clarification.

‘That’s right.’ The doctor spread out his fingers and stared down at his hands. ‘Quite embarrassing really. Like a plumber with a leaky tap.’

‘Or a cobbler with holes in his shoes,’ said Derek, who was clearly just as much of a gambler as I was. It paid off, though, and the doctor laughed.

‘Exactly,’ he said.

I studied them both. ‘Wait a minute,’ I said. ‘You can have a conversation with each other? You can see Derek as well?’

‘Of course he can,’ Derek said. ‘He’s … passed on.’

‘Popped his clogs.’ The doctor laughed a little more.

‘Kicked the bucket!’ Derek was on a roll now.

‘Gone to meet his maker. Except we haven’t actually met. Yet.’

‘I keep trying to explain that to her,’ Derek laughed. ‘Anyway, you’ve only recently started pushing up the daisies.’

‘Okay, enough!’ I said. ‘I get the picture.’

Except I didn’t. Not really. I appeared to be sitting on a park bench on a perfectly ordinary day, having a perfectly ordinary conversation with two dead people, one of whom was my own husband. With the best will in the world, I wasn’t sure that was a picture anyone would get very easily, but it seemed the only option available to me was just to get on with it and hope everything would become clear at some distant point in the future.

His name was Mike and he had indeed dropped dead during morning surgery. From a heart attack, it would seem.

‘Had a look through my notes,’ he explained. ‘Technically forbidden, but under the circumstances I didn’t think anyone would mind.’

‘I’m certain they wouldn’t,’ I said. ‘Plus, I’m not sure what on earth they could do about it even if they did.’

‘I remember you, Mrs Ford,’ Mike said. ‘Not just from the surgery, but from a long time ago.’

I searched his face for more clues. It was a very ordinary face, not too broad but not too narrow. Slightly ruddy, with a hint of stubble around his jawline, but very kind eyes.

‘Kind eyes!’ I said.

‘You remember.’ He was clearly moved and that, in turn, moved me too. ‘I’m surprised, considering the circumstances.’

I was surprised as well, but it’s strange how that happens. In life’s most intense moments, when your emotions are fierce and overwhelming, all of your senses become fierce and overwhelming too. And so you remember the smells and the textures and the sounds of that moment. All the pockets of tiny details. As if God has turned up the brightness and the contrast and the volume on everything to make sure that you’ll never forget.

‘You were only a student then,’ I said, ‘but you were so compassionate.’

He laughed. ‘That’s the thing about medical students. What they lack in knowledge and experience, they make up for in compassion. We might not be much use to anyone who’s sick, but we have buckets full of empathy for how much they’re suffering.’

‘You were a lot of use,’ I said. ‘It’s amazing how much of a healer compassion and understanding can be. Anyway, you were far more use than that grumpy GP you were following around.’

He shrugged. ‘I guess we all turn into grumpy GPs in the end. I got into a lot of trouble that night – had a proper dressing-down when he got back to the car.’

‘What on earth for? You were so kind, so understanding. Your words were a huge comfort.’

‘That’s just it, too many words,’ he said. ‘Letting my mouth run away with me.’

I paused, waited for the hammering of my pulse in my throat to quieten, but it just grew louder and more determined. ‘I’ve always wondered,’ I said. ‘When you were crouching next to me that night, before that doctor sent you out of the room, you were going to tell me about the police station, about something you’d heard. I don’t suppose you might recall what it was?’

He looked up. ‘I’m surprised you remember that. It was such a long time ago.’

‘Oh, I remember everything,’ I said. ‘Things people have long since buried and forgotten. I hold on to them all, because you never know when they might become useful again.’

‘It’s probably nothing.’

Although he wouldn’t meet my eyes, and he said it in a way that made it sound very much like something indeed.

I waited. Sitting with silence is very difficult when every cell in your body is willing someone to speak, and I was just on the edge of losing the battle when Mike looked up again.

‘I’d been told to wait in the corridor while the grumpy GP was seeing someone in custody,’ he said. ‘People don’t notice medical students, we’re invisible. It’s only when you’re qualified that people realise you’re there.’

‘Go on,’ I said.

‘Two coppers finishing their shift, walking down the corridor, chatting. I don’t think they were even aware I was sitting there.’

I leaned forward. ‘But what were they saying?’

‘I might have misheard, got it wrong,’ he said. ‘But I could have sworn they said, “We didn’t find the last child, but we’ll find this one.”’
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Jeanie

The nearer I got to Lionel Riddings’ house, the more broken and run down it appeared. From a distance it just looked neglected, a little tired at the edges, but when I walked through the damaged gate and came face to face with it, I realised just how bad things had got. A bit like people, I suppose. You can get away with a lot if you don’t get close to anyone, but as soon as someone steps towards you, there’s no chance of hiding it any more.

There must have been a point where someone still had a little hope, though, because stacked against the wall, along with the dust and the dead leaves, there was a small row of tiles and an old trowel. A shovel, coated in earth from a long-ago day’s work, was propped next to them, and nestled in the corner of the porch there was a red gardening glove, clearly separated from its partner but happily reinventing itself as a safe refuge for any passing spiders.

Nothing else. Nothing to say anyone living there had any pride in the place or held out any hope of things improving. The house was just passing time. Waiting either for someone else to come along who might care a little more, or until there was nothing left for anyone to care about.

I studied the front door. At some point it must have been a brilliant white, but too many dirty hands – and boots, by the looks of it – had found their way onto the paintwork and now it was smeared with black prints and streaks of mud. There was a door knocker. One of those heavy cast-iron ones that wouldn’t look out of place at a stately home, but when I tried to lift it, years of weather and indifference had damaged the metal so badly it wouldn’t budge. I peered through the window. Gave it a rub with my coat sleeve, but then I realised the dirt was on the inside of the glass as well as the outside. There was movement, though; I could have sworn it. Somewhere beyond the dirty glass, shadows changed and shifted, and I thought I heard the turn of a key.

The door swung open.

Standing in front of me was Lionel Riddings, wearing a pair of old striped pyjamas. A couple of the buttons had been married to the wrong buttonholes, and when he noticed me looking he pulled at the belt on his dressing gown and pushed his fists into the pockets.

I recognised him, but only just. Some people look very much like their younger selves, just slightly less smooth around the edges, but time had not been a friend to Lionel, and it was difficult to imagine him ever having been the town’s heartthrob.

‘Can I help you?’

I remembered his voice as soon as he spoke. Part public school, part London suburbs. He certainly didn’t originate from these parts. It was an accent that couldn’t quite decide where it wanted to settle.

‘I sincerely hope not,’ I said. ‘But I need to enquire nevertheless. My daughter has gone missing and I’m here to ask if you know where she might be?’

It took every ounce of courage, every shred of willpower not to allow my voice to crack or stumble. If the units of measurement for bravery were a dry mouth and a hammering pulse, I’d have won the lottery.

I watched his expression for a betrayal. A slight shift in expression. A change in the weather.

There was nothing.

He frowned and tugged very gently on his earlobe. You see people do these things sometimes without realising, like a nervous tic, and I tried not to wonder why I might be making him nervous. His mouth began to form a word. Beginning with ‘w’, perhaps. A question. A why or a what or a when. But the word failed to appear and instead the frown grew deeper. His bottom lip appeared to be trembling. At first I mistook it for anger, but then I began to wonder if it was actually distress.

‘Mr Riddings?’

Still he didn’t reply. I could tell, though, there was something building. A force behind his eyes.

When he finally answered, it appeared as just a whisper.

‘Why are you asking me?’ he said.

I had no idea why this man was intimidating me, but despite the mismatched pyjamas and the wisps of grey hair, my hands began to shake and I stuffed them into my pockets.

‘No reason,’ I said. A little more quickly than I intended. ‘Everyone is being asked. Lots of people volunteered to search last night – hundreds of them, actually. Of course the police are talking to everybody, they’re taking it very seriously.’

The words hurried out of my mouth, even though I tried to make them take their time.

‘Yes, but why are you standing on my doorstep and asking me? In particular?’

I tried to think of an acceptable reply. Whilst I was thinking, I noticed for the first time how dishevelled he looked. There was at least three days’ stubble on his chin and his eyes were milky and uncertain. A pair of jackdaws began arguing somewhere above our heads.

‘It isn’t you in particular, Mr Riddings. I’m making my way around the town and I just happened to start on this road, that’s all.’

‘Right,’ he said, and managed to make the word sound very wrong.

I tried to peer over his shoulder into the darkness of the hallway, but there was too much clutter in there to see properly. I could smell the house rather than see it. That distinctive odour of damp and neglect, of a series of rooms no one ever bothered to walk into any more. Of decay.

‘May I come in?’ I said.

‘No, Mrs … ?’

‘Mrs Ford. Margaret.’

‘No, Mrs Ford. You may not come in.’ His voice was shaking now, along with his bottom lip. ‘I’m sorry to hear of your predicament, but I’m afraid this is private property.’

‘But I’m only looking for my—’

Before I had time to finish my sentence, he’d closed the front door and was gone. The sweat of his pyjamas and the damp of the house still sat in my throat, though; the whispered fear in my ears. I stared at the dirty white paintwork of the door. It took seconds to make my decision. It wasn’t even a decision in the end. It was something I knew I needed to do.

The side of the house was even more neglected than the front. When I turned the corner, the first thing I saw was a pile of bin bags which had obviously been there so long, the contents had begun to seep from the base of the black plastic. As I edged my way around them, I saw something move in the liquid. A beetle, perhaps. Or a maggot. I swallowed very hard and carried on. Next was a large window – the kitchen, I guessed – but judging by the lack of light, it was as dirty as the ones at the front of the house. Nevertheless, I crouched as I went past. It was only when I reached the other side I realised I was holding my breath. I wondered where Lionel had gone. He didn’t look like the sort who ate any breakfast and my guess was he’d gone straight back to bed, but you could never be sure.

The rear of the house seemed quiet enough, but I hadn’t realised how large the gardens were on this road. The grass, which didn’t look as though it had been introduced to a lawnmower for the entire summer, stretched all the way to a group of trees in the distance, and beyond that was the river. The same river I had stared into the previous night. The same river that rolled through the landscape, faster and faster, until it emptied itself into the North Sea. The adrenaline flooded my body. I wanted to race across that lawn to search for any kind of evidence Jeanie might have been there. I wanted it so much, I imagined myself running through the long, sodden grass, stumbling, leaning forwards, clawing at the space, my lungs forcing every last bead of oxygen into my bloodstream until I reached the copse and the water. But I knew I could not. I could not. Wherever Lionel Riddings had disappeared to in that house, there would be a window, and chances were that window gave him an impeccable view of the garden and I would be seen. The police would be called, any bridges I’d built with Sergeant Morris would be destroyed, and I’d be on my own again. I had to play the long game.

I decided I would have to come back after dark. Furthermore, it would require a torch and some sturdy shoes, dark clothing. I stared at the layout of the garden and tried to commit as much of it to memory as I could, because it could prove lethal with very little light. A broken gazebo, long since collapsed and abandoned. Concrete statues, mostly angels and cherubs by the looks of it, a few of them face down in the grass. Those that remained on their feet had suffered chipped noses and broken fingers, as though a fight had once broken out amongst them. I shuddered. There was something unnerving about the place. Not just the house, with its smell of damp neglect, but the garden too. A garden is usually a place of joy. Something to take care of, a privilege to own. This garden was repellent.

I was tempted to stand there a while longer. It felt as though, if I stared for long enough, the garden would offer up some kind of clue, reveal a secret I had yet to notice, but deep in my bones I knew I was pushing my luck, and so I turned to begin the breathless task of edging my way back to the front of the house without being noticed. It was then I saw it. The outbuilding. Not just one, actually, but a series of them in a crooked line on the opposite side of the courtyard. If the house looked as though it was on the road to rack and ruin, these were several miles further ahead on the journey. It would only take a moment to check. Surely the gods would be on my side and he wouldn’t happen to look out at the precise moment I was crossing the yard. Surely fate owed me that much.

There is a very fine line between rushing and remaining quiet and as I reached the doors of the outbuilding, I wasn’t entirely certain whether I’d inadvertently crossed it. There was no shout, though, no slamming of doors, no angry footsteps, so I took a deep breath and put my face against the rotten wood and tried to see in. Time had really eaten its way through the buildings and there were plenty of gaps to choose from. At first, each one offered only blackness, but as my eyes began to adjust to the darkness, shapes began to emerge. Cardboard boxes, perhaps. Sheets draped over long-forgotten furniture. Towers of objects I couldn’t quite make out. Nothing to suggest, though, that anyone had recently visited these buildings. The dust was too settled, and whoever the last person had been to walk around in there, they had left a very long time ago.

I turned away from the cardboard boxes and the long-forgotten furniture, and the light made my eyes crease, even though it wasn’t a particularly bright day. It’s strange how quickly you become accustomed to change – even darkness – and it wasn’t long before everything returned to focus. So I tried another gap, and then another, but the view was just the same. Darkness, dust and silence. An abandoned life forced into cardboard boxes and forgotten about.

I only decided to check around the back of the buildings on a whim. It seemed ridiculous, whilst I was pushing my luck, not to push it a little further and make sure I hadn’t missed anything. The funny thing was I didn’t see it straight away. I was too busy watching my feet. Picking my way around the broken bricks and the weeds that stretched their tendrils across the path, waiting for a distracted victim. When I finally looked up, it was there right in front of me.

A white van.
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Derek

‘But who were they talking about? Another child went missing?’

We were all walking side by side, my earphones pressed firmly into my ears. Heaven forbid anyone should think I’d lost my mind, strolling along in the park on a Monday morning, whilst having a conversation with two dead people.

‘I don’t know, Margaret.’ Mike was alongside me, setting a leisurely pace, his hands buried in his trouser pockets. He seemed quite relaxed now, just like Derek. I wasn’t sure I’d had any view on the afterlife prior to that, but I don’t think I expected it to be quite so laid-back.

‘You must have heard something else, though? That can’t have been all they said?’

‘I’m sure they said a lot more, but it was just a fragment of a conversation I overheard as they walked past.’

‘Were they local coppers?’ I said. ‘Because if they were, we could find them now and see if they remember.’

‘I didn’t recognise them. They drafted in police from neighbouring counties, didn’t they? Specialist units from all over the place? They could have been talking about anyone.’

Except something told me they hadn’t been. Something told me it had been much closer to home.

I felt like my legs had run out of walking and it took Mike a moment to realise I was no longer by his side. He looked back.

‘I’m sorry, Margaret,’ he said. ‘I wish I could be more helpful.’

‘No, you’ve been very helpful,’ I said. ‘You were helpful the night Jeanie went missing, and you’re still helpful now. If there’s anything I can do in return, you must let me know.’

He smiled and looked across the park, at the giant oaks that stood in a group and watched over the lake. They had been there years before we were ever thought of, and they would remain long after anyone even remembered we had existed, which strangely felt both comforting and uncomfortable all at the same time.

‘I must say, Mike, you’re looking very well for someone who had a heart attack not that long ago.’

He and Derek both laughed.

‘When people appear to you,’ Derek said, ‘you see them as they were when you best remember them. You remember Mike fit and well at the surgery, so that’s how he looks to you now.’

‘Oh, I see. And is that why you’re looking so well, Derek?’

‘No, I’m just naturally good-looking,’ he said, which made him laugh so much he had a small coughing fit.

‘Well, that’s very kind, Margaret.’ Mike smiled at me. ‘I have to say I feel much better dead than alive.’

‘I’m sure they miss you very much at the surgery,’ I said. ‘You were a wonderful doctor.’

‘Oh, I wouldn’t go that far.’ Mike took a long breath and looked down at his shoes. ‘Too many loose ends, things I should have done. Things you think you can put off until tomorrow.’

‘But you weren’t to know.’

‘Actually …’ He looked up. ‘There is something you could do for me, if you wouldn’t mind?’

He walked back towards us, more troubled now, as though he had suddenly remembered all the things he’d temporarily forgotten to worry about.

‘There was a patient,’ he said, ‘on that last morning. She came to talk about her arthritis, but as she was talking I noticed a mole here.’

He pointed to his temple.

‘It bothered you?’ I said.

He nodded. ‘I mean, it’s probably nothing, completely harmless. It just didn’t look right. I wanted to say something but before you knew it, time was up and she’d gone. I was going to ring her, but …’

‘Of course,’ I said. ‘You never got the chance.’

‘You wouldn’t swing by and see her, would you? Encourage her to get it checked out? She lives on your road, actually. Mrs Fellowes.’

‘The wheelie-bin woman,’ I said.

‘You can talk to her about dustbins at the same time.’ Derek laughed. ‘Kill two wheelie bins with one stone.’

‘But what am I going to say? The last time we spoke she was adamant she wanted nothing to do with the promises auction and we’ve hardly exchanged any other words the whole time she’s lived there. How can I talk to her about a mole on her face?’

Derek and I had left Mike in the park and we were walking along a crowded high street.

‘You’ll find a way. You always do, Margaret. It’s one of your specialities.’

I made sure the pretend earphones were firmly in my ears. ‘What are the others?’ I said.

Derek hesitated. I wanted to assume it was because a woman with a pram was blocking his path, but I strongly suspected he was just playing for time whilst he rearranged all his words.

‘You’re very … determined,’ he said, finally, when the pram had disappeared. ‘Once you set your mind on something.’

‘Well, I suppose that’s true,’ I said.

‘You don’t let go until the job is done. You’re like a little Jack Russell.’

‘Why do you always have to spoil things.’ I laughed and Derek laughed too, and for a moment I forgot this conversation couldn’t really be happening. ‘What else, go on?’

He thought for a moment. ‘You’re very practical,’ he said. ‘Logical.’

‘I think we should reserve judgement on that one, considering the current landscape,’ I said. ‘Anything else?’

‘You wouldn’t be fishing for compliments now, would you?’

‘I might be,’ I said. ‘Life has been a little short on compliments in the past few months.’

‘You’re just one of those people. You make everything else in life so much better, so much easier to bear. You’re valuable. You’re necessary, Margaret. If you didn’t exist, someone would have to invent you!’

‘I haven’t felt very necessary recently,’ I said. ‘In fact, I’ve felt pretty pointless since you left, Derek. You were like scaffolding. You held everything else in place.’

We paused outside the florists, and at our feet were buckets filled with stocks waiting to find new homes.

‘Well I’m back now,’ he said and kissed the top of my head. ‘It’s about time you were feeling necessary again.’

The air was heavy and sweet with the scent from the buckets and I felt dizzy for a moment. Almost drunk, I suppose. I don’t know if it was the flowers or the sun warming my face, or the sounds of life all around us, but perhaps it was none of those things. My soulmate was back. He was standing right in front of me, sharing a joke and laughing, kissing the top of my head as though he had never left. Perhaps it was because, for once, I wasn’t alone. Even if I was the only one who knew it.

‘Mrs Ford, is something wrong? I did explain I really don’t have any time to donate to your auction.’

Mrs Fellowes stood in her doorway, looking deeply alarmed. So alarmed, she reached out for the doorframe to steady herself.

‘Oh no, I completely understand. Nothing’s wrong, and please call me Margaret. I just thought I’d pop over and see how you were doing!’ The words fumbled around in the air between us, but thankfully Mrs Fellowes was far too busy dealing with her alarm to notice.

‘I see.’ Mrs Fellowes eased her grip on the doorframe and smiled. ‘Well, in that case you’d better come in.’

We followed her into the hallway, Derek a step or two behind me, although Mrs Fellowes of course was not privy to that small matter. We’d almost bought this house when we first moved here. It was slightly bigger, one rung up on the estate ladder, with a wider hallway and a little conservatory stuck on the back. Not worth the extra few hundred, Derek had said at the time; conservatories are too hot in the summer and too cold in the winter – we could be just as happy across the road, and he probably would have been right if things had turned out differently. After Jeanie had disappeared, I’d longed for a conservatory. To exist somewhere that was neither inside nor outside, neither one place nor another, to be held in limbo behind glass walls, a safe escape. A refuge. It was like driving, I suppose. Or being on a train. In between moments when you have left one place but not yet arrived in another. Perhaps that’s why Veronica pushed her mother around all over the place, trying to get away from something but not really knowing where else she could be.

In the end Mrs Fellowes didn’t guide us towards her conservatory, but to the front room. Again, it was slightly larger than ours and it felt even more so, with its neutral walls and polished floors.

‘It’s very nice in here,’ I said as we sat on a large cream sofa, even though my mother had always held the view that commenting on other people’s possessions was both crass and unnecessary. ‘Very calming.’

Mrs Fellowes, who insisted we (or rather I) called her Gladys, went to make some tea, and it gave me a nice opportunity to engage in some uninhibited staring.

‘It’s lovely, isn’t it?’ I whispered to Derek, who had sat next to me on the large cream sofa. ‘I wish our front room was as nice as this.’

He glanced over his shoulder towards the kitchen. ‘It’s all right, I suppose. A bit minimalist.’

He was staring just as much as I was.

‘Where did you pick up a word like that?’ I said.

‘All those home renovation programmes you forced me to sit through every evening for the last three months.’

‘I never forced you to do anything!’

‘For goodness’ sake, keep your voice down, woman!’ Derek looked over his shoulder again. ‘As far as Gladys is concerned, you’re sitting here all by yourself.’

‘Well, I didn’t!’ I said, at a slightly lower volume. ‘Those programmes were just on in the background.’

‘So what was in the foreground, then?’

I thought for a moment.

‘I’m not even sure there was a foreground,’ I said.

Gladys Fellowes appeared in the doorway. She was wearing a cream dress and holding a cream tea tray, which blended in very nicely with all the other cream things in the room and made her look more of an apparition than Derek.

‘Is everything all right?’ she said. ‘Only I thought I heard voices.’

‘Quick phone call!’ I tapped my bag, which didn’t actually contain a telephone, as it happened, because I was always forgetting to put it in there, but thankfully Gladys wasn’t aware of that. Gladys wasn’t aware of quite a number of things.

She smiled and placed the tray on the table between us.

‘Shall I be Mother?’ she said, and immediately took a sharp breath of self-reproach, because even now, even after all these years, in my presence people feel they’re not allowed to make any small reference to being a parent. The strange thing is, absence can serve to highlight a presence, and silence can often make something seem even louder.

‘Why not!’ I said, with far too much animation. ‘Just milk for me, no sugar.’

As Gladys made a big fuss of exactly how much milk was needed and did I want a custard cream, I had a good opportunity to study the mole on her face. It was exactly how Mike had described it. You couldn’t miss it, really, and I must have stared a little too closely because Gladys said, ‘Is there something wrong?’ as she handed me my tea.

‘No!’ I said, ploughing on with the animation. ‘It’s just … my friend had a mole, just like yours.’ I tapped the side of my head. ‘Or at least, very similar. In exactly the same place as well.’

‘Excellent tactic, Margaret!’ Derek said. I was about to turn to him and say thank you, but I managed to stop myself just in time.

‘Really?’ Gladys touched her face very gently. ‘I worry about it, you know. I swear it’s getting bigger.’

‘You can’t be too careful,’ I said and even though Gladys was a good ten years older, I decided generosity was the way forward and I added ‘at our age’ on the end.

‘I keep meaning to ask the doctor about it, but I always chicken out.’ She leaned towards me. ‘What happened, with your friend?’

I hesitated, because I wasn’t used to making things up as you go along and I was quickly discovering that it’s trickier than it looks.

‘Oh, she was exactly the same as you,’ I said. ‘Didn’t want to bother anyone. Thought it would all go away by itself, but things never do, do they? No matter how much you want them to.’

Mrs Fellowes shook her head.

‘So she went to her GP and Bob’s your uncle.’ I did a small scissor mime even though scissors would probably have very little to do with it. ‘No more worrying.’

‘As simple as that?’ she said.

‘As simple as that. You really ought to have it checked out, you know.’

Gladys stared past me and towards the large bay window that looked out onto the cul-de-sac. ‘I know you’re right,’ she said. ‘It’s just since Bill died, I’ve found it difficult to …’

‘Make decisions?’

‘Yes. Exactly that. I fill my life with all these small routines, all these little rituals, and when something comes along to challenge them, it really throws me off course.’

I looked around the room with its immaculately vacuumed carpet and perfectly placed cushions.

‘You’re doing brilliantly, Gladys,’ I said. ‘There’s not a thing out of place in here.’

‘Oh, this.’ She closed her eyes and sighed. ‘Vacuuming Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays. Skirting boards and picture frames on a Saturday. Deep clean on a Sunday. It gives me some sense of control, but it’s all a shopfront, isn’t it?’

I knew more about shopfronts than anyone. I could have written an entire book on shopfronts.

‘Most of life is, though, isn’t it?’ I said. ‘We only have a limited amount of energy, but most of it we fritter away on convincing other people how well we’re doing. You’ll get it checked out, though, won’t you? The mole?’

Gladys took a deep breath and nodded. There was a determination about her, something strong and purposeful behind her eyes. Far more than I could ever drum up for myself.

She glanced at the cushion next to her and patted it back into shape.

‘It’s Bill’s fault.’ She laughed. ‘All this cleaning and to-do lists. Ex-forces. Army.’

She pointed to a framed photograph where Bill watched us from the mantelpiece. It must have been taken after they’d moved here, because he had that relaxed air about him people only acquire when they’ve stopped working, and he had the kind of face that looked like it was always about to break into a smile.

‘I had no idea,’ I said. ‘That makes sense. They live and breathe routine, don’t they?’

‘I thought things would calm down after he left, but his next job was just the same.’

‘Really? I’ve only ever known you since he retired. What did he do after the army?’

Gladys finished patting the cushion and turned to me. ‘He joined the police force,’ she said.
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Jeanie

‘But he has a white van!’ I said. ‘I saw it. With my own eyes.’

I knew I was only just holding on to my self-control, because Ziggy always knew when I was upset, and she left the comfort of her basket and came to sit at my feet. Sergeant Morris took a very large breath and waited until every last ounce of it left his lungs again before he spoke. ‘Without going into detail about why your own eyes ended up seeing it, we can’t arrest someone purely based on what vehicle they drive.’

‘But it’s what you’re looking for. And I’ve told you about what those women said in the corner shop. The school gates. He doesn’t even have children.’

‘That’s just hearsay, Margaret.’ Derek stood in the doorway behind us. It didn’t stop him chipping in with his opinion every now and then but so far I had chosen to ignore it.

I turned back to Sergeant Morris. ‘If your niece Flora was out there somewhere, you’d move heaven and earth to find her, wouldn’t you?’

I had to use whatever cards were in my hand, but he stared at me long and hard before he replied.

‘If Mr Riddings is the registered keeper, he will be interviewed along with anyone else in the area who owns a white van.’

Sergeant Morris reminded me of a brick wall, but even brick walls can be overcome with the right tactics.

‘Fine,’ I said. ‘As you wish. But don’t say I didn’t warn you. I’ve already had the newspaper people knocking on the door and if you won’t listen to me, perhaps they will.’

‘Margaret!’ Derek chipped in very loudly this time.

‘Is that a threat, Margaret?’ Sergeant Morris sat back in his chair and stared at me. ‘Because if it is, I’d be very careful about what you say to any journalists. You could jeopardise the entire investigation giving them casual information like that.’

I pulled my cardigan a little more tightly around my waist and folded my arms. ‘It’s not a threat, no. It just feels like no one’s listening. As if no one is on our side.’

‘Listen.’ Sergeant Morris leaned forward again. ‘We’ve got officers from three different counties working on this case. We’ve drafted them in from all over the place. Every single one of those men and women is on your side.’

‘She’s been missing for two days now, Gary,’ I said. ‘Two days. She’s out there somewhere right this moment and she needs us, yet all we seem to be doing is sitting here talking about it.’

‘There’s a lot going on behind the scenes.’ Sergeant Morris didn’t look at me as he spoke, which meant anything he said was meaningless, because it’s eyes that reassure you, not words. ‘A lot you’re not aware of.’

