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‘No daughter and mother ever live apart, no matter what the distance between them.’

Christie Watson, Tiny Sunbirds, Far Away.


Prologue

Mother’s Day, 2019

Alexandra Abbott was late. She started to run towards the river, hugging pages of life drawings so that they crumpled and creased. Charcoal stained her hands, her camel coat, the pale blue mohair scarf a friend had gifted her, but there were more important things to worry about than sartorial scuffs. It was Mother’s Day, her children had been arrested on a protest, again, and her mother, who was unbearably punctual always, was waiting at the Hayward Gallery, probably getting more agitated by the second.

‘I can do your mother and I can do art but not both at the same time,’ Rob had said that morning. ‘Besides, I’ve got work to do.’ Rob always had work to do but then they’d had the call announcing that Josh and Freya were being held at the police station. When Ally had called her mother to explain the reason for her grandchildren’s absence, her mother had sounded relieved.

‘Well, it’s probably a good thing,’ she’d said.

‘How can it be a good thing? Our children have been arrested!’

‘They won’t charge them. At least they didn’t last time,’ her mother said. ‘Shall we forget the exhibition?’

‘How often do we get to see art together?’

Her mother sighed. ‘You know it’s not really my thing.’

‘This was your idea, Mum!’ Ally knew a visit to the gallery had been suggested for her sake but she could feel her day crumbling and was desperate to have some quality time with her mum.

And now she was late.

Circles of bubblegum blemished the pavement, a cyclist hummed past, a boat sounded its horn. London was bustling with a sense of purpose even though it was a weekend, the tall red buses chugging towards Waterloo Bridge, diesel fumes choking the air. This had always been her favourite London bridge; as a young girl she remembered running across it in that carefree manner that she’d lost somewhere along the line. She pulled the collar of her coat closed against a tunnel of wind, tucked her bobbed hair behind her ears and took a moment to take in the skyline: to her left the tall glass structures of the city pressed close to each other, a childish urgency about them as if toppling over each other, and to the right the Houses of Parliament and Big Ben, stately in comparison. As she walked across the bridge’s wide girth, watching the river threading its way through London’s centre like a lively worm, the force of it brimming against the concrete shoreline, she felt for an instant a youthful optimism, until she remembered Josh and Freya. They’d laid themselves down on Westminster Bridge in protest at the lack of political response to climate change. The two of them glued together with a whole load of other demonstrators, prone against a barrage of traffic. Her children behind bars, who would have thought it? Not once but twice. Extinction Rebellion had become a new religion in their house. What if this time they had to go to prison! Optimism and reality were incompatible Josh said. They were right – of course they were. Every young generation was right about the future because it belonged to them.

The thought forced Ally to march on, head down, the wind buffeting her towards Southbank. A part of her felt that she should be with Rob at the police station, but she rarely spent time with her mother and surely they didn’t need both parents to fill in the various forms. Rob was always defensive on their behalf.

‘It’s not as if they’re criminals,’ he’d said. ‘They care!’ No doubt all four of them would be obliged to spread-eagle themselves against grubby concrete at the next protest, have their customary visit to the police station. Life had got so complicated.

Ahead of her was the Hayward Gallery, the cubist landmark unapologetic. In pink neon the exhibition was announced: The Americans. A retrospective. Josh said: ‘How on earth could art be relevant against the tide of a dying planet?’ but to Ally art was humanity’s voice, it was an expression against whatever problems the world was facing.

She could see her mum by the entrance and a feeling of gratitude swept over her as she recognised her practical sturdy body patiently waiting, her short white hair windswept and her gloved hands clutching a holdall.

‘You’re late,’ her mother said. Ally felt almost relieved to hear her predictable curt tone even though she was smiling.

‘I can’t help the fact the children have been arrested.’

Her mother rolled her eyes. ‘What have you got there?’

‘Happy Mother’s Day.’

‘What’s this?’

‘They’re life drawings, Mum,’ she said. ‘My answer to a potentially empty nest.’

Her mother unrolled them and held them up. ‘These are wonderful, Ally. Since when have you drawn nudes?’

‘Started a class a couple of weeks ago.’

Ally always sensed disapproval when she showed her mother her art. Rob chastised her, said she was being oversensitive. But she had always felt apologetic for her interest. Her father had been a successful businessman, her mother had been his accountant and her brother taught physics in Perth. Art just wasn’t part of the family identity and yet she had always been drawn to it.

‘Well they’re pretty good,’ her mother said. ‘I shall frame them and put them up in the bedroom.’ Her mother’s lips twitched into a smile. Maybe Rob was right, she’d been oversensitive. Her mother’s approval meant a lot. She leaned forward and gave her mother a hug.

‘Well, I’m glad you like them. Shall we go in?’ She held out her arm and her mother smiled, her skin soft, her cheeks blushed by the crisp air.

They queued for the cloakroom. Her mother instructed the attendant to take great care of the drawings Ally had given her and even managed to persuade him to find an elastic band. Once inside, each of them gravitated to different paintings. Ally stood staring at a Rothko, overwhelmed by the awe-inspiring size of it. She turned to see her mother admiring a Pollock and felt instantly reassured to see she was at least enjoying herself. She walked up beside her, looped her hand inside her arm. The children – she must stop calling them that – will be fine, she thought.

‘The gallery was a great idea, Mum. Thank you.’

‘What about you? Your Mother’s Day has certainly been eventful, if nothing else. Did you get a present or was saving the planet more important?

‘They gave me a tree to plant to improve my footprint.’

Her mother laughed.

‘And Rob did his usual thing of presenting me with daffodil bulbs and some chocolates. Vegan chocolate this year.’

Her mother’s face changed instantly, her jowls heavy. ‘Why vegan?’ she said.

‘Let’s not go there, Mum,’ she said.

