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ONE 


She treads carefully through the carnage. Plates and pans litter the kitchen floor, and rice has been scattered from upturned bags across the pretend parquet. On the counter, pointing towards the microwave, lies a banana – half peeled and turning brown. She presses the door of the little oven and it springs open, revealing a bowl welded by porridge to the small, transparent plate inside. She pulls the sculpture out and it separates in her hands as she does, crashing to the floor. Cold lumps of porridge splatter up Chloe’s trouser legs. 


‘Is that you, Stella?’ 


A voice from the living room. 


She checks the clock on the wall. 5.09 p.m. She should still be at her desk. She sighs.


‘It’s me, Nan. Stay there, I’ll be through in a minute.’ 


Chloe bends down and picks up the bowl. Making a cup of her hand, she scoops the porridge back into it. 


‘Stella, is that you?’


‘Wait there, Nan—’


‘Stella?’


Stella has been dead for years. Nan rarely remembers. Chloe plays along with her, knowing the world she’s in now is as real to her as this one is to Chloe. A world where her imagination has won and her daughter is still living.


Nan appears in the gap between the two rooms. Chloe looks up to see her standing there. She tries hard to picture this place when it still had doors and hinges. It feels impossible now. So much has changed. There have been different carpets over the decades, ones she only knows now from photographs. The years have drawn new curtains at the windows, new units in the kitchen, new furniture carried in and out through the hall. But Nan has always been a constant. She is Chloe’s constant. She is everything. 


‘You’re not Stella. Who are you? And what have you done to my kitchen?’


‘You left your porridge in the microwave again, Nan,’ Chloe says. ‘And why are all the cupboard doors open and the cans on the worktop?’ 


Chloe sits back on her heels. She pushes her hair behind her ears, only remembering the gloopy mixture on her hands when she feels it stick to her cheek. ‘Oh, for God’s s—’


Nan has that look she knows. Chloe’s good at reading faces – she’s had a lot of practice. Nan’s face now looks like a lost little girl. She knows that one too well. 


‘Who are you? Why have you messed up my kitchen? Where’s Stella?’


Chloe looks down at the lino floor and sighs at the mess. 


‘Stella?’ Nan calls over her shoulder, and then to Chloe, ‘Get out of my kitchen.’


Her face is full of panic. Chloe stands up and walks towards her. 


‘Nan,’ she says. Then louder: ‘Nan.’


Nan covers her ears and starts to cry. ‘Stop shouting at me. Where’s Stella? I want Stella.’


Chloe glances at the kitchen clock. 5.13 p.m. She pictures her empty seat at her desk. The same desk her boss thinks she’s sitting at right now. The same one with mounting paperwork. Nan’s face crumples and Chloe looks around the only home she knows. She sighs, pulling Nan into her chest. Porridge clings to her shoulder, but Chloe holds her until Nan’s body relaxes into her own.


‘Stella hasn’t been here for months,’ she sobs. ‘When is she going to visit?’


‘Soon, Nan,’ Chloe says and places a kiss on the top of her head because, at times like these, that’s what she knows she’s meant to do.


Twenty minutes later Chloe closes the door behind her, feeling the safety of the key clicking inside the lock. The hallway has disappeared behind a thick curtain that guards the door when she’s not there. Not against intruders, but against Nan wandering out. 


Nan is tucked up in bed now, a ham sandwich on her bedside table, tea in her flask. Chloe has reattached the note above the cooker reminding Nan not to turn it on, hidden the lead to the kettle and promised her she’ll be home again soon. 


She makes her way back to the office in the dusk, through back streets, up and down kerbs – six minutes’ walk by shortcuts others are too afraid to take. Luckily she’s always felt more at home in the dark than the light. 


Orange street lamps illuminate different patches of path. A group of teenage boys jeers from the swings. One throws an empty can at her as she passes.


She walks through the underpass, takes the stairs two at a time, pushes through the double doors. The daytime buzz of the office has made way for a hum now; computer screens are black and lifeless; coats lifted have left the backs of chairs naked. A note from her boss, written in angry spidery handwriting, waits on her desk: 


That’s the third time this week you’ve done one of your disappearing acts. 


She screws it up and pushes it deep into the rubbish bin. Beside her a tower of filing wobbles a polite reminder. There is still porridge on her shoes. She doesn’t know where to start. She never does. 


After a few moments, her screen falls back to sleep. She checks the time – nearly six. They’re being replaced by machines; this newspaper archive is moving into the new millennium and finally switching to digital. Chloe can’t afford to miss any more time off work, she’s already in competition with a motherboard for the only job she’s ever known. 


The day’s newspaper lies open on her desk just as she left it: two gaps in the top right-hand corner, her scalpel filling the place where the stories once sat. She grips the small knife and turns the page. 


As the hours pass, the sky darkens outside. A beep from the end of the office signals the arrival of the cleaner. He bundles in, knocking his Henry hoover against filing cabinets that protest with a metallic yelp. The rustling starts, the emptying of bins, and ceiling lights dozing behind frosty panels flicker into life to keep him company. At the other end of the office, Chloe begins to file away the stories she’s gathered, the thick pile of envelopes thinning out in her hand until there are none left. 


It’s late, black licks at the windows, and the tinny sound from the cleaner’s headphones edges closer. Chloe returns to her desk and switches off her computer. Today’s newspaper is a skeleton now, picked of flesh. She pushes it deep into the recycling bin.



   



   

TWO


On the walk home she thinks of Nan. She’s tired and all she wants is sleep. She hopes she won’t find her clawing, cat-like, at the door. 


When Nan misses Stella, it stirs the ache inside Chloe. It reminds her every time that she is the last one left to love. She pulls a photo from the breast pocket of her coat. It’s her favourite, a black and white one of Nan and Stella. Nan must be around thirty, Stella is only six; she has white-blonde curls and she’s missing two front teeth. They’re on a beach in Cornwall, the shadow of St Michael’s Mount looming behind their shoulders. This picture anchors Chloe on the days when she feels lost. She likes to imagine Granddad watching them through the viewfinder, nose pushed up to the camera’s black leathery body, teasing them to say ‘cheese’ the way he always did. Not that she remembers. 


There’s something about that photograph that she loves: ghosts of the past looking out at the future, a sunny day on a sandy beach, the way Nan’s hand grips Stella’s shoulder. She runs her finger across them, the picture-perfect family frozen in time. She smiles as she slips the photograph carefully back into her pocket. 