‘And what about Jeanie’s diary? Does that fit into the category of things I’m not aware of?’

‘We’re currently working our way through the diary, following things up.’

‘Meanwhile, as you’re working your way through teenage doodles and daydreams, there’s a man out there with a white van who’s hanging around the school gates, and you’re just letting him off scot-free.’

He patted my hand and then there was a screech as his chair scraped back across the lino, and he stood. ‘I’ll call it in,’ he said. ‘I’ll get someone round there as a priority, how about that?’

And he was gone.

The conversation sat silently with us all afternoon. Just because the words aren’t being spoken, it doesn’t mean they don’t take up any space – in fact they take up far more – and the house felt small and suffocating. I tried to escape it and wandered from room to room, sitting first in one chair and then another. I went into the kitchen and wiped down a clean draining board, and then I opened the back door and stood on the patio and stared at the garden. It felt purposeless without a child. Too quiet. Yet when I turned to go back inside, the revulsion was overwhelming. I didn’t know where to be. Where to exist. Of course, what I really wanted was to go upstairs, all alone without Derek following me, or peering around the door, or just checking everything’s all right. I wanted to go into Jeanie’s room, to touch her things, to open the wardrobe and find her smell and press my face into her pillow and inhale the very fibres of her. But I knew I couldn’t. Because if I did, if I walked into that room, I wasn’t entirely certain I would ever be able to leave.

It was a relief when Derek finally spoke, even if it was in a strange, whispered anger, as though he were afraid someone might overhear us.

‘What in God’s name were you doing there, though?’ he said, as if we hadn’t spent the last two hours in silence and were, in fact, right in the middle of a conversation.

‘I had to,’ I said. ‘Someone had to.’

‘You can’t interfere, Margaret. You’ve got to let the police get on with their job.’

As he spoke, there was a heaviness to his eyes, a weight behind them. Other people are able to keep their emotions to themselves, whereas Derek’s just floated to the surface for everyone to see.

‘They’re not getting on with it, though, are they? If they were, they would have found Lionel Riddings’ white van long before I did. Everyone knows he’s a strange man.’

‘All the more reason for you not to be up there.’ Derek rubbed at his temples, as if it would somehow erase all the dark thoughts inside his mind. ‘And challenging him by yourself. Anything could have happened.’

‘Well, I didn’t hear you volunteering to come with me, so I didn’t have much choice.’

‘I didn’t even know you were going. You never said. You told me you needed a walk, to get some fresh air.’

‘If I’d told you the truth, Derek, you would have tried to stop me.’

‘Well, of course I would!’

The conversation was spinning around us in circles and my head already felt like a merry-go-round.

‘Just let’s end it there, Derek. Let’s leave it, because right now I need some space. I need to be by myself, because at this moment everything feels just a little bit too much.’

‘I’m not surprised,’ he said. ‘You always need to be everything and everyone, you should just let the police handle the investigation. You’re trying to do far too much.’

‘It’s better than doing too little, though, isn’t it?’

There were no I love yous this time. No bridges made of words. Everything that had left my mouth hung in the air between us, waiting to be unsaid. But it was too late.

It’s strange how darkness grows your worrying. It’s as though the silence feeds and waters your mind, and in the hours before dawn, all your thoughts wake up and start arguing with each other. Derek and I didn’t speak again all afternoon and by the time I settled down for the night, the only voices I could hear were the ones inside my own head. I spent the night in the kitchen again. I pulled two chairs together, folded a rug over my legs and created a kind of makeshift bed, but even so I didn’t sleep properly. I could only doze off for a few minutes and whenever I did, the guilt that woke me far outweighed any benefit.

It’s a strange emotion, guilt. You might have done wrong but at least guilt allows you to acknowledge that fact, and so it brings with it an odd sort of comfort. A soothing blanket for your own inadequacies.

I had several soothing blankets that night, because I didn’t just feel guilt about Jeanie, or about the distance that continued to grow between Derek and me. It wasn’t even just about the way I’d stood up to Sergeant Morris, when he was really only doing his job, after all. It was the guilt about a phone call I’d made whilst Derek was in the bath. I might have been barred from fraternising with journalists, but that didn’t stop me from telling Veronica Buxton all about Lionel Riddings’ white van, and after all, Veronica’s circulation rivalled that of any local newspaper.

I’d dialled the number very carefully. In those days, of course, you didn’t have the benefit of pressing a quiet keypad, and I held my breath as the little wheel on the telephone whirred backwards and forwards in the hall. Thankfully, Veronica answered almost immediately, as if she’d been waiting for me, and when I said it was about Lionel and his white van she took it very seriously and went to fetch her cup of tea.

‘Go on,’ she said.

So I did.

And even hours later, as I lay under a rug in a silent kitchen, I wondered if I’d done the right thing.
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Derek

‘You can’t just conjure people up, Margaret.’

We were walking across the cul-de-sac, away from Gladys Fellowes’ house and towards our own. I felt certain she’d be watching from the front porch, so even though we had our backs to her I tried to avoid my conversation with Derek being too animated. It was difficult, though, when he was being so objectionable. Having said that, people seem to wander around talking to themselves all the time these days and no one bats an eyelid, so maybe I wouldn’t look so out of place after all.

‘But her husband might have been involved in Jeanie’s case. The timing is right, and if we can just have a word with him—’

‘For someone who didn’t believe in talking to dead people twenty-four hours ago, you’ve suddenly become very accustomed to the idea,’ Derek said and laughed, which made me even more furious.

‘Bill Fellowes might know something important, though,’ I said. ‘He could have access to vital information.’

‘He could, I agree, but we’ve got to be smart about this. You watch too many crime dramas, Margaret. You’re starting to sound like a police detective. You’ll be setting up a stakeout next.’

I paused, because sometimes you can’t have an idea and use your legs at the same time.

Derek looked back. ‘Don’t even think about it,’ he said.

‘Not a stakeout as such,’ I said. ‘More of a watchful eye from the bay window in the front room.’

Derek had his back to me, but I could still picture the look on his face.

‘People are like homing pigeons, though, aren’t they?’ I said. ‘Even when they’re dead. They might travel around a bit, stretch their wings, but eventually they return to where they belong. Their home. Bill will come back to Gladys. We just need to keep tabs on the place.’

Derek turned and smiled at me. ‘As you wish.’

His words were delivered with a small sigh, but when you’ve finally managed to get your own way, a small sigh is neither here nor there.

We moved the furniture around as soon as we got inside the house. Well, Derek moved it under my instruction because it appeared that people didn’t lose their muscle in the afterlife. If anything, Derek was even stronger than before, because I suppose that’s how I remembered him, and it wasn’t too long before both easy chairs were positioned nicely in front of the window, with a little table between them for light refreshments. I was pondering over whether to bring up the subject of redecorating the kitchen and whether the garage could do with a bit of reorganisation, when out of the blue I said, ‘It’s not much of a view, is it?’ although I didn’t even know where the words came from.

I peered through the glass.

The other houses in the cul-de-sac peered back at me from their little semi-circle.

‘I suppose not,’ Derek said. ‘You get used to something, though, don’t you, if you stare at it for long enough.’

‘I just feel like we could have done so much more with our lives,’ I said, ‘if … if things had been different. This house was only ever meant to be a stepping stone.’

‘A stepping stone we never stepped from.’ Derek sat back in his chair. ‘Some things are just not meant to be.’

We watched as Ross from next door pulled into his driveway, got out of the car and disappeared into his house. Ross and Kathryn each had a vehicle, which I always thought very strange because they only ever drove to the same places.

‘It’s just such a small life,’ I said.

‘There aren’t many big lives out there, Margaret. The world just likes you to think there are, so you don’t give up.’

‘Give up what?’

‘Give up spending money to try and make yours look even bigger.’

‘I suppose so.’

‘Fancier holidays, giant televisions to stare into, clothes with brand names written all over them.’ He nodded at Ross’s house. ‘Two cars on the drive when you only really need one, if that. But do those things make your life any bigger?’

‘Not really,’ I said. ‘Not at all. In fact, if anything, they make it smaller and more crowded.’

‘Exactly.’

‘So what does make your life bigger?’ I said.

Derek turned to me. ‘That’s the question you need to ask yourself, isn’t it?’

There were footsteps somewhere on the cul-de-sac and we both looked up. A man was crossing over towards Gladys’s house with some kind of satchel slung over his shoulder. I tried to remember Bill’s photograph from the mantelpiece.

‘Is that him?’ I said.

Derek laughed. ‘No, you can stand down. I do believe it’s the postman.’

‘Don’t make fun of me. I think he’s new and I don’t know what the postman looks like anyway.’

‘That’s because you’ve stopped taking notice of things. You never look up these days, you’re always staring at the ground.’

‘I suppose I ran out of things to look at after you left. There didn’t seem much point.’

‘There’s always a point,’ he said. ‘You’ve just been too busy staring at the ground to see it.’

As we were talking, a door slammed across the road and Majid began walking towards the main road. For a young man, he was very slow. More of a trudge than a walk.

‘I never see his dog any more,’ I said. ‘He still goes for a walk, but he’s not taken his dog with him for ages.’

Derek nodded towards Majid’s house. ‘Just watch,’ he said.

After a minute, a German Shepherd appeared. I say ‘appeared’ because he seemed to emerge from nowhere. A corner of the garden, maybe, or from behind a distant tree. He was just there all of a sudden, trotting behind Majid and staring up at him. A beautiful dog, the colour of sable, with the longest, fluffiest tail you could ever imagine.

‘He hasn’t got him on a lead.’

‘No,’ Derek said, but he wasn’t looking out of the window, he was looking at me instead.

‘He always talks to that dog when they go for a walk, but now he’s just ignoring him. It’s almost as if …’

‘As if he can’t see him?’

I turned to Derek. ‘The dog died?’

‘The dog died,’ he said.

We both watched as Majid turned out of the cul-de-sac, hands in pockets, head bowed, oblivious to the dog who still walked at his side, and nudged his arm and who looked up at his friend, eyes filled with love and concern.

‘Oh the poor man, that dog was his whole life. Whatever will he do?’

It took six hours. We got through two pots of tea and the best part of a packet of ginger nuts, and it was almost dusk by the time he turned up. Just as I was on the verge of calling it a day, Bill Fellowes appeared on his driveway, arms folded and staring up at his house, as though he’d been there all along and we’d just failed to notice.

‘Bingo,’ I said, and Derek gave a little snore and sat up, because staying awake in the late afternoon was never his strongest suit. ‘I’ll just get my coat.’

‘Margaret, hold on!’ Derek was now wide awake and he sat up a little more. ‘You can’t just go marching over there. I might be invisible to Gladys, but you’re certainly not. It was bad enough talking to yourself. She’ll think you’ve lost your mind even more if you do that.’

I sat down again.

‘Then what are we going to do?’ I said.

‘We’ll have to lure him over here somehow.’

I leaned forward and banged very hard on the window.

‘Not like that, you daft pudding,’ he said and we both laughed. ‘I’ll go over there and have a word with him, see if he can’t be persuaded to have a chat.’

I’m not sure what dead people talk about to each other, but Derek stood on the driveway with Bill Fellowes for quite some time. They must concentrate on speaking about the past because there isn’t much future to discuss, so I suppose it’s a little like being old, but more extreme. I tried to guess how the conversation was going from their body language, but it was very difficult with their backs to me in the fading light. They did laugh together at one point, which I thought was a very good sign, and it must have been, because a few minutes later, they both turned and started walking towards the house.

‘Margaret, this is Bill. Bill, say hello to my wife, Margaret,’ Derek said as they emerged through the front door, wiping their feet and still laughing about whatever had amused them on the driveway.

Bill was exactly as he looked in the photograph. Broad and solid, in a large but reassuring way that filled the hallway, with a huge smile and a pencil moustache. The kind of person you felt safe with. He must have made a very good policeman because he had a calm about him, even just standing at the bottom of our stairs.

‘We’ve never had a chance to speak properly before, it’s lovely to meet you, although these are very strange circumstances,’ I said, and then I added, ‘I’m sorry about your illness,’ because it felt slightly rude not to mention it.

‘Ah, these things happen. Through here, is it?’ he said, and nodded towards the living-room door, because police people have to be at ease when it comes to making themselves at home very quickly in somebody else’s house.

It turned out Bill Fellowes knew all about Jeanie. I didn’t even have to ask, because Derek must have broached the subject outside and Bill started talking as soon as he’d settled himself down on the sofa.

‘Of course, I was only a junior back then. Wet behind the ears. Didn’t know much about anything, but I remember your daughter’s case very well.’

‘You do?’ I asked, although it was an expression of relief, rather than a question.

‘It was the first time I was drafted in to work in another county,’ he said. ‘I hadn’t been in the force long, and I thought it must happen all the time, but it’s actually quite rare.’

‘They did take it seriously, then,’ Derek said. ‘There were times when we thought they were wasting time, treating Jeanie like just another runaway.’

‘Oh no, right from early on they believed …’ Bill’s voice petered into nothing. ‘They thought …’

‘Go on,’ I said. ‘You can speak frankly. You’re not going to come up with anything I haven’t already tortured myself with over the years.’

He still hesitated for a moment, then he said, ‘Margaret, listen. They believed she’d been taken right from the beginning. As soon as those two little girls said there was a van, it only confirmed it for them.’

‘They didn’t give me that impression,’ I said. ‘Particularly Inspector Kent. He seemed quite fixed on the idea she’d left of her own accord, that she’d run away from us, no matter how many times I told him Jeanie would never do that.’

‘Because that’s what he wanted you to think. He didn’t believe she’d run away any more than you did, but he couldn’t risk whoever had taken her knowing they might be on to them. So he had to keep up an act.’

‘Even to us?’ Derek said.

‘Especially to you. The newspapers were all over this story. One unintentional word out of place from you and any abductor would panic, which in turn would put Jeanie in danger.’

‘Is that common practice?’ Derek said. ‘Keeping things from the family in a case like this?’

‘Oh, you’d be surprised, Derek. The police keep a lot of information back, but it’s only ever for the greater good.’

I trusted Bill Fellowes. Not just because he was a good man with a broad smile; he just had an air of someone who only told you the facts.

‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘I really appreciate it.’

‘I’m not sure I’ve been very helpful. I haven’t told you anything that could be of any use.’

‘No, you have.’ Bill began to protest, but I interrupted him. ‘You really have, because all this time I thought the police wasted precious time treating Jeanie like a naughty child. Now I know that wasn’t the case, it makes it slightly easier to bear. I just wish I could do something helpful for you in return.’

Bill looked over, through the big bay window at his house across the cul-de-sac. All the lights were on and you could see his wife, moving from room to room, cleaning an already clean house. ‘Actually,’ he said, ‘you can. I’m a bit worried about Gladys. I’d really like you to tell her something.’

‘There’s no need to worry about her.’ I leaned over and squeezed his hand. ‘She’s doing really well. That house is like a new pin.’

‘That’s just it,’ he said. ‘I watch her every day. I walk with her from room to room as she’s vacuuming and dusting, and mopping. She never stops. It’s like she’s afraid to sit still because it means she’ll have to listen to her own thoughts instead.’

‘Is that what you want me to say to her? Ask her to stop?’

Bill laughed. ‘No, I don’t think she’d listen even if you did. Everyone has different ways of coping, don’t they?’

‘Then what is it? What would you like me to tell her?’

Bill looked at me and as he did, his face changed. It became softer, more fragile, and when he spoke, his voice had changed too. ‘Do you think you could tell her … could you tell her that I love her? I’d like her to hear it again. One last time.’

All sorts of practical thoughts rushed into my head about how on earth I was going to manage to tell a relative stranger that her dead husband still loved her, but one look at Bill’s face made them all vanish. Even Derek’s small cough from across the room didn’t deter me.

‘Of course I will,’ I said. ‘I give you my word.’

It was uplifting talking to Bill. He had so many anecdotes, so many stories about his life in the forces and his time with the police. Thinking about it, I’d spoken to more people since Derek had come back than I had in the rest of the year put together, and it made me realise how much I missed them. People, I mean. My life had always contained a large number of them, but once Derek became ill, everyone drifted away. At first it was because there was no time for anything else, but after Derek died and I had all the time in the world, no one seemed to drift back again. It felt as if they were too afraid. As if misery was contagious and you could catch someone else’s unhappiness just by spending time with them. Or perhaps it was because I was on my own and I didn’t fit the space I used to occupy in their lives, and they didn’t know what to do with me. It’s funny because I always thought I could give or take other people. They could be a nuisance at times, especially in the town hall meetings that went on for hours, and squabbling about how much to charge for bric-a-brac, but it’s only when something is taken away from your life that you realise just how much you really needed it.

I was so enjoying our conversation, I didn’t think to ask until Bill was back in the hall and just about to leave.

‘So what made them so sure Jeanie had been abducted?’ I said. ‘It can’t have just been the white van, and me insisting she would never run away.’

‘You’re very persuasive, Margaret, but no, you’re right. There was more to it than that.’ Bill paused by the front door, his hands in his pockets. He looked very police-like, even though he was no longer a policeman, because there are some roles in life that you can never leave, even if they choose to leave you. ‘There was another missing child a few years previously. In the next county, about sixty miles away, but very similar circumstances. Exactly the same age as your daughter, and on a paper round. A young lad, though.’

The conversation Mike had overheard – this must be the child they’d been talking about.

‘They never found him?’ I said. ‘This little boy?’

Bill shook his head. ‘Sadly, they didn’t. No.’

‘And the police thought Jeanie might have been taken by the same person?’

‘It was a theory, at the time. People are always looking for patterns, though, aren’t they? Police, doctors, all of us. Finding patterns in things is the only way we can try and make sense of the world, to feel like we have some control over it.’

‘I suppose so,’ I said. ‘If you stare at something for long enough, eventually you’ll find what you want to see.’

‘Exactly. Although there was a local link to that case as well, strangely enough.’

‘Really? What was that?’

Bill Fellowes opened the front door and stared into the night. ‘A chap called Lionel Riddings.’

I felt my heart catch in my throat.

Derek let out a gasp. ‘They thought Lionel Riddings was involved?’ he said.

‘Oh no. No, not at all.’ Bill turned up the collar on his coat and stepped onto the porch. ‘It was the child who went missing.’

‘What about him?’ I said.

‘He was Lionel Riddings’ son.’
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Jeanie

I never would have believed it if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes, and the only reason I saw it with my own eyes is because Veronica Buxton called and insisted that I should.

I knew any important information about Jeanie would be delivered in person, but that didn’t stop my heart turning whenever anyone rang. For years afterwards I couldn’t stand the sound of a telephone. Just that little click before the bell started and my stomach would churn, wondering who it might be and what bad news they were going to deliver. It got to the point where Derek unplugged it from the wall to save my nerves, but then I would fret about missing something important, because when your mind is addicted to worrying, it has to be constantly on the lookout for a new fix.

It was quite a relief to hear Veronica’s voice when I finally found the courage to answer, and I knew straight away she was in a telephone box, because I heard the little whirring noise as she pushed the coin in.

‘Where are you?’ I said, as soon as she started speaking.

‘The phone box near Lionel’s house. You need to come now and look at what’s going on.’

I don’t even remember saying goodbye. I just lifted my coat from the peg in the hall and pulled the front door to behind me. Derek didn’t even look in my direction, let alone put up a fight, and somehow that was even worse than all his attempts at persuading me to stay put.

I’ve often thought how basic human beings are once you scratch the surface. People stabbing and shooting each other over petty squabbles. Supermarkets being looted at the first sign of unrest. Someone filming another’s distress on a mobile telephone instead of stepping forward and trying to help. Nothing prepared me for what I saw when I turned the corner into Lionel Riddings’ road, though. A sea of people flooded his garden and spilled out onto the pavement, crowds of them, and more were making their way in the distance. It was chaos. Loud and fragile, and dangerous, and in the middle of it all was Veronica. Flitting from one group to another, like a large moth.

She spotted me straight away.

‘Isn’t it amazing? Isn’t it a great turn-out?’ she said, as though it was one of her coffee mornings or a charity jumble sale.

‘What are all these people doing here?’ I said. ‘What’s going on?’

‘It’s a silent protest.’

She had to shout above the noise.

‘Protesting about what?’

‘Well, I suppose people must have somehow heard about Lionel’s behaviour and his white van, and the police don’t seem to want to do anything about it, so they’ve decided to take matters into their own hands.’

There were a lot of hands. A lot of noise. People shouting towards the house for Lionel to show himself. People discussing police incompetence in pantomime voices. Others just shouting for no good reason, because darkness and an absence of rules makes people loud and confident. I recognised some faces, but most people were strangers. The same strangers who had gathered in front of the town hall for Jeanie’s search, filled with civic pride, now churned with civic unrest, because situations – and people – can change in an instant.

Two little girls dashed past, plaits bouncing as they ran.

‘Hey, wait!’ I shouted and they both stopped and turned to face me.

‘Hello, Mrs Ford.’ Emily smiled. ‘Fancy seeing you here.’

‘Fancy,’ said Charlotte.

‘What are you doing running around at this time of night, especially now?’

‘We’re not doing anything wrong.’ Emily looked up at me and shielded her eyes from the nearby street lamp, which circled us all in a pool of orange light.

At the edge of my vision, I saw someone pick up a brick from Lionel’s broken wall.

‘Especially here,’ I added.

‘Why especially here?’ Emily said, even though her smile told me she already knew the answer to her own question, and so I chose to ignore it.

‘Does your mother know you’re in the middle of all this?’ I asked.

Emily stood a little straighter.

‘Oh yes, my mother’s right over there,’ she said and gave a small nod of pride.

Charlotte pointed towards a crowd right in front of Lionel’s porch and I followed the direction of her tiny, determined finger.

Their mother was wearing a beige sheepskin jacket, with lines of dirty, ragged sheep’s wool on the outside, which made her stand out amongst all the dark anoraks and overcoats. She was tiny, from a distance she looked almost like a child, and the whole of her appeared to be tucked into the coat – even her hair. She stared over at Charlotte, who continued to point, and for a brief moment our eyes met, until she looked away and focused her attention back on Lionel Riddings’ house.

‘Our mother said we should tag along,’ Emily said, ‘for the experience.’

‘I’m sure it’s well meaning, but I’m not certain it’s the right—’

‘My mother says you don’t need a man to achieve things. She says most of the world’s problems are caused by men and we’d all be better off without them.’

I thought about this for a moment and decided their mother had a very good point.

‘And not just because our father cleared off,’ said Emily, very slowly to ensure I understood.

‘Cleared off,’ repeated Charlotte.

‘But because it’s logical.’

Emily looked over at her mother as she finished her manifesto. I could imagine, in a few years’ time, she would be wearing her own sheepskin coat. She would be going into battle, continuing her mother’s work, because what is there to follow except the templates of our parents? I wondered if Jeanie would be the same, if she would copy not only my tidiness and my love of reading, but my values too, handed down to her like a family heirloom. If we found her. If we found her. It was the first time those words had crept into my mind since she’d gone missing, and I tried to hurry them away.

‘Are you all right, Mrs Ford?’ Emily said.

‘Yes, I’m fine. I’m absolutely fine.’

‘Only you look like you have a lot on your mind.’

‘Just finding my daughter, Emily.’

The man was still holding on to the brick. I could see him in the distance, talking to Emily’s mother, the weight of the brick switching from one hand to the other as he considered his options.

‘We should all be thinking about heading back home now,’ I said. ‘It’s getting late, and I really don’t think this is the best place for children of your age.’

Emily started to tell me her mother’s philosophy on children and bedtimes when somewhere in the distance I thought I heard sirens. They were faint at first, almost indiscernible, but soon the wailing began to rise above the noise of the crowd, until it became so loud everyone’s conversations petered into nothing.

‘Oh good,’ I said.

‘Oh dear,’ said Charlotte.

Three police cars turned the corner and into Lionel Riddings’ road, their noise eating into the darkness, blue lights turning on their roofs and capturing us all in a slideshow that made everyone look like part of an old movie.

The first person out of those cars was Sergeant Morris. He didn’t move towards the crowd, though. He just leaned on the car door and stared straight into my eyes.

‘It wasn’t me,’ I said. ‘I had nothing to do with it.’

We were back at the kitchen table. Sergeant Morris had driven me home, although it had felt less like an act of courtesy and more of a bad omen. When we’d first got in the car, he’d said, ‘If it wasn’t for the exceptional circumstances, I wouldn’t be taking you to your house. I’d be taking you to the station.’ He didn’t say another word for rest of the journey. He just let small breaths of frustration out of his nostrils at regular intervals and occasionally tapped very hard on the steering wheel.

‘So who did have something to do with it?’

‘I have absolutely no idea,’ I said, because I wasn’t in the habit of telling tales. Unfortunately, or perhaps fortunately, I wasn’t in the habit of lying, either, and so I stared at the sink to avoid meeting his eyes. I didn’t know very much about the police, but I would hazard a guess they are somewhat expert at spotting untruths.

‘So you just happened to be there, in Lionel Riddings’ road, and even more coincidentally, you happened to be there at that particular time.’

‘Someone rang and told me I should go up and have a look,’ I said.

‘Is this the same someone who organised the protest?’

‘No, it isn’t. Definitely not.’

‘But if you have no idea who did, then how can you be so sure it wasn’t them?’

I stopped staring at the sink and closed my eyes.

‘I’m tired, Sergeant Morris.’

‘I’m sorry, Margaret, I really am, but you can’t keep behaving like this. You could jeopardise the entire investigation.’

‘Or I could point you in the direction of the prime suspect and hurry it along,’ I said, because I still had enough energy in me to fight for Jeanie.

Sergeant Morris sighed. ‘We went round there this afternoon and took a look at Lionel Riddings’ van.’

‘And?’

‘And it’s not been driven in years. It doesn’t even have an engine, Margaret. It’s just a shell.’

‘Are you certain?’

‘I saw it with my own eyes, and I’m very certain. Whatever white van Charlotte and Emily saw, it wasn’t the one sitting in Lionel Riddings’ garage.’

‘It doesn’t mean he hasn’t got anything to do with Jeanie’s disappearance. Why was he hanging around the school, watching children?’

Sergeant Morris took a long breath, as though he would need it for a lot of words, but then he seemed to change his mind.

‘There could be many innocent reasons for that,’ was all he said, and we stared at each other across the table.

Stalemate.

Sergeant Morris glanced at the kitchen door behind me. ‘There was something else,’ he said. ‘I was going to wait until tomorrow to give this to you, when Derek was here, but I might as well return it now.’

He reached into a bag at his feet and pulled out Jeanie’s diary.

‘Did you find anything useful in it?’ I asked. ‘Or was it just as I predicted, full of doodles and daydreams?’

Gary Morris gave a shrug. One of those noncommittal ones which are neither here nor there.

He pushed the book across the table towards me.

‘I’m so sorry,’ he said. ‘The bullying must have been awful for her.’
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Derek

Bill Fellowes would have had time to walk across the cul-de-sac and back into his own house, and I was still standing in our hallway, staring at the front door. Eventually I turned to Derek, who was next to the coat pegs, waiting for me to gather my thoughts.

‘I had no idea,’ I said.

‘Me neither.’ He walked to the end of the hall and gestured for us to go into the living room. ‘It makes sense, though, doesn’t it?’

‘Why he was watching other people’s children? Yes, I suppose it does. I just jumped to conclusions.’

‘Not like you at all, Margaret.’ Derek smiled as he sat in an armchair by the window, and he gave one of his little winks.

Our living room wasn’t especially well designed for pacing, but I did my best with the space available, because sometimes your body is just too cross to sit still.

‘Well, we clearly need to find Lionel Riddings and have a word with him,’ I said. ‘If he’s still alive. Or even if he’s not,’ I added.

