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About the Author

Born in Carlisle, Margaret Forster is the author of many successful and acclaimed novels, including Have the Men Had Enough?, Lady’s Maid, Diary of an Ordinary Woman, Is There Anything You Want? and most recently Over, as well as bestselling memoirs (Hidden Lives and Precious Lives) and biographies. She is married to writer and journalist Hunter Davies, and lives in London and the Lake District.


About the Book

Born in Carlisle in 1887, brought up in a children’s home and by reluctant relatives, Evie, with her wild hair and unassuming ways, seems a quiet, undemanding child. hona, born almost seventy years later, is headstrong and striking. She grows up in comfort and security in Scotland, the only child of doting parents. But there are, as she discovers, unanswered questions about her past.

The two girls have one thing in common: both were abandoned as babies by their mothers. Different times, different circumstances, but these two girls grow up sharing the same obsession. Each sets out to find and then haunt their natural mother. Both mothers dread disclosure; both daughters seek emotional compensation and, ultimately, revenge …
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Prologue
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LEAH STOOD STILL. The stairs were narrow and steep, the whole flight, fourteen steps in all, quite straight. The light was not on in the vestibule, nor in the parlour opening off it to the right, but there was a dim glow seeping from under the door to the kitchen at the end of the passage. Without that one feeble band of light there would have been no shadow to torment her. It was five o’clock on a dark and wet December afternoon. All was black in the street outside. The street lamp was broken, destroyed by boys throwing stones, and was now without glass except for some shards still clinging to the casing.

She couldn’t move until the shadow moved, and it was quite frighteningly motionless. It was so familiar, the outline, hardly a shadow at all. There was nothing blank or flat about it, nothing insubstantial. Solid, it was to Leah, solid, hard, especially the head, like a lump of iron behind the glass of the door. Over and over again she had told herself to change that front door, to have the two glass panels removed and replaced with wood. Then there could never be any shadow. But a greater fear always stopped her. If there were no shadow, there would be reality to face. She might be caught unawares, she might answer a knock some innocent-feeling afternoon, and be confronted. In daylight, of course, she could always see more, though the glass was not plain. It was tinted green, pretty glass, with a pink rose engraved at the bottom of each panel. But it allowed a good deal of vision, especially on a sunny day. It gave her warning of who was there and she could not bear to do without this.

The shadow moved, the knocker rang out, the brass ring lifted and lowered three times, as always. She was so regular, the shadow. Twice more she did it, always three slow, deliberate knocks. Then she would go, the ritual complete. Leah went on standing there, clutching the handrail, waiting. She never moved first, never left her position. She could have gone into her bedroom and closed the door and the curtains. But she never did, she had to bear witness: it was her duty, part of her punishment. There. It was gone. Nothing at all to be seen now, except the door itself, wood and glass, harmless once more. Sometimes she had visions of the door being broken down, of her visitor becoming so demented, so incensed with grief or anger that she smashed the glass and thrust her strong hand through to open it. She imagined violence all the time but the shadow was never violent. Henry had always said she had the wrong idea, that she had nothing to fear in that respect, but she had never believed him. He was a man, he did not understand. All the time, all these years, she had asked herself what she would want if she had been the shadow and she had no doubt of her answer. Henry said if only she would agree to a meeting … but the idea threw her into paroxysms of terror. Let Henry meet her (as indeed he had done).

How tired she felt, an awful exhaustion quite different from any other she had ever experienced. She could hardly get herself into the bedroom, even the act of levering herself on to the bed, sitting first, swinging her legs up afterwards but failing, having to lift each one on to the slippery blue eiderdown, was almost beyond her. She did not expect to sleep. Nobody as guilty as she knew herself to be could ever sleep after such visitations. Sleep would come later and the bliss now, as she lay aching inside and out, was to know that. Soon, she would fall into such a deep sleep it was as if she entered another state of being altogether. Often, she wondered if this kind of sleep was akin to death, a sleep quite dreamless, slipped into with such unconcern, without struggle. She could always feel it about to happen, and she would feel herself smile as she went eagerly over and into the welcoming oblivion. Even waking, a long satisfying time later, was pleasant. She felt calm and sensible. She was thoroughly refreshed, restored by this sleep of relief.

She ordered herself to be still, to let time pass, to endure the fear and misery with fortitude. This was always how it was and how it would be until one of them died.

*

It would have been the perfect crime except no crime was committed. Hazel knew she had done wrong but she had learned to live with this awkward knowledge quite quickly. It always seemed to her when she looked back, though this was something she tried (rather successfully) not to do, that her mother had conspired to make her feel she had done no wrong except to herself. And yet she had tried, always, to be honest and to make no excuses. ‘It was my fault,’ she had said, without weeping, though not entirely dry-eyed, ‘it was my fault, not his, don’t blame him, please.’ But she had no need to beg that he should not be accused in any way. Her mother didn’t even want to know his name. From the very beginning, after her confession, her mother had made it plain that only one thing was vital: absolute secrecy. She and her mother would share this secret. Nobody else. Certainly not her father or her two brothers and never, never, the man in question. All would be well if this was kept absolutely secret. It could be managed, and, eventually, obliterated.

Managed it was. Her mother excelled at such management. Hazel felt herself so soothed by her mother’s efficiency that she was in danger for a while of thinking she had done something of which to be proud rather than ashamed. What she remembered most vividly from that time was not the moment of confession but the moment of realisation which came much later, the day when it had finally penetrated her consciousness, that what lay ahead was going to be painful and distressing. Her mother had gone. She had brought her to this bleak place and now she had gone, leaving her in the care of people she did not know but who, she was told, were ‘utterly dependable’. Two women, quite elderly. One had been a nurse, one a teacher. How her mother had found this couple Hazel never knew. They were part of what her mother called ‘a network of women who help other women’. Once, when Hazel had asked if these two women were paid for looking after her those five months, her mother had laughed in astonishment and said of course they were paid, why else would they have done it, how else could they have been trusted? Confused, as she often was by her mother’s strange logic, Hazel had said nothing more but it had upset her, this late evidence that the care of her had amounted to a job, a financial transaction.