Her mother tutted. She was in that kind of mood.

Later, she found her standing in front of an expressionist painting. There was something so striking in the way a solitary red thickened blob ran down the canvas like a tear in a pool of blue, little rivulets of fine red spread like veins on a hand. She drew closer to see who the artist was and what it was called: Loss. 1963. Kitty Campbell. Not a name she was familiar with.

While she examined the large red blob, resisting the desire to reach out and touch it, her mother stared at her, that same frown deepening.

‘Don’t you like it?’ Ally asked.

Her mother glanced at the painting. ‘I suppose now is as good a time as any to tell you,’ she said in her customary curt way that never failed to make Ally stand up straight. ‘There’s a reason I suggested this exhibition.’ There was a worried glint in her eye. ‘I should have told you long ago.’

‘Told me what?’

‘About Kitty Campbell.’

Ally felt the hairs on her arm stand up. ‘Is she a friend of yours?’

‘Ally, let’s go and sit down.’

The gallery was getting busy, but then again it was Mothering Sunday. A Japanese couple were sitting on the end of the large leather bench. She and her mother went and sat on the other end. Ally waited while her mother rooted around in her bag and pulled out her handkerchief, dabbed her forehead with it before screwing it tightly into a balled fist.

‘Ally, I should have told you this years ago,’ she said again. ‘There was a reason I didn’t. When Antony was born everything was so …’ she looked confused. ‘Oh I just loved having the two of you. Life just took over, I suppose.’

‘Mum, you’re not making sense.’ Ally reminded herself that her mother was old. Actually she looked much younger than a woman in her eighties and she’d happily hop on a plane to see Antony in Perth, stopping off at Singapore for a weekend’s shopping. But this look was different. Ally realised in that instant she’d never seen her mother afraid before.

‘It’s not been easy, Ally. People make mistakes. I made a mistake and Kitty made one too.’

‘Kitty Campbell?’ Ally looked across at the painting, but the thickening group of heads and shuffling bodies meant she couldn’t see a thing.

Her mother nodded. Ally’s stomach knotted up but it wasn’t just her mother’s nerves, it was anxiety over what was going on at the police station. She looked at her mother, patted her arm. ‘Tell me later, Mum. It’s getting busy. Soon we won’t be able to get a good view. And I’m worried about the kids, so we can’t take all day.’

She stood up, picked out her phone and texted Rob to ask if there was any news. Still here! he replied. Ally felt overwhelmed with love for them all at the thought of them stuck in the police station while she was enjoying the gallery. She was proud of their moral compass even if it did mean they’d have a criminal record. Her mother saw her smile and she felt guilty then at having interrupted her mother’s broken attempt to communicate something that was obviously important to her. She looked wounded and crumpled up on the bench. What on earth was her mother going on about? Could this be dementia? She didn’t seem herself somehow, or was it Ally who wasn’t feeling herself? These days – since the children were more independent – she’d felt it in waves. She didn’t know who she was any more, although sometimes she wondered if she ever did know who she was. The human mind is a minefield, she thought.

She went up to the Basquiat, felt the distress screaming out of it, which she reasoned was possibly her own. The day was feeling muddied and she just wanted to resurrect that feeling of optimism she’d had on Waterloo Bridge. Should she have stayed with Rob and waited for the children? But Rob had been so insistent because he knew how she hated letting her mother down, and her mother was getting older and she knew the children would have hated the idea of their granny being alone.

It wasn’t until they sat down to a cup of tea, both tired from absorbing all the art and chatter, and she saw her mother’s dry lips twitching in anticipation, that the feeling of anxiety returned. Ally felt a desperate need to get going. It was all wrong, her not being there for Freya and Josh.

‘Any news?’ her mother asked.

Ally got out her phone. ‘Nothing yet.’

She hoped her mother had forgotten the conversation about the artist, Kitty. She simply didn’t have time for it. She felt a need to get everyone back home, eat some proper food, put on an old black-and-white movie and hunker down with her family.

‘I can’t leave without telling you,’ her mother said.

‘Telling me what?’ Ally’s heart sank. She was distracted by a small child who was tugging at her mother’s sleeve so that it stretched over her fisted hand.

Her mum picked up the postcard she’d bought of Kitty Campbell’s painting, her eyes filled with tears, wobbly and unsure. Ally could sense the emotion rising. She’d seen her mother cry over sentimental silly things, washing powder adverts or the John Lewis Christmas commercial but the only time she’d truly sensed the deep well of feeling inside her mother was on the day of her father’s funeral, and even then she didn’t break. The way her hand shook as she fingered the postcard worried her.

‘This was painted the year you were born.’

‘I saw that.’

‘And you see the title: Loss. Well …’ Her mum looked at her, a concentrated frown forming. ‘That loss was you.’ Her mother returned to the postcard. Ally felt herself tense up, as if anticipating a physical blow. Then her mother looked up. ‘You see, Ally, Kitty Campbell is your mother, your biological mother.’

Ally felt as if she’d smacked right into a wall without seeing it first. She looked down at the postcard, suddenly transfixed by the little red dot. She felt her mother’s hand around her wrist and understood in that moment something she’d always known or sensed.

‘I’m sorry, Ally. I made a decision to tell you when the time was right, but the time was never right. But if you found out after I died, I’d never forgive myself.’

‘Mum, don’t say that.’

‘Besides, I promised your father and I also promised Kitty. It’s been on my mind for a very long time and it was your father’s dying wish. I suppose I didn’t want you to feel you were any different to Antony, to think you were less loved just because you were adopted. I’d read about children that felt abandoned or the odd one out and I didn’t want that for you.’ The words ran out of her. ‘I’ve asked myself again and again why I didn’t tell you before and I think I was scared you see. Scared you’d want her more than me.’