She fishes her phone from her bag. Three missed calls. She recognizes the number – social services. She dials her voicemail then decides against it and quickly hangs up, ignoring the messages. 


She likes walking in the dark, as if threat wraps her in a safety blanket rather than strips her bare. Children are meant to be afraid of the dark; she never had much choice other than to find comfort in it. 


She knows these streets, the houses that fail to pull their curtains at night, with their own families tucked up safe inside – on bad days it has felt to Chloe as if they are goading those like her, the ones on the other side of the glass. On good days she stares in, and it isn’t difficult to find something she envies. Tonight, though, she doesn’t need to linger; she’s tired and she wants to get home. 


She turns the corner, and moments later her key is in the door. The house is still inside, just the shuffle of her footsteps moving on the Axminster carpet in the hall. Too tired to eat, she takes the stairs, pulling herself up on the rail installed for Nan. 


She opens the door to her own room slowly, wincing as the carpet shifts underneath it. She can’t bear that voice calling out in the night for Stella, to ask again who Chloe is and why she is there. She needs one night of no questions, no explanations already made a hundred times before and instantly forgotten. 


The next morning, Chloe finds Nan standing in the middle of the kitchen. Every cupboard door is open again, the contents cover the worktops – cans of rice pudding, dozens of them. She looks up and sees her. 


‘Oh Chloe, dear, I’m glad you’re here, I can’t seem to find the teapot.’


It’s then she smells it, an odour of waxy burning plastic. She rushes into the kitchen in time to see the electric kettle begin to melt on the gas stove. 


‘Nan!’


She opens the window, coughing, while Nan starts emptying more cupboards. 


‘Nan, stop!’ she says. ‘We’ve got teabags. Sit down, I’ll make you a cuppa.’


‘Teabags?’ Nan says, shrugging. She wanders off into the living room. 


Chloe cleans up the kitchen and boils a pan of water on the stove. She goes outside and dumps the burnt kettle in the bin on top of the last one. 


She takes the cup of tea in to Nan in the living room and sits down beside her, fingers wrapped around her own warm mug. 


‘Lovely,’ Nan says. ‘You look smart, where are you off to?’


‘Work, Nan.’ 


‘Remind me,’ she says, taking a sip, ‘where do you work?’


‘At the local newspaper.’


‘Oh, a reporter! That’s it.’


Chloe considers explaining the archive again, telling her of the cuttings system that the reporters rely on, of how she dissects the local newspaper each and every day, filing lives away into drawers. But instead she says, ‘Yeah, that’s right, Nan.’ 


‘Stella would have loved that.’


Chloe takes a sip of her own tea. Nan has buried Stella again while she slept. She’s better today. Chloe thinks of the missed calls from social services. She and Nan are managing just fine. They don’t need anyone else. 


She cooks Nan’s porridge and gets her washed and dressed, handing her a toothbrush on which she’s squeezed a small slither of white and blue striped paste. 


‘You did the same for me when I was little,’ she says. 


‘Did I?’ Nan replies, frothy toothpaste dropping down her chin and into the sink. She spits and rinses and Chloe gently pats her face dry. 


Downstairs she sits her down in front of the TV, fills her flask with tea and hands her the remote control.


The clock on the wall makes her think of the note Alec left on her desk. But this morning, everything is going to plan, she’ll even make it to work on time. She dots a kiss on Nan’s forehead. 


‘Where are you going?’ Nan asks. 


‘To work, Nan, I told you. I’m going to be late.’


‘But you can’t, not today. Not when someone’s stolen my greenhouse.’


By some miracle, she manages to arrive at work on time. She’d walked Nan out into the garden, and it was only as they stood among the plastic terracotta pots and the earthy smell of dried compost that she was finally persuaded that her glasshouse was still there. 


At the office, the same as every morning, Chloe follows the path that has been worn into the pale blue carpet tiles all the way down to the archive. Alec is waiting there, arms crossed over his bony chest. He makes a point of checking his watch. 


‘Alec, I—’


‘Save it, you can explain to Malc. I’ve asked Sandra for an appointment for us to see him.’


‘But—’


‘Like I said, save it.’


She slumps her bag down on her desk, the buckles making an angry riposte. 


‘I hope you got all that filing done last night?’ Alec says.


‘Yes, of course.’


‘Well, that’s one good thing,’ he says, limping over to his desk and returning with a pile taller than the one that had taken her until ten the night before. ‘You can do mine now too.’


She spends the morning buried deep in the archive, keeping out of Alec’s way and working through his pile of files. It’s easy to hide there, among the filing cabinets that stand buttressed together, three in a row, back to back as if checking which is the tallest among them. There are four rows like that, each of them labelled A to Z with tales of the city. Everything is there, from the waggiest tail competition winners at village fetes to the secrets those names on the front would rather keep hidden: drink driving bans, domestic assaults. Chloe has read and filed it all. Most citizens of this city have no idea they’ve left a Helvetica trail of crumbs creating a picture of their lives, starting with their birth announcements and running all the way through to their own death notices. The archivist is the guardian of all that’s happened over the years, the first stop for reporters on deadline to write a story. No one knows this city and all its stories better than Chloe. 


She surveys the archive, across the tops of the grey filing cabinets, up to the tomes containing back copies of every newspaper they’ve ever printed. It’s all going to be gone soon. Replaced with two computers. Just two. But what’s an archive without that human touch? 


At lunchtime, Chloe stands in line for a coffee. On her phone she finds another missed call from social services. It makes her stomach turn over inside her coat and she quickly pushes her phone deep inside her bag. In front of her in the queue, a woman laughs loudly into her own phone. The woman has long blonde hair and, when she turns around, a perfect smile with teeth straight out of a toothpaste advert. She smells of a musky, confident perfume that Chloe would never think to wear. 


The barista calls out her name – Amanda – and the woman steps forward for her coffee, still laughing loudly into her phone. Amanda doesn’t worry about answering her phone. Amanda has only good news from her phone. This makes Chloe think of social services again. 


The cafe is busy, packed with bodies, and Chloe could say with all honesty that she didn’t see Amanda turn around so quickly, that she hadn’t realized she’d stepped straight into her path as she did. She could say she only realized what had happened when she saw the stain spreading across Amanda’s perfect camel coat. 