‘I did a little bit of research on the computer whilst you were having a nap, and he’s very much still alive. In fact, he’s in a nursing home just the other side of Nottingham.’

‘When did you become so familiar with the internet?’ I said. ‘In the past, whenever I suggested we needed to understand it more, you always used to wave your hands at me and dismiss the idea.’

‘I’ve become very high-tech since I died,’ Derek said. ‘It’s all gone digital up there.’ He pointed towards the sky. ‘They have apps for everything.’

‘They have?’ I said. ‘I never would have believed it!’

Derek laughed. ‘No, I’m just winding you up, but if death has taught me one thing, it’s to not be afraid of the unknown. Just jump in and get on with it. Even if it is the internet.’

I smiled at him. ‘So thanks to your jumping, we can pay Lionel a visit and see what he has to say.’

‘We can,’ Derek said, ‘but before we do that, there’s another little matter you need to attend to.’

We both looked out of the window. Majid had begun his evening walk, hands stuffed into a padded coat, hood up, eyes staring at the pavement. Once more, the dog appeared at his side. He constantly looked up at Majid, his ears down, his tail wagging ever so slightly as they walked, waiting for reassurance from his owner. An acknowledgement that was never going to come.

‘He must have been a schoolboy when Jeanie went missing,’ I said. ‘Look how much time has passed.’ Sometimes it felt as though the rest of the world had carried on moving around us but we had remained static, forever held in the moment that our daughter had disappeared. We’d tried our best to build a life afterwards, of course, because what else can you do, but it often felt artificial. Constructed out of necessity, rather than joy. What we really wanted had been snatched away, and we’d become runners-up in our own lives.

‘He won’t know anything about Jeanie, of course,’ I said. ‘He certainly won’t have a clue who Lionel Riddings is.’

‘No,’ Derek said, quietly, ‘but helping him might give you some of your self-belief back, make you less afraid of the unknown.’

‘Not worry about jumping in?’

‘Exactly. You’re not nearly the busybody you used to be, Margaret.’

I laughed and gave him a little push. ‘All right,’ I said. ‘Although, what excuse I can find to go over there, I have no idea. Other than giving me that donation, I barely know the man.’

‘That new postman,’ Derek said. ‘The one you mistook for Bill Fellowes this afternoon.’

‘What about him?’

‘I had a look in the letterbox earlier, and I think you’ll find he delivered Majid’s mail here by accident earlier on. Easy mistake when you’re unfamiliar with the layout of the cul-de-sac.’

I narrowed my eyes at him. ‘Did you have anything to do with that?’

‘Me? No,’ he said.

Derek is a terrible liar. The few times he’s attempted it in the past, he’s always fallen at the first hurdle, but this time his expression didn’t falter and I believed him.

‘And Mike, sitting in the park?’ I said.

‘That wasn’t me, either.’ Derek shrugged. ‘Perhaps God doesn’t give you something on a plate, but He leaves you lots of little Post-it notes to help you on your way. You just have to make the effort to notice them.’

I watched through the glass, waiting for Majid and his dog to return home, and wondering what on earth I was going to say to them both when they did.

‘That’s very kind, thank you.’

Derek and I had raced there so quickly, Majid was still wearing his padded coat. I offered him the letters and he tried to take them from me, but I didn’t let go, because I knew that once I’d given them away I would have around ten seconds until the conversation was over.

I nodded.

Majid nodded.

I still didn’t let go.

He tugged at the letters a little more vigorously.

I smiled.

‘Was there something else you wanted to say, Mrs Ford?’ he asked.

There was a very brief pause.

‘SCRAMBLED EGGS!’ I shouted, and let go of the letters so abruptly, Majid stumbled backwards slightly.

‘I’m sorry?’

‘You’re a chef, aren’t you? At the hotel up on the hill?’

He nodded.

‘Then show me how to make perfect scrambled eggs!’

Majid didn’t reply. He frowned and scratched his earlobe. Possibly, he thought he’d misheard, then he opened his mouth very slightly, but words failed to emerge from it.

‘I always get them wrong, you see. Too thick, too runny, not enough liquid, too much liquid. You could explain how to do it properly.’ I nodded towards what I presumed was the kitchen beyond his left shoulder.

‘What, now?’ he said.

‘No time like the present!’

Majid glanced towards the kitchen, glanced back at me, smiled and said, ‘Why not?’

Majid’s house was very much like Majid. Tidy and presentable, but with very little of who he was on show. It was plain and neutral, but not in the creamy, relaxing tones of Gladys Fellowes’ residence. This was plainer and more basic. Lots of greys and blacks. There was no art on the walls. No framed photographs or trinkets, in the way that most people like to scatter themselves over every available surface of their home. The kitchen was even more stark. I expected to find an array of culinary gadgets and tools of the trade, stainless-steel pans and posies of herbs hanging from the ceiling, but there was nothing. Just a line of black cupboards and a sink so well polished, it could have doubled up as a mirror. Perhaps when cooking is your line of work, you need to hide everything away when you’re at home, or it would be a little like a gardener having a lawnmower parked next to him in his front room.

‘Now.’ Majid opened a few of the black cupboard doors and within seconds, a small collection of items sat in front of us on the sparkling worktop. ‘Watch carefully.’

In the blink of an eye, he cracked four eggs into a bowl with just one hand. I’ve always found people who can crack eggs single-handedly quite impressive, but even that didn’t keep my attention for long. I was too busy looking around for any sign of his dog.

‘Concentrate, Margaret,’ Derek said from the other side of the kitchen, where he had perched himself on a bar stool. Quite precariously, I might add, because Derek and bar stools were not a match made in heaven. ‘At least pretend that’s what you’re here for.’

I turned back to Majid, who was warming a sliver of butter in a pan.

‘Wait until it froths,’ he was saying, ‘but whatever you do, don’t let it turn brown.’

‘You have a very nice house,’ I said. ‘Very uncluttered.’

‘Thank you.’ Majid smiled. ‘I like things to be simple. Home is in your head, rather than in your surroundings. Now you stir in the eggs, but very slowly.’

‘How long have you lived here?’

‘In this house, or in the UK? In this house, eighteen months, and then … let’s see … I’m fifty-one now, so in the UK nearly ten years.’

‘So why live here?’ I laughed. ‘I mean it’s a nice area, but it’s not exactly cosmopolitan. Do you have any family in this area?’

Majid stirred the eggs for a little while before he replied. ‘I do,’ he said and pulled his earlobe again. ‘At least I think so. Plus I can’t really go home to Tunisia; I’ve been here too long.’

I nodded.

He offered me the spoon. ‘Do you want to try?’

I took the spoon and tried to copy what he’d done. He had that air about him, though, as if pots and pans were just an extension of himself and not separate, unpredictable entities. Someone who was confident in a kitchen, whereas I’d only ever pretended.

‘Don’t stir like that,’ he said. ‘Treat it more gently. Fold it, you see, from the edges?’

‘It must be lonely, though, moving to a strange country.’ I tried to fold as I spoke. ‘Leaving your friends and family.’

‘It was.’ He reached for some salt and pepper from a shelf above my head. ‘There are times when I only feel comfortable on the plane. Not in Tunisia, not in England. Somewhere in between, because neither place really feels like I belong.’

‘What makes any of us feel like we belong?’ I said. ‘And anyway, between A and B is the only time we can really think properly.’

‘Exactly. Now take the pan off the heat, swap it to the cold side of the hob, but carry on folding. Then keep swapping, hot then cold, every thirty seconds.’

I did as I was told. ‘I’ve solved a lot of life’s problems on trains and buses. Journeys are important.’

‘Our journeys make us who we are,’ he said. ‘They tell the real story.’

He was at the fridge now, searching through the shelves.

‘Anyway,’ he looked back and spoke over his shoulder, ‘what does it matter? At the end of the day, our lives are but specks of dust …’

‘Falling through the fingers of time,’ I said.

He smiled and walked back to the hob. ‘Careful, Margaret! It’s going to burn!’

And I realised I had stopped folding.

It was the finest scrambled eggs I’d ever tasted. We sat together at the kitchen counter, Derek watching us from his bar stool and looking slightly put out that he didn’t have a plate in front of him.

‘You like?’ Majid said.

‘I love it, thank you.’ I took another forkful. ‘Have you made many friends here? In the town, I mean?’

‘Here?’ Majid laughed. ‘No. People in this place, they are a little cautious, shall we say, of outsiders.’

‘That must have been very lonely?’

‘Not really. I manage very well on my own, and besides, I have … I had my dog.’

‘You don’t have him any more?’

‘Sonny? No, he died. A few weeks back.’

‘I’m so sorry. I can see how much he meant to you.’

I really could. Just the mention of his dog’s name and Majid’s face changed, right in front of me. There was so much pain in his eyes, he looked like a completely different person. Grief can do that. It can turn you into somebody else overnight.

‘He didn’t suffer, though. That’s what the vet kept saying. At the end, he wasn’t in any pain. It doesn’t make it any easier, though, does it?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘No, it doesn’t.’

It was in the silence that followed that I heard the sound. Paws on a wooden floor. Faint at first, but getting louder.

‘You must miss him?’

‘Very much,’ Majid said. ‘Every day. Every single day.’

Yet there he was, right by Majid’s stool. Just like on the walk, he seemed to appear from nowhere, but as large as life, fitting back into the empty space he’d once occupied as though he had never meant to leave.

‘He’s a beautiful dog,’ I said. ‘Was a beautiful dog, I mean.’

Majid looked up.

‘I used to see you walking him,’ I said. ‘Through the cul-de-sac.’

‘I still go on those walks. I can’t seem to stop even though he isn’t here any more. I got him when I first came to England, you see. We went through so much together.’

Sonny rested his head on Majid’s lap and looked up.

‘The house is just empty without him, it’s unbearable. He was my whole world. I can’t explain.’

‘You don’t have to,’ I said. ‘I can see.’

I looked over at Derek, who had loved our Ziggy but was definitely not a true dog person. I thought I spotted a tear in his eye but he brushed it away, raised his eyebrows a little and nodded.

‘I hope this doesn’t sound callous, Majid,’ I said, still looking at Derek. ‘But would you consider getting another dog? Sonny clearly made such a difference to your life.’

As soon as I’d said the words, Sonny’s tail began to wag, beating against the floor like a little German Shepherd drum.

‘Oh, I couldn’t.’ Majid spoke very quickly. ‘It would be wrong. It would be like I was replacing him.’

‘I don’t look at it like that at all,’ I said. ‘I just see someone who has all this love and nowhere to put it, and there are so many dogs out there desperate for someone to care about them. Sonny would want that. He’d want you to be happy and he’d want another dog to have the wonderful life he had with you.’

‘Do you think so?’

At exactly the same time that I said, ‘Yes,’ Sonny barked. So loudly, Derek did a little jump and slid from his bar stool.

‘The pain, though, when you lose them,’ Majid said. ‘It really is a pain like no other.’

‘It is, but I once spoke to a vet and he said when people tell him they don’t want another dog because of that pain, it’s like saying the joy their dog brought them wasn’t worth it. All the years of love and friendship their dog gave to them, it wasn’t worth the grief they had to go through.’

‘Which is nonsense,’ Majid said.

‘Of course it is.’

‘Maybe you’re right, maybe I should think about it.’

‘Excellent!’ I dabbed at my mouth with a napkin. ‘This really is wonderful scrambled egg, you know. You should give lessons.’

‘Do you think so?’

I nodded. ‘People would pay good money to have you teach them.’

‘Maybe.’ Majid took another forkful of scrambled egg, but on the way to his mouth a large piece of it fell to the floor. ‘Perhaps I could do that for your auction. A promise of a cookery lesson?’

‘That would be splendid!’ I said. ‘What a wonderful prize that would be.’

Majid looked down. He peered around the stool, then lifted his legs to get a better view. In the end he stood, searched around the floor and frowned.

‘I thought I dropped some,’ he said.

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I thought you did too.’

Sonny stared at us both. I swear he was smiling.

‘A job well done, Margaret,’ Derek said on the way back across the cul-de-sac. ‘Despite the fact I was the only one who didn’t get any scrambled eggs. Even the bloody dog got scrambled eggs.’

‘Right,’ I said.

‘What’s the matter? Something’s up because you haven’t even told me off for swearing.’

‘I was just …’ My steps slowed as I followed Derek up the driveway. ‘I was just thinking. This was all meant to be, wasn’t it? We could never have worked anything out forty years ago. Pain takes everything from you. Your reasoning, your logic, even your ability to see clearly. Back then, all we could do was stumble around trying to build a life without Jeanie. To find a fragile kind of peace. We needed those years to understand everything. To fit it all together. The journey was important, just like Majid said.’

‘Well that’s good, isn’t it?’

‘It would be,’ I said. ‘If I could work out which piece comes next.’

‘We’ll sleep on it.’ Derek opened the front door and paused to let me through. ‘Sleep is the best solution when it comes to making sense of things, and besides, we have a big day tomorrow.’

‘We do? How so?’

Derek smiled and closed the door behind us.

‘Because you need to keep another promise you made,’ he said.
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Jeanie

Jeanie’s diary sat untouched on the table in front of me.

Long after Sergeant Morris had left, and long after I heard Derek climb the stairs to bed, we all sat together in silence. Me, Ziggy and Jeanie’s diary. I’m not sure when I finally reached out and pulled it across the tablecloth, but it was somewhere deep into the night, when the world was no longer filled with noise and the sky had turned a velvet black.

It’s strange how a shock can affect you physically, how it can make you feel suddenly broken, and I just hoped my body hadn’t given anything away. I think I said something about how cruel children can be. One of those stock phrases you keep to hand just in case a conversation becomes unexpectedly uncomfortable and you need to shut a door on it. Gary talked about his niece, Flora, and how – before she’d become ill – she’d been bullied, too. I tidied up around the sink and said, ‘Well,’ a few times, and when that didn’t work, I commented on how late it was and how time flew and he finally got the hint and said he’d let himself out.

‘Take care of yourself, Margaret,’ he told me before he left, which strangely made everything feel worse.

I like to think I waited to open the diary because it contained Jeanie’s private thoughts and it felt wrong to read them. It wasn’t that at all, though. It was a much more selfish reason. I just didn’t want it to be true because it would mean I had failed again. Not only was I completely unaware of what my daughter had been wearing on the day she disappeared, I hadn’t known she was being bullied, either. How had I not known? How many other things didn’t I know? If there was an exam for motherhood, would I be able to answer any of the questions?

When I finally found the courage to open the book, my hands shook and I needed to wipe them on a tea towel.

‘It’s going to be fine,’ I said.

I stared at the first page.

‘Don’t worry,’ I said.

Because I realised in that moment that anyone else who might say those words to me had either been lost somewhere or pushed away.

It began as most diaries do, I thought. Very neat and unemotional. A record of what Jeanie had eaten and what lessons she’d had, what television programmes she’d watched and what time she’d gone to bed. There was an occasional ‘went swimming’ and ‘Mum baked scones’ or ‘it rained all day today’, but really nothing other than a precise record of her eleven-year-old life, written out in blue ink. Every so often I could see she had paused, her hand leaning on the page. The ink was smudged and it crept into all the other words, so I ran my finger slowly across those lines. If her hand had rested there, I needed mine to rest there too.

It wasn’t until a few weeks in that she began to mention people other than myself and her father. ‘Alice talked to me at school’ she wrote. A few days later, ‘Charlotte asked if she could borrow my ruler’. There were gaps between these mentions, sometimes as long as two or three weeks, and slowly I realised that absence of others wasn’t because she’d forgotten to write about them. It was because no one had bothered to speak to her.

There are different kinds of bullying. There is the obvious kind. The kicking and hair-pulling kind, bullying that happens in toilet cubicles and in the secret corners of a playground. Loud, bruised, angry bullying. This is the kind people assume you mean when you say you were bullied at school, and they will look at you with pity and concern and they will say it happened to them too, or to their sister, or to the friend of a friend. When they ask what the bullies did to you, though, that pity will evaporate and it will be replaced by confusion, because you will have to explain that you were never hit. No one kicked you, or spat at you, or forced your face into a toilet. No one stole your bag and pushed you to the ground on the walk home. No one even touched you. ‘So what did they do?’ people will ask, perplexed, and you will struggle to answer, because saying, ‘They ignored me’ sounds so small and unimportant. But this is the second kind of bullying, and as strange as it sounds, bullying by exclusion, with its small acts of quiet cruelty, can be more painful and even more damaging than its counterpart. I know, because it happened to me too. This was the template I had given to my daughter, along with keeping everything tidy and a love of books. A propensity to be rejected.

It was several months before Jeanie’s real thoughts began to find their way into her words. It began with ‘I hate school’, quickly clarified by ‘No, I don’t hate school, I just hate the people in it’, with ‘most of ’ added above the line as an afterthought. There were entries trying to make light of things. How she didn’t blame people because she wouldn’t want to be her friend either, because she was so dull and boring. Sentences with lots of exclamation marks and doodles, which danced around the page, trying to distract you from the misery. Some of the entries were long and rambling, trying to work out what was ‘wrong’ with her and why people hated her so much. The shorter entries were worse, though, because those words were the heaviest. ‘No one told me they cancelled games’ was all one said. ‘I think there’s a party this weekend, but nobody knows who’s organising it’ said another.

Jeanie never mentioned any names, of course. These girls remained anonymous, the ones who forgot to tell her there was no hockey that afternoon, or couldn’t quite remember the name of the person throwing a party. Jeanie was far too discreet to identify who they were, or perhaps she left out their names as a form of self-protection. Writing them down would be like bringing them home with her.

I read on, into the night. I learned the packed lunch I made for her every morning was eaten in a toilet cubicle, that the reason she was always late home wasn’t because she was chatting with her friends but because she gave everyone else a fifteen-minute head start.

There is a fine line between the chosen and the unchosen at school. If you find you have fallen on the wrong side of that line, the more you retreat, the farther away that line becomes, and very soon you look around and you are the only one left on your side.

The others, she began calling them. They began taunting her, ignoring her when she spoke, hiding her books, starting rumours. My daughter’s life had been a living hell once she walked through those school gates and I’d known nothing about it. I made myself read on right until the last entry, the day before she disappeared, and a very small part of me was beginning to wonder if she really had run away. But there was nothing. No clue. No slight suggestion she had disappeared of her own free will. Perhaps she’d realised, even at her age, that you can never run away from your problems, because all that will happen is you will turn around and discover they have followed you.

‘What are you doing?’

Derek stood in the darkness of the kitchen doorway and I wondered how long he’d been there.

‘Nothing.’ I slid the diary under the tea towel I’d used earlier. ‘Just thinking.’

‘You’ve only got that little lamp, you can barely see in here. Put this on.’ He reached around the door and flicked the main switch. There was a click and the buzz of a fluorescent light as the whole kitchen lit up and burned the backs of my eyes.

‘Turn it off!’ I squeezed my eyes shut but a second too late, and I was left with a vivid imprint of Derek’s silhouette. ‘I don’t want it on!’

‘Don’t be ridiculous, you want to be able to see.’

‘No, Derek. No, I don’t want to be able to see. I just want to sit here, in the dark, with my own thoughts, but you won’t even allow me that.’

‘Don’t be rid—’

‘Stop saying I’m ridiculous!’ I was shouting now. ‘I am not ridiculous!’

I grabbed the tea towel, and the diary it contained, and pushed past him.

‘I’m going upstairs,’ I said. ‘By myself. I want some peace. I just want you to leave me alone.’
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Derek

How do you tell someone you love them?

It’s not just words. Words require very little effort, and words and feelings can soon part company. I love you becomes just another one of those stock phrases that falls from your mouth without any thought; a kiss on the cheek has no more meaning than a handshake. They are like an insurance policy. In an unpredictable world, saying and doing these mechanical things reassures us, because if we never see this person again, at least they knew we loved them. Or at least, we told them we did, which is – in actual fact – a completely different thing.

In the days after Jeanie disappeared, Derek and I continued to say we loved each other. Each goodnight. Each parting, however brief, would contain a footnote. Bye, love you. See you in a bit, love you. A little like touch wood, it was tacked onto the end of a sentence just in case. One of us had been lost; who was to say someone else might not be lost too. The strange thing about these careless words, though, is whilst their presence may be insignificant, their absence is a whole different matter. I can’t remember who initially stopped saying it, but the first time Derek went to bed without telling me he loved me, I stared at the closed door and listened to the silence where the words should have been. It seemed such a small thing. Far too petty to mention, especially under circumstances that dwarfed every other aspect of our lives. But as small and as petty as it was, it seemed to signify a shift, a whole new chapter, and it wasn’t long before we started to orbit each other’s lives like distant planets.

‘So how are you going to play this one?’ Derek said. ‘I know you made that promise to Bill, but it’s going to be a tough one to keep.’

We were having breakfast, slowly putting the day together before we got ready to make the walk across to Gladys Fellowes.

‘I’m not sure,’ I said.

I reached for another croissant. Before Derek returned, I’d given up on breakfast altogether. Now I couldn’t imagine my life without it.

‘Ziggy used to love these,’ I said. ‘Do you remember? Any excuse for baked goods, that dog. I do miss her, even now.’

‘She was a character. I think of her every time I put on that old ripped coat.’

I watched him as I ate the croissant. ‘How do you tell someone you love them, Derek?’ I said.

‘Well, you just say it, don’t you? It’s as simple as that.’

‘Is it, though?’ I brushed crumbs from my shirt. ‘Because I’m not sure it is. You can say whatever you want to someone, you can string together all the fancy words you like, it doesn’t mean any of them are true.’

‘But you know if the other person is being genuine from the way they behave.’

‘Well, even that can be shrouded in mystery, Derek.’

‘Little things, though.’ He waved his arms around over the breakfast cereal. ‘Small acts of kindness no one else would notice.’

I sat back in my chair. ‘There were times,’ I said, ‘when our lives contained very few of those small acts of kindness.’

Derek looked at me and looked down again. ‘You mean after Jeanie went missing?’

I nodded. ‘But you still loved me, didn’t you?’

He traced his finger along the tablecloth, where sugar had spilled onto the little Swiss mountains. ‘More than you’ll ever know,’ he said.

‘Then what happened to us, Derek?’

He didn’t answer for a very long time. So long, I wondered if he’d chosen not to. If he thought there wasn’t an answer to my question, or whether he’d decided it really wasn’t a question at all.

‘I suppose I always want to fix things,’ he said eventually, although he still didn’t look at me.

‘Some things even you can’t fix,’ I said.

‘And when I can’t fix something, I have to turn away from it because it makes me feel like a failure.’

‘You aren’t a failure, Derek.’

He was pressing the sugar into the tablecloth now, his knuckles white from the effort. ‘I just couldn’t bear it, Margaret. I was supposed to make everything better, to find Jeanie and bring her home. Keeping us all safe. That was my job.’

‘Well, if that’s the case, it was my job too, and we both failed.’

He looked up. ‘You didn’t fail, it wasn’t your fault!’

‘Then it wasn’t your fault either. Can’t you afford yourself the same compassion?’

‘You wouldn’t even let me comfort you. You didn’t want to be touched, you didn’t want to be spoken to—’

‘That’s just my way of dealing with things, Derek. I don’t like fuss and bother.’

‘Fuss and bother was all I could offer. This isn’t about my feelings, but it was hard, Margaret.’

‘I’m sorry. Truly, I am.’ I reached across for his hand. ‘We should have talked more, I know.’

‘I wouldn’t have blamed you,’ Derek said. He spoke the words without looking into my eyes, because it’s sometimes easier to give your thoughts a voice if you can pretend no one is there to listen to them.

‘Blamed me for doing what?’ I said.

Still he wouldn’t meet my gaze. ‘Finding someone else after Jeanie disappeared,’ he said. ‘Your own grief is enough to bear, without witnessing someone else’s as well. It would have broken my heart, but I would have understood.’

‘Well, I certainly wouldn’t.’

I stared through the kitchen window and into the sunshine, towards where the ash tree had once stood.

‘I still miss it, you know,’ I said. ‘Even all these years later.’

‘Understandable – it meant a lot to you. We should have planted another one.’

‘But that’s the point, Derek. It was special, a one-off. If we’d planted another, all that would have done was highlight how important the first one was.’

My eyes still rested on the garden, but I sensed him looking over at me.

‘The replacement tree might have turned out to be even better than the original. You never know.’

‘I just know, Derek. There are some things you are completely certain of in life, and that is one of them. I don’t understand people’s obsession with replacing things. I had it with Jeanie, you know. People actually said it to my face.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘Thinking it was that simple. Although what a shame you’re not still young enough to have another child. Like she was a lost coat or an old pair of shoes. Just replace her and carry on as you were.’

‘I didn’t realise.’

‘There’s a lot you didn’t realise back then.’

‘So why didn’t you say anything?’

I turned to him and found he was looking straight at me. ‘Because in order to explain it to you, I first had to explain it to myself.’

‘And you weren’t able to do that?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘Because if you open the doors to that cupboard in your mind, hoping you can find some kind of explanation in there, all sorts of other things end up falling out along with it. Things you can never put back.’

‘So it’s easier to keep the cupboard door shut.’

‘Exactly. There. You realise two things now.’

‘What’s the other thing?’ he said.

‘That some things in life cannot be replaced. Certainly not trees.’

‘Or children.’

I leaned over and kissed the top of his head. ‘Or husbands,’ I said.

‘I still wouldn’t have blamed you.’ He smiled. ‘As long as you were happy.’

‘Then that really is true love, isn’t it?’ I said.

There was no reply from Gladys Fellowes’ front door and so we wandered around the back of the house to see if there was any sign of life there. At first, I thought the garden was empty because it was so quiet, but then I spotted movement deep in one of the borders. Gladys Fellowes’ hat. A bright red affair with long chin straps, bobbing about in the geraniums.

‘Gladys!’ I shouted. The red hat turned, and she smiled and waved. ‘I thought it would be nice to have a cup of tea together.’

For a woman of her age, she made her way across to the patio at a fair speed, dusting herself down and talking about putting the kettle on, and it was only then I noticed Bill walking behind her.

‘Bill!’ I said, before I could stop myself.

Gladys stared at me. ‘Pardon?’

‘Bill,’ I said, hunting through my brain for the rest of the sentence. ‘Bill would have liked us to be friends, I think.’

‘Oh, he would,’ said Gladys. ‘He was always fretting about me being left on my own. It’s all he talked about near the end.’

‘Well, he needn’t have worried.’ I risked a glance at Derek, who appeared to be tutting. ‘You won’t be alone as long as I’m here.’

Gladys disappeared into the house, Derek said, ‘Close call,’ under his breath, and I sat back in a layer of sweat onto a deckchair.

‘You have a beautiful garden, Gladys,’ I said, resting a cup and saucer on my knee.

‘Oh, it’s all Bill’s doing.’ She smiled. ‘I looked after the house, he looked after the garden. He was out here for hours in the weeks before he died, planting things. I had no idea just how much he had planted until everything started to grow and flower.’

We sat on the patio together, Bill and Derek opposite. The dead husbands club, observing our conversation.

‘I didn’t realise gardens were so complicated, though,’ Gladys said. ‘Bill always made it look so easy.’

‘She’s doing a fine job,’ Bill said.

I glanced at him. ‘I’m sure Bill would think you’re doing a fine job,’ I said.

‘Although those roses could do with a bit more pruning,’ he added, ‘and she needs to deadhead those dahlias.’

‘You could prune the roses back more.’ I nodded towards a bush near the pond. ‘Deadheading the dahlias might be an idea as well.’

Gladys’s face lit up. ‘I didn’t realise you knew so much about gardens, Margaret.’

‘Oh, no,’ I said. ‘I don’t know very much at all, to be honest.’

‘She doesn’t know anything whatsoever,’ Derek said, and he and Bill laughed.

‘Bill left a little booklet, you know.’ Gladys put her cup on the wicker table in front of us. ‘I found it in the greenhouse after he’d died. He’d written down everything he’d planted, when it would flower, and how to take care of it.’