‘Mum, stop!’ Ally felt heavy. The need to belong, the feeling of wrongness she’d never quite understood suddenly made sense. The not fitting in, looking nothing like her parents or her brother, always feeling like an outsider to her own kin.

Her mother watched her with a childlike eagerness. Ally felt a wash of anger and wrapped her arms around herself. ‘Isn’t Antony adopted then?’

Her mother shook her head. ‘I don’t see you any differently.’

Ally turned away and looked out at the London skyline that had meant so much to her just a few hours earlier and now had no effect. She turned back to her mother and it was as if she didn’t know her any more.

‘I always thought I had Dad’s nose and wished I had yours,’ she said.

‘A lot of children look nothing like their parents.’

‘I know, but …’

‘Do you remember a day on Brighton pier when you were young?’

Ally remembered the sea glistening, her mother’s shoes. She’d fallen over in a funfair and remembered someone fussing over her, and how the music of the carousel whined on and on. It was her first memory, pretty much. ‘I have a vague recollection. Why?’

‘That was the day everything went too far.’ She picked out her hanky from inside the sleeve of her cardigan, blew her nose, then looked again at Ally, her expression steadier for having offloaded. ‘We never went back to Brighton for that very reason.’

Ally felt an odd sense of longing, a feeling she connected to that day. ‘Does Kitty Campbell know you’re telling me this now?’

Her mother shook her head, then nodded. ‘She’s waited a long time. It’s my fault. Every now and again, she’d write and I’d ask for more time, but since your dad died I realise time’s running out.’

‘Don’t say that, Mum.’

Her mother held her gaze, her eyes filled with pain. ‘She’s here, Ally. She’s here in London. She called me last week and asked if she could see you.’

Ally looked around at the bustling energy of her surroundings and then back at the darkening skyline. She could see a faint reflection of herself like a phantom and then it disappeared and the outside appeared once again.

‘You see she’s desperate,’ her mother said. ‘And I feel it’s my fault.’

‘I need to go and help Rob. I don’t like to leave him dealing with this on his own.’ Ally leaned forward, reached out for her mother’s hand, but her mother pulled it away.

‘Are you listening?’

‘I haven’t had time to absorb it all, Mum. I need time. I … I …’ But the words didn’t come because she knew in that moment that some part of her wanted to meet this woman and at the same time she felt overwhelmed by a sense of rejection she didn’t even understand, not from Kitty but from her mother who seemed suddenly willing to give her up. It seemed childish, but the feeling of oddness she’d grown up with, not understanding why she felt like the outsider was suddenly overwhelming. Right now she wanted her mum, the woman that was sitting opposite her, to be her real mum and for all of this to be a lie.

She had a sudden urge to be with her children.

‘I have to go, Mum.’ She hadn’t finished her tea or even touched her cake.

‘This doesn’t change anything,’ her mother said.

‘How can it not?’

‘I love you, Alexandra. We both loved you, but it was Kitty who had to make the sacrifice.’

Ally thought about the red splodge of paint, the thick texture of it, knobbly and rippled, and was aware of a lump forming in her throat. Odd, she thought, to empathise with a stranger.

Her mother took out an envelope from her handbag. ‘I thought you’d want to see these. This is Kitty when she was young,’ she said, tapping the envelope. ‘With you. I took them on Brighton pier that day. There are others too.’

Ally was seized with a desire to look at the photographs but she knew that once she’d seen them it would be harder to ignore. She could just grasp a memory of a hand, of her head pulled towards an itchy cardigan, of a deep feeling of loss, yes ‘loss’, that was it. She felt herself redden with a shame that wasn’t hers.

‘I have to go. I need to think about this.’

‘It can’t wait.’

‘Mum, you can’t say that! Not after waiting a lifetime to tell me the truth. Can’t you see how hard this is for me to take in. You’re not my mother!’

‘I didn’t say that.’ Her mouth trembled. ‘I said I wasn’t your biological mother.’

‘Mum, I just can’t handle this right now.’

Ally stood up quickly. The chair fell to the floor with a crash. Heads turned towards the commotion. She picked it up, unable to look at her mother. She wrapped her scarf around her neck, noticed the charcoal stains, but didn’t bother to brush them away. She saw the exit and without another word hurried towards it, knocking over a pile of books on the way, knowing her mother would be ashamed of the spectacle. Never in her life had she cut her mother dead. She found herself bumping into people, unable to find a clear path. It wasn’t until she was outside and had walked down to stare at the river that she allowed herself to cry.

She watched the tourist boats, the flock of people on the bank opposite, all of it blurred by tears, the slosh of the water sounding underneath her. Seagulls hovered and screeched above the Thames. She’d never seen seagulls this far inland before. She couldn’t seem to collect her thoughts and then the memory returned of her suffocating inside a woman’s embrace, the sea sparkling, the constant rush of the waves pushing onto the shore and a terrible feeling of sadness. Now she thought about it, the melancholy had never truly left her. Why had Kitty abandoned her? She remembered her own children at that age. She’d been so absorbed by their bodies, fearful that she might lose them. How could a mother just give her child away? She caught sight of the little girl who had pulled her mother’s sleeve upstairs in the tea room. The girl was sucking her thumb, staring at her. Ally smiled, but the girl buried her face into her mother’s legs. She must look a mess, she thought, her face all ruddy and flushed with emotion. Her mother would be in a similar state. She couldn’t just leave her, there was so much more she needed to know. She turned and threaded her way back through the crowds to find her mother sitting with her hands in her lap, the cake uneaten. She was staring vacantly into the room and it clearly took her a while to register it was Ally walking towards her.

‘Are you feeling any better?’ her mother asked.

‘I feel completely lost.’

‘I know, dear. I know.’

‘I need to know why she left me, Mum.’