The pretence was that she was learning Norwegian. ‘Norwegian?’ her father had exclaimed. ‘Good God, why on earth does the girl want to learn Norwegian, nobody wants to learn that language, why on earth would they?’ Her mother had thought it all out, her thoughts so complicated and devious they had the peculiarity of apparent truth. Hazel had always been ‘fascinated by the Vikings’, had she not? From a tiny child, loved tales about them. And she loved snow and ice. She never wanted to go to Mediterranean countries, did she, always begging to go to Scandinavia, so extraordinary. And now she wanted to go to university and read the Norse languages, so what better than actually to go and live in Norway and learn the language, or try to, for a few months? Her father had been exasperated but he had been amused too. ‘This is my daughter Hazel,’ he said to people when he introduced her, ‘going to live in Norway to learn their ridiculous language, can you believe it?’ Mostly people couldn’t. Hazel grew tired of their bewilderment, even sometimes their irritation, and could hardly tell them she shared it. Why not France? Why not Italy? she had asked her mother. Why not Spain? ‘Catholic countries, darling,’ her mother said, ‘don’t you see?’ Hazel hadn’t done, not really. It was not as though she were seeking an abortion, so why did it matter whether the country she was hiding in was Catholic? Her mother said, ‘Think,’ and she did, she thought and thought and still it didn’t make sense.

Perhaps the whole success of her mother’s plan had depended on its bizarre nature. Told that Hazel was going to Bergen in Norway for a few months to learn Norwegian, people had queried only the oddity of her choice. Nobody had thought there could be any other reason for a seventeen-year-old girl to spend half a year in Norway. Even afterwards, when she didn’t go to university to study Norwegian, or any other Norse language, but went to read law, nobody had been suspicious. ‘Glad you came to your senses,’ her father (a lawyer) had said. It only seemed to prove, somehow, how genuine the Norwegian episode had been. The two women in whose house she had stayed had died soon after she returned, one of a heart attack, the other five years later of Alzheimer’s disease. Her mother had been quite triumphant: no one would now remember Hazel or her sojourn there. As if it mattered.

And yet somehow it did matter, especially to her mother. She wanted the whole ‘episode’, as she referred to it, to have been wiped out. The deaths of the two women were important. Only they had known Hazel’s name, though even there Mrs Walmsley had covered her tracks. The women never saw Hazel’s passport. They believed her ‘real’ name was Geraldine White. Her mother relished all these complicated subterfuges, she made the whole ‘episode’ seem like a game. But she was not there when the playing got rough. She never saw me, Hazel used to reflect, when it came to the end, how battered I was, how suddenly wretched and despairing and guilty. By the time her mother had come to collect her, she knew she had looked much as she usually looked only paler (that Norwegian winter) and fatter (that Norwegian food). ‘All right, darling?’ her mother had asked, admittedly anxious for once, and ‘Fine,’ she had said, ‘fine, thank you, Mummy.’

Fine. She was fine. There was nothing melodramatic about Hazel. Slight in appearance, in character she was as solid as the stock from which her father so proudly told her she came. She got on with her life after this aberration and never made the same mistake again, never took the same risk. She wasn’t morbid or sentimental, nor was she given to the kind of flights of fancy in which her mother indulged. This pragmatic outlook saved her, though not entirely. Certain things could trigger off such total recall of pain and loss that she would wonder if she knew herself at all. It was often a question of smells – a particular disinfectant, a brand she had never smelled since that night, and the scent of a drink, a drink with cloves (or something similar) in it, which she had been given to drink afterwards. And of shadows. The room had been all white, startlingly white, floor, ceiling, everywhere sterile and white, but since it was dark outside, the blinds – they were white too, everything white – were drawn and lights were on and she saw huge shadows when she briefly opened her eyes. She had tried not to see them, she had wanted everyone to remain unrecognisable, but her eyes had opened involuntarily at the moments when she lost control and then the shadows had danced on the wall in front of her.

That was what remained in her mind for ever. One shadow. Indistinct, an outline only, quickly whipped away. It swung in front of her appalled gaze and then was gone. Never put into her arms: that had been agreed. She heard the gurgling cry, knew the shadow had a voice, but she never felt the body from which it came. She did not weep, not then, she felt too frozen, hypnotised by the enormity of what she had done. A feeling of outright panic mixed with a new fear in her, the fear of one day being called to account, and her mother not being there to manage everything.


PART ONE

[image: image]

Evie – Shona


Chapter One
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IT WAS A narrow little house in a narrow lane, one of many all squeezed together, leaning on each other in what seemed such a cosy way. The lane ran between the cathedral and the town square and was much frequented. It was not at all a quiet street. Indeed, it was not really a street. It was paved in giant blocks of sandstone, unusual for a lane, but otherwise it had no pretensions to being a proper street. Mr Dobson, taking the census, hated lanes like this. They made his work difficult. Invariably the inhabitants of lanes like this were not at all clear as to how many people lived with them. They were vague or confused, or both, and yet his question was so simple: on the night of 8 April, how many people resided in this house? The householders were meant to have filled in the appropriate form, delivered by his own good self (therefore let there not be any question of a form not having been received), but in these lanes the job had rarely been done. Often, the form had been lost; another had to be produced and then the effort of memory would be mighty, though fewer than twenty-four hours had gone by.