‘What a helpful thing to do,’ I said. ‘We could all do with one of those. So many people would find it useful.’

‘Perhaps I should lend it out.’ Gladys laughed. ‘I mean, I’ve got the vision. I know what I want the garden to look like, and this little book helps me to achieve it. Like having Bill ’s wisdom with me.’

‘You’ve certainly done a wonderful job,’ I said, looking around. ‘It’s beautiful.’

‘Do you think …’ Gladys hesitated. ‘Would people like that? Because I could offer to help someone design their garden, and give them a copy of Bill’s instructions so they can enjoy it too. For your auction of promises, I mean.’

‘I think that’s a wonderful idea. People would love it.’

‘In the front of the book, he said how much he wanted me to enjoy the garden, even though he wouldn’t be here with me. Passing on his wisdom would bring even more joy to people.’

Her voice faltered at the end of the sentence and I reached out for her hand.

‘He must have cared about you an awful lot,’ I said.

‘It wasn’t just the garden, either. He left little notes about what to do if the boiler plays up and the telephone number for the emergency plumber.’ She laughed. ‘Most men give their wives flowers, Bill gave me detailed instructions about pilot lights.’

‘Anyone can send flowers,’ I said.

‘I was angry at first, you know. When he died.’ She turned to me. ‘I was angry with him for leaving me. Furious. As though he had any choice in the matter, but you have to be angry at someone, don’t you?’

I nodded. When Derek died I was livid with him.

‘And the worst part.’ Gladys’s eyes shone. ‘I would look at all the women whose husbands hadn’t died, and I was filled with so much hatred. I resented them because they still had something that had been taken away from me. I didn’t think they deserved to be happy.’

‘Gladys, that’s natural. It doesn’t make you a bad person.’

‘I felt so guilty,’ she said. ‘And it seemed like Bill couldn’t have loved me enough, or else he wouldn’t have gone.’

Bill reached out across the table. He was inches away from her fingertips, but she would never see him.

‘Listen.’ I pulled my chair around to face her and took both her hands in mine. ‘Look at this garden, just look at it.’

Gladys lifted her head. All around us were the colours of late summer. Delphiniums, geraniums, foxgloves and hydrangeas. Lilacs and pinks, purples and blues. Swathes of lavender caught the breeze. Hanging baskets overflowing with flowers competed for attention. An archway of sweet peas guided you to the lawn, and clematis and jasmine raced each other along a trellis.

‘He did all this for you,’ I said. ‘To try and make you happy.’

She smiled. ‘It really is beautiful, isn’t it? He did such a good job.’

‘He did. And what’s more, it was a job he did with love.’

‘He really did love me, didn’t he?’

‘He did. He still does.’ I looked at Bill as I spoke. ‘He always will.’
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Jeanie

Jeanie’s school had that new term air about it, and the smell of polish and clean exercise books hit me as soon as I walked through the main door.

It was only the second day of Michaelmas term. The floors were still unmarked, and everyone’s uniforms looked clean and well intentioned. Jeanie should have been there too, of course. The previous week I’d hung her new blazer in the spare bedroom, on the back of the door all ready for her, and there it remained, unworn and waiting. Everything else, she had collected together herself. Socks, ties, a selection of white shirts all pressed and folded. Even her gym kit, although Jeanie hated sport. ‘I’ve got no coordination,’ she’d say. ‘Whatever ball I’m supposed to be catching or hitting, it goes one way and I always go the other,’ and she would laugh. It didn’t stop her trying, though, because Jeanie was a trier. I held on to the diary as I walked down the main corridor. Whoever it was taunting her, I knew she would never stop trying to be their friend. I swallowed back that thought and tried to distract myself by looking at the pictures hanging on the walls either side of me.

Jeanie’s school clearly believed in numbers because every photograph contained large groups of girls collected together for a variety of reasons. Hockey, netball, rounders, swimming. Even pictures from the music department were of choirs, and ensembles. Children arranged in height order to achieve pleasing lines, holding hockey sticks, or cellos, or épées, but the same small, pale faces over and over again, staring into the camera, delighted at their own achievements. This was a school that valued teams, not individuals, and Jeanie would always be too much of a loner to make a pleasing line.

The headmistress’s office was thoughtfully signposted at a junction of corridors beyond all the photographs, and I took a left and then a right, and eventually found myself outside her room.

I was about to knock on the door, my knuckles white and determined, when a woman in the office across the corridor shouted, ‘Excuse me, do you have an appointment?’ through the open door and then she said, ‘Oh, Mrs Ford.’ She stood up and sat down again. ‘I didn’t realise it was you,’ she added.

‘I don’t have an appointment, no.’

‘Of course not, it doesn’t matter. Of course it doesn’t matter. Let me find Mrs Swan for you,’ and she disappeared through another door and left me alone in a small annexe.

I looked at the two empty chairs outside Mrs Swan’s study. They did not have the air of a new semester, but were threadbare and faded from students waiting to hear their fate. I’d had no idea before I read the diary, but now I knew there were times Jeanie had waited there. Stories had been told about her that needed exploring before they were dismissed. Fights she was accused of starting, when she hadn’t even been in the room. The disappearance of other people’s belongings that was immediately blamed on Jeanie, even though she would never dream of stealing someone else’s things. Her homework not being handed in on time, purely because it had vanished from her schoolbag and was nowhere to be seen. Jeanie’s grades had begun to slip too. On parents’ evening her teachers had attributed it to ‘natural fluctuations’ and ‘academic ability’ – she’s struggling a bit with English, but she’ll get there; she’s not as good at maths as she was. However, these grades hadn’t been down to Jeanie’s intelligence, but the misery she’d been going through. She hadn’t been struggling with English or maths. She’d been struggling with being lonely.

Barely a minute later, Mrs Swan appeared from yet another office, because like most schools, this building seemed to be a maze of doorways and corridors. I had always thought Mrs Swan had the most appropriate name. Her neck was long and pale, and her nose – at least to my eyes – was more than a little beaky.

‘Mrs Ford,’ she said. ‘Do come in. I’ve been meaning to get in touch with you, but I didn’t want to intrude.’ Which I had learned over the past few days was other people’s code for, I had no idea what to say to you and I wanted to spare myself from a feeling of awkwardness.

‘No problem at all,’ I said.

Mrs Swan’s office was like an extension of the corridors I had just walked. There was a wall entirely devoted to school photographs. More small, pale children in pleasing lines which, judging by the varying quality and shades of blacks, whites and colours of the pictures, had been taken over the course of many years. The magnolia walls and grey floor were exactly the same as in the halls that had led me there, and the only thing to distinguish this room from the rest of the building was a giant walnut desk. It was far too big for Mrs Swan, who was what clothes manufacturers like to term petite, and when she sat to face me on the other side, it felt as though we were looking at each other from two different countries.

‘I was so sorry to hear about Jeanie,’ she said. With a head-tilt. ‘The board of governors sent a card, but they didn’t want to intrude.’

‘Sorry?’

‘Yes, it must be a dreadful worry for you. I’m sure she’ll turn up, though.’

Turn up was a phrase people had used a lot over the past few days. Like missing children were in the same category as lost socks or bad pennies.

‘Please don’t be sorry,’ I said. ‘At least not about that.’

The angle of Mrs Swan’s head-tilt became more acute.

‘I don’t understand, Mrs Ford. Is there anything I can do?’

‘Yes. Yes, actually there is.’ I placed the diary between us on the desk. ‘You can stop being sorry about Jeanie going missing, and you can start being sorry about the bullying that goes on here.’

No time for pleasantries now. No time for beating around bushes and walking all around houses. There was a liberation about it too, because these strange circumstances allowed me to hold on to the energy we usually waste on social niceties. I could ignore politeness and the emotional constraints of not daring to say how I was really feeling. I could now cut to the chase, because I could say exactly what was on my mind and no one was allowed to challenge it.

Mrs Swan looked at the diary and then looked back at me. Judging by her expression, bullying was a word that triggered many alarm bells in a headmistress’s mind.

‘Mrs Ford, there is no bullying …’ she whispered the word, presumably in case any passing governor might overhear, ‘… in this school.’

‘Mrs Swan.’ I pushed the diary a little further towards her. ‘I beg to differ.’

She picked up the diary, very gingerly I might add, and turned its pages.

I waited.

After a few minutes, she looked up. ‘But this’ – she gestured to Jeanie’s blue ballpoint misery – ‘this isn’t bullying, this is just girls being girls.’

I didn’t think I had the energy to muster up any anger, but I was wrong.

‘Mrs Swan.’ I tried to contain it, but the fury fizzed and spat at the edges of my words. ‘Isn’t it about time we stopped using trite phrases and called things what they are? This is bullying. Look.’

I searched the pages and pointed at an entry from the previous month.

‘I tried to talk to them at break, but they told me I needed to leave the room. When I asked why, they said their mother always told them that ugly things should be hidden away.’ 

Mrs Swan swallowed hard and I watched her Adam’s apple take the long journey up and down that neck.

‘At St Barnaby’s we encourage girls to explore every possible version of themselves.’

‘As long as those versions fit into neat, pleasing lines on a school photograph.’

‘Sometimes, during that exploration, we might discover versions of ourselves which are not … not as desirable as we might like, and this only provides us with another opportunity to learn.’

‘An opportunity to learn?’ I said. ‘These girls need to be named and punished – expelled, even.’

‘Learn, grow, succeed.’

I glanced up to where the words were painted in gold lettering on a large scroll on the wall above Mrs Swan’s head.

‘There is no bullying in this school,’ she repeated. ‘Only learning, growing and succeeding.’

‘Well, why don’t we go and find out? Why don’t we hunt down someone who is in Jeanie’s class and ask them who the school bullies are?’

I turned for the door and before Mrs Swan could manoeuvre herself around her giant desk, I was halfway down the corridor.

‘Mrs Ford!’ The twitchy woman in the other office shouted after me. ‘Is everything all right?’

It was well after nine and each corridor was deserted. Either side of me, through soundless glass doors, children stared into textbooks and teachers pointed at boards and paced between desks. I wanted to bang on the glass, to fling open each door until I found the one where Jeanie should have been, but something stopped me. It was a remnant from childhood, I think. The dread of walking into a class after it had begun, the fear of everyone turning and staring. Perhaps there was a sliver of those social niceties left in me after all.

I knew Mrs Swan would be closing the gap, so I turned again into another corridor. This one had no classrooms, just double doors which looked like store cupboards and a large archway with ‘TOILETS’ painted across it, and from that large archway emerged two young girls. They walked quickly and silently, as young girls have a habit of doing sometimes, and I struggled to catch them up.

‘Wait!’ I said, but they had turned to the left and disappeared. A minute later, I turned left too and shouted again, but by that time they had reached the far end of the corridor.

‘Stop!’

Mrs Swan’s voice echoed from the magnolia walls and the grey lino, and immediately the rest of us stood perfectly still. There is something about a teacher’s voice. It can be loud without shouting, persuasive without force. It must take hours of practice.

‘You two girls, come here.’

They walked even more quickly than they had before and did as they were told, and the four of us stood together next to a black and white photograph of Girls First XI Hockey, a group of pale faces staring out at us from 1981.

‘You two are the same year as Jeanie Ford, aren’t you?’

The girls both nodded. They were small, much smaller than Jeanie. Both of them were dark-haired and had identical pixie styles, because children like to look the same at that age, and somehow it made them seem even smaller. It’s only when you get older that you want to be as different as is humanly possible from everyone else.

‘Tell me.’ Mrs Swan towered over them. ‘Is there ever any bullying in your class?’

The girls looked at each other, and looked up at Mrs Swan. Neither of them spoke.

‘Have you ever seen Jeanie being bullied?’ she said, more forcibly this time.

‘No, Mrs Swan,’ said what I assumed was the braver of the two. ‘Never.’

‘What about you?’ Mrs Swan nodded at the other girl. ‘Did you see anything?’

The other girl hesitated. She had a face filled with freckles and the darkest eyes I’d ever seen.

‘I like Jeanie,’ she answered eventually. ‘She’s different.’

‘Different how?’ I said.

Mrs Swan coughed. ‘Mrs Ford, let me deal with this, please.’

‘Different how?’ I said again.

The girl thought for a moment.

‘She’s funny,’ she said. ‘She always makes me laugh. She’s kind. I like spending time with her, but it’s not usually …’ She glanced at the other girl. ‘… it’s not usually a wise thing to do.’

It appeared I’d misjudged. It was the girl with freckles who was the braver one, and I was about to launch into a tirade, right there in the corridor, when the sound of thundering footsteps made us all turn. It was the twitchy woman from the other office, hurtling towards us like a violent storm.

‘Mrs Swan!’ she said, as soon as she got close enough.

‘Not now, Caroline. I’m in the throes of something.’

‘No, really.’ Caroline was breathless by this point and the words struggled to leave her mouth, so she became very animated in an attempt to make up for it. ‘You definitely want to hear this.’

Mrs Swan turned and folded her arms. ‘Well, what is it?’

Caroline pointed back up the corridor and jabbed her finger into fresh air. ‘It’s newspaper people. Dozens of them at the front gate, all wanting to talk to you about Jeanie Ford.’

Mrs Swan turned the colour of 1981’s First XI.

It was the day the national press heard about Jeanie, and everything began to change.
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Derek

‘There’s someone I think we need to talk to.’

Derek and I were in the garden. I’d spent the previous forty minutes plotting in my head about how it could be made to look more like Gladys’s garden, and what I’d need to persuade Derek to do in order to achieve it. Of course, it would be better if the ash tree were still here. I didn’t think I would ever stop missing the ash tree.

‘If you mean Lionel Riddings,’ I said, ‘then I agree that should be our priority.’

Derek stretched himself out and beneath his weight the deckchair creaked along with his bones. ‘We’re not going to be certain of anything until we’ve managed to speak to him, that’s for sure, but there’s someone else who might be useful to us too. There’s no point jumping the gun until we’ve got all our facts straight.’

He went quiet and I knew there was no point in pressing him on the matter, I just had to trust what he believed. We might both be in the same boat, but I couldn’t help but think being dead must give you a slight advantage.

Sometimes I fancied I still saw it. The ash tree. Towering over the garden and watching over us. Just for a brief moment, just in the corners of my eyesight, it would return. It’s strange how, when you try your very hardest to avoid something, it seems to magically appear wherever you look. When you’re trying to cut down and lose a bit of weight, the world becomes filled with nothing but cake, biscuits and chocolate. If Derek was trying to avoid a football score, whatever television channel he chose to watch, there would be groups of people in their shirtsleeves, sitting around a table discussing the result. It’s as though the gods are determined to make you face whatever it is you’re trying to avoid. It’s the same with death. You don’t realise how much death there is until you’re given a reason to take note of it. It’s everywhere.

When Derek was ill, I decided I would do my level best to try to avoid any mention of it. Not because we weren’t accepting of the situation, but because we spent enough of our time in doctors’ surgeries and hospital waiting rooms, staring at posters of daffodils and people with their arms around each other, sitting on wards as doctors discussed us both over the tops of our heads. It was impossible, though. Death was in every film, every television show. It was threaded through news stories and shouted about in headlines. Every other advert seemed to be about cancer research or taking the stress out of planning your funeral. Although for something that invades every corner of our lives, we are always very reluctant to actually talk about it. The dead elephant in the room.

We could talk about it now, though. Now it was a hot topic.

‘Were you afraid?’ I said. ‘Of dying, I mean?’

Derek stretched himself out a little more. ‘Of course I was,’ he said. ‘We’re all scared of the unknown, aren’t we?’

‘You never told me.’

‘You never asked.’

‘Touché,’ I said. ‘I didn’t. I suppose I was afraid of what you’d say.’

‘Now isn’t that ridiculous. We both sat there, afraid, and never spoke about it to each other.’

‘What were you afraid of?’ I said.

‘Pain, I suppose. How it would be, right at the end. How it would feel.’ He turned to me. ‘Most of all, I was afraid of leaving you.’

‘And how was it? I mean, were you right to be afraid?’

‘It was a piece of cake.’ He laughed. ‘Wasn’t even aware it was happening. I only realised when I saw how upset you were, or I never would have known.’

‘You didn’t realise you’d died?’ I said.

‘Not at first, no. There was no bolt of lightning, no choirs singing, no journey down a dark tunnel. I felt exactly as I always did. Only the pain had gone. I felt … lighter.’

‘Well that’s reassuring, I suppose.’

‘It’s much better, though, if you’ve made peace with everything,’ he said. ‘It makes it easier to let go.’

‘I suppose it does. It’s another reason we need to find out what really happened, isn’t it? It’ll help you feel more settled with … all that.’

I looked up as I spoke, although I wasn’t even sure of the geography.

Derek just patted my hand and smiled.

‘Anyway, I’m glad,’ I said. ‘I’m glad you needed me, and I’m glad I don’t need to be afraid of dying any more.’

Derek was still smiling. ‘Come on then, Maggie. I think it’s about time we called it a night.’

He was right. Just lately, everything had become strangely tiring. I always seemed to be out of puff and even the smallest tasks felt like an effort. I suppose it was understandable. In the seven days Derek had been back, I’d done so much that by the time my head hit the pillow each night I was utterly exhausted. Aside from that, the older you become, the longer it seems to take to get ready for bed.

‘So where are you taking me tomorrow?’ I gathered our little collection of cups and plates from the table. ‘Who is it you want me to meet?’

‘You’ll see.’

I’d forgotten how annoying my husband could be.

Derek stirred his cereal around the bowl.

‘I would’ve liked a bit of toast,’ he said.

‘Well, until you change that fuse, you’re going to have to make do with cereal.’

I was ahead of him, of course. Same as I used to be. Plate washed, coat on. I just needed to find the car keys.

‘You won’t need any car keys,’ he said, because Derek had acquired a strange knack of being able to read my mind.

‘We’re walking? How far is it? I’m not one to complain, especially as you’re the one no longer alive, but just lately I haven’t had the energy I usually do.’

‘It’s not far. There’s just someone I think we need to talk to, and I know exactly where we’ll find him. Anyway, we can take our time. It’ll do us both the world of good, a bit of fresh air.’

I wasn’t entirely convinced and I was still making a bit of a fuss when I pulled the front door to. All the way through the estate I was pestering him about what kind of distance he was expecting me to cover, and it wasn’t until we left the houses behind and began to walk towards the church, with the white quarry hills in the distance, that I started to relax a bit. He was right, it was a nice day for a walk, even though it made my legs ache.

‘Remember the old saying. The journey is just as important as the destination.’

‘There are a lot of old sayings, Derek. It doesn’t mean any of them are true.’

Despite my tired legs, I chose to stay a good ten paces ahead, because he chuckled to himself all the way down the lane.

‘Here we are!’

‘The golf course?’ I said.

‘The golf course.’

We’d taken a very meandering single-track path from the lane, past the bowls club, Derek’s former second home, where a lot of serious gamesmanship appeared to be going on behind the large hedge, and found ourselves standing in front of a pristine wall with ‘Golf Club’ etched into the brickwork.

‘But neither of us can play golf, Derek,’ I said.

‘That’s never stopped anyone before – come on.’

There is something particularly soothing about a golf course. It’s not just the smell of velvet grass and the open space, there’s something almost religious about it. The absence of noise and traffic, the opportunity to be alone if you choose to be, the sense of camaraderie without the pressure to socialise. A common purpose. It’s like an outdoor church, but with a nice walk and a handy little trolley to put all your things in.

‘People will wonder what I’m doing here,’ I said. ‘What if someone stops me? These places are always members only.’

‘No one will stop you.’ Derek reached into his jacket pocket. ‘Here, put this on and plug your earphones in.’

It was a white baseball cap with ‘Gleneagles 1992 Bell’s Scottish Open’ embroidered on the front. I have never felt more conspicuous in my life.

‘Where on earth did you get this from?’

‘I bought it,’ he said. ‘Off eBay.’

‘How can you buy things off eBay? You’re dead, Derek.’

‘I’ve told you before, I’m quite resourceful,’ he said. ‘Come on, let’s sit here for a while and enjoy the view.’

We sat on a bench dedicated to someone called Dudley Drew, who had played golf his entire life and clearly loved the course, and who now very generously provided a resting place for anyone else who might feel the same way. It was certainly a wonderful place to pause for a while. Beyond the striped grass of the fairways, the hills rolled on the horizon, and beyond them, the North Sea. A hundred different shades of green and the only thing that interrupted them was the white chalk of Eddison’s Quarry in the distance.

‘I could quite get used to it here.’ I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. Even the air tasted different.

When I opened my eyes again, there was a man walking towards us with his head down. He was tall and determined, pulling a golf cart behind him and getting up quite the speed.

‘Derek, I told you this would happen. I’ve been clocked!’

I pulled Gleneagles down on my head as far as I could and slid a little further into Dudley Drew’s bench.

Derek laughed. ‘Don’t worry about it,’ he said.

‘It’s all right for you – no one can see you. It’s me in full view about to get into trouble.’

There was a tee right in front of us (hole eleven: four hundred and forty-six yards, par four), and I was hoping the man was heading for it, not me, so in the spirit of extremely childish behaviour, I closed my eyes and prayed I’d be ignored.

‘Margaret! Fancy seeing you on a golf course!’

He did not, in fact, ignore me.

I opened my eyes and found myself looking at a very familiar face.

‘Sergeant Morris,’ I said. ‘What on earth are you doing here?’

He hadn’t really changed, even after all this time. Perhaps his hair was a little greyer at the edges, and maybe a few more lines around his eyes, but other than that, Gary Morris looked just as he had sitting at our kitchen table forty years ago. 

He sat on the bench and gave me a small hug. ‘I didn’t know you played golf.’

‘I don’t, I just fancied a walk. Although I remember back then you were an avid golfer.’

‘I’m out on the course all the time now,’ he said. ‘The perfect life.’

‘You’ve retired, then?’

‘You could say that.’ He smiled. ‘I have my own caddy as well. I have to introduce you.’

He looked around. ‘Come on, slowcoach, where are you? I’m pulling my own golf cart here!’

There was laughter and a few seconds later, a little girl appeared beside him. She was wearing jeans and a bright T-shirt, with clouds of bright auburn curls.

‘Look what I found in the rough!’ she said, and held up an old golf ball.

‘Finders keepers.’ Gary laughed. ‘This is Mrs Ford – why don’t you say hello?’

‘And who might you be?’ I said as she shook my hand.

‘My name is Flora. This is my Uncle Gary.’

I looked at Sergeant Morris and turned to Derek, who nodded at me.

‘Oh, I see,’ I said. ‘I didn’t … I had no idea.’

No wonder he looked just as he had at our kitchen table all those years before. It was because that was how I remembered him.

‘I’m so sorry,’ I added.

‘What are you sorry about, Mrs Ford?’ Flora still had hold of my hand.

I hesitated. ‘Nothing, Flora. I’m not sorry about anything. I’m just glad you two found each other again.’

‘Not only have we found each other, we can play golf on this wonderful course,’ said Gary. ‘Why don’t I take this shot and then we can all walk together.’

There’s something very satisfying about the sound of a golf ball being hit along a fairway. Solid and precise. Musical, almost. After Derek had died I’d watched a bit of it on the television and I’d started to pick up the lingo.

‘You hooked that one,’ I said.

‘Margaret!’ Derek shouted from Dudley’s bench, where he sat with Flora. ‘You’re starting to sound like a golfer!’

‘You can have lessons, you know.’ Gary pulled his tee peg from the grass. ‘There’s a very nice teacher called Steve. He has an infinite amount of patience.’

I heard Derek laugh from the bench.

‘No, thank you very much,’ I said. ‘I’ll leave all this to you. I’m not sure I could even hit a golf ball.’

‘There’s a lot more to golf than hitting a ball,’ Gary said. ‘Anyone can hit a ball. Golf is all about accuracy and judgement. About seeing what’s in front of you.’

We looked down the fairway, where the next shot waited for us in the distance.

‘But it’s also about hitting a ball.’ Gary laughed.

We walked, the four of us, towards the green. Three dead people and me, a strange little collection wandering together. I could hear discussions in the distance, other golfers searching for the perfect hit, the elusive hole in one. At the clubhouse, sliding doors had been opened to capture the last of the summer, and as we grew nearer, conversation drifted towards us through the trees. I worried that people might notice interlopers and whether we would get into trouble, but then I reminded myself that all they would see was me, walking the course alone and talking to myself. No one gave me a second glance. Perhaps Derek’s eBay purchase was worth all his trouble after all.

We were on the twelfth hole when Sergeant Morris mentioned Jeanie. It was a tricky par four over a stretch of water and when Gary stood for a while, staring into the distance, I thought he was lining up the ball. It turned out he was thinking about the past instead.

‘I’m sorry we never found her for you,’ he said.

I waited until he’d taken his shot before I replied.

‘You tried, Gary. That’s all you could ever do.’

He replaced the divot and pressed it back into the soil with his foot.

‘It stayed with me, you know,’ he said, ‘for years afterwards. I kept thinking there was something we’d missed, something we should have questioned.’

‘We couldn’t have got through it without you, Gary.’

‘She’s right,’ Derek said. ‘You were a godsend.’

We all walked across a wooden bridge that spanned the water, and Gary held on to Flora’s hand. Reeds shifted in the breeze and a group of moorhens clucked in alarm and rose from the lake. I wondered how many lost golf balls lay at the bottom of that water. How many misjudged shots.

‘It’s only when you move away from something that you’re able to see it properly,’ Gary said, when we’d reached the other side.

‘That’s what I think too,’ I said and glanced over at Flora, who was running towards the trees and the long grass, looking for lost treasure.

‘So what do you believe now?’ I said. ‘Do you really think there’s something we missed?’

Gary sighed. ‘I think we should have taken more notice of Jeanie’s diary, the people she spoke to. At the time we saw it more as just a young girl’s harmless chatter, but there was probably more in it than we realised.’

‘You think she knew whoever took her?’ Derek said.

‘I think it would be wise to find people who were there at the time. The most important thing is to look at the whole picture.’ He pointed into the distance with his club. ‘This is a par four, so I have one more shot to get onto the green.’

We all waited as he lined it up.

‘You assume it’s going to be easy, no bunkers, short distance, but if you start making assumptions, you’ll mess it up.’

‘I doubt anyone would still be around from then, and even if they are, they probably wouldn’t remember anything useful,’ I said.

‘You’d be amazed who might be right on your doorstep,’ Gary said. ‘Never assume anything. Assumptions make you over-confident. Your grip gets too strong, your swing gets too hard, and before you know it, you’ve overshot the green and your ball will eventually end up as part of Flora’s little treasure trove.’

Flora obviously heard her name being mentioned, because she ran back towards us.

‘What are you talking about?’ she said. ‘Is it about me?’

Gary laughed. ‘No, sweetheart. We’re talking about Mrs Ford’s little girl.’

Flora looked up at me and she shielded her eyes against the afternoon sun. ‘What’s her name, Mrs Ford?’

‘Her name’s Jeanie, and she was around your age when I last saw her.’

Flora paused for a moment. ‘What does she look like?’

I crouched until we were the same height. ‘Have you seen her?’ I said.

Flora didn’t reply and so I held on to her shoulders and tried to find the words in her eyes.

‘Flora,’ I said. ‘Have you met Jeanie? Do you know her?’

Flora shook her head.

‘Can you remember what she was wearing?’ I said. ‘Please think. Please!’

Gary reached down and helped me to my feet again. ‘She doesn’t know her, Margaret, she’s just always curious about other people’s children. She never had the chance to make many friends before … before we got here.’

‘Of course. I’m sorry.’ I brushed the grass from my trousers. ‘I’m sorry, Flora. I didn’t mean to startle you.’

‘That’s all right, Mrs Ford. I’ll keep a look out for her, though, don’t worry.’