Her mum pushed the envelope towards her. ‘Many women had to give up their children at that time because they were unmarried, but Kitty’s story was even more complicated.’

Ally wanted so desperately to see those photographs, but she was frightened. Her heart started to drum inside her chest, an odd feeling of prescience floating about her, or was it déjà vu? Ally slipped out the pictures with shaking hands, the well of anxiety growing. The restaurant was still buzzing and she was aware of the long queue of people waiting for tables.

‘You looked a lot like her when you were that age, different colouring, but there were similarities,’ her mother said, her voice trembling.

The photograph was black-and-white with cream crinkled edges: a snap taken of her on the pier with this woman, Kitty Campbell. The sea glistening in the background, the helter skelter a beacon behind them. Her own tight smile looked back at her now, stiffly holding Kitty Campbell’s hand. It was true, Ally did look similar, but the resemblance between her and Freya was far more striking, and for some reason it was this small simple fact of genetics that made her cry in front of her mother.

‘She looks like Freya.’

Her mother nodded, digging around in her handbag for a tissue which she handed to Ally. ‘I’m so sorry, Ally,’ she said.

‘What about my biological father? I take it Dad’s not …’

‘No.’ Her mother picked up her spoon, carved a well into the sugar bowl. ‘That’s the part of the story that’s complicated.’

Ally sighed, a weight settling inside her. ‘I have always felt like the odd one out and this explains why. My whole life I’ve been thinking there was something wrong with me, that this feeling was self-indulgent and I was mad.’

Her mother reached across for her hand. ‘Ally, your mother has been so desperate to see you.’

‘You’re my mother, Mum. You were there for me. She abandoned me, why would I want to meet her now?’

‘Ally, you know well enough that motherhood is never that simple.’

Ally felt her phone vibrating in her pocket. Outside the sky was darkening, stained with orange street lamps. She plucked the phone out of her pocket. We’re out, Rob said. No charge.

She felt a wave of appreciation for her mother’s wisdom. She leaned forward and patted her arm. ‘You were right; they didn’t charge them.’ But her mother didn’t smile. Ally felt a weight descend, the memory in Brighton pushing for attention, a feeling of loss she didn’t understand that had followed her about, through her childhood and into her adult years. She actually believed there was something wrong with her.

‘In a way I’ve always known – often felt this sense of rejection and I need to know why. Why did she abandon me, Mum? I need to know.’

Her mother nodded.

‘Do you want me to meet her?’ Ally asked. That’s when she saw the grief her mother had carried. The pain registered on her face.

‘It’s not up to me,’ her mother said. ‘Let me tell you the story. Then you can decide.’


PART ONE

April 1963


ONE

When she was anxious, Kitty Campbell dreamed of spiders, imagining them as big as a baby’s fist, crawling up inside her nighty or striding across her pillow to climb into her mouth. It was April, not exactly spider season. While she waited for the doctor, she found herself scanning the room to see if there were any hidden in the corners, the thrum of the clinic about her, the tinkling of metal tools giving her the shivers. The doctor was due to take her stitches out and the memory of Alexandra’s birth was already faint. Just the sight of her small bloodied body as they pulled her free remained imprinted.

Morning light leaked into the room, the neon inside the surgery brash in comparison. A member of staff bellowed out orders in the hallway. ‘Please do get a move on.’ The patter of footsteps followed, and then the shocking sound of someone retching. ‘Fetch a bucket. Quickly!’

Kitty’s legs were scissor wide, pools of sweat collected under her arms and the stiff hospital gown creased around her flaccid belly itched.

The nurse bent down, whispered into her ear. ‘Sorry, the doctor’s been delayed. Monday is always difficult.’ She squeezed Kitty’s hand. It was all it took to disarm Kitty, a gravelly saltiness collecting at the back of her throat. Alexandra had been born two weeks ago on Sunday. She had such little time left.

‘Sister James hasn’t taken Alexandra yet has she?’ Her hand was clasped around the nurse’s wrist. ‘I was meant to have five minutes.’

The nurse smiled and placed Kitty’s hand back on the bed. ‘I’ve not been told the details. It’s usually the mothers who take the babies over to the Crusade, isn’t it?’

Kitty nodded, not wanting to explain how her own mother had intervened. How protocol wasn’t something the Campbells adhered to.

The doctor arrived, hunched and weary, dragging with him whatever previous experience had left him harassed, entering through the swing doors so that the sound of them closing ricocheted through the clinic. The nurses fluttered into action as he held out his hands, disinterested as one of the women gloved them. Then, pushing his glasses back onto the bridge of his nose with his forearm, the doctor turned.

He didn’t look at Kitty, not into her eyes anyway. His tongue slipped out of his mouth like a small wet grub. A thin film of sweat beaded on his top lip. He might as well be tinkering with his train set, she thought.

‘Try to relax,’ he said.

Kitty would have thought it funny in normal circumstances. Closing her eyes, she listened to rain falling. She pictured Alexandra in the row of bassinets, always quiet, her head tilted to one side, unaware that her mother was going to disappear and that her own life was in the hands of the gods. Months of Alexandra pressing Kitty’s insides up then down and she hadn’t been able to imagine this, hadn’t understood the loss. Her brother, Tom, would get to keep his child, due any minute, might even be born already for all she knew. Her thoughts drifted to Henry and a hot summer’s evening, a moment in the boat house, the moss that covered the stone steps, the gaping darkness of the lake below.

She tried to imagine Sister James handing Alexandra – her baby – over to someone else, reminding herself over and over that there was no choice. Her mother’s parting words before leaving for Kenya, a mantra: ‘It’s for the best.’ Her heart was thumping at the prospect of her daughter’s absence. She could feel the throb of it like a big hollow drum.

The doctor stepped back, ripped off his gloves, dropped them into the bin.