‘Look what you did!’ Amanda says.


She’s not laughing anymore. Staff fuss around her, mopping at her coat with paper napkins instantly dyed tan. 


Chloe steps past the chaos; she’s forgotten all about social services. Instead, with a smile, she orders her latte. 


‘What’s the name?’ the barista asks, standing poised with a cup and a black marker pen. 


Chloe watches the woman leave, now swearing into her phone. ‘Amanda,’ she says.


The barista scribbles it onto the side of the cup without question. 


Alec leaves early to take his wife for one of her hospital appointments. Chloe has never asked him what’s wrong with her. It grates that he can take so much time off. 


Once he’s gone, she starts sifting through the pile of cuttings that need to be scanned to the new system. She opens the flatbed scanner on her desk. Bright white light shines through the fine newsprint; she places the lid down again, clicks the icon on the screen, and watches as the image appears seconds later. 


DOCTORS DIDN’T BELIEVE I HAD CANCER


Chloe enlarges the story, zooms in once, twice, and then starts reading. 


FOR thirteen years, Karen Stanmore was fobbed off by doctors who believed she was making up stomach pains. 


Chloe reaches for her own stomach.


The thirty-five-year-old city woman even convinced herself that her pains and tiredness were psychosomatic, but after being admitted to hospital with suspected appendicitis, surgeons found a cancerous tumour that had been growing inside her for more than a decade. 


Chloe reads on as the office thins out around her. At the back of her mind nags a vague memory of a collection, talk of leaving drinks. Perfume spritzed at desks travels the length of the newsroom towards her, tangling together in the air around the archive. She hears a cork popped, plastic cups passed around. One appears at the edge of her desk filled with something pale and fizzy she hadn’t asked for. She doesn’t look up, too engrossed in the story about Karen Stanmore and her stomach cancer. 


It’s almost 6.15 p.m. by the time she’s finished googling the rare cancer the doctors finally found. She ticks off all of the symptoms until she’s satisfied there’s nothing black growing inside her. The office is quiet when she next glances up, but there are still another five or six files to get through. The phone rings on her desk. Without thinking, she snatches the receiver from the cradle.


‘Archive.’


‘Chloe?’


Her stomach sinks into her seat.


‘It’s Claire Sanders, social services. I’ve been leaving messages on your mobile.’


‘Oh yes, Claire, sorry, I—’


‘We need to speak urgently about your grandmother’s care, the sale of the house . . .’


She starts talking without invitation, about ‘assessment reports’, ‘needs meeting criteria’, ‘care homes’, ‘financial eligibility’. 


Chloe goes back to the article about Karen Stanmore’s tumour.



   



   

THREE


Nan shuffles through the cemetery, clutching the daffodils inside gloved hands. The bright yellow of their happy heads stands out against the grey of this Sunday morning.


‘Have I been here before?’ 


‘Yes, Nan,’ Chloe says. 


She doesn’t argue. 


Chloe walks slowly behind her, keeping hold of her at the elbow; the disease that started somewhere in her brain has worked its way into the tips of her toes, making it easier for her to fall these days.


‘Are you sure I’ve been here before?’ 


‘Yes, Nan.’


‘And who do we know here?’


‘Mum, Nan.’


‘My mum?’


‘No, mine, Nan.’


‘Oh, sorry to hear that, dear. Was she nice?’


Chloe guides her left up a winding path. She obeys without question, past lines and lines of neutral mottled headstones, each engraved with names and dates to sum up the soul lying beneath. Chloe has never found graveyards creepy, not like some kids. She remembers late-night dares that she was certain would reward her with friendships she wouldn’t otherwise be entitled to. She’d hear them laugh, their hurried footsteps fleeing as she wandered inside the darkness. Too humiliated to leave, she’d sit down among the stones to read them, fantasising about the people who kept her company that night, and all the ones that followed. Chloe preferred these ghosts to the living – they weren’t anywhere near so cruel. You knew where you were with dead people. 


At the top of the path Chloe and Nan turn right and walk across the wet grass until they stand in front of a shiny black headstone: Stella Hudson. Who fell asleep . . .


The pair of them are silent for a moment. 


‘Stella Hudson,’ Nan says with a sigh. 


Chloe puts an arm around Nan and pulls her closer. She knows what to do, she has watched people in cemeteries for as long as she can remember.


‘Was she one of my old neighbours?’ Nan asks. 


Chloe thinks for a second of explaining, while Nan stands looking puzzled at the grave. Instead, she tells her yes, and crouches down closer to the earth, closer to Stella. 


‘Oh look, someone’s left some flowers here,’ Nan says. 


Cellophane wraps the pink carnations they brought last weekend in an untidy hug, the petals curling, browning at the edges. Chloe pulls them from the vase at the foot of the stone; their slimy stems follow. 


‘I know,’ Nan says, her eyes brightening with a new idea, ‘we can put these daffodils in there.’


Chloe takes them from her and peers into the vase, picking out a few dead leaves, and one long, thin slug. She fishes the creature out, examining its shiny back in the palm of her hand, before discarding it onto the grave next door. 


‘Oh, there’s no water left,’ Chloe says, picking up the vase. 


Nan tuts slowly. 


Chloe stands up and looks round. ‘Listen, stay here, I’m going to find a tap.’


She walks away without thinking, then quickly retraces her steps back to Nan. She zips up Nan’s parka, securing it under her chin, and pulls the hood up over her white hair. 


‘Stay here, OK?’ Chloe tells her. ‘I won’t be a minute.’


Nan nods. 


Chloe hurries back the way they came, turns right, and takes another gravel path winding past more headstones. A wooden sign marks the Garden of Remembrance; she follows it, and sees on the other side of the garden a squat log-panelled hut. Inside there is a tap. 


She fills the vase quickly, then makes her way out towards the path back to Nan. Only as she does, she spots a memorial stone. She stops and stares, then bends down for a closer look. She pulls her coat sleeve up over her hand and wipes it across the small black marble stone. It is a memorial for a little girl. 


‘Not a nice job, is it?’ a voice behind her interrupts. 


She turns to see a man in his seventies, wearing a flat cap and wiping at his rheumy blue eyes with a white handkerchief. He points at the plaque. ‘But we’ve got to remember them somehow, ent we? The only way we know how.’


Chloe nods. She looks up towards the path where she had left Nan.