‘That’s very kind. Please do.’ I turned to Gary again. ‘I’m really sorry. I suppose when she asked, I just made assumptions.’

‘Don’t worry, we all do that.’ Gary smiled. ‘We just need to remember it’s better to think first and ask yourself what you’re taking for granted, what really needs to be questioned.’

‘Is that what you did, when you were looking for Jeanie?’

He paused for a moment. ‘We tried,’ he said. ‘We questioned enough people, especially in your road. People Jeanie saw every day.’

‘Most of the people on my road now weren’t even living in the town when Jeanie went missing.’

Gary took a club out of his bag. ‘There might be an answer you’re looking for right on your doorstep. Ask yourself what it is that you’re taking for granted.’

‘Don’t just hit the ball,’ I said.

‘Exactly.’ Gary gave me a little hug. ‘Don’t just hit the ball.’
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Jeanie

A national newspaper ran the story the very next day. It was a middle-class publication, one of the broadsheets, so it was kinder and less judgemental, but it still focused on the fact that no one knew what Jeanie was wearing. That I didn’t know what Jeanie was wearing.

Derek tried to keep it from me, of course, but Veronica came over with a copy because she said I ought to see it. Veronica was the kind of person who delivered bad news to you, and then revelled in her subsequent role of sympathiser and nursemaid. A kind of Munchausen’s by proxy, only with gossip rather than serious illness.

‘Don’t distress yourself,’ she said. ‘No one will take any notice,’ and she mumbled something about tomorrow’s fish and chip wrapping. Except no one wraps their fish and chips in newspaper any more, and people did take notice. A lot of it.

Before the end of the day, there were dozens of reporters wandering around in the cul-de-sac. If I thought the local journalist had been determined, this was a whole new level of persistence. They shouted through the letterbox and banged on the front door all evening. Someone must have given them our phone number, and Derek had to take it off the hook in the end.

Sergeant Morris came over and said it was best if we went to a hotel until it had all calmed down, but I refused. For one thing I wasn’t going to let these people turn me out of my own house, but more importantly I wanted to be here when Jeanie came back. When I said that, I saw Derek and Sergeant Morris glance at each other briefly, but I hadn’t got the energy to challenge them.

Veronica had decided to return home and was reapplying her lipstick in the hall mirror and preparing for a public appearance, but Sergeant Morris insisted on escorting her back himself. Before he left, he told us to stay inside with the curtains drawn, and under no circumstances were we allowed to speak to the press or even open the front door.

‘Stay at the back of the house,’ he said. ‘Don’t open the door to anyone, and if there’s anything you need, just call me and someone will bring it over.’ And with that I became a prisoner in my own home.

Once Sergeant Morris had left with Veronica and her full face of make-up, I sat by the kitchen window and stared at the ash tree in the back garden. For hours I watched it, to the point where Derek kept trying to guide me away, to sit somewhere else and to stop looking, to eat something I wasn’t hungry for, to take a bath I didn’t need, to engage in conversations I didn’t want to have. Something was continuously being asked of me and he didn’t understand that I just needed to be still. To look at the ash tree. To stare at something constant, something I could rely upon, because everything else in my life had become too uncertain. Everything else had let me down.

After a couple of days, the number of journalists dwindled, until the final two gave up and disappeared. No one got a story, but it didn’t stop them printing one. They spoke to ‘close friends’ I’d never heard of and ‘former work colleagues’ I’d never met. They painted Jeanie as a wayward child, spoiled and unruly, a daughter we couldn’t control, and all they seemed to want to talk about was what she might be wearing. The Girl in the Yellow Jumper, said one headline, or Is She? One evening, Derek switched on the television to try to distract me, and a live studio audience, made up of complete strangers, was discussing Jeanie and how much freedom we should or should not be giving our children.

Derek told me later how worried he was for me, that I seemed almost catatonic. I didn’t speak. I didn’t cry. I just existed. But this is what happens when you remove someone’s autonomy. I was fine when I could do something, when I could wander the streets searching for my daughter, no matter how futile it was. But once that freedom was taken away, once I was left with nothing else to think about, all my mind could do was shut down.

I was aware of things, of course. The doorbell ringing and small conversations, as people dared to return after the press had disappeared. Cups coming to rest on saucers. That sort of noise. There was a lot of fussing, I remember that much. The kind of fuss people make when they want to feel like they’re being useful, but they’re not entirely sure what to do. Derek’s brother Clive came over from Macclesfield, although why he bothered I have no idea because he was neither use nor ornament. I could hear myself answering everyone’s questions. ‘I’m fine’ – these words left my mouth over and over again. ‘Everything is going to be fine.’ There were lots of other words, but I made them stay in my throat, because I knew if I allowed any of them to leave, I might say something I would regret.

Veronica was a regular visitor, of course, and a couple of others from the WI. Whenever the doorbell rang, it was either one of them or a kindly soul with a hotpot, so when Derek ushered a man into the room and said, ‘Someone to see you, Margaret,’ before closing the door again, curiosity got the better of me and I turned around.

It was Reverend Clements, and as soon as I realised, I somehow knew Derek had instigated the whole thing.

‘How are you, Margaret?’ he said and I stared up at him. I didn’t speak for a few minutes and we just looked at each other in silence.

Eventually, I said, ‘Why do you always wear it?’ and gestured to my throat. ‘The collar.’

He smiled. ‘Because it shows I’m available, to my parishioners; available to do God’s work.’

‘And what might that be? God’s work?’

‘Whatever it needs to be,’ he said. ‘Serving others.’

‘And today the other you need to serve is me.’

‘If you’d like it to be, yes. May I?’ He pointed to the other chair and sat opposite.

‘Does serving others involve answering questions?’ I said. ‘Because I have a few questions for you, Reverend Clements.’

‘Of course. Ask away, Margaret. Although I’m afraid I don’t have all the answers.’

So many questions crouched in my head. I had never been especially religious. The church was something you just did, along with the WI and the Round Table. It was a place you went on a Sunday morning because everyone else was there, and not turning up without a good excuse would be noticed. You were also hedging your bets, because if God really did exist, and you would eventually be forced to face your maker, it seemed sensible to get a head start. So it wasn’t that I didn’t believe in God, I just couldn’t bring myself to consider that I didn’t. If there was a God, though, if all of this was part of some bigger plan, why had He made Jeanie disappear? What had Jeanie done to deserve this? Why was God allowing her to suffer?

I shuffled the choices, trying to decide which one to begin with, which one he was most likely to answer. Perhaps the best one to start with was the one I needed answering the most, and that’s when the question fell from my mouth.

‘What will I do?’ I whispered. ‘If she never comes home?’

‘Oh, Margaret,’ he said. ‘I wish I had an answer for you.’

Reverend Clements looked at me with such concern, such compassion, and so I leaned forward into his arms and I wept. It was a visceral weeping from somewhere deep in my bones, a purging of misery and desperation, a cry so crude and primitive I couldn’t believe it had originated from me, but once it had started I couldn’t make it stop.

Derek rushed in and gathered me up.

‘Thank God, she’s back,’ he said. ‘Thank God.’

The journalists might have left the cul-de-sac, but they didn’t retreat to whatever distant offices they inhabited in London. Instead they turned to hounding the police. They waited with their cameras and Dictaphones on the station steps, they camped out at the temporary hub that had been set up at the community centre, and they doorstepped anyone who might be naïve enough to offer them a story. I didn’t realise it then but, like Dunblane and Hungerford, our town would forever be linked to tragedy because of Jeanie. Even years later, when someone asked where you were from, they would pause at your answer and say, ‘Isn’t that where …’ and repeat back to you whatever newspaper diet they had been fed at the time. Jeanie would be blamed for a fall in property prices and the closure of small businesses. Not only was she disappeared from her own life, but in her absence she was also forced to carry the blame for everyone else’s failure. My biggest fear, though, was that Jeanie would be forgotten. I was worried her name would slip from the pages of a newspaper and no one would search for her any more, because no one would remember who she was.

‘We need to use the press to help us,’ said Sergeant Morris on one of his visits. ‘Jeanie is still on the front pages of every newspaper, and we should utilise it to our advantage.’

‘How?’ Derek said. ‘These newspaper people are a law unto themselves.’

‘We need to hold a press conference.’

‘You have those all the time,’ I said.

Sergeant Morris put his cup very carefully back in its saucer. ‘Yes. But this one would involve you.’

Derek looked at me and waited for a reaction. ‘I don’t really think …’ he said.

‘I think it’s a wonderful idea.’ Veronica had been instructed very firmly to stay in the front room, but gravitational pull appeared to have brought her to the kitchen doorway. ‘Appeal to whoever has her. Play on their emotions.’

Sergeant Morris looked at Veronica, sighed one of his very heavy sighs, and then turned his attention back to us.

‘What do you reckon, Margaret?’ he said.

I hesitated. ‘I don’t see what difference it would make, us being there?’

‘In the past, it’s been one of the tactics police have found works with kidnappers.’

I started to interrupt him but he held up his hand.

‘If,’ he said, ‘if that’s what’s happened to Jeanie. Nobody is saying it is, but just in case that’s how it turns out, having you there will help. People who abduct children tend to block out who the child is, the fact that this child they’ve stolen has its own life and a family. It’s important to get that information through to them.’

‘Yes, play on their emotions.’ Veronica was still in the doorway.

‘If that’s how you want to see it, then yes,’ said Sergeant Morris, ‘play on their emotions. You might want to say a few words about Jeanie, address the abductor directly. We can help you write it, if you’d like.’

I looked at Derek.

‘I suppose I could say something,’ he said. ‘If you think it would help?’

‘Actually,’ said Sergeant Morris, ‘we’ve always found it’s more effective coming from the mother.’

Everyone turned to me.

Sergeant Morris reached for my hand. ‘You wouldn’t be on your own, Margaret. Inspector Kent would be there with you and it’s a very short statement. Just a couple of minutes.’

‘Will you be there?’ I said, because strangely, the presence of Inspector Kent didn’t feel especially comforting.

‘Of course, and Derek. We’d all be with you.’

I could see Derek’s eyes, urging me on.

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Yes, I’ll do it.’

The press conference was called for the following afternoon. Inspector Kent felt the community centre was a more appropriate location than the police station steps, and so they were setting up a little stage in the car park, with a long table and four hard-backed chairs. Veronica reported all of this back to me on her lunchtime visit whilst her mother was parked outside in the back garden.

‘Then of course, they’re setting up the reconstruction,’ she said, leaning against the draining board.

Sergeant Morris had told me about it the previous evening. It was standard, he said, when it came to missing people. A young girl was going to cycle the route Jeanie had taken on Saturday, and it would be broadcast later on the evening news in the hope it would jog people’s memories. A daughter of one of the police officers was the same age and build, with a similar hairstyle, and she’d volunteered to do it. Inspector Kent said it would be best if Derek and I stayed away, because our presence would distract the media, although for once, I had no intention of being there. The thought of someone else pretending to be Jeanie was just too much to bear.

‘I wonder if they’ll put her in a yellow jumper,’ Veronica said.

One look at my face told her she’d overstepped the mark, and soon afterwards she collected her mother from the patio and disappeared.

I sat at the kitchen table and stared at the piece of paper in front of me. It contained only a few sentences, because Sergeant Morris said the shorter it was, the greater the impact. Someone from the station had typed it out for me, but the words still swam in front of my eyes. I’d read things out in public before, of course, at meetings and charity evenings. I’d even done a reading in church at very short notice the previous Christmas, when someone pulled out with a broken leg. But this was different. This wasn’t Luke, chapter 2, verse 11, or thanking people for their generous donations. This was me talking about my missing daughter, beamed into people’s living rooms all over the country. Opening myself to the nation’s pity or judgement. Thumbs up or thumbs down to the woman who couldn’t keep her family safe. The woman who didn’t even know what her own daughter had been wearing.

‘Are you all right, love?’ I felt Derek’s hand on my shoulder.

I just stared at the words.

‘I don’t think I can do it, Derek. I’m not strong enough.’

His hand squeezed my shoulder a little harder.

‘Of course you can. You’re the strongest person I know.’

I turned to face him. ‘It’s an act, though, don’t you see? I’m not strong at all. I’m small and weak, and this is just too much for me.’

‘Listen.’ He crouched down by the chair. ‘Wherever Jeanie is now, she’s having to be strong, isn’t she? So you need to match that strength and do this for her. Even if it’s an act. Even if you don’t really feel that way.’

I looked back at the words.

‘At the end of the day we’re all actors, Margaret. It’s just that we’ve been doing it for so long now, we’ve forgotten none of this is real.’

We waited in a room at the community centre whilst the journalists made their way there from the reconstruction. There were endless seats, all stacked neatly in a corner, but they remained unused. Instead, we all stood around what appeared to be a grand piano, covered from top to bottom in a large white dust sheet.

Every so often, Derek squeezed my hand. Sergeant Morris looked over and mouthed ‘Okay?’ and I nodded back to him. Inspector Kent peered out of the large windows towards the car park and periodically paced the floor, although the piano hampered his pacing considerably. After what seemed like an age, a woman I had never seen before came into the room and said, ‘The journalists are all seated outside now, sir,’ and Inspector Kent put us in the order we were going to be positioned and wished me good luck.

The minute we walked outside, the cameras started clicking. I’d never really had any views on being photographed before that day, but walking out in front of all those reporters gave me a lifelong aversion to having my picture taken. I hadn’t realised there were so many newspapers and so many television channels. There must have been close on a hundred people out there, all watching me, all pointing their lenses and their curiosity in my direction.

Inspector Kent waited until everyone had settled and the clicking had stopped before he spoke. He thanked the media for their presence, and he pandered to their egos. He thanked other people as well – his colleagues in neighbouring forces, the local community, even Derek and me for our ‘strength and courage’. All the time he was talking I kept my head down, because I soon realised that with the slightest movement, the smallest indication I might look up or turn to Derek, and the shutters would begin again. Click, click, click, like cicadas.

I didn’t look up for so long, I didn’t realise it was my turn to speak until Sergeant Morris reached across and put his hand on my shoulder.

‘Margaret,’ he said. ‘Do you want to say a few words?’

I stared at the journalists and the cicadas started, but this time, for some reason, I managed to block them out. Perhaps I knew, deep down, it was now or never. This was my best chance of finding Jeanie.

‘I want to tell you about my daughter, Jeanie,’ I said.

I paused. I knew within that pause was when this would either succeed or it would fail. The moment my head chose whether it would play this role or it wouldn’t, and the decision felt completely out of my hands. It was a crossroads where success and failure met, and I was certain my mind would choose failure. But when I spoke again, it sounded as though my voice was coming from somewhere else.

It fractured with emotion occasionally, but I thought it couldn’t possibly be a part of me. It was too strong, too confident.

I told them of Jeanie’s kindness and generosity. Her love of reading and animals. Her plans to be a vet. I told them how our world had been destroyed the day she’d gone missing, and how a life without Jeanie wasn’t worth living.

‘And what would you say to anyone who has Jeanie right now?’ asked Inspector Kent, exactly as we had planned.

I paused again and looked out at the sea of people in front of me.

‘I would say … I would say please bring her home. Please leave her where she can find her way back to us, back to where she belongs. Please do it now, because I don’t think I can bear another minute of this.’

The car park was still after I had finished. Even the cicadas were silent, and the only sound was a blackbird, far away in a distant tree, oblivious to all the fuss. I reached for Derek’s hand as the clicking began again, even more fervently this time, as though they had to use up every last roll of film recording my misery.

‘You were excellent, Margaret,’ Detective Kent said as soon as we were back in the room with the grand piano. ‘You should be very proud of yourself.’

Sergeant Morris just nodded at me and smiled.

‘Veronica is outside,’ Derek said. ‘She’s very excitable. I think she wants to congratulate you.’

I looked around.

‘Might we just leave now?’ I said. ‘All I really want to do is go home.’

The piece about Jeanie was on the news at teatime. Not just on one channel, but on all of them.

I didn’t want to see it. I’d made my mind up I was going upstairs to lie on the bed for a bit in curtained light, but Derek switched on BBC1 and it appeared in front of my eyes before I had a chance to leave. Once I began watching, though, it was almost hypnotic. Our lives played out on a television screen, watching myself describe the worst experience of my life to a television camera and a room filled with strangers, a policeman’s daughter cycling up and down Spend Lane in a yellow jumper, pretending to be my daughter.

‘I know it’s hard, love,’ Derek said, ‘but it’s bound to help. Look, they’ve set up a hotline just for Jeanie.’

A number had appeared in bold red at the bottom of the screen and I tried to imagine people walking to a telephone and dialling it. I saw them in my mind’s eye, speaking quietly into the receiver, telling a faceless policeman in an office somewhere they’d seen Jeanie. A fleet of police cars racing there and finding her safe. Bringing her home. I tried to visualise it as hard as I could, because I read somewhere that if you see something in your mind enough times, you can actually make it happen.

‘I’m going upstairs,’ I said. ‘I can’t watch this any more.’

I only slept for a short while. It wasn’t even a restful sleep. It was the kind where you wake damp with sweat and disorientated, and you have to pull yourself out of whatever strange, disconnected thoughts your mind has been wrestling with for the previous few hours.

It was still early evening, but in the time I had lain there, the room had become an inky black. Light felt too intrusive, too demanding, and so I searched around in the dark for the door and made my way onto the landing. I could hear the television still playing in the front room, and noise felt too intrusive as well, so I crept down the stairs one by one and slipped into the kitchen unnoticed.

I was standing by the kettle when I heard the knock at the back door. I would usually have followed Sergeant Morris’s advice and only answered to people I knew, but I opened it without thinking. A woman waited on the other side. She was small and bird-like, wearing one of those clear plastic rain hoods, even though it wasn’t raining.

‘Can I help you?’ I said.

‘I’m so sorry.’ She lifted the rain hood slightly. ‘I know I should have rung the hotline number, but I thought it would be quicker to come directly to you. It’s about your daughter, Jeanie.’

I’d had a lot of strangers knock on that door over the past few days, all of them misery-hunters, determined to involve themselves in the latest headlines. This woman didn’t have that air about her, though. She was too calm, too relaxed, and something stopped me from closing the door in her face.

‘What about my daughter?’ I said.

The woman smiled.

‘I can tell you where she is,’ she said.
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Derek

All the fresh air at the golf course had fair worn me out, because fresh air has a habit of doing that. The world must be so polluted now, a rare dose of proper oxygen gives your lungs a bit of a shock and makes everyone want to have a lie-down afterwards. In the end, I had a very long lie-down, far longer than I’d intended. I seemed to have acquired that modern ailment of being Tired All The Time. TATT, doctors call it, which is quite appropriate because I did feel quite tatty. Off colour, I suppose. Out of sorts.

After I’d finally woken myself up, Derek and I sat in the front room, our legs stretched out onto footstools, watching some old sitcom on a godforsaken channel six pages deep into the TV guide and laughing until tears ran down our faces.

‘They’d never be able to make this show now,’ Derek said. ‘Some of these jokes really haven’t aged well.’

‘Still funny, though.’ I wiped my eyes with a tissue and pushed it back up my cardigan sleeve. ‘I haven’t laughed like this in ages.’

There was another one-liner and Derek and I rolled around in our seats along with the canned laughter.

I looked over at him. He’d been back for nearly two weeks now and it almost felt as though the previous three months on my own had never happened. Just a bad dream. He was pointing at the screen, shoulders shaking with amusement, and the image of him was blurred from the tears still in my eyes.

‘Derek?’ I said, but he didn’t hear me, and I had to say it more loudly. ‘Derek?’

He looked over, still laughing. ‘Yes, love. What is it?’

‘Derek, you are real, aren’t you? I mean I’m not just imagining you? I’m not still sitting here all by myself?’

I felt my crying slide into the other kind and the tears continued to fall onto my face, because when you let one emotion out, you leave a door open for all the others to sneak free alongside it.

Derek’s laughter tailed off into just hiccups of amusement, until eventually it became nothing at all.

‘Margaret!’ he said. ‘Of course I’m real. Look!’

He pinched the end of his nose and laughed, but it didn’t amuse me like it had the first time.

‘Only I couldn’t bear it,’ I said, ‘if this was only inside my head. I couldn’t bear losing you all over again. I can’t go back to walking in the shadows on my own.’

‘You’re not going to lose me, Margaret. You never lost me in the first place. I’ve been here all along.’

I covered my face with my hands. ‘You keep saying that, but I still don’t understand. I don’t understand any of this, which makes it all feel far too fragile,’ I said through my fingers. ‘Too unlikely.’

Derek picked up the remote control and pointed it at the television until all the sound disappeared.

‘Do you remember,’ he said, ‘the day after your mother died, you switched on the radio and her favourite song was playing?’

I nodded.

‘“Stardust”. You wander down the lane and far away. She loved Nat King Cole. And do you remember, when you were very little, you thought you saw your grandfather on the other side of the street, even though he’d died the previous year?’

‘How do you know that?’ I said. ‘I never told you.’

‘But you remember, Margaret?’

‘My mother said it must have just been someone who looked similar. It was him, though, I swear.’

‘A few weeks ago, you stood in the kitchen and cried because you couldn’t find where I’d put that little yellow screwdriver. You opened a kitchen drawer and there it was.’

‘I could have sworn I’d already looked in there.’

‘Do you think all those things are coincidences?’ he said. ‘There are so many others as well, and we all have them. We think we hear a telephone ring or the voice of someone we’ve lost. Things disappear, only to reappear again in the strangest of places. A sensation that someone is with you, even though you’re alone in the room.’

I nodded. ‘For days after Ziggy died, I could still feel the weight of her in the middle of the night, lying at the bottom of the bed like she always did. I never said anything because I was worried you’d think I was daft.’

‘No one ever says anything, because we don’t like things we can’t explain,’ Derek said. ‘The world is filled with inexplicable things, though. Crop circles and UFOs, the Loch Ness monster and the Bermuda Triangle. We either brush these things off or make a joke about them, but they’re part of life and we accept them, even though we can’t really understand what they are.’

‘So these … experiences … like finding the screwdriver and seeing my grandfather …’

‘We should accept those, too.’

‘Like ghosts, you mean? Poltergeists and things?’

‘That’s a bit Hammer House of Horror for my taste.’ Derek laughed. ‘I don’t believe in ghosts.’

‘Insists my dead husband.’

He laughed again.

‘It’s nothing to do with ghosts, it’s everything to do with here.’ He tapped his chest. ‘It’s to do with love. When you love someone, you never leave them. Heaven, or whatever you want to call it, is right here, with the people you care about the most. And maybe if we can accept that, we’ll be able to live with a more peaceful mind.’

‘I can’t remember the last time I had a peaceful mind,’ I said.

‘Then we’d better carry on with our journey. And you know what? I could murder a bit of toast for my breakfast.’

‘That was a quick change in conversation. It’s five o’clock in the afternoon!’

‘I’m planning ahead, Margaret.’

‘Well that’s probably just as well, because you’ll need to change that fuse in the toaster first.’

‘I don’t think I have any spare fuses,’ he said.

‘I think you almost certainly have. You’ve got everything in that workshop. I’m pretty sure NASA could build their next space station out of the nonsense you’ve got lying around in there.’

‘No fuses, though. You’re going to have to call on Ross next door.’

I watched his face.

‘You’re up to something, aren’t you?’

It was close on half past five by the time me, Derek and the toaster walked into Ross and Kathryn’s house. They couldn’t have been home from work for very long, because their little Patterdale terrier was still running around and being excited, chasing from room to room with an old slipper in her mouth.

‘Margaret!’ Ross had said when he’d opened the front door. ‘Come in, come in, Kath will be so pleased to see you,’ and he’d made a big fuss.

I explained about the need for a fuse. I also explained I’d searched very hard for a fuse of my own, because I hate anyone thinking I’m helpless, but Ross wasn’t really listening. He was too busy staring at the toaster, and lifting it up and looking underneath it for no good reason. The kind of strange little routines men go through when they’re about to mend something. He told me to go and sit with Kath in the front room and went to get his toolbox.

I looked at Derek.

‘What’s the matter?’ he said.

I checked the doorway Ross had just disappeared through. ‘I don’t think I really like Kathryn,’ I whispered.

‘Why?’ he mouthed at me.

‘Because I don’t think she really likes me,’ I said.

‘That’s a lot of thinking you’ve got going on there, Margaret. You know what Sergeant Morris said about assumptions.’

Unlike Alive Derek, who often pondered questions for days, Dead Derek always seemed to have an answer for everything, and so I gave the living-room door a gentle push and peered around it.

‘Margaret!’

Kathryn was kneeling on the carpet, trying to remove the slipper from the Patterdale’s mouth.

‘I haven’t caught sight of you in a few days, I was beginning to get worried. Another twenty-four hours and I was going to send Ross over to see if you were okay.’

I looked at Derek, who just raised an annoying eyebrow. I smiled at another young woman who was sitting on the sofa, reading a magazine, and Derek and I made ourselves comfortable at the dining table by the big bay window.

‘I’ve just been a bit busy,’ I said, because I wasn’t entirely sure how else to put it.

‘Busy is good.’ Kathryn finally managed to wrestle the slipper free. ‘I’ve been quite busy myself with the new term.’

‘I’d forgotten you’re a teacher.’

‘For my sins,’ she said and laughed. ‘I was thinking, actually. Ross said you’re doing this promises auction. Perhaps I could volunteer my services? Some tutoring, maybe? Or I could host a trip to the local nature reserve for a group of children?’

‘That would be amazing,’ I said, ‘and very generous. Especially with you having such a busy job.’ I looked over at the woman on the sofa. ‘Is your friend a teacher too?’

Kathryn frowned and then she laughed. ‘All my friends are teachers,’ she said. ‘It’s like doctors and nurses, we only ever seem to socialise with each other.’

The other woman laughed as well, and went back to her magazine.

‘So what made you go into teaching?’ I said. ‘I can understand it’s rewarding, but it must be such hard work.’

Kathryn put the slipper on a very high shelf and the little dog bounced around, willing itself to be taller.

‘My mum,’ she said. ‘My mum was a teacher too – not for very long, though. She died quite young.’

I looked over at the woman on the sofa, who smiled and gave me a small nod.

‘I’m sorry to hear that, Kathryn. It must have been very hard for you to lose your mother.’

She shrugged and sat opposite us at the dining table. ‘It was, but children are very adaptable, aren’t they? I just tried to get on with it. We moved out of the area soon after she died, but I met Ross on one of my trips back to see old friends.’

‘So you ended up living here again,’ I said.

Kathryn nodded.

‘Where did she teach, your mother?’

‘It was the same school I went to as a child. St Barnaby’s.’

I felt my heart turn in my chest.

‘You must have been the same age as …’

‘As Jeanie? Yes, I was. She was in my class. I’m sorry you never found her, Margaret. She was a lovely girl.’

‘You remember her?’

‘Oh, yes,’ Kathryn said. ‘I remember her really well. She was always so kind to me. I just wish … I just wish I could have been more of a friend to her.’

She reached over and squeezed my hand, and as she did, I looked into her eyes. They were the darkest brown eyes I’d ever seen.

‘Did you used to have freckles?’ I said.

‘I still do!’ she said, and started talking about covering them with make-up, and that’s the last thing I remember.

‘Margaret!’

It was Ross’s voice, but I couldn’t work out where it was coming from. Somewhere close by, it had to be, but it still sounded a very long way from my ears.

‘Margaret, can you hear me?’

It was Kathryn this time. She sounded nearer and I tried to open my eyes. When I finally managed it, everything was too bright, and I wanted to shut them again but the voices wouldn’t let me.

‘She’s back. Margaret … no, stay with us. That’s it, everything’s going to be fine.’

The longer I kept my eyes open, the clearer things became. I was still sitting in a chair at the table, but now Ross and Kathryn were standing over me, their faces so close, all I could see was concern.

‘You had a bit of a funny turn there, Margaret.’ It was Ross speaking again. ‘Gave us a bit of a shock.’