‘All done.’

Back in the dorm Kitty sat on the edge of the bed fingering the green eiderdown, touching her hair, brittle from the last spurt of lacquer. Angela, one of the girls in her dorm, had dropped by to say goodbye.

‘You will write, won’t you?’ she said. Angela was two weeks overdue but was still expected to do her duties: cleaning, bottle washing, laundry. Kitty could see the pain in Angela’s eyes, knew that her friend was feeling the loss of her own child that hadn’t even been born yet.

‘Oh, Kitty. It will get better, I promise.’

‘Will it?’ Kitty asked.

‘They say it does.’

Kitty found herself wondering if the car would start and whether the starter handle was in the boot.

‘You have five minutes,’ Sister James said, fixing Kitty with her grey eyes. Nurse Wilmot was at her side holding Alexandra wrapped up in a hospital blanket. The sight of her fingers curling from underneath its frayed edges made Kitty’s stomach clench.

‘Angela, you’re on bottle duty,’ Sister James said.

Angela stooped to hug Kitty. ‘I’m sure her new parents will love her, she’s a beautiful girl.’ She squeezed Kitty’s hand. ‘Good luck.’ Angela smiled and then left, nodding at Sister James. Kitty would probably never see Angela again.

‘You’ll need to sign the final papers. Twice you’ve been asked to do so. Your mother won’t be happy if she finds out you’ve failed to jump through the necessary hoops.’

‘I’ll do it straight after I’ve said my goodbyes, Sister.’

Sister James nodded. ‘Well you won’t be able to leave until you do.’

Nurse Wilmot handed Alexandra over.

‘Thank you.’

Kitty dipped down to catch Alexandra’s milky breath, closed her eyes, wanting the imprint, the memory of her daughter’s face to stick. Normally it was the mother’s duty to deliver the child to the offices of the Crusade a few streets across, but Kitty had been told that Sister James would be taking Alexandra to meet her new parents later that afternoon after they’d been in to sign the papers. This was obviously Kitty’s mother’s doing. Against that Kitty was powerless.

Her mother, Clarissa, had been to visit a week before Alexandra was born. Sister James had escorted them both into the office, all smiles and reverence. Clarissa had worn a sober grey suit, her hair neatly pinned into a pleat. Kitty could smell her mother’s Chanel perfume and the faint trace of tobacco. Sister James left them alone sitting opposite each other with a tray of biscuits and a pot of coffee. Her mother poured them both a cup, adding cream afterwards.

‘I’m off to Kenya next week. There’s been a fire. Your father thinks it’s arson. Poor Adamu has suffered severe burns. I need to show support to his wife and family. Your father can’t handle this alone so Tom and I are accompanying him.’

‘Tom is going? What about Anne?’ Kitty couldn’t believe that her mother was disappearing at a time like this. Tom’s wife, Anne, was due to give birth as well.

‘Anne’s got a few weeks to go, which makes sense if you count back to their honeymoon.’ This was a deliberate dig at Kitty’s own pregnancy, a child conceived out of wedlock. Her mother was making a fuss mopping up a drop of coffee. Finally, she looked up and smiled.

‘Anyway, I thought I’d better visit beforehand as it’s unlikely I’ll be able to get back in time to pick you up. You have the car of course.’

‘Yes, thank you.’

‘So, how are you feeling?’ Clarissa asked.

Kitty knew there was no point in expressing her distress. ‘The girls are making bets on a boy,’ she said.

‘Really,’ Clarissa said. ‘Well it hardly matters now does it?’

‘Most people prefer a boy,’ Kitty said.

Clarissa looked out of the window. ‘Gosh, is that a chaffinch in the garden?’

Kitty bit her lip until it hurt.

‘I do believe it is, and in London,’ Clarissa said. She turned to face Kitty. ‘I’ve asked Sister James for you to be released early. I think it will make it easier for you.’

‘I can feel him kicking,’ Kitty said.

‘Kitty, you need to think what’s best for the child. Isn’t it enough that he or she is illegitimate, let alone the father running off with another woman. After all we’ve done for him. It isn’t fair, not really. And what future could you offer the child? Your duty is to your family and this child.’

‘Have you heard from Henry?’

‘Henry has been offered a permanent job in America. I would have thought he’d told you about that. As I said, he’s seeing someone in Boston, so I really wouldn’t give him a second thought. He’s not worth it.’ Clarissa picked at an invisible fleck on her skirt. ‘You haven’t told him about the baby, have you?’

Kitty shook her head. The tears dropped into her lap. Her mother leaned forward and patted her knee. ‘Kitty, sweet Kitty. You need to do what’s best for everyone concerned. You know that, don’t you?’

Kitty nodded.

‘Good.’ She sat back. ‘Biscuit?’ Clarissa handed the plate to Kitty. Kitty picked up a digestive.

Kitty looked up from her reverie, the memory of her mother’s expression as she left that day sticking like sap. Sister James was walking away, the click of her heels precise against the tiled floor. Once at the doorway she turned. ‘The taxi will be here in fifteen minutes. I’d put your coat on. You’re not to keep the driver waiting.’

To Nurse Wilmot, Sister James said. ‘Make sure you escort Miss Kitty to my office before she goes.’

‘Yes, Sister.’

Kitty hadn’t asked for a taxi, but she was expected to follow procedure. She’d tell the driver to take her to the end of the road where the Morris had been parked for several weeks.

The familiar infant cries echoed in the nursery across the way. Alexandra’s eyelids fluttered, her head rolled to the side, searching for her mother’s nipple.

A couple had been found: nice people, churchgoers. Kitty’s mother Clarissa had stipulated right at the beginning that the process was to be over as quickly as possible. Kitty would not complete the regular eight weeks, and she should not be allowed to name the child. But secretly she had called her daughter Alexandra.