‘Irene usually does this for our Katy – our granddaughter, like – but winter’s got her bad this year, terrible chest infection, so I said I’d come up here today, just check on the babby. We don’t get up as often as we’d like – perhaps why we haven’t met before. It makes you feel bad, dun’it, when you can’t come as often? Still, you never forget, you always carry them in here.’ He pats his chest, and coughs a little as he does. He glances at her vase then. ‘Be careful you don’t put too much water in there, otherwise the birds come and get a drink and, well, it makes the plaque messy, like, them doing their business and all, if you know what I mean.’ 


Chloe tips a little water away onto the grass. She is about to hurry back to Nan when he starts talking again. 


‘Relative, is she? Daughter?’ 


Chloe doesn’t reply. 


He bends forward, squinting a little, and takes a closer look at the stone. ‘Oh, 1979, must make you . . . a sister?’


‘Oh, I . . .’ She looks down at the daffodils in her hand and realizes how he came to this conclusion.


‘Ah, well, she’ll be glad to have you looking out for her, that’s what big sisters are for, ent they?’ He smiles and wipes at his eyes once more with the handkerchief. ‘You want to get some plants in here, you could spread out a bit—’


‘Oh, I’m not—’


‘Oh, don’t worry about having green fingers.’ He lifts his hands in protest as Chloe shuffles from foot to foot. ‘There ent much you need to know. First of all, take a look at the soil.’ He picks up some and rubs it between his fingertips; his fingers are a reddish purple, the years having hardened them against the cold. ‘The type of plants that will grow and thrive all depend on the soil at your feet. You want to think, is it gritty, sandy, or does it form a solid mass – like clay?’


Chloe shuffles on the gravel path.


‘You could have a lovely perfumed rose bush here,’ the old man continues, ‘or annuals, lots of bright colours. You could plant them every summer and then . . . whoop, up they’d come in spring. Cheer the place up a bit. And don’t matter about nature, worms keep the soil aerated, birds eat the greenfly, only thing you don’t really want are ants’ nests – millions of them you’ll have, all those tiny creatures hard at work underneath, yet never a good look crawling all over the soil. My Irene can’t stand the things – can’t say I blame her. Anyway, talking of Irene, she’ll be wondering where I got to. I’d better stop chatting and get off.’


Chloe watches him cross the garden to pick up a trowel he’d left by Katy’s grave. He pats the top of the stone as tenderly as if it were his lost granddaughter’s own warm head, then follows the gravel path out towards the exit, lifting his arm as if he knows she’s watching. 


Chloe turns back to the stone then. She takes one daffodil and trims the stem with her fingernails, leaving it inside the vase, then hurries back up the gravel path towards Nan. 


She turns left at the top, retracing her steps, just as she had taken them a few moments before. Only something is different. Her eyes scan the cemetery, quickly, then frantically. She spins on the spot, looks behind her, in case she had taken a wrong turn. But she knows this place. She wouldn’t make a mistake. But then, if she hadn’t, something is missing. That’s the moment when the dread begins to swell inside, starting in the soles of her feet and spreading right up to the top of her head, collecting with it her blood, the sound of which bangs inside her eardrums. 


‘Nan!’ she calls out to the empty cemetery. She is nowhere to be seen. 


Chloe spins this way and that. She squints, staggering between the headstones, sure that she’ll see it, that flash of navy – Nan’s parka – but there is just grass and stillness, the odd petal that has blown in from the latest floral tribute. 


‘Nan!’


She runs back the way she came; perhaps Nan has gone looking for her. But the path is empty. Her heart thudding now, she runs back, all the way to Stella’s grave, as if by some miracle Nan is small enough to be hiding behind it. Of course not. But that’s when she notices it, a copse at the back of the cemetery, an opening just large enough for Nan to squeeze through, yet the trees are knitted together too tightly to get a look in from here. She runs over to it, hesitating at the entrance. Surely Nan wouldn’t have gone inside. But now she’s had that thought she can’t leave it unattended. She takes a first step in, dry leaves crunching underfoot; a twig from underneath her own step causes Chloe to start. 


‘Nan, please,’ she cries. 


Silence answers her. 


She goes further into the undergrowth. There is no path in here and so she kicks at bushes, hearing the sound of berries and leaves dropping within each footprint she leaves behind. The deeper she goes, the denser it becomes. A mossy, damp, earthy smell fills her nose. 


‘Nan?’ 


She looks back. She can’t see the cemetery now. What if Nan has reappeared? What if she’s looking in the wrong place? She can’t think when she panics. Instead she goes deeper, dipping and ducking under branches; she snaps several in two to pass, scanning the undergrowth for a swatch of Nan’s white hair. Perhaps she’s slipped. Perhaps she’ll find her hurt. The thought flashes more panic through her veins. She walks, she calls. Sometimes, where tendrils have stitched themselves together, she almost has to crawl to make a path through, bending and folding herself under low-slung branches, pushing on through the bramble. 


‘Nan?’ she calls, and stops. Was that her voice? She scrambles to turn around, to listen, and a thorny bush nips her skin, tearing the flesh in a neat, straight line. She’s tangled now, in brambly twine, nature’s own barbed wire. She fights to free herself, pushes back through the bush until she sees the light and she hopes – no, she prays – that Nan will be waiting where she left her. 


She emerges to the stillness of the cemetery, bleached grey headstones and the odd tumbled-earth grave. But no Nan. She sinks to the ground. She’s gone. 



   



   

FOUR


The hard plastic chairs at the police station are pinching the back of Chloe’s thighs. Finally, an officer opens the door into reception and calls her name. 


‘I hear you’d like to report a missing person?’


‘Yes . . . yes,’ she says. 


He leads her down a long corridor to a small room. They sit each side of the table, upon which there is a recording device – not that he switches it on. But Chloe’s eyes quickly dart around the room and she slides her hands underneath her legs. 


‘I hear your grandmother went missing at the city cemetery?’ the officer says, flicking through a small black notepad. 


‘Yes, that’s right. I was just getting some water and . . . well, when I went back . . . I mean, I searched, everywhere, I even went into this little wood at the back of the—’


‘And you say she has dementia?’


‘Alzheimer’s, yes. She was diagnosed two years ago.’ Chloe taps the top of the desk quickly. ‘I mean, I don’t know how she just disappeared like that. She can’t even walk that well . . . I only turned my back for a second.’