Mr Dobson was patient and understanding, or so he judged himself. He had at least enough imagination to be aware that to many householders he was also alarming. Nobody was ever cheeky; impertinence to an officer of the Crown carried too great a risk. They were on the whole respectful but resentful and he had to cope with this. He was particularly kind to women, especially to the elderly widows who lived in this lane. He wanted the census form filled in correctly: that was of prime importance. When an old woman opened the door of No. 10, Mr Dobson immediately doffed his hat, smiled and identified himself at once, producing his badge of accreditation. The woman, a Miss Mary Messenger, looked feeble. She was also, he quickly realised, more than slightly deaf. Instead of bawling at her, Mr Dobson flourished a census form, pointed to the date and then to what was required by law and hoped Miss Messenger was not also short-sighted. She stood so long staring at the form that Mr Dobson began to wonder if she were illiterate, not uncommon with these elderly women. Fortunately she was not. After her long perusal, Miss Messenger shuffled off down the passageway and re-emerged clutching the original form delivered days before.

She put it into his hand without a word. Mr Dobson looked at it. To his surprise, it was filled in. The only occupant of No. 10 on the night of 8 April had been Miss Messenger herself. Mr Dobson thanked her and backed away as she shut the door. But he saw, just before it closed, the face of a small girl appear round the corner of the door at the far end of the passage. Only the briefest and most indistinct of glimpses but indisputably real, the face of a young girl, a small white blob of a face framed by a good deal of untidy dark hair. He stood for a moment, thinking. Had the old woman concealed the fact that a child lived with her? But why would she do that? Mr Dobson walked slowly down the lane reflecting that whether there was a child residing at No. 10 or not was of no great importance. She might be only a visitor, a relative there for the day. There was no reason to conclude that she lived there. Residents in lanes like this were forever hiding things from landlords, terrified that rents would be raised if it were discovered they harboured paying lodgers. One little girl living with an elderly woman was neither here nor there. He was not a landlord, thank heaven, nor a policeman. It was not his duty to pry, only to collect. The census form had been collected and that was that, but he went on his way faintly worried.

Mary Messenger, aged eighty (as stated on the census form), was still standing behind her front door, listening. She had her good ear pressed to the wide crack in the door, only recently emptied of the rags which had filled it all winter. She heard the census man’s footsteps go off down the lane and was satisfied. But when she turned and saw Evie standing there, she shouted at her. ‘Didn’t I tell you, eh, didn’t I say stay in the kitchen, eh, what you playing at, you want taken away to the poorhouse, eh?’ Evie withdrew and Mary muttered her way after her, into the small dark kitchen at the back of the house. ‘Nothing but bother, you’re nothing but bother, and what thanks do I get these days, eh?’ Evie ignored her. She stood on a stool and kneaded the dough on the table, her little firsts barely making any indentation, though she was trying so hard to do what her grandma did. The sight of the child’s ineffectual kneading recalled Mary to the task at hand. She picked up the dough and slapped it about, her hands no longer shaking, as they did when they were not busy, but suddenly strong and skilful. Evie watched and admired and, without needing to be told, smeared lard on the inside of the bread pan. There was silence until the dough was shaped and moulded into the pan and then Evie hopped on to another stool and, using an old dishcloth, carefully opened the door of the oven in the range. In went the bread and Mary sighed and sat down and said, ‘You’re a good girl when all’s said and done. We’ll have a cup of tea and you can sugar it.’

She watched Evie take the blackened kettle off the hook over the fire. Very careful, the child was, did everything she was told carefully and liked to do it. There was no sulking, no impudence, not yet, but then she was only five, only just turned five. Not pretty, never would be, Mary had seen that from the beginning, but she was healthy, that was the main thing, and strong, and she had a cheerful disposition, so far. The tea was made and they both sat in front of the steaming mugs with a measure of contentment which each could sense in the other. ‘Well, Evie,’ Mary said, watching the child blow the steam and warm her hands on the mug, ‘I don’t know what’s to be done about you. I haven’t said you’re here, don’t you worry, but it can’t go on for ever, can it, eh? Not for ever. I won’t live much longer, that’s for sure, my time’ll be up soon, then what, eh?’ Evie said nothing at all in reply. She appeared quite unperturbed by her grandmother’s ramblings and only looked up from her tea at the ‘eh?’ sounds, as though not understanding the rest. Any ‘eh?’ commanded her attention, as it was meant to. Sometimes Mary said ‘eh?’ in no context at all, a sudden, harsh querying of nothing.

Evie went on blowing the steam which rose from the tea and stirring the sugar she had been allowed to put in even though it had long since dissolved. She liked the faint tinkle of the spoon on the side of the mug, a sound too faint for her grandmother to catch and object to as she objected, inexplicably, to so many things. Each day, it seemed to Evie, was full of traps, of things she must not do or say. She must not get up until she was told, unless she needed to use the po and even then she was expected to hop back into bed sharpish until given the signal to rise. Her grandmother slept in a double bed which took up most of the room and Evie slept on a mattress at the foot of it. There was room for three of her size in the bed with her grandmother, but she was not allowed to share it. ‘I might smother you,’ Mary said, and Evie accepted this as she was bound to accept everything.

She knew this old woman was not in fact her grandmother because she had been told so, not long ago. ‘Am I your grandmother, eh?’ Mary had barked at her, sounding angry. She had nodded dumbly, though aware as ever of verbal traps. ‘No, I’m not,’ the old woman said. ‘Good as, used as, but I’m not, now don’t you forget, eh? You haven’t got a real grandmother and what do you need one for when you’ve got me willing, eh? You’ve got me willing, I dare say I’ll get my reward in heaven.’ And then, later, equally unexpected and sudden, she had said: ‘If anyone asks, mind, I am your grandmother, eh? You remember that, don’t you forget, it could be more than your life is worth.’ Evie’s heart had thudded a little at those words. It wasn’t the contradiction which frightened her – first she had a grandmother (all she had) and then she didn’t and now she did again (only sometimes, only if asked) – but the mention of her life. What was a life? How could anything be worth more? But she merely nodded, as though she had understood, and said nothing.