The nurse was retying her pinafore, tugging at the straps.

‘Will you make sure Angela knows what to do on her next feed?’

‘I’m off at two, but Angela is quite capable. She’ll have to learn. As will her new mother.’

Kitty didn’t want to contradict, say anything about a mother’s instinct. She’d forgone that right. ‘I do hope she takes it.’

‘She’ll take it if she’s hungry enough.’ The nurse gathered up the bed linen Kitty had carefully folded.

‘Can we be alone?’ Kitty ran the back of her hand across Alexandra’s cheek.

Nurse Wilmot had the sheets hugged close to her chest. ‘You know I can’t do that,’ she said, her voice softening.

‘It’s just that I have such a terrible headache after the doctor took out the stitches. I’d be very grateful if you fetched me an aspirin before I go,’ Kitty said.

Nurse Wilmot shook her head, tut-tutting, a shadow of compassion in her eyes. ‘I’ll see what I can do, but Sister will be cross if the taxi is kept waiting.’

Kitty knew Nurse Wilmot would have to walk to the end of the corridor, climb two flights of stairs to the store cupboard, write it all down in the pharmaceutical log book. It would take her ten minutes at the very least. The taxi would have to wait. She took Alexandra to the window, showed her the big plane trees, the daffodils laced around the mossy protruding roots. Further into the back garden she could see the gardener stooped over the damp earth, his hands at work with a trowel. A woodpigeon cooed from the budding branches. London pulsated in the distance. It had stopped raining and there was enough blue sky to make a pair of sailor’s trousers.

‘You’ll love the world,’ she said, kissing Alexandra’s cheek.

Outside, a young girl crossed the road wheeling a bicycle uphill. In the fresh light of spring, Kitty saw the possibility of living another life. The thought she might never see Alexandra again, know her as a girl, a young woman pushing a bicycle, throbbed like a physical ache. Holding Alexandra in one arm she pulled the window up a fraction. The smell of grass and foliage made her long to be out there, to take a paintbrush or a piece of charcoal and draw. She yanked the sash window up further so that the net curtains floated back across their faces. Dipping under the white veil she stuck her head out, wanting Alexandra to smell the sharp tang of spring. The drainpipe was ringing with the sound of dripping rainwater. Alexandra stirred, her eyes flickered open. The gardener was wheeling the laden barrow towards the shed, his body hunched inside a stained raincoat. It had been the most appalling winter – sixty-two days of snow so that even London came to a halt. People were ice-skating on the Heath and on the news she’d seen people actually walking on the Thames. Kitty and the girls had made snowmen but their playfulness waned after weeks and weeks of it. But now the garden was showing signs of life and colour.

She noticed a Rover drive through the gate and park. A man got out and ran round to let his wife out of the door. Something about the couple made her shiver. Supposing this was them. The woman climbed out of the car, adjusting her coat. She patted her hat into place before she took hold of her husband’s arm with a stately gesture. She looked just like someone her mother would approve of. They walked towards the main building. Kitty didn’t like the look of her at all.

The gate was still open, the ground just two feet below. A quick twist of her feet over the window ledge offered freedom. She checked the time. Seven minutes gone.

She looked at Alexandra, her face freckled with white pimples, her mouth perfect. Kitty ducked back inside and crossed the room. The clanging of a steel bucket as it dropped to the floor made her jump. She laid Alexandra on the bed, flicked open the safety catches of her suitcase. She picked up a notebook full of sketches she’d drawn of Alexandra sleeping, drawings of her hands, her lips, her ears – the pages crinkled with the weight of the lead on paper – and a Polaroid Angela had taken of her with Alexandra. She tucked them all in the folds of her clothes, took a deep breath, stuffed a spare napkin on top, along with a jar of Sudocrem and a safety pin, then popped the case outside onto the patch of grass underneath the window. Hooking her handbag in the crook of her arm she scooped Alexandra up and slipped one foot over the sill, hugging her daughter tight. Alexandra croaked. She could feel her short breaths of panic as she bent down to retrieve the suitcase.

‘Hush, now. It’s for the best.’

She was twenty-five yards from the front gate and in normal circumstances it would seem like no distance at all.

‘Excuse me, miss,’ the gardener cried out.

Kitty started to trot, careful to keep Alexandra concealed. Her shoes slopped about where they’d stretched in the last month of pregnancy. She couldn’t seem to move her feet fast enough. The Morris was parked at the end of the road and she wished to God she’d had the foresight to find her keys first.

‘Hello there!’ the gardener shouted. ‘You can’t just jump out of the window. There’s a door, you know!’

Twenty paces and she would be through the gate. A morsel of gravel from the driveway bit into the arch of her foot.

‘Oi. Where do you think you’re going?’

The taxi pulled into the driveway. Kitty scuttled past it. She had no idea where she was going to go.


TWO

Elisabeth Abbott made the fire so the parlour lost its chill. She folded the sheets of newspaper, tied them into a knot, poking the firelighters into the far reach of the grate, nestling pieces of coal until she’d made a neat mound. She struck the match, lit the paper, watched as it flickered before lifting the dead match to her nose to smell the ammonium phosphate. Then she unfolded another broadsheet, held it flat to the fireplace so the fire would draw.

Purley offered another wet Monday but she couldn’t let that dampen her spirits. For the first time in months she was hopeful, perhaps because at the end of the week they were moving house. Much as she loved their two-up two-down, too much had happened there and she was ready for change. She could hear her husband Samuel bustling about upstairs. There was a purpose to his movements which she knew meant he had something to tell her. Probably the car dealership looked like a real possibility, or the grocer’s was making a tidy profit. She knew it was doing better than the tea shop; well, they both knew the tea shop was just there to keep her busy.