‘And you’re her primary carer?’


‘Yes.’


‘Does she have a social worker’s contact details that we could take?’


Chloe hesitates. She knows what this will mean. She sits forward in her seat. 


‘Look, can’t you just get out there and find Nan?’


The officer sighs and takes his notepad in one hand. ‘Chloe, officers have already been given a description of your grandmother and they’ll be keeping a good eye out for her. I’m sure they’ll find her safe and sound soon enough. In the meantime, you and I just need to complete the relevant paperwork here at the station. Now, if you don’t mind, her social worker’s details . . .’


Chloe wakes with a start, shaking off the rest of a dream she’s had a thousand times before. Anxiety is somehow always waiting for her in the night; it’s constantly there, just under her skin. She opens her eyes quickly as she remembers Nan. She quickly leans over and finds her mobile on the floor beside her bed, but the screen is blank. It is still only 5 a.m. She lies back down on her pillow, but when she closes her eyes the same faces are there. She feels helpless. She gets out of bed, gathers her clothes up from the floor and dresses quickly. But at the bottom of the stairs she looks out the window, onto a dawn that has yet to fully rise, and wonders what she is supposed to do. Nan is still out there. There has been no news overnight. Or at least she has heard nothing. Should she stay here and wait for her? It feels as if she should be doing something else, something more practical. But what? The police insisted they would do everything they could. 


She pulls the thick curtain back from the door, wondering why she’d even bothered to draw it across last night when Nan was still out there. She opens the front door and feels the cold rush in. She shivers at the thought of Nan wandering the streets. 


By the time she leaves, the sun is dyeing the night sky orange. She pulls the front door shut behind her and looks up at Nan’s little semi, darkness behind each window. The adjacent houses still sleep, families that haven’t long moved into the area tucked safely behind each of them. The neighbours’ front door is right next to her own; their path is decorated with glazed terracotta pots and in one a rainbow windmill smiles out at the morning. It belongs to the little girl who sleeps in the room above the front door. She’s five or six, and she always stops to say hello. Chloe couldn’t describe what she looked like – her eyes are always trained on the little girl’s hands, one always locked tight inside her mother’s. 


A small wind blows and the plastic sails spin happily. Chloe tightens the belt on her coat and heads up the path towards the road. 


In the lift up to the office Chloe studies her reflection in the mirror. The cold morning still clings to her cheeks and there’s little she can come up with to comfort herself that Nan is safe and warm somewhere. She plucks a stray leaf still tangled in strands of her dark hair; she must have collected it in the copse yesterday. She goes back over the scene, asking again how Nan could have just disappeared. It doesn’t feel right to come to work on a day like today. But what else is she going to do? Perhaps the right thing is to stay busy. She imagines that’s the advice they’d give in films. The lift announces the third floor, and she steps out towards the newsroom, leaving more foliage from under her footstep. 


It’s still early and the beep of her security pass announces her arrival. The editor, Malc, stands by the news desk, hands in his pocket, swivelling on his heels between the news editor and the assistant editor as they decide on that day’s splash. He doesn’t look up as she makes her way towards the archive. No one ever does. 


Chloe reaches her desk and checks her phone again for missed calls, just like she had when she got into the lift three minutes earlier. There’s nothing, no news. She places it on her desk beside her keyboard. 


She’s not due in to work for another hour and a half, but she knows she needs to keep busy to distract herself from checking her mobile phone. She’s always preferred the archive without people. Her eyes fall to a plastic orange crate beside Alec’s desk – a job they’ve both been avoiding. The crate contains some of the oldest files that need scanning ready for the new electronic system. She turns the scanner on and watches as the bright white light beams back from beneath the flatbed. 


She works on automatic; she knows how things operate here. Each file is a small brown gusset envelope, just slightly bigger than a postcard. Most have a few dozen cuttings folded neatly inside, the girth of the envelope a giveaway to the stories that have dominated the headlines over the decades. Some have even multiplied, giving birth to one or even two more envelopes. In those cases the files will be marked cont. and numbered. But the first one she picks up, although thick, has only one line on the front: KYLE; ANGELA. It’s written as all the others are: neat capitals in black marker, double underlined in the top right-hand corner. Just the way Alec likes it. She has always appreciated the archive for that, the safety within the order of everything. How she needs that today. 


Chloe turns the file over in her hands, noticing how some of the seams have started to give way. She pulls its insides out as carefully as a surgeon, the envelope collapsing without them. Dozens of cuttings scatter across the light grey melamine of her desk, fanning out like a neutral paint chart, instantly revealing the length of time this particular story has dominated the headlines. The older cuttings are various shades of pale yellow and ivory – daffodil white, perhaps; the newer ones are magnolia. 


Chloe picks a cutting at random. It’s an old one, she can tell from the folds that have been impressed over and over by the hammy thumbs of reporters. She takes extra care not to tear the fine newsprint as she peels it open, stirring it again with oxygen. The cutting resists as she stretches it awake, but a second later it is laid bare in front of her. 


POLICE GIVE UP SEARCH FOR MISSING ANGIE


She immediately thinks of Nan and glances at her phone. Nothing. She checks the volume, makes doubly sure the ringtone is on. Still nothing.


She takes the cutting and places it under the scanner. The white light flickers beneath the cover, and as she waits questions accumulate. Who is Angie? Why is she missing? And most importantly for Chloe right now, why did the police give up their search for this person? 


When the clipping appears on her screen a few seconds later, she zooms in quickly – once, twice – and starts to read:


YESTERDAY, police revealed the search for missing Angela Rose Kyle has finally been scaled back. The four-year-old disappeared on 27 October last year, after a trip to a city park with her father Patrick Kyle. 


She checks the date on the cutting – 3 May 1980. More than two decades ago. She quickly thumbs through the pile for a more recent cutting, then another; each one still talks of missing Angie and is accompanied by a school photograph of the little girl, her dark hair in two bunches, a milk-tooth smile. Chloe stares at the first cutting she picked up in her hand – this girl has been missing for twenty-five years. She continues reading:


Devastated Mr Kyle told police how he left his daughter on the swings at the deserted park for less than a minute while he went to lock his car. When he returned she was gone. 