Evie, just turned five, was an expert at knowing when to say nothing. They were the first words she remembered, the first instruction – ‘Say nothing.’ She remembered being bundled into shawls and taken by Mary to the market and being told, ‘Say nothing, if anyone talks to you, say nothing, eh?’ She had obeyed, though it had not been difficult since all that the other butter women said to her was ‘Are you cold, pet?’ and ‘Are you hungry?’ and in both cases a shake of the head was sufficient. She sat on a little stool behind the old wooden bench that served as her grandmother’s stall and watched the people coming to buy. She was seated so low down, almost on the ground, that what she mostly saw were skirts and feet, an endless procession of long skirts and black boots. Seeking to see something more interesting and of greater variety she gave herself a crick in the neck, peering upwards so hard and earnestly at all the faces looming over her grandmother’s eggs. At the end of the morning, when she was carried to the cart and they trundled all the long way back to Wetheral, she fell asleep and never saw anything of the return journey to the village.

Those days, the days of going to market with her grandmother, were already a long way off in her young mind. She could only just recall the green in the village and the big houses round it and the plains above the river where they had lived. But she knew she had preferred it: that country life, and the presence of someone else, some other woman whose face she could not recall. All that had gone. Here, in the city, she stayed in the house almost all her time, with her grandmother. They went out to shop once a week to that same market where once they had sold flowers and eggs. On Sundays, the cathedral bells, so close by, vibrated through the house but she and her grandmother did not go to church. She had never, to her knowledge, in her short memory, been inside a church. She was sure she should go to church and did once suggest it but her grandmother told her there was plenty of time for her to be a churchgoer in the future if she wished. ‘Any road,’ Mary had said, ‘you’re baptised, you can rest easy, she saw to that at least, baptised, all proper, in Holy Trinity, does that satisfy you, eh?’

It almost did. Evie knew where Holy Trinity was. It was the big church at the junction of the two roads in Caldewgate, outside the west wall of the city. She felt proud to have been baptised there and could see herself being held over the font and almost feel the holy water on her baby forehead. She longed to go into Holy Trinity and she resolved that one day she would indeed get inside the church and see the font. She had pictures and that was all. Her grandmother had a bible, even if she never went to church, and inside was a little illustrated booklet about Holy Trinity. One picture, very grainy, showed the font and a woman holding a baby and the vicar about to baptise it. Maybe the baby was her; she could at least pretend it was. But who, then, was the pleasant young woman holding her? Not her grandmother. There was a man in the picture too, standing a little behind the woman, his hat in his hand. Who was the man? Impossible to know, as most things were.

‘You’ve made a meal of that tea,’ Mary said. ‘Sup it up, there’s work to be done and half the morning gone. Get the tub, get that kettle back on, get the soap.’ Evie got everything. She had to drag the heavy tin tub along, it was too heavy to carry, but she managed successfully to position it under the tap in the yard. The yard was tiny, barely three feet wide and five feet long; and at this time on a bleak spring morning it was bitterly cold. The fronts of the houses in the lane were protected from the wind by the high buildings opposite but the backs were not. The east wind, scudding down on to the city direct from the Pennines, hopped and skipped over the walls of the yards and, once inside them, ricocheted from end to end forming a whirlpool of dust. Evie went back inside and found her shawl and fixed it over her head and across her chest, fastening it with a safety-pin. Then she was ready.

She got the washing and put it into the tub and ran cold water on to it, and Mary appeared carrying the big kettle and added its contents to the tub. The water coming out of the spout was boiling but all it did was reduce the freezing cold of the water already in the tub. Mary made it clear that donating this hot water was a matter of being kind and that when she was a girl like Evie she had had to do the washing without its benefit. She stood and watched as Evie took a bar of soap and began soaping the clothes and pummelling them about and she sighed, as she always did, and said, ‘I miss my wash-house, I should never have left that wash-house, eh?’

She still had a mangle, though. There was nowhere inside to put it so it stood in the yard, and Mary worried about it constantly. When they were in the house and the rain and wind were lashing the windows she’d groan and say, ‘Oh, my mangle, out in this. Oh, that lovely mangle.’ It was kept covered with a bit of sacking but many a wind was strong enough to whip this off in the night, no matter how well it had been secured, and then the mangle would be soaked and little by little the soakings were rusting the iron. It took both of them, these days, to turn the handle and it tired Mary. ‘Sooner you grow big and strong the better,’ she would say. ‘This mangle is beating me, it’s a devil, I had it tamed once but it’s breaking out, it’s beating us.’ One day, not so long ago, she had said something else while she struggled with the fearful mangle. She said the usual bit about how the mangle was beating her now and there followed the well-worn memory of how once she had mastered it easily, and then she said something new: ‘Your mother always promised …’ And then she stopped, abruptly, and turned the handle of the mangle furiously, with a sudden extra vigour, for a while.

Evie had heard the words quite distinctly – ‘Your mother.’ Her mother. She had a mother, then. Was it a mother who, like Mary, like her so-called grandmother, wasn’t a mother at all? She didn’t ask, she only registered the crucial word ‘mother’. She’d seen little girls with mothers, she heard them saying ‘Mam, mam,’ she’d seen them belonging together, girls like herself and women called mam. She’d never asked, not yet, why she didn’t have a mother but that wasn’t because she was not curious, or that she didn’t want to know the answer. It was just that she didn’t ask questions at all. Questions annoyed Mary, even simple ones. ‘Why does the clock tick?’ for example produced rage, and a sharp ‘It’s a clock, now stop bothering the life out of me, why do clocks tick indeed, the idea, I don’t know what’s to become of you, I don’t!’ Any question at all brought forth this cry – ‘I don’t know what’s to become of you!’ and Evie had grown to dread it. It worried her, that and her grandmother’s constant refrain that soon she would no longer be around, that her time was nearly up, she had not long to go.