They’d tried to conceive again – God knows the neighbours must have talked, the amount of trying that went on – but with no success. Since losing Johnny to influenza, Bet Abbott’s body failed to embrace the possibility of new life. They strived to forget, but there was no forgetting the wanting as far as Sam was concerned.

She went into the kitchen to fetch a pot of tea, laying out a plate of cheese scones she’d baked that morning ready for the tea shop and lining a tray with linen. As she passed the stairs she called up.

‘There’s warm scones if you fancy.’

Sam didn’t answer but she heard him step across the bedroom, knowing that he would brush down his trousers with a clothes brush before descending the stairs. The fire was raging, the room already warming up. Sam walked in, his eyes darting to the tray of scones before he sat down in the armchair opposite, straightening the antimacassar.

‘You need to get yourself into the shop,’ he said.

‘I’m aware of the hour.’

She turned to face the fire. She’d grown fat and she was conscious of the fact that Sam didn’t like it. He’d commented a couple of times at the tightness of her clothes. The knuckles on her fingers seemed unnaturally large, her ankles bloated. She saw the reflection of the flames dance in the window behind them and went to open it a crack to rid the room of its stuffy mothball smell.

‘A lot of fuss over a cuppa,’ Sam said.

‘You’ve a hard day ahead of you.’

‘I’ve only just had breakfast.’

‘I’ve been thinking about what you said last night and …’ She didn’t know how to soften the blow. ‘I’m not going to change my mind.’

Samuel leaned forward, put his hand on hers. ‘We’re not getting any younger, that’s all.’

‘We’re not that old,’ Bet said. But she knew in part he was right. She was twenty-eight but Sam was thirty-four. She’d looked at other mothers in the street and thought how young they looked; innocent faces that didn’t bear the signs of loss that hers did.

‘More importantly we’ll be giving a nipper a home.’

‘But the baby won’t be ours. We can’t replace Johnny, Sam.’

‘I think it will make no difference once you’ve seen him.’

‘Him?’

‘I thought if we adopted a boy, it’d be easier.’

‘Not a boy. I couldn’t. Adoption isn’t for me.’

Not being able to conceive another was difficult enough, but losing a child and watching friends’ children of the same age grow up healthy was hard for both of them. Samuel often made excuses to avoid the company of friends with children, crossed the road if he saw a pram. Johnny, their son would be six by now. Bet would never lose the image of that small coffin. She woke up to it every morning. She could never love anyone in the way she loved Johnny. She felt guilty leaving the memory of him behind. The house was his home, and they’d had happy times before he was ill, but she needed to start afresh and besides, the house in Mitcham had a garden.

‘I can’t imagine what it feels like to give a child up voluntarily,’ Bet said, swilling the pot.

‘Well if there’s no father around …’ Sam said.

Bet was pouring the tea, she looked up at the clock. ‘Shouldn’t you be at the shop?’

‘Jack’s filling in. I told you. I’m seeing the bank manager about the loan for the car dealership.’ He picked up a scone, cut it in half, buttering one half and handing it to her.’

‘I’m really not hungry,’ Bet said. When she’d looked in the mirror that morning she’d hardly recognised herself. She’d been slim as a girl. She blamed the grief. Grief makes you hungry.

‘I ought to get going, I suppose.’

The telephone rang.

‘I’ll get that,’ Bet said. She was expecting the brash tone of Jack’s voice, one of Samuel’s work colleagues.

‘Mrs Abbott, it’s Peter Clark from the Crusade of Rescue and Homes for Destitute Catholic Children.’

Bet ran her finger around the edge of the telephone table, noticing how the polish had dulled off. ‘I can offer you an appointment next Monday,’ he said.

‘I think you have the wrong number,’ Bet said.

‘Who was that?’ Sam asked, his mouth full.

‘Wrong number. Why don’t you take some of these scones into the shop?’ she said. ‘I’ve got plenty.’ She didn’t want to adopt and that was that. She put the wireless on, hoping to listen to the news while washing up.

She missed her boy. How could anyone replace him?


THREE

Kitty stalled at the traffic lights, pulled the choke all the way out and tried to start the car again. The Morris spluttered, coughed, then stopped. She’d wrenched the cable too far. Hardly surprising under the circumstances. The windscreen wipers struggled against a fresh onslaught of rain. The seats smelt of mould from the car having been parked in the wet for weeks. Alexandra was whimpering. What the hell had she done? If it hadn’t been for Alexandra she’d have opened the window, let the smell of rain fill her with hope. Her mother was right: keeping her daughter was irresponsible. She’ll be known as the Campbell bastard. She wondered if the mother and baby home would call the police.

She thought back to the night of Tom’s wedding. A marquee had been erected in the garden. Tables were draped in white and laced with ivy. Large vases of lilies were stationed about the house filling the place with their perfume. Clarissa was in her element organising everyone, but Kitty felt distanced from all of it. Months in London had given her hope for another life. She hated Beecham.

After the wedding breakfast, she’d changed into a green silk ball gown and descended the stairs for the final round of socialising.

‘Kitty, darling, you look absolutely splendid.’ Georgie, her closest friend from art college, took hold of her arm.

Georgie was wearing a short lacy black dress. ‘I can’t believe your darling brother is married to such a plain Jane.’

‘It was supposed to be black tie,’ Kitty said, tugging at her friend’s dress.

‘This is as black tie as I go, I’m afraid.’

‘And don’t be rude about Anne.’

Georgie rolled her eyes. ‘Where can one get a drink around here?’

Kitty pointed to the rows of champagne glasses.

‘Have you lost all your marbles? I was being ironic.’ Georgie held open her handbag and showed Kitty a packet of Players and a miniature bottle of gin.

‘That’s like bringing coals to Newcastle,’ Kitty said.