Dozens of officers combed the surrounding area, while police divers dredged the nearby river for the youngster. But despite a nationwide appeal for information about the missing girl, all leads have proved fruitless. Now, six months on from her disappearance, police have been forced to scale back their search. 


Chloe pauses, her gaze shifting to his wife, Maureen. Her pain is less visible than his, worn on the inside so her face has become nothing but a shell. Chloe glances between them, from the man to his wife. His arm around her shoulders in the photograph, his knuckles white, his grip on her tight. Chloe picks up another cutting at random from her desk, this time his hand wrapped around hers. She picks up another, another, another. It’s the same in every picture. Their togetherness carrying the pair of them. Chloe only feels the pinch of envy for a second – how could she feel it for any longer when she reads on?


Detective Inspector Tom Newton, of Peterborough Constabulary, told this newspaper, ‘Over the last few months we have carried out searches of Ferry Meadows and the surrounding areas. Police divers have dredged the Nene and locals have been out in force alongside officers covering many acres of grass and woodland, but sadly there have been no sightings of Angela since the day she went missing. Like the family, we will never give up hope that Angela will be reunited with her parents, but with no new leads we’ve been forced to scale back our operations. We would like to take this opportunity to thank the public for their help in the search and remind them that an incident number will remain active in the hope of new information.’


Chloe opens up the next cutting, then the next, earlier ones before the police scaled back. Staggered across her desk, the headlines fit together like pieces of a jigsaw. 


GIRL, FOUR, MISSING FROM LOCAL PARK


FEARS GROW FOR MISSING ANGIE


MOTHER’S PLEA: ‘GIVE BACK OUR ANGIE’ 


FOUND: CLOTH CAT – BUT WHERE IS ANGIE?


She goes back to the original cutting. 


DI Newton refused to be drawn into speculation about what might have happened to Angela, although he admitted that police cannot rule out the possibility that she may have been abducted. 


‘We are not closing the case, and we still hope that Angela will be returned to her parents. I’d like to reiterate that without the discovery of a body we can only assume that Angela is alive and well. I would once again urge the public to come forward with any information that may help police – however insignificant it may appear to them.’


Chloe knows the cranks who would have got in touch back then, the same people who phone the newsroom with promises of stories if only the news editor dispatches a reporter to their home. Some people are prepared to do anything for attention. Some people just want the company. 


Patrick and Maureen Kyle, of 48 Chestnut Avenue, are said to be ‘inconsolable’ at the thought of the police hunt being called off. A statement from Mr Kyle released through police said, ‘Angela is our life, our love, our everything. An open wound will be here in our hearts until the day she is returned to us. We will wait for the rest of our lives for the day we are reunited.’


Anyone with any information should contact DI Newton at the city’s police station. 


Chloe reads the cutting over and over, checking Angie’s age against the date, and doing the maths in her head. Angie was the same age as Chloe was in 1979, and so if she is alive, she’d be twenty-nine too. She closes her eyes and tries to picture her now. What really were the chances of her still being out there? Her mind flickers then to the worst outcome: a young girl dead in a shallow grave, never properly resting in peace. She shudders when she thinks of Nan. Is Chloe the only person right now who can imagine the pain this couple feel to this day? Instantly she feels so desperately, so sadly connected to them. Just twenty-four hours in the Kyles’ shoes has taught her something of what they’ve been through. 


She checks her phone again. Nothing. She drops the cutting onto her desk. She can’t be here, not now, when everything is a reminder to her that Nan is missing. She could have picked up any file, and yet she’d chosen that one. She checks the time – it’s nearly eight. She’s too worried about Nan to do anything here, and anyway, it feels empty, pointless while Nan is still out there somewhere. She pushes back from her desk on her swivel chair; there is still time to get to the police station and back before 9 a.m. She leaves the office the same way she came in. Only this time she feels the editor’s gaze follow her out.



   



   

FIVE


Chloe pushes open the thick heavy doors to the police station. She scans the benches that line the walls in case Nan is waiting there in reception. She can almost picture her: a puzzled face, shivering from the cold, but there, all the same. Instead a skinny man sits in a battered leather jacket and dirty jeans, and a woman in her fifties opposite clutches her handbag as though it contains precious forensic evidence. 


Chloe walks up to the reception desk and presses the bell. An overweight woman slumps slowly towards the window. 


‘Yes?’


‘I’m enquiring about my nan, she’s missing. I just want to know if there’s been any news?’


‘Name?’


‘My name?’


‘Your grandmother’s.’


‘Oh, Grace Hudson.’


‘Has an officer been in touch with you to say there’ve been any developments?’


‘Well, no, but—’


‘Then I think it’s fair to assume there haven’t been any sightings. Have we got your contact details in case any of our officers need to get in touch?’


‘Well, yes, but—’


‘Then we’ll be in touch if there’s any further news.’


The woman goes to walk away but Chloe taps quickly on the safety glass. 


‘Please, I . . . Can I just speak to the officer I spoke with yesterday? It’s important.’


‘Do you have new information?’


‘No, I just need to know they’re doing everything they can.’


The woman rolls her eyes a little and taps something into her keyboard, then she picks up her phone to make a call. 


‘He’s coming down.’


‘Thank you.’


She slopes off back to her crossword. 


Chloe sits down on the benches, next to the woman clutching her handbag. The woman shuffles an inch away. 


Chloe waits for twenty minutes before PC Dunn puts his head around the door. 


‘Chloe? Do you want to come through?’


She follows him – too slowly it seems. He walks quickly, weaving this way and that through the corridors, through double doors – another set – and she struggles to keep up. He’s tall, well over six feet, and his straight black trousers don’t quite meet his ankles. He chooses a different interview room today and they sit down. He takes out the same tiny notepad from his top pocket and the same tiny pen. 


‘I hear you have some further information for us?’


‘Well, no, I . . . I just wondered if there’s been any news?’


He sighs, shaking his head and putting the lid back on his pen. ‘Not as yet, I’m afraid, but you can rest assured we’re doing all we can.’ 


Chloe can’t help but think of the woman and her crossword behind the desk. 


‘We did manage to speak to the social worker, what was her name . . .?’ He flicks back a few pages in his notepad as Chloe’s hands squeeze one another in her lap.


‘Claire Sanders.’


‘Claire Sanders, yes, that’s right. She said that she’s been trying to get Mrs Hudson into a care home for some time but there’s been some resistance . . . from yourself, would that be?’