The day after the census man came, Mary was even more short-tempered than usual and muttered all day long in a state of extra agitation. The bread was made, the broth cooked, the washing done, everything went on as normal but Evie knew something was going to happen. Her grandmother was forever telling her to ‘Be still, settle yourself,’ but now it was she who flitted about, touching things, as though checking them, as though making sure the table and chairs and cupboards were there. She opened and shut drawers all day long and in the afternoon, when she often had forty winks on her bed while Evie was given some task to do quietly – cleaning the cruet, making a fresh paper doily for it, cleaning the six precious silver teaspoons, tidying the larder, polishing the sideboard – she could be heard moving about and dragging something from under the bed. Evie wasn’t in the least surprised to be shouted for long before the regular half hour was up and she went willingly, eagerly, up the few narrow stairs into the one bedroom.

Her grandmother was sitting on the edge of the bed with a small suitcase open beside her. It appeared to be full of papers, bundles of what looked like letters and some longer documents tied up with string. Mary was undoing the string on one lot. ‘I’m all thumbs,’ she complained, ‘damned knots. Here, with your little fingers, you do it, Evie, but take care, mind, don’t tear anything, eh?’ Evie took care. She enjoyed delicately plucking at the knots and gradually working them loose and managing to draw the string free time after time. The knots were knobbly things, hard with age; they had been meant to be as secure as they were proving to be. Mary watched her, breathing hard, but for once ceasing to rant on. When the last vicious knot was undone she pushed Evie’s excited hand away and pulled the bundle towards her, protecting the papers with her hands as though Evie might snatch them and run off. ‘Now,’ she said, staring at the child, ‘now, there’s something I’d better be telling you before it’s too late. I don’t know what’s going to happen to you when I’m gone but it isn’t right you should be left wondering, I never thought it was, you can’t blame me for that, eh? It wasn’t my fault, not what I wanted, I never thought it right.’ She stopped and stared at Evie, who returned the stare. Mary saw what she had always seen, a small pale face, not pretty, and a mass of unbrushed dark hair and eyes that held no challenge, that were accepting of everything before them. She saw a calmness and stillness that pleased her. And Evie saw an old woman who had suddenly changed. All the crossness had momentarily gone, all the power. Mary’s face was as creased and pinched, her skin as yellow and coarse as ever, but she looked helpless, all the fight Evie was used to had vanished. It made her nervous, this collapse of her grandmother, it worried her and she twisted her hands together not knowing what to do.

‘You can’t read,’ Mary said, in dismay. ‘You should be at school, you’d learn soon enough, eh? I should have seen to it, but there’s been enough to do, keeping body and soul together.’ She selected an envelope from the papers on her lap and waved it in front of Evie’s eyes. ‘Now,’ she said again, ‘see this here? This is yours and don’t let anyone tell you otherwise. Look, see this mark?’ – and she showed Evie the letter ‘E’ on the envelope – ‘that’s you, that’s for Evie, I kept it for you and nobody knows. It’s in the Holy Trinity register for those who’ll bother to look if anyone does and I’ll be surprised if they do, though there’s no telling what will happen after I’m gone, no knowing the mischief that will be done and me not here to see fair play, but you’ve got this here and I’m giving it to you now and it’s up to you to guard it and keep it and use it when you need to, eh? There’ll be questions and you won’t know the answers but this will give you something to hang on to, you’ll always know who you are if people forget to tell you, eh? Something, it’s something; there’s only one person knows more and she’s never told and there’s nothing I can do about that, Evie, and nothing you can do either, no good upsetting yourself, my lass.’

But Evie was not upset. She was confused but too excited to feel real distress. Her attention was completely caught by the envelope with the mark on it that was her, the line down with three straight spokes coming out of it. Her grandmother held it out to her and she took it and loved the feel of the very paper with ‘E’ written on it so plainly. Whatever was inside the brown envelope was thin. If she didn’t hold the envelope tightly it was so flimsy it would slip from her fingers. ‘Do you remember that day we stood outside the church, Evie?’ her grandmother said, in a whisper. ‘When the trees were all orange, eh? We stood well back, nobody could see us, the trees hid us. And that lady and gentleman came out?’ She took Evie’s wrists and pulled the child, still clutching the envelope, to her and whispered even lower and more urgently, ‘Do you remember, Evie, eh?’ Slowly, Evie shook her head. She didn’t remember standing outside any church with her grandmother nor any orange leaves nor a lady and gentleman coming out. Mary sighed. ‘You were too young,’ she said, ‘too young. Well, it can’t be helped, it wouldn’t do any good anyway, it’s maybe just as well. Now, where will you put that envelope? Where have we got for you to put it?’

‘In my pocket?’ Evie suggested, feeling inside her apron pocket to see if it was big enough. Instantly, Mary was back to being as irritable as she nearly always was. ‘No, no, child, for heaven’s sake, an envelope with that in it in an apron pocket, the idea, no, you’ll need somewhere safer, but it’ll have to go with you wherever you go, it’ll have to be a box or a bag you never let out of your sight when you leave here, now what can I give you, what’ll serve …?’ Mary looked about the bedroom and her eye fell on the mahogany chest of drawers on top of which there was a clutter of different kinds of boxes containing a variety of things, necklaces and brooches, pins and buttons. She pointed and said to Evie, ‘Fetch that tin here, the one with the dog on.’ Evie reached up – it was a chest a little taller than herself – and pulled the flat tin towards her and lifted it off. She knew what was in it. Nothing important, nothing of value, only some ribbons, all folded neatly and never used. Her grandmother said that when her hair was smooth and tangle-free she could have one of these old, long-preserved ribbons to tie it up with, but Evie had never succeeded in brushing her wild and springy hair into anything like the required state and had never earned a ribbon. ‘Nobody will bother about a girl having this,’ Mary said, ‘a tin of ribbons, they’ll think nothing of it when the time comes. Look, we’ll lift the ribbons and the envelope will fit snug.’ It did. ‘Then we’ll cover it with ribbons, see?’ The coils of ribbon, lilac and yellow and a beautiful red Evie particularly coveted, were laid flat side down together forming a concealing band over the envelope with ‘E’ on it. ‘There, that’ll fox them, eh?’ said Mary, and seemed pleased. ‘You take it now, keep it with you, put it under your mattress.’ Evie hurried to do just that, putting the tin under the pillow end, and Mary sighed with satisfaction.