‘What happened?’ My voice sounded dry and cracked. ‘What did I do?’

‘You slumped forward in your seat all of a sudden,’ Kathryn said, and I realised I was being held up by my armpits. ‘You must have had a little bit of a faint. I think we should give the doctor a ring.’

‘Oh no, don’t do that.’ I pushed myself up in the seat. ‘I’m absolutely fine now. I’ve been feeling out of sorts for a few days now. Probably haven’t been eating enough.’

Kathryn frowned. ‘Margaret, I really think—’

‘No, please don’t. Anyway, all he’ll do is prescribe fresh air and macramé.’

Kathryn laughed although it was abundantly clear she had no idea what she was laughing at, but a few more small jokes won my argument. Instead, Ross made me a nice cup of tea with lots of sugar in it.

‘What were we talking about?’ I said. ‘Before I fainted?’

‘My freckles, I think. And school.’

I was trying to think of a way to ask, to find a path through the conversation. It was probably better just to cut to the chase.

‘Kathryn, you said you remember Jeanie?’

Kathryn nodded.

‘I don’t suppose you also remember who was bullying her?’

Kathryn looked at Ross, who had joined us at the table, and there was uncertainty in her face. Perhaps she didn’t know that much after all.

‘It’s okay,’ I said. ‘It was a long time ago.’

‘No, it’s not that.’ Kathryn turned back to me. ‘I remember those days really clearly. I just don’t want to go upsetting you again.’

‘Kathryn, I know she was bullied. I read her diary. I can’t be any more upset than I already am.’

She still hesitated but she looked at Ross, and Ross nodded, and then she told me.

‘There were two sisters,’ she said. ‘They were both really strange, but the younger one was harmless enough. The two of them were both uptight, though, very serious. It was the older one who was cruel. Vicious almost, and she took a dislike to Jeanie for some reason. I have no idea why, because they were complete opposites. Jeanie was so laid-back and funny.’

‘The Marilyn effect,’ I said. ‘What you think you’re lacking, you hunt down in other people.’

‘I don’t understand,’ said Kathryn. ‘How do you mean?’

‘It’s just something someone said to me once. Go on.’

‘This girl made Jeanie’s life a misery. She had this way of manipulating people, making them do what she wanted, and she turned everyone against your daughter. I tried really hard to stand up for Jeanie, but when you’re a kid that age, it’s really difficult to rock the boat. You don’t want to draw attention to yourself.’

I could see tears in Kathryn’s eyes. It’s strange how things that happen in childhood are carried with us for decades, and there are some things we’re never able to let go.

‘Don’t distress yourself, Kathryn. You did what you could. I don’t suppose you remember their names? Although they’ve probably long disappeared by now.’

‘Oh, I remember,’ she said. ‘People like that you don’t forget. I bumped into the younger one a few years ago, so I know exactly where she lives. The older one, the one who caused all the trouble, she died a few years back. But I can tell you their names. They were Charlotte and Emily Kingston.’

The room was still for a moment and I worried that I was about to faint again.

‘Are you sure?’ I said.

‘Very sure. I’m so sorry, Margaret. I wish I’d done more to help her.’

I smiled at her, the girl with deep brown eyes who now hid her freckles.

‘I misjudged you, Kathryn,’ I said. ‘You really were the braver of the two, and your mother would be so proud of you.’

I smiled at the woman on the sofa, and the woman on the sofa nodded and smiled back.
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Jeanie

The woman kept her rain hat on, even though she was sitting at my kitchen table.

I shouldn’t have let a stranger into the house, but aside from claiming she knew where my daughter was (which I very much doubted), there was something about her that made her difficult to refuse. She stood on the doorstep, gestured towards the kitchen and said, ‘May I?’ and before I could really consider the best course of action, I’d moved to one side and let her in. Thankfully, Derek was still in the front room with the television on full volume, and was none the wiser.

The woman smiled at me and I smiled back. Neither of us spoke. It felt as though I was expected to initiate the conversation even though I had absolutely no clue what the conversation was supposed to be about.

‘You told me you know where Jeanie is?’ I said after a few moments.

Her smile didn’t falter.

‘Oh, I do,’ she said. ‘I’ve seen her.’

Sergeant Morris had warned us that the television press conference might attract what he described as a certain kind of person. ‘High-profile cases like Jeanie’s,’ he’d said, ‘can attract all sorts of attention. Some of it helpful, some of it not so much. Leave it to us to sort through all the calls from the hotline; try not to build your hopes up.’

Not building my hopes up, however, proved too much of a task, and I constructed my optimism brick by brick. I asked each day, sometimes more than once, about how many calls they’d received and what information had come through. At first, Sergeant Morris tried to deter me by being vague and noncommittal. He shrugged his shoulders and used words such as ‘unlikely’ and ‘improbable’. He stressed how experienced the call handlers were at ‘sorting the wheat from the chaff’, although winnowing grain was not the most helpful image he could have offered up, and I pictured crucial evidence blowing away in the wind like dust. When he realised those tactics weren’t working, he came up with examples from other cases, where thousands of calls had been received and where most of those calls had turned out to be worthless. Unfortunately, the cases he chose to illustrate his point were ones that had never been solved. Ones that now lay forgotten at the back of a filing cabinet somewhere in the basement of a police station. Ones that only saw the light of day on anniversaries and special occasions, such as attempts to pacify the mothers of children who had somehow been misplaced.

Eventually, after a particularly difficult day when I bombarded him with questions on an almost hourly basis, he gave in and told me everything I had asked for. There were three broad categories of callers in cases like this, he said, and most of the calls they’d received were of the first kind. The kind where someone genuinely thought they had spotted a missing person. He told me there had been potential sightings of Jeanie all over the country. She had been seen the previous afternoon feeding the pigeons in Trafalgar Square. A few hours later she was in Edinburgh, climbing Arthur’s Seat to enjoy the views, pushing the same bicycle that was now sporting an evidence tag and locked up securely in the local police station. She had been spotted on trains and buses. Walking around supermarkets. Eating ice cream on park benches. Even leaning on the railings of a cross-channel ferry, staring into the foamy water and looking pensive. The problem was, said Sergeant Morris, to someone passing by, eleven-year-old girls all looked very much the same, and people just wanted to be helpful – even if being helpful might turn out to be very little help indeed.

‘But how do you know,’ I’d asked, ‘which sightings are real and which are imagined?’

He said at first the caller may seem adamant about what they’ve seen, fixed and self-assured, but with a little probing, a few questions, that conviction begins to crack and crumble, and all you’re left with is a series of ‘maybes’ and ‘perhapses’. You get a gut feeling for it, he said, which didn’t fill me with confidence because guts can be wrong, and under the circumstances, relying on the intuition of strangers’ intestines seemed foolhardy to say the least.

As well as altruistic bystanders who believed their observational skills might be the vital clue in bringing Jeanie home, the hotline also drew in a second kind of caller. The less well-meaning ones. Cranks, Sergeant Morris called them. Time-wasters. People whose lives were so dull, so monotonous, they felt compelled to draw attention to themselves by becoming involved in something that was really none of their business. These were the ones who deliberately lied. They invented not only sightings but entire dramatic scenes involving shadowy figures and suspicious behaviour. Sometimes, Sergeant Morris said, it was an attempt to pin blame on someone they knew, or to settle a long-held grudge, but usually it was just to cause problems. To encourage missteps and mistakes, to take time and manpower away from the real investigation. This kind of caller was easy to spot, apparently. Not least because they were usually already known to the police, but also because most of them were frequent flyers, and made the same calls over and over again, depending on what particular case happened to be in the headlines.

‘And the third kind?’ I said.

The third kind was much more worrying. They were the ones who rang to confess to the crime, to turn themselves in, to admit to something they could not possibly have done, and who possessed no more information than thousands of other people who had watched the evening news. They were also the ones who shouted down the receiver about God and the devil, or – more ominously – remained silent, just the sound of their breathing travelling through the seconds. When I said they must be the most obvious ones to dismiss, Sergeant Morris paused for a moment before he replied. ‘Usually,’ he said.

I stared at the woman in the rain hat, who sat opposite me at the kitchen table, and I wondered which of Sergeant Morris’s categories she would fall into. She didn’t seem to have much harm in her, and she looked far too ordinary to be especially malicious, so I was left with the decision as to whether she was well meaning or completely and utterly deranged.

‘Where did you see her?’ I said.

‘In here,’ she replied. She tapped the side of her head and I wondered if I should reconsider my decision.

I sat back in my chair. ‘I don’t understand, I’m sorry.’

‘I’m a medium,’ she said.

‘A medium what?’

‘No, no. A medium. Noun, not adjective.’

‘You mean like a clairvoyant?’

‘Well that’s a bit of an old-fashioned word.’ She frowned. ‘I like to think of myself as a little more modern than that. A vessel, if you like. A conduit.’

‘A conduit for what?’

‘Information, messages, whatever needs conveying from the other side.’

I could feel irritation rise in my throat like bile. ‘But Jeanie isn’t dead,’ I said, ‘so I don’t have any need for a medium.’

‘Let’s just see if I can help.’ The woman laughed as though I should be more than well acquainted with the varied uses of psychics and soothsayers. ‘My name’s Doris, by the way.’

Of course it was. All mediums seemed to be called Doris, or perhaps I was just showing my age. Although it was a good name for someone who dealt with the mystical and the macabre, very ordinary and unassuming, and it matched the woman in the rain hat down to a T because she was average in every aspect of her appearance. Average weight, average height. She had, underneath the rain hat, mousy brown hair, and the only startling thing about her was her eyes. They were the colour of aquamarine and I couldn’t stop looking into them.

I weighed up my options. I thought about what Derek’s reaction might be to a conduit sitting at our kitchen table. I also considered what Reverend Clements might have to say about it – although the first people to claim they’d heard the voice of God must have received a bit of a rough reception, and look how that all turned out.

‘So you think you can help us find Jeanie?’ I said.

The woman nodded. ‘I’ll need a possession of hers, but it’s got to have meant something to her,’ she said. ‘Then we can go to the place where she disappeared and I’ll tell you everything that comes through.’

I wasn’t sure what that meant, but in a world that felt as though it had very little left in it, I decided I had nothing to lose.

We managed to escape from the house without alerting Derek to the fact, and I left him a brief note on the kitchen table, saying I’d gone for a walk.

By the time we left, night had fallen and the anonymity of the darkness provided a strange comfort. No prying eyes, no judgemental stares, and as I led Doris through the streets, I held on to Jeanie’s diary in my pocket and felt almost confident. Doris said very little as we walked. I wondered if silence was useful preparation for her role as a conduit, and so I stayed quiet and wandered around in my own thoughts instead. Although I couldn’t help but ask myself what on earth I was doing, walking the streets in the dark with a complete stranger who claimed to know the whereabouts of my missing daughter purely by the powers of psychometry. Doris could be anyone. One of those belonging to Sergeant Morris’s third category, masquerading as a fortune teller. Even an axe murderer, I thought. Although why an axe murderer was more worrying than any other kind of murderer, I had absolutely no idea. And then I remembered clairvoyants were often also mind readers, and I quickly tried to think of something else instead.

‘Here we are,’ I said when we reached Spend Lane, and I stopped at exactly the spot where Charlotte and Emily had found Jeanie’s bicycle. The sky was pitch black by that point, but thankfully it was a full moon, and it felt as though someone had very thoughtfully left the outside light on for us.

Doris stared at me.

‘Here?’ she said.

I nodded. ‘This is where she was last seen.’

Doris walked around in a circle, taking deep breaths, her hands stuffed into the pockets of her beige overcoat.

‘No,’ she said. ‘Nothing.’

We moved a little further along, towards the five-bar gate, and she tried another circle there, tilting her face towards the black sky. I thought it must be like trying to pick up a radio signal. If you can’t get any reception, you move about a bit and start lifting things up in the air.

Doris shook her head again and frowned.

‘Perhaps this will help,’ I said and passed her Jeanie’s diary.

Doris ran her fingers over the cover of the book. ‘There’s a lot of sadness in here,’ she said.

‘Yes. Yes, there is.’

It was a fairly logical assumption to make about a diary, but I still couldn’t help feeling hopeful it meant Doris was genuine. When hope is thin underfoot, you search for it in the unlikeliest of places.

‘No. I’m not getting anything, Margaret.’

Doris was even farther away now, more towards the town, and her shoes slapped against the smooth black tarmac as she walked back to me.

‘The only thing I’m sure of,’ she said, ‘is sheep.’

‘Sheep?’

Doris nodded. ‘I can feel their fleeces. Smell them, almost.’

‘There are no sheep around here,’ I said. ‘Apart from a dairy herd over there, all these fields are crops.’

‘Then I can’t help you, I’m afraid.’ She handed the diary back to me. ‘There’s nothing on this lane, nothing at all. I’m so sorry, love.’

The disappointment felt like a weight in my stomach.

‘But look.’ She offered me a piece of paper. ‘Here’s a card with my number. If you find out anything else, give me a ring and I’ll come back.’

Surely if Doris was a fraud, she would have invented something? Wouldn’t she have thrown her arms around theatrically and spoken in a funny voice, and talked about the spirits? Charged me for the privilege of watching, perhaps, or even sold her story to a newspaper? She wouldn’t have just given up. So I took the piece of paper and slipped it into my coat pocket.

‘So, who was she?’

When I opened the back door and walked into the kitchen, Derek was leaning against the fridge with his arms folded.

‘Who was who?’

I fiddled about with the lock to avoid his eyes and felt like a teenager.

‘The woman you’ve been wandering the streets with, and please don’t deny it because Veronica rang and told me.’

I abandoned the lock and turned back to him. ‘Oh, that woman really is insufferable.’

‘She was just being thoughtful, Margaret. She was worried about you because she didn’t recognise the person you were with.’

‘She wouldn’t recognise her, because she’s not local, which must have pained Veronica no end,’ I said.

‘So who was she?’

I closed my eyes and took a large breath, because I knew I was going to need it. ‘If you must know, Derek, and it appears that you must, she was a clairvoyant. A medium. She was helping me to find Jeanie. Satisfied?’

‘Are you out of your mind?’ Derek unfolded his arms and raised them into the air. ‘What on earth possessed you?’

‘That’s a very good joke, Derek. You should be on the stage.’

‘It’s not a laughing matter. She’s clearly a con artist who enjoys preying on vulnerable people, and she sucked you right in.’

‘Doris is not a con artist,’ I said. ‘She’s a very nice woman.’

‘Doris, is it? Right, well, what did Doris have to say, then?’

I hesitated. Derek didn’t get annoyed very often, but when he did, it took over his whole face. I was always worried about him having a stroke or a heart attack because he was usually such a gentle, mild-mannered man and whenever he became angry, it was as if his body was in complete shock and didn’t know what to do with it.

‘Nothing. She didn’t say anything. I took her to the lane and showed her where Jeanie disappeared, and nothing came through.’

‘Came through?’

‘She didn’t get any information from … from wherever she usually gets her information from.’

I didn’t dare mention the sheep. He would have had a field day.

‘How did you get mixed up in such a thing, Margaret? You’re usually so sharp.’

‘She just knocked on the door,’ I said.

‘Why did you answer it? You’ve been told to ignore knocks at the door.’

‘I’m supposed to just sit here passively, then, and let everything happen around me?’

‘Margaret, ignoring someone is not a passive act.’

I stared at him. The anger in his eyes, the clenched jaw; his whole face looked like the lid on a pan of boiling water. If he could just direct some of that unspent fury into finding Jeanie, perhaps we’d get somewhere.

I didn’t have the energy to argue, and so I pushed past him, slamming the door behind me.

Because right at that moment, our whole lives just felt like one endless passive act.
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Derek

Lionel Riddings’ residential home wasn’t one of those elegant Georgian mansions, converted from private houses no one could afford to run any more. Nor was it the kind you see in glossy brochures with huge windows and an extensive rose garden. Instead, it was a low red-brick building in a nameless suburb of the city, which looked very much like a cross between a health centre and a small prison. There was an electric gate and a buzzer, which I had to get out of the car to buzz, because my arms never seem long enough for these things.

We had driven there mainly lost in our own thoughts. Derek, I know, was thinking how he’d much prefer to be behind the wheel, and I spent most of the journey going over our visit to Majid, because there was a connection with something stirring at the back of my mind. It felt like trying to reach a lost object down the back of the sofa. Your fingertips could just about touch it, but no matter how hard you tried, you couldn’t get a good hold and wrench it out to freedom. And strangely, for some reason, visiting Lionel only made it creep further to the front of my mind.

Mid-morning I found myself crouching on the pavement, addressing an intercom and trying to persuade it that we had made an appointment.

‘I rang yesterday,’ I said, ‘and told you we’d be coming. It’s Lionel Riddings we need to see. The lady I spoke to said it wouldn’t be a problem.’

‘Just one moment,’ it said.

I kept turning back to the car and Derek, and rolling my eyes, but then I realised there were security cameras all over the place, and so I thought it might be prudent to stop.

The intercom never said another word but after a short time there was a small click and the gates began to open. I lurched back into my seat before they changed their mind, but then spent the next few minutes driving around the car park because it appeared everyone who worked there had a designated space. The manager, the assistant manager, the treasurer, catering staff, housekeeping, everywhere I looked there were warnings drilled into walls and painted onto the tarmac, telling me under no circumstances whatsoever was I allowed to leave my car there.

‘What about visitors?’ I said to Derek. ‘Where on earth are they supposed to park? Or don’t they expect to receive any?’

Eventually I found my answer, right at the back of the building, next to an overfilled skip and what appeared to be an unofficial smoking area judging by a large scattering of cigarette butts on the ground, and I took one of the two places on offer.

‘Here we are then,’ I said, although I didn’t take my hands from the steering wheel.

‘So what are we waiting for?’ Derek stared at the visitor parking sign as he spoke. Paint was peeling from its edges and the dots on both i’s had faded into nothing. ‘Shouldn’t we get going?’

I turned to him. ‘I just don’t know what I’m going to say.’

‘What do you want to say?’

‘I’m not sure.’ I turned back to the visitor sign. ‘That I’m sorry, I suppose.’

‘What can you possibly be sorry about, Margaret? It was a lifetime ago.’

‘I’m sorry that he lost his little boy. I’m sorry I rang Veronica and stirred up all that trouble. I jumped to conclusions and I shouldn’t have.’

‘Then say that.’ Derek smiled. ‘And let’s see if he accepts your apologies.’

The young woman on reception, who, judging by her nasal tones, doubled up as the voice of the intercom, directed us to sit in the day room. It was a bit of a misnomer, really, because the windows were small and positioned almost at the ceiling, presumably to prevent anyone from escaping, and so the light in there was more like dusk even though it was bright sunshine outside. There were a few residents dotted around, most of them staring up at a large television, like a small congregation raising their eyes to God’s altar. On the screen was a young woman in a colourful sarong, walking along a beach and throwing her arms around as she spoke, although what she was saying would forever be a mystery because the volume remained on mute.

‘It’s a bit depressing in here, isn’t it?’ I whispered.

‘For heaven’s sake, Margaret, don’t speak to me unless you’ve got your earphones in. If someone notices, they might never allow you to leave.’ Derek laughed to himself on and off for several minutes, because nothing amused Derek more than his own jokes, and it took all my self-discipline not to join in.

There was a large plaque above the electric fireplace. ‘McKenzie House’, it said, in case any of us had forgotten where we were. ‘Opened by HRH The Princess Anne, 13 August 1985. Just weeks before Jeanie disappeared. I wondered what I’d been doing on that day, whilst ribbons were being cut and speeches were being made. An ordinary existence that was about to become very unordinary, when I’d been oblivious to the fact I was hurtling towards the very worst day of my life. I was thinking back, trying to remember the joy of monotony and routine, when the whirr of a motor interrupted my memories and I looked across to see Lionel Riddings heading towards us in an electric wheelchair.

I recognised him straight away. He had changed, of course, because we all change over forty years, but beneath the wisps of grey hair and the rheumy eyes, his face was exactly the same. More so, in fact, because ageing doesn’t spoil our features, it only reveals who we were all along and when time removes the layers of youth, you’ll find you are left with the face you truly deserve.

‘Margaret Ford,’ he said, once he was within striking distance. ‘When they told me who was coming, I knew the name straight away, but I had to think very hard before I could place it.’

‘It’s been a long time,’ I said. ‘I’m not surprised.’

Lionel stopped his wheelchair a few feet away in a weak pool of light from one of the tiny windows. ‘Vitamin D is a bit thin on the ground in this place,’ he said and looked up. ‘Why don’t we go outside and talk instead?’

We followed Lionel to reception, where he shouted, ‘Doors, Rebecca!’ and winked at the woman on the reception desk. She became a little flustered, said, ‘Yes, Mr Riddings,’ and pressed a button which immediately liberated us. Clearly, Lionel hadn’t lost his touch when it came to charming women.

‘Is there a garden we can sit in?’ I said, once we emerged into the car park.

‘There’s a small patch of grass over there,’ he said, pointing to something that looked suspiciously like a septic tank, ‘but it gets a bit cold in the shade. We might as well stay here.’

There was an old bench, bleached from the sun, right outside the main doors. My first thought was that it wouldn’t be big enough, or even sturdy enough, for the three of us, but then I realised Lionel didn’t have any use for it and I scolded myself for being so thoughtless.

‘This will do fine then,’ I said, and sat down. Very carefully.

Once we had settled ourselves and Derek had introduced his body weight, in gentle stages, to the far end of the seat, Lionel folded his arms and stared at me.

I smiled.

‘Have you been here long?’ I said.

‘Do you come here often?’ he said and laughed. ‘Actually only about a year. Before this I was in a bungalow, carers four times a day. Bloody nuisance they were. You’d just about recovered from one lot interfering and a new lot would show up with their washcloths and cheery attitudes.’

His voice hadn’t changed, he still had the accent you couldn’t quite put your finger on, it was just quieter now. He reminded me a little of Leslie Phillips or Terry-Thomas. A cad and a bounder, but soft around the edges.

‘How long have you needed help?’

‘You mean how long have I been like this?’ He tapped the armrest on his wheelchair.

I nodded.

‘About six years. Since the stroke. Took out the whole of my left side in a second; it’s amazing how fragile the human body is. Such a finely tuned piece of machinery, and yet we treat it as though it’s worthless. We take better care of our cars.’

‘It must have been very difficult,’ I said, ‘adjusting to life afterwards?’

‘Endless physiotherapy, speech and language people bothering you every five minutes. I’ve still got this, though.’ He tapped the side of his head. ‘Nothing wrong there, but when your mind and your body don’t match, people have a tendency to treat you like a bit of a fool.’

‘I’d never do that, Lionel,’ I said.

‘That’s because you remember me from before, from the old days.’ He frowned. ‘Is that what you’ve come to talk about, the old days?’

I hesitated. I usually have entire speeches rehearsed when I know there will be a tricky conversation ahead. Even town hall meetings and tackling the council about bin collections was always practised in my mind beforehand, but on this occasion, for once, I was going in blind.

‘It’s just …’ I hesitated again. ‘Someone told me … I had no idea …’

‘You found out about Callum, didn’t you?’ Lionel said.

He rescued me, even though I didn’t deserve to be rescued.

‘Is that your little boy?’

I watched him pull at his earlobe. Nervous tics never leave you; they must be built into your DNA.

‘It is. Although he won’t be so little now. Fifty-one he was, last birthday.’

Lionel’s rheumy eyes became a little more rheumy, and he tightened his jaw. I know from experience that sometimes it’s the only way to make everything go back down again.

‘I didn’t realise,’ I said. ‘I never would have knocked on your door, I never would have said anything to anyone if I’d known.’

‘There’s no reason why you should have known. It was miles away, a different life. When I moved to your town I left all that behind and reinvented myself. I became a party guy, good time Lionel. My way of coping, I suppose.’

‘Did it help?’

‘No, not really. I just made a lot of enemies in the end.’ He laughed. ‘Mainly women.’

‘May I ask,’ I said, ‘what happened to Callum?’

Lionel looked up and stared for a long time, as though the words he needed might be hidden somewhere in the sky. ‘I only wish I had an answer to that,’ he said eventually. ‘But I can tell you what I do know.’

Callum had been on a paper round, just like Jeanie. Or at least, he was supposed to have been. He collected his bag from the newsagent, but none of the newspapers was ever delivered. Callum’s mother – Lionel’s ex-girlfriend – reported him missing a few hours later when he failed to return home, and the first person the police talked to was Lionel.

‘Bad feelings,’ he said, ‘between me and his mother. I met her on holiday in Tunisia and brought her over here when we found out she was pregnant with Callum. Madness, really. It was never going to work.’

‘You didn’t get on?’ I said.

Lionel laughed. ‘We argued about everything, right from the beginning. She didn’t even want to call him Callum. Too British, she said. That’s the thing when you’re in a relationship with someone from a different country, a different background, you’re in a relationship with their culture as well. You’ve got to work at that and we were both too young and incapable.’

‘The police must have realised you had nothing to do with it, though?’

‘Eventually, yes. After hours in a police station, wasting time when they should have been looking for him.’

‘Where should they have looked?’

‘His mother,’ Lionel replied without even a beat of hesitation. ‘She took him. Made it look like foul play, but it was her, I’m certain of it. She was forever yearning to go back, to take Callum with her, but I always refused.’

‘I wonder where he is now,’ I said. ‘What do you think happened to him?’

‘She went back home six months after Callum disappeared, when all the heat had died down. I swear, Margaret, she smuggled him over there with her. Probably changed his name into the bargain.’

We both watched in silence as one of the residents appeared out of the main entrance, complete with a walking frame. Her tiny body was bundled up in several layers of jumpers and cardigans, and she travelled slowly across the car park like a small ball of wool.

‘She does that every day, twice a day,’ Lionel said. ‘Backwards and forwards for an hour, trying to stay mobile. They’ve told her they can’t cope with another wheelchair user here and she’d have to move.’

‘Determination,’ I said.

Although what I was actually thinking is, how awful it must be when your body ceases to co-operate and begins refusing to do what you ask of it. Thankfully I managed to keep the thought to myself because it didn’t seem like an appropriate conversation, under the circumstances.

‘Determination is what keeps us going, and what drives determination is hope,’ Lionel said. ‘You’ll never give up hope of seeing Jeanie again, nor should you.’

‘And Callum?’

‘The hope I’ll find Callum again is what got me through this stroke. The hope he’s somewhere out there in Europe, and wise enough now to ignore the propaganda his mother probably told him about me. The hope he’ll remember and walk through these doors one day, just like you did.’

‘I hope he does too, Lionel.’

‘He will,’ Lionel said. ‘Because you have to hold on to that hope, even when the odds are stacked against you.’

We watched the woman with the walking frame. She was halfway across the car park, her back as straight as a rod, gripping the handles of the frame with white knuckles and conquering life one step at a time.

We said our goodbyes outside. ‘Don’t come back in,’ Lionel said. ‘No one needs to see this place twice.’

I said I would keep in touch, and I meant it, even though Lionel laughed and shook his head because he was certain I didn’t.

‘Let me know, though, won’t you,’ he said, ‘if you find anything out about Jeanie?’

‘Of course I will.’ I bent down and gave him a little hug. ‘And I’m sorry again about what happened. I really shouldn’t have gone banging on your door like that.’

‘Margaret, I’ve already said, you have nothing to be sorry about. Besides, you weren’t my first visitor that day.’

‘I wasn’t? Who else came to see you?’

Lionel frowned. ‘That awful busybody of a woman. You know the one – her mother was in a wheelchair.’

‘Veronica?’

‘That’s it.’ He clicked his fingers. ‘Veronica Buxton. Turned up about an hour before you did.’

‘Veronica came to see you? What on earth for?’

‘Something about talking to the police. She wanted me to lie, basically.’

‘About what?’