‘Well, yes, but it’s only because, well, we can manage, you see? Nan doesn’t need to be in a care home, she’s got me, and . . . and I’ve got her and—’


‘Yes . . . although with the greatest respect, Mrs Hudson is currently missing – we’ve got officers searching for her now. You’re not really managing, are you? Perhaps if she had been in a care home, this wouldn’t—’


Chloe’s phone rings in her pocket, finishing the sentence for him. She scrabbles through her coat to reach it. Even PC Dunn sits forward in his chair. 


A name flashes up: Hollie. Her best friend. Chloe shows the policeman. 


‘It’s just my . . . er . . . hang on, hello?’


‘Oh my God, Chloe, I just picked up your text. Are you OK? Have they found her?’


She quickly tells Hollie she’s at the police station, there’s been no news. The two arrange to meet at a local coffee shop. She puts the phone down and PC Dunn closes his notepad. 


‘Chloe,’ he says, ‘I know you’re worried, but I can assure you we’re doing everything we can. Seventy-nine per cent of missing people are found within twenty-four hours.’


She thinks of the girl in the cuttings. ‘And the rest?’


‘Let’s be positive, eh?’


He leads her out of the station. There’s nothing she can do but follow. 


In the coffee shop, Hollie wraps her in a big winter-coat hug. 


‘Oh hun, I can’t believe this is happening.’


‘Me neither,’ Chloe says as she pulls out a chair and sits down. She looks over the menu, but she’s not hungry. Instead they order coffees to help them thaw while Chloe quickly fills her in. Hollie reaches her hand across the table towards Chloe, and she stares at it lying limp on top of her own. Chloe feels the gratitude swell inside her for Hollie’s unswerving loyalty. 


‘Listen, it’s not your fault, you know that, don’t you?’ Hollie says.


Chloe shrugs.


‘They’ll find her, just you wait and see. I bet loads of people go missing like this and, well . . . I’m sure it’s all going to be fine.’


Chloe stirs her coffee. 


‘I know, it’s just . . . she’s all I’ve got.’


Hollie pushes her long blonde hair back behind her shoulders and stirs more sugar into her coffee. Chloe sees how she glances up at her every now and then as she turns the teaspoon round and round inside her mug. Chloe shuffles in her seat.


‘Your nails are nice,’ Chloe says. 


Hollie stops stirring to admire them. She has these gels done, long nails that curl slightly at the top. They’re always painted like miniature portraits, with little flowers or glittery tips. Hollie calls it her guilty pleasure, though Chloe isn’t sure what she has to feel guilty about and has never asked. She wouldn’t have them done herself, though she has walked past the kind of nail salons that Hollie visits. Chloe has never so much as put nail polish on her own fingers. She knows they must look odd sitting here in this cafe together. From the outside they are a mismatch, Chloe knows this. She’s always felt like the fat, ugly friend next to Hollie. But Chloe can honestly say she’s never resented her for it, perhaps because Hollie is the most loyal person she knows. Most people aren’t to be trusted; they always break promises in the end. But not Hollie. Chloe can’t remember a single time she’s ever let her down. And it wasn’t Hollie’s fault their lives turned out so differently. It could easily have been Chloe sitting across the table now, her nails perfectly manicured, her hair freshly blow-dried. She often thinks about this when she walks past happy dogs and their owners in the street, how easily someone might have stopped at the next kennel along. At the end of the day, it all comes down to fate. Which is why Chloe tends to take it into her own hands these days.


‘Hello? Earth to Chloe?’ Hollie laughs.


‘Oh, sorry, I was miles away.’


Hollie drops her hands back on top of her friend’s. 


‘You’re bound to be,’ she says. ‘It would be a shock for anyone. Is there no one else you could—’


Chloe looks up quickly, and Hollie stops herself.


‘No, of course there isn’t,’ Hollie says.


Now it’s Chloe’s turn to look down into her drink. 


The good thing about Hollie is she knows not to probe; perhaps that is why their friendship has endured. Hollie understands there’s a time to speak in clichés, that there’s safety to be found there for both of them. Chloe has seen it in other friendships she has observed, this dance two women can become accustomed to, a way of keeping their shared history preserved in politeness. Not that she can call to mind any other female friendships she’s enjoyed. 


Hollie takes a breath. ‘Do the police have any leads?’


Chloe shakes her head, and as she does a tiny twig drops onto the table. Hollie collects it and holds it up like a question mark between them. 


‘I searched a copse near the cemetery when I found she was missing, it must be from then.’ 


Hollie looks concerned. 


‘But I feel helpless, just waiting for news,’ Chloe says. ‘I keep thinking, what if I missed something? Maybe I should go back for another—’


‘Chloe, you must leave it to the police, they know what they’re doing.’


Chloe nods. 


‘But if there’s anything I can do, even if you just need company. You know you could always come over to us, Phil wouldn’t mind you staying for a few—’


‘I’m fine,’ Chloe says quickly. 


Hollie looks away, scolded. 


Chloe’s voice softens then. She never means to hurt her friend. ‘Honestly, you’re right, they’ll find her.’


‘They will,’ Hollie says. ‘And you’ll let me know if there’s anything I can do to help?’


Chloe nods, relieved her best friend has heard, as always, what was left unspoken. 


‘Of course,’ she says. 


Then Hollie dips her eyes, and with a whisper she says, ‘But when this is all over, we should . . .’ Her voice trails off.


It’s times like these when something ugly stirs inside Chloe. She knows it’s all right for Hollie, she had a family to call her own, she didn’t have the same chopping and changing that Chloe had. And now she has Phil, a new build on an estate and – Chloe notices – a new ring on her finger. 


‘Is that a . . .?’ she says, grateful for a reason to change the subject. 


Hollie twiddles the gold band of tiny navy stones around her ring finger. 


‘Oh, no, not an . . . no, it’s an eternity ring. Phil gave it to me for our eighteen-month anniversary.’


‘I didn’t know people celebrated an eighteen-month anniversary,’ Chloe says. 


Hollie shrugs. ‘We do.’ 


Phil works on an insurance helpdesk, like a lot of people in this city. He has the same small-town haircut, wears the same small-town uniform. Chloe used to see a lot more of Hollie before she met Phil; now she makes excuses so she doesn’t have to go round to their house for spaghetti carbonara and stand in their kitchen admiring their matching kettle, toaster and bread bin. Something about it makes Chloe feel claustrophobic.