Evie slept on the flat tin of ribbons for almost another year. Every day when she made her bed she peeped inside the tin and gently lifted one of the ribbons to check the envelope was there. She never took it out and she never looked inside it. It was enough to know it was there. Every now and again her grandmother would ask to see it and she’d take it to her and it would be inspected and then returned to its hiding-place. Meanwhile, Evie learned to write not just an ‘E’ but her whole name and some other words besides the alphabet. A man came round and, though Evie was instructed as usual to hide, the man was persistent and, lurking in the kitchen, Evie could hear him raising his voice to her grandmother and saying, ‘I have it on good authority there is a child in this house of school age, madam.’ Next time he came her grandmother had prepared her. ‘You’re sickly, Evie,’ she told her, ‘remember that if asked, you’re sickly and can’t go out, you have to stay with me or you get took badly. It might work for a while and there’s nothing else will.’ It did work. The man stared at Evie, who must have looked as convincingly sickly as she tried to suggest because he said, ‘I see,’ to her grandmother and then, ‘The child needs a doctor.’ Mary said she had no money for doctors nor for the medicines they might prescribe. The man addressed Evie directly and asked her how often she went out, how well she ate, whether she slept well – but Evie had been well instructed by Mary and simply stared up at him in bewilderment with her mouth hanging open. He never came again.

Life went on in the same way until one day Mary did not get up. Evie took her tea and toast and got on with what she always did, the household tasks by which she measured time. It was only when it grew dark and her grandmother was still in bed that things began to feel strange. She drew the curtains and lit the lamp and built up the fire but then, sitting alone with the mending, she felt awkward, she missed Mary in her chair talking to herself. She went to bed early, carrying out all the going-to-bed rituals of locking doors and dampening the fire and putting the guard round it to catch stray sparks and checking the wick of the lamp was turned low and the oil extinguished. But even lying on her mattress at the foot of her grand-mother’s bed didn’t seem right. Twice in the night she was wakened by the rattling of Mary’s breathing and twice she got up and went and peered at the old woman, but she was deeply asleep and did not respond to the timid touch on her cheek. The next morning Mary woke up but did not touch her tea and toast nor the soup offered later on, and Evie began to be frightened. She spent most of that day in the bedroom hovering by the bed, longing for some instructions and receiving none, not a word. She wanted somebody to come but nobody ever did. There were people next door, on both sides, and Evie knew their names but not their faces. Even the names seemed to change – ‘New folk,’ her grandmother occasionally said when somebody had come to their door and Evie had been told to keep herself hidden, ‘new folk again next door, I knew that last lot would never stay, but they’re nothing to do with us, Evie, eh? Potts they’re called, but that’s no concern of ours, we keep ourselves to ourselves and ask nothing of nobody, eh?’

There was a smell on the third day that told Evie she must call on the Potts, or someone. She knew the smell of urine but this was worse, it came from her grandmother’s mouth and it was foul. Going downstairs, opening the curtains on to the grey dawn light, Evie found herself crying. She didn’t want to cry, she hadn’t intended to, but the tears rolled down her cheeks and would not stop. She stared out of the window but there was nothing to see, nobody going down the lane at that time of the morning. But she couldn’t tear herself away from the window, it offered some sort of hope. She stood motionless for half an hour, an hour, and when the first footsteps sounded on the sandstone flags she pulled the net curtain aside and peered out and tapped hard on the window-pane. A man passed by without so much as a glance but shortly after two women carrying big baskets heard her tapping and stopped and stared at her. But then, stupidly, Evie just stared back and did nothing and the women frowned and looked annoyed and went on their way. Still weeping, and trembling now, she at last left the window and stumbled to the door which she opened with difficulty, it was always so stiff, and then she stood in the doorway and waited, not knowing what she was going to say when someone asked her, as they surely would, what was the matter.

The woman who did ask her was young and she was carrying a baby. She hitched the baby on to her hip and looked at the little girl weeping in the doorway, a pathetic figure, very small and pale and ill-kempt and thin, standing there shaking violently. ‘What’s the matter, pet?’ she asked, and when Evie went on shaking and sobbing the woman peered into the passageway of the house and said, ‘Is your mam there? Hello, missus?’ The baby, affected by Evie’s sobs, began to cry too, though half-heartedly, merely in imitation, and the young mother knew it and paid no attention. ‘We can’t have this,’ she said, putting the baby down on the step, whereupon it began to bawl in earnest, feeling the cold even through its layers of shawls. She drew Evie to her and stroked her hair and said, ‘There, there,’ over and over again. When Evie was quieter, though her thin body still shook, the woman said, ‘Now what is it? What’s wrong? What’s your name, pet? Can’t you talk? Can’t you tell me?’ Choking, Evie managed to hiccup the words. ‘My grandma’s sick.’ ‘Are you on your own then?’ asked the woman anxiously, already seeing herself dragged into a mess she’d rather keep out of. ‘Isn’t there anyone else in the house? Where’s your mam? Where’s your dad? When will they be coming home? Where are they? Where can they be sent for?’