Lionel ran his fingers through fine wisps of grey hair. ‘I don’t even remember the details now, it was forty years ago. I barely remember what I had for breakfast this morning.’

‘But why would she ask you?’ I said. I almost added ‘of all people’, but I managed to stop myself.

Lionel sighed. ‘We had … I don’t know what you’d really call it. A liaison, I suppose. Several liaisons, actually. The thing is, Margaret,’ he lowered his voice a little, ‘I was liaisoning all over the place in those days. Anyway, it didn’t end well and she said I owed her. Nonsense, of course.’

I did my level best to disguise the shock, but I’m fairly certain a small amount of it leaked onto my face.

‘Of course,’ I said. ‘So did you do it?’

‘Lie to the coppers? Of course not. I had enough aggravation from the police when Callum went missing without willingly bringing more on myself. I just wish I could remember what it was she wanted me to say. You’ll just have to ask her yourself, I’m afraid.’

‘Oh, don’t you worry,’ I said. ‘I will.’
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Jeanie

The problem when something big happens in your life, is everything else shrinks to accommodate it. Your marriage, your friendships, your work, each of them becomes much smaller and quieter, and you lose all the things that were reliable and solid, and that once measured out your life.

Time becomes loose and uncertain. Hours seem to fall from days, and days from weeks. Wars and pandemics have this effect too, but the difference is they affect everyone, whereas a personal tragedy exists solely in your own life. Everyone else keeps moving, and so one day you glance around and realise you have been left behind.

I didn’t notice then, but looking back, I can see how my wall of hope was slowly dismantled, one brick at a time. When Jeanie first disappeared it was like the machinery of the police force enclosed us. Aside from Sergeant Morris and Inspector Kent, I never saw the same person twice. Officers would appear, never to appear again. Each had a specialised job, a specific role, and there seemed to be an endless supply of people. Worker bees in a giant hive. Interlocking, prismatic cells of activity. It was a reassuring, complex community with a hierarchy I could never hope to understand, and even my lack of understanding was a reassurance in a way. If the system that sprang up when my daughter disappeared contained such a vast mosaic of people, then surely they were bound to find her?

Things became different after the first month. The changes were subtle, but I can see them looking back, because looking back always offers a much clearer landscape. The only person we continued to see regularly was Sergeant Morris. I asked after the others, the men and women we’d met over the previous few weeks, with their identical concerns and questions, and Sergeant Morris told us the investigation was being streamlined. They wanted to make sure it focused on the most important aspects of the case, he said, and that’s when I felt the shoots of worry begin to grow in my mind. A few weeks passed, and his visits became even less regular, and when they did happen, they felt like more of a courtesy call. A cup of tea standing in the kitchen, a brief nothing-to-report conversation. There were occasional bulletins, of course. A prisoner on remand at HMP Belmarsh had confessed to taking Jeanie. Something he could not possibly have done, because he’d been in a pub in Peckham at the time, under police surveillance, thanks to an armed robbery at a branch of NatWest the previous week. It turned out he was confessing to all sorts of things, in the hope he might get a reduced sentence. There was the ongoing investigation of white vans, of course, which had become increasingly complex due to the television reconstruction, because every man and his dog had rung in to report suspicious white vans parked in every corner of the country. None of them came to anything. None of anything came to anything. Even the crank callers dwindled to nothing, as Jeanie disappeared from the headlines, and eventually out of the newspapers altogether. In a strange way I even missed the time-wasters.

In the middle of all that was Christmas. I told Derek that Christmas should be delayed until Jeanie returned home, and he didn’t argue with me. I noticed Derek had argued with me less and less, though, as the weeks went on. Whenever I left the house, he no longer asked where I was going. He didn’t challenge any of my ideas and theories about Jeanie’s disappearance, even when they sounded bizarre and unlikely, even to my ears. Once I decided to test him by saying I was going to get in touch with Doris again, which was a lie, of course, but all he did was glance in my direction and nod, and then he went back to watching the television.

As it turned out, Christmas happened whether I was willing to engage with it or not. Perhaps that’s why Derek didn’t argue. He knew it would sweep in and carry us along regardless, and that the television adverts and the cards stuffed through the letterbox, and that uncanny change in people’s behaviour towards one another would take me prisoner in the end.

He did, however, invite Clive, and Clive’s wife Maureen, for Christmas Day without asking me first. Something that I despised the very bones of him for, and made him bitterly regret for the entire week leading up to it. His brother Clive was a most disagreeable man, quite unlike Derek, who behaved as though the entire world owed him a favour, and Maureen, his second wife, seemed to resent anyone who had been even vaguely familiar with her predecessor. They pulled up outside in their Vauxhall Cavalier at ten o’clock on Christmas morning, with a bottle of wine and a small carrier bag of presents, and I felt my stomach turn as I watched from an upstairs window. Derek said having them there would be a ‘distraction’, but the only thing it distracted me from was being able to relax.

Thankfully, we all stuck to the Christmas template. Derek and Clive discussed cars in the front room, Maureen made a small and very weak offer of help in the kitchen, which I declined in a large and very strong way, and she spent the rest of the morning on the sofa, watching an outside broadcast from Great Ormond Street. We had lunch and passed cranberry sauce and polite conversation around the table, and the whole time I just kept staring at Jeanie, who now only joined us from a picture on the mantelpiece. After the Queen’s speech, we settled down to exchange gifts, and that’s when things went horribly wrong.

We spent ten minutes passing an assortment of handkerchiefs and novelty socks between us, then Clive poured everyone a glass of wine, and clapped his hands together and said, ‘Well, that was nice,’ but all I could do was stare at the empty carrier bag next to Maureen’s feet.

‘Is something wrong, Margaret?’ she said.

I looked up from the carrier bag.

‘What about Jeanie?’ I said.

Everyone stared.

‘How do you mean, love?’ Derek sat forward in his seat and tried to catch my eye.

‘Jeanie’s present,’ I said. ‘Where is it?’

I looked at Maureen and then at Clive.

‘We didn’t …’ Clive said. ‘Under the circumstances, we didn’t think to …’

‘But when she gets home,’ I said, ‘she’ll wonder why you left her out, won’t she? She’ll be upset.’

Maureen didn’t say a word, she just stared at the carpet.

‘I’m sorry, Margaret.’ Clive looked at Derek as he spoke, as though he needed each of his words to be approved of. ‘We didn’t mean anything.’

I looked at Derek too. We all did.

Derek took a deep breath before he spoke.

‘Come on, love,’ he said. ‘It’s been a long day. Why don’t you go and have a bit of a lie-down and I’ll bring you a cup of tea.’

Clive and Maureen never visited at Christmas again, which, as I pointed out to Derek, was no great loss. Visitors generally became few and far between anyway, because people didn’t know what to say to us any more. They didn’t want to talk about Jeanie, for fear of upsetting us, and yet they didn’t feel able to talk about anything else either. It would have felt too callous, too dismissive perhaps, and so it left us even more isolated. Drifting in a world that didn’t seem to know what to say because, unlike Christmas, there was no template for us. No handy guidebook of how to talk to the parents of a child who has become lost and unable to find her way home.

In the new year, Sergeant Morris’s visits became shorter and shorter. I employed delay tactics to encourage him to stay, conversations about Flora or when he was hoping to get back on the golf course, but none of them worked. It wasn’t until one Friday afternoon in late February, when Sergeant Morris stood in our kitchen doorway stamping the snow off his boots, asking if he could sit down and have a chat, that everything changed again.

‘Have you found her?’ I said. ‘Do you know where she is?’

‘Oh no. No, nothing like that, Margaret. I’m sorry.’

Sergeant Morris sat opposite the both of us and removed his gloves.

‘I just want to talk to you about a few alterations we’re going to have to make, to the investigation.’

Sergeant Morris hadn’t sat down in our kitchen for weeks.

‘You’re closing the case, aren’t you?’ I said.

His hand shot into the air, so quickly I knew it must have been ready and waiting. ‘We’re not closing the case, Margaret. The case won’t be closed until we find out what exactly happened to Jeanie.’

‘But you’re winding it down?’ said Derek. ‘It’s not going to be active any more?’

Sergeant Morris sighed. The kind of sigh you give when someone has allocated you a task they should really be doing themselves. ‘Jeanie’s now what we call a long-term missing person.’

‘All the more reason to be out there looking for her,’ I said, before any of his other words could come out.

‘It means her case will be reviewed regularly, every few months, by a senior officer. All the leads will be checked to make sure they were followed up correctly. Every aspect of Jeanie’s disappearance will be monitored regularly.’

‘So she just gets an MOT now,’ I said. ‘To cover your backs, by the sounds of it.’

I knew it was unfair, that Sergeant Morris was only doing his job, but when you’re afraid, when you feel you are backed into a corner and no one is on your side any more, you fire your missiles at the nearest target.

‘I think,’ Sergeant Morris’s words tiptoed from his mouth, ‘I think we need to consider the possibility that Jeanie isn’t alive any more. I’m so sorry.’

I pushed back my chair, stood, and walked out of the kitchen. Not because I was angry, not because I doubted what he said, but because I knew he was right.

It was a few nights later that I stopped sleeping in the kitchen and went back upstairs. For months I had made my bed from two chairs and wrapped myself in a blanket by the back door, waiting for it to open, waiting for her to come home. Ziggy was always with me, because dogs feel the loss of someone too. They also sense your pain, because after Jeanie disappeared, she never left my side. Strangely enough, it was Veronica who persuaded me I couldn’t carry on like that.

‘When she does get home, she’ll need you to be fit and well. You’re going to make yourself ill eventually, lying there each night,’ she said. ‘You need to start sleeping in your own bed for Jeanie’s sake.’

It was the only way I could accept being kind to myself again, if it was wrapped up and presented to me as doing something for Jeanie, however transparent the wrapping paper might be, and so – very slowly – Derek and I began to build our lives again. A gradual realisation that a different chapter had begun. A new normal, people call it, which always puzzles me because I knew that nothing in my life was ever going to feel normal again.

There were times, though, when life still caught me off guard. I was once standing in a supermarket queue of all places, lost in my own thoughts, because losing myself had become more and more soothing as time had passed on. After a few minutes, I realised the woman behind me was making conversation. I didn’t really know her, she was just one of those familiar faces you see in the town where you live. People whose lives exist alongside yours, by accident and not by design. She was rabbiting on about holidays and the weather, how busy it was even though we didn’t get as many tourists any more, the kind of cheap conversation people make in supermarket queues, when all of a sudden and quite out of the blue, she turned to me and said,

‘I’m so sorry about what happened to you.’

And there it was.

It was the most innocent of sentences, and at first I couldn’t understand why it affected me so much. I felt a coldness travel through my body, right from the top of my head, and suddenly everything felt far too bright, far too noisy. It was like one of those déjà vu moments you experience from time to time, except this wasn’t due to something I thought I’d seen before, but to something I was now seeing for the first time. Because the woman hadn’t spoken in the present tense. Jeanie’s disappearance was no longer something that was happening, it had already happened. It was something people looked back on, because it now lived in the past. And in a brightly lit supermarket, surrounded by noisy tills and other people’s cheap conversations, I was forced to accept that fact for the very first time.
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Derek

‘I’ve not one clue where she is,’ Derek said. ‘I might be dead, but I don’t have the answers to everything.’

We were on Veronica’s front doorstep, along with her cockerels, and despite us vigorously knocking for several minutes, the house showed no sign of life.

‘The woman is usually everywhere, yet just when I’m desperate to speak to her, she vanishes into thin air.’

‘Perhaps she’s off having more bits of her face injected.’ Derek laughed. ‘Or maybe she’s gone on that skiing trip she kept threatening to take.’

I admitted defeat and began walking towards home.

‘I want to know what she asked Lionel Riddings to do.’ I linked my arm into Derek’s. ‘And why.’

‘All in good time,’ he said. ‘She’ll be back.’

We turned a corner onto the estate and in the distance I spotted Majid. I recognised Sonny first, trotting alongside him on the pavement, but then I realised there was another dog too, and this one was very much alive and well because Majid was laughing and deep in conversation with him.

‘And who might this be, then?’ I shouted, as soon as I was sure Majid would hear.

‘Margaret!’ he said. ‘I decided to take your advice. This is my new little friend.’

The puppy might have been new and a friend, but he certainly didn’t seem particularly little. Although the closer I got, the more I realised that had a lot to do with his fur. It was thick and fleecy, like those teddy bear coats people like to wear, and it bounced along the pavement with him like a whole separate entity.

‘Oh, he’s gorgeous!’ I said, and the puppy nuzzled at my hand and looked up.

‘Australian Labradoodle,’ said Majid.

‘Labra-what?’ I laughed.

‘He’s a godsend, Margaret. I’ve only had him a few days and yet I don’t know what I’d do without him now. I don’t have to walk on my own any more.’

I watched Sonny, who only had eyes for Majid and who looked at him with a devotion only dogs seem to possess.

‘Oh, I don’t think you were ever on your own,’ I said.

‘Thank you.’ Majid smiled at me. ‘Honestly, thank you. Because I don’t think I would have got him if you hadn’t given me that push.’

I squeezed his arm and started to walk away before I thought to ask.

‘By the way,’ I said. ‘What did you call him?’

‘I wanted a name that was strong,’ he shouted back, ‘that makes you think of safety and comfort. Like a touchstone.’

‘So what did you pick?’

‘I called him Arbor,’ he said.

I felt tears prick at the back of my eyes. ‘That’s a beautiful name, Majid.’

‘It’s Latin. It means tree.’

 ‘I know what it means.’ I smiled at him. ‘I know exactly what it means.’

When we reached the house, I turned to go down the front path but Derek carried on walking. Since he’d died, Derek really had become a law unto himself.

‘Where are you going?’ I said. ‘We’re home.’

I was desperate for a sit-down. The very bones of me ached and all morning I’d had a cough I just couldn’t get rid of, no matter how many lozenges I put in my mouth.

‘We’re not going home,’ he said from further down the pavement. ‘I’ve decided you need a hobby. Look how much of a tonic that puppy is to Majid.’

‘You’re not suggesting I get a dog?’

He laughed. ‘No, not a dog. But I think you need to buy a book.’

‘We’ve got hundreds of books, Derek. We have more books than bookshelves.’

‘You can never have too many, and besides, you haven’t got this book.’

He disappeared around the corner and despite the cough, curiosity got the better of me, and so I followed him.

Like churches and golf courses, there is something very calming about a bookshop. Perhaps it’s the soothing smell of the pages and all of those adventures waiting to be taken, or maybe it’s a complete absence of hurrying. There aren’t many shops that encourage browsing and conversation just as much as they encourage buying.

Bert’s Books was a large, red-brick building in the middle of town. It contained teal shelves and the distinct aroma of coffee and cake, and I let out a huge sigh as I walked through its doors because up until that point, it appeared I had been holding my breath.

‘That’s better,’ I said and felt my shoulders drop at least three inches.

‘See.’ Derek wandered over to crime and thrillers. ‘I told you it’d do you good.’

I’ve often thought bookshops should provide shopping trolleys, because before I’d even moved from the entrance, I’d seen half a dozen novels I wanted to buy.

‘Hold your fire,’ Derek said. ‘Have a good look round first.’

‘I’m having a good look round,’ I said.

The young man behind the counter said, ‘Of course, take your time, no rush!’

And Derek laughed and drifted off towards science fiction and fantasy.

‘I don’t really fancy any of this,’ I whispered. ‘There’s enough fantasy in my life at the moment without encouraging any more of it.’

He moved further down the wall. ‘How about some non-fiction, in that case?’

‘I’ve never been a great reader of non-fiction. Except memoir, of course.’

‘Memoir it is, then.’

I scanned the shelves. There were lots of footballers. Managers, mainly, whose managing ability had obviously seen better days and so they had turned their hand to writing about it instead. Pop stars, obviously. Pop stars married to footballers, of which there seemed to be an abundance, and people who appeared to make their living on the television just being themselves, all of whom looked suspiciously similar. I continued to scan and shuffled my way along, but after a few steps I bumped into Derek, who had come to a halt and was staring at the wall.

‘What is it, Derek?’

He nodded at the middle shelf right in front of us.

‘That looks interesting,’ he said.

I peered at the book. It was called Whispering in My Ear: A Psychic’s Story by Doris Burns, and on the front cover was a very ordinary-looking woman in a beige jumper.

It took me a moment.

‘Doris!’ I said, and the young man at the counter looked up from a roll of ribbon.

‘I’ll take it,’ I said.

I also asked for two slices of the coffee and walnut cake, because Derek didn’t seem to be able to take his eyes off it, and the young man behind the counter chatted away as he put them all in a brown paper bag. I was so shocked to see Doris again, even if it was only on the front cover of a book, that I didn’t take very much notice of what he was saying, but then a few words managed to find their way into my ears.

‘What?’ I looked up. ‘I’m sorry, what did you just say?’

The young man passed me my change. ‘I said, did you buy the book because you’re going to Doris’s event?’

‘She’s doing an event?’

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Tomorrow night at the city hall. I know it’s a bit of a hike from here but it’d be well worth it. I’ve heard she’s very good.’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I’ve heard that too.’

‘I’m not sure this is a good idea, Derek.’

It was the next day and the huge building in front of us looked as though it was made entirely of stainless steel. I stared at our reflections from the pedestrian crossing at the opposite side of a dual carriageway.

‘What are you afraid of?’ he said.

‘It just feels wrong, messing around with this kind of stuff. I’m sure there’s something in the Bible about it.’

‘There’s something in the Bible about most things.’

‘Don’t be facetious, Derek.’

‘I’m not!’ He laughed. ‘I’m trying to get you to lighten up a bit. We’re not going in there to play on Ouija boards and conjure up the devil, we’re just having a listen to what she says. See if she’s genuine.’

‘Nevertheless.’

‘Nevertheless point taken, but I’m sure God would allow you a little wriggle room, under the circumstances.’

After the main road had been negotiated, we made our way through a revolving door, which was mysteriously self-propelling and required absolutely no pushing on our part whatsoever. Inside, we found ourselves in a large lobby which seemed to be mainly filled with very excitable women, all clutching copies of Doris’s book.

‘Through the double doors and turn left,’ said the young girl taking tickets, over and over again, and I could still hear her voice as we settled into our seats near the back.

I lifted myself up in my seat and looked down. ‘She’s quite the celebrity, isn’t she? This place is absolutely packed.’

Derek didn’t say a word, he just grinned, and I chose not to pursue the matter. A few minutes later the lights dimmed, and there was a hush and a creaking of seats as people settled themselves down, and Doris appeared at the side of the stage.

I’m not sure I would have recognised her if I didn’t know any better. She still looked a little like Doris, only tired and more stooped, and she used a walking stick to make the journey across to an easy chair and the small glass table that waited for her under a spotlight. It took her a while to get there and the tap, tap, tap of the walking stick echoed through her microphone around the auditorium.

‘Now,’ she said, when she’d made herself comfortable and had a sip of water. ‘Shall we make a start?’

I’ve read a lot about the tricks that are used at these kinds of shows. How mediums will book out the first three rows of a theatre for ‘friends and family’ and how actors are scattered throughout an audience, waiting for their moment with well-practised stories. How mediums become experts in body language and coaxing information out of vulnerable people, without those people even realising that any coaxing is going on. How families who have lost loved ones by suicide or in accidents are personally invited to attend, in order to have information taken from interviews and newspaper articles recycled and fed back to them with seemingly astonishing insight.

Doris didn’t appear to do any of these things. I suppose I might have been drawn in by the moment, and the expansive building with its deep velvet seats, but I didn’t think so. When life has delivered you the shock of an unexpected tragedy, you are mistrustful of everything, and wariness becomes your starting point for most days.

Presumably no longer able to walk around in her circles, Doris had devised a different method of operation which involved closing her eyes and inhaling very deeply a few times. She then called out the name of a person on the other side, and someone in the audience, or occasionally more than one, would raise their hand to claim them. Each time, the crackle and wheeze of her chest echoed through the speakers around the theatre in the velvet semi-darkness, which only served to heighten the tension, and we waited in eager anticipation, wondering if Great Aunt Ethel or Uncle Jim was about to make an appearance. I decided, no matter what Doris might say, I would not be drawing attention to myself, but as it happened my hand was never called upon and I managed to get through the entire show purely as a spectator.

Doris heard the voices in her head and she relayed them to her waiting fans – like a radio transmitter, I suppose, and the results of her efforts were quite astonishing. Two young women near to us were able to absolve themselves of guilt about the fact they’d had to have their little Pekinese dog put to sleep, and a rather burly man sitting at the front was reduced to tears when he received a message from his dead wife. In addition to that, there was quite a frisson of excitement when it appeared someone from the Titanic had decided to make contact. However, this turned out to be a false alarm as the closest match available was a woman on the fourth row, whose great-great-grandfather had come to a sticky end in a dinghy somewhere on the Norfolk Broads.

‘Well, that was exciting,’ I whispered to Derek, as the lights went up and we joined the end of a rather large signing queue. ‘Of course the real test will be if she senses you’re here with me. It’s one thing being a clairvoyant, it’s quite another having a dead person standing in front of you and staring you in the face.’

Everything was very slow-moving, presumably because people were hoping Doris’s conduiting extended to signing queues, and it was a good forty minutes before we finally reached the little table at the front.

Doris looked up at me, and away from the stage and the spotlight she seemed even older. Perhaps carrying around other people’s misery for all these years had aged her. Grief is a heavy weight, after all, even if it isn’t your own.

‘And who is this for?’ she said, her pen poised over the title page of the book.

I smiled at her. ‘It’s Margaret.’

She looked down at the book, but then looked up again.

‘You’re Jeanie’s mum, aren’t you?’ she said.

‘I can’t believe you remember me after all these years.’

She signed her name very carefully and replaced the lid on her pen. ‘I thought about you often, Margaret. I remember reading it in the newspapers. I’m so very sorry you never found her.’

Not only was Doris good at talking to the dead, she was also exceptionally good at talking to the living, because people never spoke to me directly about Jeanie any more.

‘It was good of you,’ I said, ‘to go to the lane with me, to try and help.’

‘There was nothing on that lane, Margaret. It was empty. Completely silent. The only message I got was about the sheep. Did you ever find out what that was?’

I shook my head.

‘Funny,’ she said. ‘It was a strong message, too. I could even feel the wool around my face, I could smell it.’

‘Maybe she was in a field somewhere,’ I said. ‘Perhaps she was cuddling up to them for warmth?’

It’s an odd thing to say, but I found that image comforting.

‘She was peaceful, wherever she was.’ An assistant appeared and helped Doris with her coat. ‘Just hold on to that thought, love. Perhaps it will help.’

We all walked back through the auditorium and into the lobby, and the entire time I watched Doris to see if she gave any indication whatsoever that she could sense Derek. Derek seemed to pick up on this and began waving his hands in front of her and pulling ridiculous faces, which was very mean of him but there are times when Derek has the devil about him and I could hardly tell him off. There was nothing. Not the slightest hint that she picked up on his presence, not even when he did his version of an Egyptian sand dance in the revolving doors on the way out.

We walked across the concourse towards Doris’s waiting taxi, and I felt strangely disappointed. I wanted to think it was true, that she really could speak with the spirits of the dead, even if it did seem like magic, because believing in unlikely things somehow makes the likely stuff a little more bearable.

She got into the taxi and wound down the window.

‘Bye, Doris,’ I said and kissed her on the cheek. ‘Don’t work too hard.’

‘It’s been so nice seeing you,’ she said, and gave me a little hug. ‘Bye, Margaret.’

Derek and I linked arms and began to walk away, and that’s when I heard Doris call out to us from the open window.

‘Bye, Derek!’ she shouted.

We both turned, but the taxi had already driven away.
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Derek

Veronica still had a raincoat on when she answered her door. Based on information from a neighbour, who had been keeping an eye on the house, she was due back later that afternoon and so Derek and I had waited in the car outside for the last two hours, much to Derek’s annoyance. He’d spent the first forty minutes telling me at regular intervals that he was ‘bored to death’. I was probably over-tired, and my body was still aching, but I found this far more amusing than it really was and I had to put a huge effort into not laughing, because I didn’t think Derek would take it particularly well. When Veronica eventually pulled up in a taxi, he threw himself very theatrically back onto the headrest and said, ‘Finally!’ so loudly, I couldn’t believe I was the only one who could hear him.

‘I was on a mini-break!’ Veronica opened the door a little wider.

‘Is that so,’ I said and we followed her into the house.

‘York, it was. You would have loved it, Margaret. Cobbled streets and endless tea shops. Handsome young men dressed up as Roman soldiers.’ She began to unwind her scarf. ‘I’m so glad you came back to see me. I wasn’t sure you would.’

‘I don’t think you’ll be glad when you hear what I have to say, Veronica.’

The winding slowed and she pulled the last length of the scarf from her neck.

‘How do you mean? What’s wrong?’

‘Why don’t we sit down?’ I said and pointed towards the living room.

‘Why on earth did you go and see Lionel Riddings? It’s been over forty years, Margaret.’

‘I know how long it’s been.’

‘Sorry, sorry. Of course you do. I just don’t understand the need to talk to him now.’

I took a quick glance at Derek, who was sitting in a chair next to the fish tank, and he gave a small shrug. The meandering path that had taken me back to Lionel Riddings after all these years wasn’t something I could explain to anyone, least of all Veronica, or a news bulletin on the fragility of my mental state would be all over the town in no time.

‘I just needed to put a few things to rest,’ I said in the end. ‘Questions I had about the past, about what happened.’

Which, to be fair, wasn’t an untruth. It just wasn’t the whole truth.

‘So after you spoke to me and Mum near his house that morning, you didn’t go home at all. You knocked on his door instead?’

I nodded. ‘What were you doing up that way, Veronica?’ I said.

There was a pause. Just a beat, but it was there.

‘How do you mean?’

‘It’s a very simple question. You now know the reason I was on Lionel Riddings’ road, but why were you there?’

Veronica sat back and folded her arms.

‘I just happened to be in that part of town. You know I used to take Mum out for hours at a time, wheeling her all over the place, I don’t know why you’re even asking me.’

‘I’m asking you because Lionel Riddings told me a very different story,’ I said.

‘Why?’ Veronica’s face changed and there was a flicker of something in her eyes. ‘What did he say?’

I took a deep breath.

‘He said that you’d knocked on the door and asked him to lie to the police.’

I watched her face.

‘Well, that’s just ridiculous, isn’t it? What reason would I have? I don’t know why you take any notice of him, Margaret. He’s always been a strange man and I expect he’s become even stranger as he’s got older.’

When people are cornered, they either say nothing at all or far too much, and Veronica was obviously a fully paid up member of the second category.

‘Veronica.’ I spoke very calmly and very quietly, which I’m quite proud of in retrospect. At the best of times Veronica had a habit of rubbing me up the wrong way, but I was finding this version of Veronica, lying and stalling and attempting to cover her tracks, even more irritating. ‘Under the circumstances, I think I’m owed an explanation. It’s the very least you can do, so how about we just cut to the chase and you tell me the truth. We’ve known each other long enough.’

I could see the machinery of her mind trying to decide on the easier option. Whether she had the energy for more untruths or whether it was easier just to admit defeat and come clean. Thankfully she chose the path of least resistance because I didn’t have the energy for more untruths, either.

She closed her eyes before she spoke, because it’s sometimes easier not to see the words come out and how they land.

‘It was nothing, Margaret. A silly little thing that makes no difference either way.’

‘Why don’t you let me decide that?’ I said.

‘The morning Jeanie disappeared, I saw those two young girls.’

‘Charlotte and Emily?’

‘Yes. They were pushing Jeanie’s bike towards your house.’

‘But that’s nothing, Veronica. We all know that. We all know they found Jeanie’s bicycle on the lane and brought it back to our house.’

Veronica opened her eyes.

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘We do. But the problem is they were coming from the other direction.’