Chloe starts playing with the tiny sachets of sugar and sweetener on the table. She empties them from their tub, separating them into white and brown sugar and sweetener and stacking them in piles. 


‘I’m so worried about Nan out there, all alone.’


Hollie picks up her spoon and stirs her coffee. 


‘I’m all she’s got in the world.’


Hollie shuffles in her chair and looks around the cafe. She sticks out her hand across the table. ‘These are actually sapphires, and these’ – she points to two barely there white dots – ‘these are diamonds.’


‘Nan has a ring just like it.’


‘Phil got it from that new place in town, by the market. He chose it.’


She blushes when she says that. Hollie and Phil share the same birthday. Chloe has always thought that makes them more like brother and sister. Hollie is besotted by him. Chloe finds him the dullest person she’s ever met. She’s often wondered how Hollie can find their life together enough, their weekend visits to garden centres or Saturdays spent looking for matching tea, coffee and sugar caddies. But then it depends on what you came from. They say you can go either way. 


‘Hey, do you remember a story of a kid going missing when we were growing up? Angela Kyle?’


Hollie thinks for a moment, then shakes her head. ‘No, not that I . . . no,’ she says, dismantling Chloe’s sugar archive to take more for her coffee. ‘Oh, hang on, the little girl at the swings? I have a vague memory of people talking about it when we were kids. Hasn’t it been in the papers too?’


‘Yes, Angela – well, the papers called her Angie.’


‘Yeah, sort of. I remember her parents doing interviews about it, pleading for information and stuff. God, haven’t thought about that in years. She’d be about our age now, wouldn’t she?’


‘Yeah, she would.’


‘What made you ask?’


‘Oh, nothing, just a story I’m working on. I was just surprised I’d never heard about her disappearance before, you know, being the same age. She was never found, you know. There can’t have been many girls our age who went missing when we were growing up. It must have made people nervous for years afterwards, that’s probably why you remember it.’


‘Yeah, well I know what you’re thinking, and remember, it’s in the papers because it’s rare that people aren’t found,’ Hollie says, and she taps Chloe’s hand as she says it as if trying to reassure her.


‘But it does happen. The police officer told me seventy-nine per cent of missing people are found within twenty-four hours, but what about the other twenty-one per cent? What happens to them? To people like Angela Kyle?’


Hollie sighs. ‘Oh Chloe, don’t go overthinking, you know what you’re like.’


Chloe shifts in her seat. 


‘Nothing like that is going to happen to Nan, OK? The police are going to find her any minute and bring her home and you’ll be back to slinging cans of rice pudding in the bin in no time.’


Chloe smiles a little. 


‘Thanks,’ she says. 


‘Any time,’ Hollie smiles back. 


‘Anyway, how are you? I’ve been talking about myself so much I—’


‘Don’t be silly, I couldn’t believe it when you texted. Phil’s just got a big promotion at work – huge pay rise – he’s taking us on holiday. Fuerteventura, can’t wait!’


‘Oh, lovely.’ Chloe feels hot; she glances around the cafe for an open window. 


‘And the new place is looking good – we’ve painted the spare room. It’s tiny but it looks much better, you know, fresh lick of paint. You should come over, we’re having friends around on Satur—’


‘Oh, it’s OK.’ Chloe starts slipping her arms into her coat and winding her scarf around her neck. ‘At the moment I’d rather just . . . you know, what with Nan missing . . .’


‘Of course, of course.’ Hollie looks away as she does up her coat.


Chloe stands up from her chair. ‘I’d better get back to work, but I might go to the cemetery at lunchtime, you know, just in case . . .’


‘Oh Chloe, it’s far too cold for that, and anyway, she’s got more sense than to be hanging around there. If she’s anywhere, it’ll be back at home, won’t it? You’ll probably go home after work and find her sitting there with a cup of tea.’


At the mention of tea, Chloe remembers the melted kettle she threw away. And then the fact she’s already ten minutes late for work. 


Hollie stands up to hug her goodbye. ‘Promise you’ll let me know when they find her?’



   



   

SIX


After work, Chloe leaves the office and heads for the shopping centre. She walks against the tide of shoppers, scanning the crowd as she does for a navy parka, white hair and a wobbly gait she would instantly recognize. A group of teenage schoolgirls, skirts rolled up above their knees, pass her going in the opposite direction. Chloe stares at the tight circle they make. One bumps Chloe with her bag. They walk on chattering.


Chloe finds the department store and heads towards the electricals. Inside, she browses different models of kettles, walking alongside rows and rows of them. She watches the people around her, the couples taking time to choose; some pick up one kettle to test how it feels in their hand, how it feels to pour. Chloe copies them, testing kettles well out of her price range, before choosing one exactly the same as Nan’s last.


Nan’s house is a museum of her life. It makes Chloe feel safe that Nan’s world moves more slowly than the outside one, the things and people take longer to change. Chloe can relax in there. Outside the doors, the world is less reliable. The people are too. 


When she was a child, she had a favourite teacher in year three. Her name was Miss Moore. Chloe had a book then, about a little girl who loved her teacher too, and when she read it she always thought of herself and Miss Moore. She once saw Miss Moore trimming a hedge outside her house. She often wished she could go into that house, that she could look behind her red front door. The teacher in the book left the school, and Chloe felt sure that Miss Moore would never do that to her. Then one morning she arrived at school and there was no Miss Moore in front of the blackboard. There was Mr Chadwick. The next time she walked past Miss Moore’s house she reached over the fence and pulled all the heads off her pink roses. It had made her feel better but only for a while. She feels safe with Nan, and she knows Nan feels safe with her, and that’s more than you can ask from a lot of people. In the electrical department, she feels wet tears on her cheeks. When will Nan be home?


She looks up and sees someone watching her. She dries her eyes. Hollie is right: the first thing Nan will want when she comes home is a cup of tea. And she will come home. She has to. 


Chloe takes the kettle to the till. She waits in line to pay, gripping the box. A man and his daughter stand not far from her. The girl is about four, her hair in a plait, a navy pinafore peering from under her cerise woollen coat. She thinks of the missing girl in the news cuttings. Chloe watches her as she plays, balancing her shiny T-bar shoes on her dad’s giant ones and giggling as he walks her round in circles in his great big footsteps. 
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