But Evie was incapable of giving any information and the young woman knew she would have to go into the house and see where this sick grandmother was. Hesitantly, holding her baby with one arm, putting it back on her hip, she took hold of Evie’s hand with the other and allowed herself to be led up the stairs. She knew before she saw the old woman that she was dead and she stopped in the doorway of the bedroom and turned round. ‘You’ll have to come with me,’ she said, her tone now sharp and not as caressing as before. ‘Have you a key? We can’t leave the house open.’ Evie did know where the key was, a big iron thing hanging behind the front door and rarely used because they so rarely went out. The woman put it in her pocket. She seemed bad-tempered now, but Evie herself was calmer knowing responsibility had passed from her hands. She followed the woman down the lane eagerly, in her relief hardly noticing the cold. The woman hurried, her skirt flapping and her head bowed against the wind. Furtively, Evie looked about her. It was strange to be moving so fast instead of patiently keeping pace with her grandmother’s slow amble. It felt exciting, urgent, and she no longer felt terrified. She wondered where they were going but did not dare ask in case she was cast off.

They passed St Cuthbert’s church and came out on to West Walls, hugging the crumbling old wall, keeping out of the narrow road itself. But then, past Dean Tait’s cut, the woman veered right and stopped at a door and knocked on it. It opened quickly and another woman, also young, stood there and said, ‘You’ve taken your time, you’ll be late.’ ‘I know I’ll be late,’ Evie’s rescuer snapped. ‘It can’t be helped, it’s this kid, standing crying fit to burst in the lane and saying her grandma’s sick.’ Here she dropped her voice and whispered in the other woman’s ear. ‘What could I do?’ she went on, ‘I couldn’t leave her. And now what can I do? Who’ll I tell?’ They were all still standing on the doorstep but now the two women went inside and Evie followed, though they paid no heed to her. She had never, to her knowledge, been in any other house but her grandma’s, first in the village, that dim memory, and then in the lane. She peered about her nervously, feeling it was wrong to stare. The room wasn’t much better than her grandma’s, it was just as small, but there was a good fire burning, bigger than her grandma ever allowed, and a good smell of some kind of cake cooking. And there was a brightly coloured rag-rug on the stone floor with two small children sitting on it playing with pan lids and pegs, and making a great racket.

‘What’s your name, pet?’ the woman who lived there asked, turning aside from a whispered consultation with her friend.

‘Evie.’

‘Oh, she has a tongue. Mine’s Minnie, and this is Pearl. Now what are we to do with you? Where’s your mam?’

Evie didn’t know what to say. Did she have a mam? She wasn’t sure, she had never been sure. If she did have one then she’d gone. ‘Gone,’ she said.

‘Where?’ asked Minnie.

‘Don’t know.’

‘When? When did she go? Early this morning?’

Evie shook her head and twisted her skirt in her hands. Finally, she said, ‘I’ve never seen her, if I have a mam,’ and began to cry again. Both women told her to shush, but kindly. Minnie gave her a piece of bread and a small mug of tea, and told her to get them down, she’d feel better. Another whispering session followed and then Minnie, who seemed to be in charge, said, ‘Pearl’s got to go now, so you can help look after little George. You can help me this morning till we see what’s what.’

Evie enjoyed the morning helping. She spent it on the rag-rug playing with George and the other two children. She put the wooden pegs into a pan, a battered old tin thing, and put the lid on and shook it about and then emptied it with a flourish. The babies loved it. She did it again and again and they never seemed to tire of the rattling noise and the surprise, a surprise every time, of the pegs cascading out. ‘You’ve a way with you,’ Minnie said approvingly. Later, she fed all three children. Minnie gave her a bowl of porridge and she made a game of feeding it to them. When one of them crawled or rolled off the rug she had to persuade them back on to it and she loved the feeling of the warm, soft, wriggling bodies. She hugged them and they hugged her back, their hands catching in her untidy hair and pulling it but she didn’t mind. ‘Got little brothers and sisters, have you?’ Minnie asked. Evie shook her head. ‘Big ones, then?’ Evie shook it again. ‘Oh dear, you are an odd one,’ Minnie said. She watched Evie carefully. It was as clear as crystal what would happen to her, what the situation was. The grandmother was dead, Pearl was sure, the stench in the bedroom alone had told her, and unless some relative stepped forward it would be the orphanage up above the river for poor Evie. It was a shame, she was a pathetic scrap of a thing, she deserved better, but better was unlikely to be available.

Pearl, on her way to work in Carr’s factory, reported the situation she had found at 10 St Cuthbert’s Lane that morning, and the temporary address of the little girl, Evie. The body of Mary Messenger was removed before noon. A policeman came round to Minnie’s house in the afternoon and asked (in front of Evie) if she was willing to keep Evie. Minnie said she was willing but that she couldn’t, she had no room. Evie would have to go somewhere else but she hoped the child wasn’t to be sent off without her things. The policeman said he’d take Evie back to her grandmother’s house first, before handing her over to ‘them up above the river’ (with a significant look at Minnie) and she could take some clothes and anything else of hers that was small enough to go in a bag. Minnie made each of the babies kiss Evie, then told her she’d see her one day and to try not to take on too much, she would only make it worse.

The policeman took Evie home and made a list of what the child took from the house. It was not a long list. Two dresses, two pinafores, two shawls, a pair of clogs, some woollen stockings and a tin box. These all went easily into a bag with a drawstring which Evie produced from behind the bedroom door. She found a coat, which she put on, a shabby article but thick and warm-looking, and a tam-o’-shanter which hid her hair completely. ‘Ready for your travels?’ the policeman asked her, but she neither responded nor nodded, she just stood there obediently, evidently quite composed. Knowing nothing of the weeping Evie had already done that day, he thought it odd she didn’t shed a single tear. She seemed quite passive and he was glad: it made his job so much easier. She followed him, he thought quite happily, out of the house, never a backward look, and down the lane and across the Town Hall square and up Lowther Street and across the bridge. The noise of carts on the bridge was so loud and the crush of people so great that he took her hand for fear he would lose her. It was a steep hill to climb, up Stanwix Bank, but she managed it without faltering. They came to St Ann’s House just as it began to rain and the policeman hurried her into the shelter of the doorway. He knocked on the door several times before it was opened by a stout woman wearing a dark blue apron.