A silence sat between us for a moment.

‘There could be lots of explanations for that,’ I said. ‘Maybe they took the long way around. Maybe you were mistaken.’

‘There isn’t a longer way round and I wasn’t mistaken. I saw them very clearly.’

I could feel the rage building in my throat.

‘So why in the name of God didn’t you say anything?’

She poured the tea and I could see her hands were shaking.

I took the cup and saucer from her and the sound of rattling china stopped. ‘Where were you when you saw them?’

‘That’s the thing,’ she said. ‘I was on a bus. Empty on a Sunday morning, usually. I had it all to myself.’

‘Why is that a problem? I don’t understand.’

She pinched the bridge of her nose and sighed. ‘I was on my way to see someone, Margaret. A man. All by myself. No mother – not that I could have got her on that bus with her wheelchair anyway. I walked out of this house, I left my mum sitting in the hall right out there’ – she pointed – ‘all for some cheap liaison.’

‘That shouldn’t have stopped you from telling the truth, Veronica.’ I was shouting now, but I couldn’t help myself. ‘My daughter was missing! No one would have given two hoots you’d left your mother on her own.’

‘Wouldn’t they? Anything could have happened. She could have fallen. She had no food, no water. I was gone for hours. I don’t think people would understand that, would they? Besides, it wasn’t just any man. It was Lionel.’

I could feel my lips tremble, but I kept the rest of my face as still as I could.

‘You don’t look shocked,’ she said.

‘He told me, Veronica. It’s just a pity you don’t possess his honesty. So you didn’t tell the police what you’d seen and chose to save your own reputation instead?’

‘I didn’t think it was that important!’ Veronica wouldn’t meet my eye and stared at the table instead. ‘And by the time it dawned on me that it might be, it was too late. I couldn’t say anything then because knowing this town, they’d have judged me for not coming forward sooner as well as putting my mother in danger. Not to mention having a fling with Lionel. Those were different days, Margaret. Imagine the names I would have been called. The shame of it. I still thought the police needed to know and so I asked Lionel to tell them instead. Pretend he was the one who saw the girls.’

‘Because you thought he owed you a favour.’

She looked up.

‘He was the only person I could think of who wouldn’t judge or tell tales. Plus yes, he owed me, for casting me off when he’d had his fun.’

‘But he refused.’

‘He refused.’

‘It’s a sorry state of affairs when Lionel Riddings’ moral compass shows yours up for what it is.’

‘I honestly didn’t mean any harm. I’ve wanted to tell you for years; please don’t be angry.’

‘What else can I be? The police were never told the truth,’ I said. ‘No one was any the wiser and my daughter stayed missing.’

‘It wouldn’t have made any difference, though, would it?’ Veronica patted my hand and smiled, but the smile refused to reach her eyes. ‘They were harmless, weren’t they, just two little girls!’

My rage was a whisper now. ‘I think it’s about time I found out if that’s really true,’ I said, and from the corner of my eye I could see Derek, still sitting by the fish tank.

He was nodding.
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I’d stood outside the block of flats for twenty minutes, clutching the piece of scrap paper Kathryn had given me. A few years previously, she’d bumped into Charlotte on a shopping trip and they’d exchanged details, although like many chance encounters with people from the past, the initial enthusiasm had quickly faded away and they’d never been in touch again.

‘No rush, love,’ Derek said and patted my shoulder. ‘Take your time.’

The pain in my hips and my knees told me my body had just about taken all the time it was able to manage. Two trips to the city in one week had caused aches in both my bones and my head, and so I said, ‘No, it’s okay, we’ll go in now,’ and I started to walk across the stretch of grass that lay between us and a winding concrete stairwell.

The smell of the building reminded me of Lionel Riddings’ house. Damp and decay. A sense that no one cared any more. There were differences, though. Plastic yellow takeaway boxes gathered beneath steps, and graffiti covered the walls, because time had moved on and neglect looked a lot different now to how it had appeared forty years ago. Carrying Jeanie around for all these years made me less aware of it, but occasionally it would shout loudly enough from the world around me and I would realise just how much time had passed.

Charlotte’s flat was on the eighth floor. The lift was broken, rather predictably, and after the first two flights I had to stop on the little quarter-landing and gather my breath.

‘I used to be so fit,’ I said. ‘I don’t know what happened to me.’

‘Time is what happened to you.’ Derek laughed. ‘Time is what happens to all of us in the end.’

Although that was rich coming from a man who was far fitter and healthier dead than he had been alive. He said it was because I saw him how he used to be, how I remembered him the best, and there was a very large part of me that wished I could just reinvent myself like that and go back to the way I’d behaved twenty years ago.

‘Nearly there,’ he said, several times, before we reached the eighth floor, but eventually I found myself outside a door with tarnished brass numbers and peeling paint.

I knocked before I had time to change my mind and I knew it was Charlotte as soon as she appeared on the other side.

Her hair was a mousy brown now and it was scraped back from her head in a ponytail. Her face was paler, too, and she was slight and skinny, but it was her body language that told me who she was. That same hesitant posture, as though the world might suddenly turn on her.

‘Hello, Charlotte.’ I tried to look as though I wasn’t intending to be a part of that world. ‘My name’s Margaret Ford, I don’t suppose you remember me?’

And Charlotte opened the door wider and stood aside, without saying a single word.

She led us through to a dark living room at the back of the flat, with a little galley kitchen at the far end. The curtains were half closed, which didn’t help with the lack of light, but it was warm and comfortable-looking, and a little girl was playing with a set of Lego in the corner of the room.

Charlotte still didn’t speak, but lifted a full laundry basket from the sofa against the wall and gestured at the now empty seat.

It was only when I’d taken off my coat and settled myself down that she spoke her first words.

‘I’ve been waiting for you to knock on my door for the last forty years,’ she said.

Even though I’d stood outside for twenty minutes, I hadn’t really planned what I was going to say. There were too many unknowns, too many directions for a conversation to take, but it was only once I was there in the moment, I realised I hadn’t got a clue what words I should use.

‘I was sorry to hear about Emily,’ I said in the end, because I wasn’t yet ready to set any of the other words free. ‘You must miss her.’

‘It was a brain tumour. Happened very quickly; she was dead within a month of being diagnosed. She was twenty-four.’ Charlotte spoke without any emotion, as though she was talking about a fictional character or someone she’d read about in a newspaper. ‘I didn’t really see her much the last few years. We kind of drifted away from each other.’

‘That’s sad,’ I said. ‘To drift away from your own sister.’

‘She wasn’t a bad person, Mrs Ford. Although you probably have your own opinions on that now.’

Whilst people often feel happy to voice their own criticisms about those they love, they can react very differently when someone else does it, and so I chose my words with caution.

‘I don’t have any opinions on anything,’ I said. ‘Or at least I’m trying very hard not to. I just want to know what happened. Why she was so … why her relationship with Jeanie was so difficult.’

‘She bullied her, Mrs Ford. It’s okay, you can say it. She made your daughter’s life a living hell.’

I leaned forward. ‘But why, Charlotte? Why would she do that?’

Charlotte picked at the skin around her nails. ‘I think she was jealous,’ she said. ‘I think she saw something in Jeanie she knew she could never find in herself, and so she resented her, and she took all that self-hatred and directed it back at someone else.’

‘And what about you? What did you do?’

The skin-picking became more brutal and I saw tiny pinpricks of blood begin to appear around her thumb.

‘I went along with it,’ she said. ‘I had to.’

‘But why? You could have stood up to her, told someone. Why did you just let it happen?’

She stopped picking and looked into my eyes for the first time. ‘Because she did the same to me,’ she said.

We sat in silence for a while, because sometimes conversations are heavy and rich, and need time to be digested. I watched the little girl with her Lego, patiently pressing one brick onto another, finding the shapes and sizes she needed, refusing to give up.

‘Is she yours?’ I said.

Charlotte nodded. ‘I didn’t think I could have kids, thought I’d left it too late. She’s a miracle, that’s what she is. My whole world.’

It was a pause we both needed, but it was time to move on.

‘What happened?’ I said. ‘The day Jeanie went missing?’

I thought Charlotte might be like Veronica. I thought I would have to chip away at fabrication and pretence in order to unearth the facts, but Charlotte didn’t hesitate, not even for a beat. It was as though she had been sitting there for forty years, waiting for me to ask.

‘We did meet Jeanie on the lane,’ she said. ‘Just like we told you and the police. The difference was, we didn’t stay there.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘Emily was in a foul mood that morning. There was a boy she liked in school, who didn’t like her back, so she was gunning for an argument before the day even started. She’d already had a go at me, and at Mum, and when she saw Jeanie on the lane it was as though she’d been given another opportunity to vent her anger. You could almost see her eyes light up.’

‘What did she do?’

‘My sister …’ I could see Charlotte was struggling, trying to find the right words, just like me. ‘… my sister liked to play games with people, Mrs Ford. She enjoyed making people look stupid. She told Jeanie we were all meeting up at the quarry, that everyone would be there and they all wanted her to come too.’

‘And Jeanie believed her?’

‘I think she believed her because she wanted it to be true. She said she had to finish her paper round first, but Emily said there wasn’t time and she persuaded her to walk up there with us right there and then. She was manipulative. She seemed to be able to make anyone else do whatever she wanted.’

I imagined Jeanie walking up to the quarry, pushing her bike alongside them, and my throat tightened so much there was barely room for the words to come out.

‘So when you got to the quarry, there was no one else there?’ I said.

‘No one.’ Charlotte closed her eyes as though she was seeing it all over again. ‘Emily fell about laughing. I mean really laughing until she cried, kicking all these white stones around and talking about the new term on Monday and how she was going to tell everyone. Then Jeanie just seemed to snap.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘She didn’t shout or anything,’ Charlotte said. ‘It was just … Her face changed, and she picked up one of the white stones and threw it. Straight at my sister. I guess Emily had pushed her to the edge once too often and she’d had enough.’

I was proud of Jeanie. Proud that she’d tried her best to make peace with this girl, but strangely I was also proud that she’d picked up that stone. That she’d finally stood up for herself when she was cornered. How much bravery that must have taken, because even in anger, you still need courage.

‘Emily just lost it.’ Charlotte still had her eyes closed. ‘No one ever treated my sister like that and she went into this kind of white rage. She was screaming and throwing her fists about, threatening Jeanie with all sorts. Jeanie just stood there with her arms folded and I think that made Emily worse, so in the end she …’

‘She what?’

‘She hit her. Hard, really hard, and because Jeanie wasn’t expecting it, she was thrown off balance. She missed her footing and fell, and her head … she hit her head on this rock nearby. I can still hear it, the noise it made.’

Up until that point, Derek had usually stayed in the background during my conversations, but I realised he’d joined me on the sofa and I felt the weight of his hand on mine.

‘Jeanie just lay there,’ Charlotte said. ‘She didn’t move. Emily was all come on, stop messing about, it was just a joke, but the minute I walked over and looked at her, I knew.’

‘Knew what?’

Charlotte opened her eyes. ‘I knew that she was gone.’

Anger is a strange thing. I thought I’d felt anger before in my life, but sitting in that flat and hearing Charlotte’s words, I experienced true anger for the first time and true anger isn’t a feeling; it’s a whole separate entity. It rises up from somewhere deep in your gut and claws and spits its way out of you.

‘Your sister killed my daughter? Emily killed her?’

Charlotte nodded, her eyes closing again. ‘She didn’t mean to, Mrs Ford. It was an accident, I swear.’

‘It doesn’t matter,’ I said very slowly, ‘if it was an accident. Emily was responsible for Jeanie’s death and all these years – all these years – you’ve kept quiet about it?’

With each word, my voice became louder and more out of my control.

‘You didn’t say a single word!’

I screamed the last sentence at her and in the silence that followed, there was a small noise from the corner of the room.

I looked across and Charlotte’s daughter was staring at us, her eyes wide and uncertain, a building block in her hand. She looked just like Charlotte had as a child. Charlotte was a child when all this happened. She’d been young. Even younger than Jeanie.

I tried to slow my breathing.

‘What did you do?’ I said eventually, my voice just a whisper.

‘Emily told me to get Mum, so I ran all the way home. When we got back there in the car, Emily was still sitting by Jeanie’s body, clutching her knees and talking to herself. Mum said she should pull herself together, that it was going to be fine and that she’d deal with it.’

‘Why on earth didn’t she ring an ambulance, or the police? A doctor might have been able to save her!’

‘A doctor wouldn’t have been able to do anything, Mrs Ford. Jeanie was gone by this point, no medic would have been able to save her. And the police … I think she was just scared. Scared we’d get into trouble, that we’d be taken away from her. We were all she had, she was on her own. If she’d rung the police, she’d have risked losing everything. I suppose she panicked, she had to make a quick decision and figured it would be safer to sweep everything away.’

I wondered what I would have done, if it had been Jeanie. Would I have rung the police? Would I have risked it?

‘So Mum put Jeanie on the back seat of the car. She said to wipe all the dust off the bike and take it back to you and say we’d found it on the lane. Neither of us wanted to knock on your door, but Mum said it would be safer. Just in case anyone had seen us talking to Jeanie.’

I remembered the white marks on my skirt. Dust from the quarry. ‘You didn’t clean off the newspapers, though, did you?’

Charlotte shook her head.

‘But the police searched the quarry – they said they didn’t find anything,’ I said.

‘There wasn’t anything to find.’ Charlotte lifted her daughter onto her knee. ‘There were always kids up there, riding their bikes and churning up the stones. And there was a huge storm that night, which helped, with all that rain.’ I remembered telling Derek to put Jeanie’s bag and the newspapers outside. ‘I suppose now they’ve got all sorts of forensics and testing, but back then it was much simpler, and once Mum was in charge, Emily calmed down a bit. It even seemed as if she started to …’

‘Started to what?’

‘Started to enjoy it. Like it was a game, almost,’ Charlotte said. ‘She even insisted we paid you a visit a few days later. Mum went mad when she found out.’

‘So why did you say you’d seen a vehicle on the lane?’

‘When the police got involved, Mum said we should take the attention off ourselves by saying we’d seen a white van.’

‘Why a white van?’ I said.

‘Because she knew Lionel Riddings had one; she’d spotted him driving around in it from time to time and she knew the whole town despised him. An easy target, I guess. Wanted Lionel to get a bit of hassle, because it would distract the police. Emily loved the idea.’

‘What did your mum do, Charlotte. After she put Jeanie on the back seat of the car?’

I asked the question even though I wasn’t sure I was ready to hear the answer.

‘I don’t know, Mrs Ford.’ It was the first time Charlotte let her emotions out with the words. ‘I honestly don’t know. She told us we weren’t to talk about it any more, and we didn’t. I think she even said we should try to forget the whole thing, even though none of us did, of course. My mum definitely didn’t. I think that’s why she started drinking. She was never the same after that day, always lost in her own thoughts, always angry with the world.’

‘She never said anything?’

‘Not until the week before she died, and I’m not even sure how much of it was real and how much of it was liver disease swimming around in her brain. She kept saying Jeanie was dancing with the waves now, that Jeanie was free. I think she must have taken her to the ocean.’

‘Where you could quite easily slip away and become lost forever,’ I said. ‘I was right, that very first night.’

I looked over at Derek. He watched us with his hands over his mouth. Perhaps he was trying to stop the anger from leaving him, or perhaps he didn’t trust himself to speak.

‘She took a risk, your mother,’ I said. ‘Trusting you and Emily to keep quiet.’

Charlotte nodded. ‘I don’t think she felt like she had a choice. At least this way, as long as we kept quiet, there was a chance no one would find out. She thought she was being a good mother, Mrs Ford.’

It was as though she’d snatched the breath from me.

‘But what makes a good mother, Charlotte? Tell me that?’

Charlotte’s tears finally spilled onto her face and we both watched the little girl on Charlotte’s lap.

Neither of us spoke for a while. The only sound was the noise of the traffic below and the soft and mysterious conversation between a little girl and her Lego. I watched as Charlotte kissed the top of her daughter’s head.

‘What will you do,’ she said, ‘now I’ve told you? Will you go to the police?’

I would like to say I put my arms around her and told her that she’d only been a child at the time and hadn’t known any better, that I forgave her and that she should forgive herself, but I didn’t have enough generosity for that. My life had long given up on fairy-tale endings, so instead, I said, ‘I won’t do anything, Charlotte. I’ve done all I needed to do. It’s finished now.’

It was the best I could manage and I just needed to get out of there. The conversation sat in the room with us and all I wanted to do was leave it behind.

‘I’m so sorry,’ Charlotte said, ‘because it means you’ll never find her.’

‘But she was always with me. She was with me every day for all of those forty years, and if someone is always close to you like that, they can never really be lost, can they?’

We reached the front door and Charlotte put her hand on my arm.

‘My mum took good care of her, if that helps,’ she said. ‘I saw Jeanie on the back seat of the car and Mum had laid her out so gently.’

‘I know this is an odd question, Charlotte. But I don’t suppose you can remember what Jeanie was wearing, if it was a yellow jumper?’

She shook her head. ‘I remember my mum put a coat over her, though.’

‘A coat?’

‘Yes,’ said Charlotte. ‘That old sheepskin coat my mum always wore, she put it over Jeanie, even tucked it up to her neck. It looked just like she was sleeping.’

The eight floors down proved to be a lot faster than the eight floors up and Derek shouted to me near the last set of steps to slow down a bit so he could catch up.

‘I just want to get home!’ I shouted back to him. ‘I want to be somewhere safe and familiar.’

I was halfway across the little stretch of grass when he appeared alongside me again and put his hand on my arm.

‘Margaret, slow down. Give yourself a minute, you can’t drive in this state. There’s a park over there, look. Let’s sit for a moment or you’ll be having an accident.’

He had a fair point and we crossed over and slipped into the park through a small gate that peered at us through a hedge. It felt as though my legs had completely run out of walking and so I sat on the first bench we found.

‘I’ve never seen you like that before,’ Derek said, after we’d sat together for a few minutes in the silence.

‘I’ve never been that angry before,’ I said. ‘It must have been worse for you, hearing all that but not being able to say anything.’

‘You said everything I would have said, Margaret. Although I probably wouldn’t have been able to hold my temper like you did.’

‘I just looked at her daughter.’ I turned to him. ‘Charlotte was only a child when all this happened. I wasn’t screaming at the grown woman she is now, I was screaming at a nine-year-old. A terrified nine-year-old.’

The silence found us again.

‘So how do you feel now?’ I said to him. ‘Now that you know?’

Derek closed his eyes and rubbed his temples. ‘Angry. Furious. Mostly relieved, though, I think. Relieved she wasn’t taken by someone, that she didn’t suffer. All those scenarios I conjured up in my mind, thank God none of them actually happened.’

‘They could have saved us all that conjuring,’ I said, and felt the rage rise once again. A rage so intense, it felt as though it might escape from me and take on a life of its own. ‘All that misery, all that unknowing. Years of it, Derek. How could anyone just sit back and watch that happen? Charlotte and Emily were just children, but their mother? How could she?’

The rage needed somewhere to go and so I slammed my hand onto the wooden bench. Immediately the force of the impact shot into my wrist and I wailed as the pain reached my shoulder.

‘Margaret!’ Derek put his arm around me and pulled me towards him. I sank my whole face into his chest. I needed to breathe in the smell of him. To feel safe again. We stayed like that for a moment, each lost in our own thoughts.

‘I suppose …’ Derek said eventually. ‘I suppose their mother couldn’t take the risk of losing her children, either. So she took a different risk instead. One that paid off, but it came with a huge price. For all of us. She made a mistake. Veronica too. You think you made a mistake not looking at Jeanie when she left the house that morning, and you’ve been punishing yourself for it ever since. I think we’ve all punished ourselves over the years, don’t you? There’s been too much guilt, too much anger. I’m just glad now.’

‘Glad?’ I said.

‘Glad her death was down to a mistake. Even though we will all live with that mistake for the rest of our lives.’

I looked out over the park.

‘My head feels calmer, I suppose,’ I said. ‘Or it will when the anger dies down. It’s amazing how much space questions can take up, isn’t it?’

Derek nodded.

‘I was worried it would be too much to bear,’ I said, ‘hearing for certain that she was never coming home, but I think my mind let go of that idea a long time ago.’

‘So what was your mind holding on to instead?’

I thought about it for a moment.

‘The uncertainty,’ I said. ‘The not knowing. I think we can cope with most things in life if we know what we’re dealing with. I couldn’t let go until I had all the answers to my questions.’

‘And can you let go now?’ said Derek.

I’d continued staring across the grass whilst we were talking, and it was only when I stopped speaking to consider Derek’s question that I realised I was focusing on a figure sitting on a bench right at the other side of the park. The figure had its back to us, but I could tell it was a young girl. Taller than Jeanie was, a little older. More self-assured somehow, even though I couldn’t see her face.

‘Derek …’ I said.

The girl was wearing a checked pinafore, her blonde hair plaited like a row of barley and hanging neatly down her back. She looked exactly how I remembered, but then of course she would.

‘Derek!’ I said.

He looked over and turned to me.

‘Do you want to go over and speak to her?’ he said.

The girl kept her back to us, but I could see her face as clearly as if it was yesterday. I thought for a moment. Thought about a mistake made by a child on a warm September morning, and all the echoes it had made over the next forty years, and I made my decision.

‘No,’ I said. ‘I don’t need to speak to her. I don’t have anything left that I want to say.’

‘Then I think you’ve answered my question,’ said Derek.
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The next day I was very glad Derek didn’t suggest we embark on any more adventures. For some reason I was bone tired and the thought of going out and making conversation with other people really didn’t hold much appeal.

‘We should stay in for a few days,’ he said. ‘Recharge our batteries a bit,’ and I didn’t argue.

After Derek and I had socialised so much in the last three weeks, I was worried we’d be interrupted with endless phone calls and the doorbell going, but thankfully everyone left us alone. We watched more episodes of that old sitcom and laughed until we cried. Derek made a very successful lasagne. On the Friday I got a box of old photographs down from the loft and we reminisced about holidays in Cromer and caravan trips to Llandudno, and by the time Saturday morning came I felt much more like my old self.

‘I feel like I’ve acquired my second wind,’ I said to Derek. ‘That awful cough seems to have disappeared and I’ve got my energy back again. It’s the promises auction tonight, why don’t we go?’

Derek is never one to turn down a pint of bitter and a buffet table, and so we spent the afternoon getting ready. I put on a black sequined dress I’d been saving for a special occasion and when I walked downstairs and into the hall, Derek gave me a round of applause and a kiss on the cheek.

‘Interflora delivery for Mrs Ford,’ he said, and pinned a white orchid to my dress.

‘Where on earth did you get that from?’

‘Bill’s greenhouse.’ Derek winked. ‘Don’t tell Gladys.’

I laughed and turned to the hall mirror to see how it looked.

‘Just look at you!’ Derek said. ‘Beautiful. You can do this, Maggie.’

I turned to him.

‘I know I can,’ I said.

The evening was a perfect success and there were so many promises, the auctioneer had trouble keeping track of them all. In the end, Majid’s cookery lesson raised the most, with Gladys and her offer of garden design coming a very close second. Everyone gave Veronica a round of applause, which she stretched out to a good two minutes by remaining standing, and afterwards she came up to our table and gave me a hug.

‘Am I forgiven, Margaret?’ she whispered in my ear. ‘I couldn’t bear it if you thought badly of me. I really am truly sorry.’

I leaned in and kissed her on the cheek. ‘Life is too short,’ I said, ‘to waste time being angry.’

There was dancing afterwards and I was sad Derek and I couldn’t join in, but we made up for it by dancing in the kitchen when we got home. There was no music, but who needs an orchestra when you have music in your heart.

It was such an exhausting weekend and I was surprised to wake up on Monday morning with a strange urge to leave the house. At least I think it was Monday; the days had all blended in with each other and when I opened my eyes I wasn’t entirely sure what day it was. I remembered that the night before, I’d made us both a cup of tea, but when I looked around, mine lay cold and untouched by the side of the bed. I must have slept so soundly, which is strange because the previous week I’d struggled with insomnia, a restless mind and a restless body, and even the sound of my own breathing had kept me awake. For some reason, that night it hadn’t seemed to bother me.

The funny thing was, as much as I felt like leaving the house, I didn’t really have any idea where I ought to be going. I thought Derek might have some ideas and I shouted to him when I got to the bottom of the stairs.

‘I think we should go out today,’ I said. ‘I have this weird need to leave the house.’

‘Good idea, Maggie,’ he said from the front room, but when I opened the door to speak to him properly I realised everything was still in darkness.

‘Oh, those blasted curtains.’ I walked over to the window. ‘I’ve forgotten to draw them back again.’

‘Leave the curtains, Margaret. They’re fine.’

He reached over to stop me, but I’d already made a small gap and I peered through.

It was pouring with rain, the kind of rain that gives a tropical storm a run for its money, but out in the cul-de-sac a large group of people seemed to be standing around with large umbrellas. Ross and Kathryn were there, Gladys too, Veronica obviously, even Majid and Arbor … Then I spotted another figure next to a couple of cars.

‘Oh my Lord, Lionel is out there,’ I said. ‘What on earth is he doing in the cul-de-sac?’

‘Perhaps you were right about people homing like pigeons,’ Derek said.

I watched Majid. He was crouching next to Lionel’s wheelchair and they were both fussing over the dog, discussing something that kept their heads bowed.

‘Perhaps they really do,’ I said. ‘No, I’m being fanciful.’

But there was something about them both. The way Lionel reached out to pat Majid’s shoulder, a strange connection between them.

‘She did!’ I said into the glass.

‘Who are you talking about, Maggie? Who did what?’

‘Callum’s mother,’ I said. ‘She changed his name. It’s so obvious when you look at him and Lionel together, I’m surprised I didn’t see it sooner.’

‘Come away from the window, Margaret. I need to talk to you.’

‘But why are they all out there?’ I carried on peering through the glass. ‘And why does everyone look so serious? There’s something going on, just give me a minute and I’ll go out there and see what it is.’

‘Let’s not worry about it. Why not come with me into the back garden instead?’

‘Why would I want to go into the garden when it’s pouring with rain like this?’

‘Do you trust me, Maggie?’

‘Of course I trust you.’

Derek held out his arm. ‘Then come with me,’ he said.

I took Derek’s hand and we walked out onto the patio, and into the most glorious summer’s day I’d ever seen. Not too warm, not too cool. The sun high and sharp in a cloudless sky, but a kind, forgiving breeze whispering through the flowerbeds and catching my face.

‘Can you believe it?’ I said. ‘You hear about these weather phenomena, don’t you? Terrible storms, but a few feet away there’s bright sunshine. I suppose this is a little like that.’

‘I suppose,’ said Derek.

The light seemed to make all the flowers brighter and the birdsong louder. Everything felt familiar but different. New and fresh, but still strangely comforting, and I looked around the garden to try to get my bearings. It was only then I realised, and I couldn’t believe I hadn’t spotted it before.

The ash tree.

It had returned to the place it had once grown, only now it looked stronger and taller, and its branches reached into the blue sky further than my eyes could take me.

‘Look!’ I said. ‘It came back, Derek! How did it do that?’

I laughed and reached my hands into the sky too. Although we weren’t even close to each other, it felt as though the ash tree and I could somehow touch, and the warmth and wisdom of its branches crept back into my heart.

‘Look, Derek! Look!’ I shouted, and my shouting made a dog bark in the distance.

It was a bark I knew. A bark I hadn’t heard for over thirty years, but one I could never forget, and when I looked across, Ziggy was running towards me across the grass. A young Ziggy. A Ziggy full of devilment and fun, her ears back and her eyes bright with mischief.

And running across the grass right behind her, was Jeanie.

‘Mum!’ she shouted.

I had waited to hear that voice for a lifetime.

My beautiful, beautiful daughter.

And I held her, and I buried my face in the wool of her bright yellow jumper.
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