Henry looked at them both from across the room and for a minute Kitty thought he was going to raise his eyebrows or laugh, but he didn’t. She had the feeling that everyone could sense their attraction, as if it were a tangible thing. She strode across the dance floor, caught her mother watching her but ignored it.

‘You don’t appear to be having fun?’ She took his glass and sipped from it before handing it back. ‘My mouth aches for all the smiling.’

‘I think it hurts more when you don’t mean it.’

‘I need to powder my nose.’ She gestured for him to follow.

She slipped into the library. A solitary desk lamp lit the desk. She took a moment to absorb the rows upon rows of hardback books, the smell of damp paper. The Campbells were not literary, but years of wealth meant that the library was well stocked. She picked one out: The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire by Edward Gibbons. She opened it and pressed her nose up to the paper. She had always liked the smell of books. This one smelt of mould. As she closed it, she saw that she had left the imprint of her mouth on the pages and imagined someone finding it years later. She put it back just as the door opened.

‘This is an odd place to powder your nose,’ Henry said. He walked over to a small table by the chesterfield and poured himself a whisky from a decanter.

‘It’s hard work, isn’t it?’ she said.

‘Nonsense, you’re marvellous with people.’

Kitty perched herself on the edge of her father’s desk, sipped her champagne. The sudden tension in the room made her feel woozy. Henry sat beside her, his body so close that his leg was making her skirt rustle.

Kitty blushed. ‘Sorry. I’m not very good at intimate situations.’ She laughed. Enticing him to follow her had seemed a little forward. And yet, everything over the years seemed to point to this moment.

‘Should we go back?’ she said. She turned to face him then, smiling brightly.

Henry was looking straight at her, his eyes demanding something they weren’t supposed to. He said, ‘I’ve been away for two years and a day hasn’t gone past when I haven’t thought of you.’

‘Well I would never have guessed it.’

‘Why do we always do this?’

Kitty felt the sweetness of his breath, the tartness of the whisky. ‘I don’t know,’ she said.

Their faces were so close that Kitty thought he might swallow her up. She couldn’t breathe, her heart was racing so fast. He cupped her chin with his hand and gently pulled her towards him. She closed her eyes, felt his lips on hers. They kissed hungrily after that. There seemed no end to it until Saunders walked in.

‘Your mother asked me to fetch the cigars,’ he said.

Henry whispered into her ear. ‘Boat house. Ten minutes.’

She felt his breath on her neck, held his hand until the last second as she walked away. Saunders discreetly turned his back to them. Kitty blew Henry a kiss.

‘Henry, oh Henry. Why does it have to be like this?’ Kitty banged her fists on the steering wheel, then flicked a glance in the direction of the neighbouring car to check the driver hadn’t noticed. How could he be so cruel? She wondered what this other woman looked like. Did she have blonde hair? Was she pretty and unbelievably intelligent? Oh God, of course she was.

Kitty had been driving for ten minutes and still had no idea where she was going. She wondered if Tom’s baby had been born, and if he’d got back from Kenya. She’d not heard. Why was it Tom got to keep his child and she didn’t? Just because of a silly gold band. She pressed her foot down, legs still weak with fear and the effort of running. Her eyes settled on the rear-view mirror half expecting to see Nurse Wilmot in pursuit, still clutching the aspirin. Perhaps if she just kept driving she could outrun the nurse, the Sister, her mother and, for that matter, Tom.

Alexandra croaked little noises of complaint on the back seat as the car juddered into life. Kitty had no choice but to go home to Beecham. The closer Kitty got to her family home, the more impossible the task of keeping Alexandra seemed. Maybe she should call Georgie, her closest friend. She’d met Georgie at the Slade in her first year and had wholeheartedly taken to her wild social scene, a contrast to Kitty’s own upbringing. During a rather hedonistic year they’d grown close. But, as close as they were, Georgie knew nothing about Alexandra. She, like everyone else, thought Kitty was in Paris. It wasn’t because Kitty thought Georgie would judge her, she’d just been too ashamed to admit she was foolish enough to get pregnant.

Kitty saw a phone box and pulled over. Leaving Alexandra in the car sleeping, she made a dash to the telephone box. The rain was getting heavier so that it splashed onto the pavement. She realised then that she’d left her raincoat behind in the ward. The telephone box smelt of urine and stale cigarettes. She took a penny out of her purse, picked up the receiver and dialled Georgie’s number. She shivered while she waited, the endless ring tone echoing in her ear. Nobody answered.

‘Damn!’ Kitty slammed the receiver back in the cradle. ‘Why doesn’t Georgie ever answer her phone?’

She couldn’t just turn up at Georgie’s tiny place. No, she had to face it: she was on her own.


FOUR

Kitty stopped at yet another set of traffic lights. Some genius piece of civil engineering meant that the journey was all stop and start. She hadn’t expected Georgie to answer but all the same it left her feeling terribly alone. She’d driven too far to turn back and knock on Georgie’s door. And she couldn’t very well just turn up, baby in arms. She watched as a hawk circled above them, probably with an eye on some poor unsuspecting rodent. Kitty was heading in the direction of Beecham. Where else could she go? She hoped to God her mother hadn’t come back from Kenya for Anne’s birth, although who was she kidding? Of course Clarissa would be there waiting for her first legitimate grandchild while pretending the illegitimate grandchild didn’t exist.

She’d been four and a half months pregnant when she’d moved into a house for unmarried expectant mothers in Kensal Rise, telling everyone she was off to Paris. After that she went to St Helen’s when the girdle she’d worn got too tight and she began to show. On her mother’s instruction, she told no one, not her father, nor Tom or Henry. Not even Georgie. She sent letters to a pen friend of her mother’s in Paris who forwarded the correspondence with a French stamp – a plan her mother had concocted. They all believed she’d gone to Paris on a whim. Georgie had written
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