‘Here you are,’ the policeman said, ‘another for you. Her grandma’s been found dead and there’s nobody to have her, not yet anyway.’

‘I haven’t been told,’ the woman said indignantly. ‘There’s been no notification.’

‘Well, there should’ve been, it’ll come,’ the policeman said, and turned and left.

That was how Evie came to St Ann’s House. She stayed there six months before she was claimed.


Chapter Two
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SHONA’S FATHER WAS a sea-captain. She was proud of him and boasted about him continually. Nearly every father in the village was a sailor but there was only one a captain and that was her daddy. She was like him in looks, not her mother. She had his red-gold hair, his very pale blue eyes and his full lips, though in his case these were hidden by a moustache and beard. All she had taken from her mother was a certain fragility which belied her true nature. Shona was as tough as her father, every bit as tough as Captain Archie McIndoe both in body and in mind. She only looked frail, ‘a delicate wee girl’ people said, but they were wrong.

The McIndoes had come to this remote part of north-east Scotland when Shona was a baby, only a month old to be precise. Her mother, Catriona, was still recovering from the birth which every woman in the village quickly learned had been a difficult one. Catriona was so weak afterwards she hadn’t been able to breast-feed her baby and the other young mothers, all of whom had ample milk and to spare, had felt sorry for her. But Mrs McIndoe was not young, they noticed, she was surely only just the right side of forty and unlikely to have any more children. Shona, they predicted, would be an only child and they were proved right. She was an only child, greatly adored, who, everyone agreed, ruled the roost. It was an extraordinary sight to see her at the age of four dominating both her parents. Even in the kirk Shona exerted her authority, choosing where to sit and which kneeler to have.

Captain McIndoe was slow and quiet, the sort of man who could, and did, sit for hours over a pint of beer and a whisky without saying a word. Aboard ship he was said to be careful, cautious, a good man to sail with, never panicking in any emergency, always reliable: the women in the village liked their men to sail with him. And Mrs McIndoe was equally lacking in any spark, equally colourless though pleasant enough. She was in the Women’s Guild and helped at bazaars but she was not sociable, she kept herself to herself and that self was thought of as a bit dull. So where, everyone given to such curiosity wondered, had Shona got her fire from? ‘Is she like her grannie?’ women sometimes asked Catriona after witnessing one of Shona’s more extravagant displays of temperament and contrasting it with her mother’s placidity. ‘Is she after following in her grannie’s footsteps?’ Catriona would smile and say, ‘A little, maybe,’ but she never went so far as to say, as she was expected to say, that Shona was a throwback, the spitting image of one grannie or another. Another question was a common one put to the Captain himself when Shona’s physical resemblance to him was commented on. ‘Do you have any sisters, Captain?’ But no, he didn’t. No sisters whom Shona took after.

The McIndoes lived in a stone house above the harbour, bought outright when they arrived in 1956. The Captain was in the merchant navy by then but was known to have distinguished himself in the war when he had served with the Royal Navy working in X-craft (midget submarines) off the coast of Norway. It was the nature of his job that he was away for long spells throughout Shona’s childhood and that his daughter therefore lacked the strong fathering she could be seen to need. But then most fathers in the area were away at sea and it was the mothers who had to do the best they could with the help of the wider family. It was felt to be unfortunate that in the case of the McIndoes that wider family lived so far away.

Shona only became properly acquainted with her grannies when she was seven. She and her mother went to stay with Grannie McIndoe in Stranraer and Shona didn’t enjoy the experience one bit (nor, in fact, did Catriona, but she never said so, being much too polite and discreet and much too aware of how dangerous it was to let Shona know). Grannie McIndoe found it hard to tolerate her young granddaughter’s tantrums and wondered aloud why anyone else did, particularly her mother. ‘Archie was never like this,’ she proclaimed. ‘His father would have thrashed it out of him. Where does she get it from?’ Weakly, Catriona said she didn’t know, but she was sure Shona would calm down as she grew older. Things were a little easier when they went on to Glasgow to Grannie McEndrick, Catriona’s mother, but even in that household Shona’s energy was a strain. ‘Is she never still?’ Grannie McEndrick asked. ‘You were such a still child.’ But though Shona was never still, at least this grannie found her amusing and was briefly entertained by her antics so long as they did not go on too long (though, alas, they often did).

It was at Grannie McEndrick’s, however, that Shona disgraced herself and caused the greatest alarm. A neighbour’s child, a boy called Gavin, the same age as Shona, had been invited in to play. The two children had seemed to get on tolerably well, once Shona’s boasting about her father the Captain was capped by Gavin’s pride in his father being Provost (which baffled but impressed Shona), and they had been sent into the garden to run around before tea. It was a big garden and the two children disappeared, not entirely to Catriona’s pleasure. ‘Och, you fuss too much, Catriona,’ her mother said, ‘it doesn’t do to be fussing. You should be thanking the Lord wee Shona’s not a clinger. You were a terrible clinger, so you were, wouldn’t let me out of your sight, clung to my skirts all the time.’ Catriona remembered, she needed no reminding, and flushed at the contempt in her mother’s voice. ‘She’s a grand wee soul,’ her mother said. ‘Come and we’ll take the chance to put our feet up and have a quiet cup of tea.’

The tea was made, and drunk very quietly indeed. Catriona could never think of anything to say to her mother when they were alone together. She made inquiries about other family members and that was it. It never crossed her mind to share with her mother her true anxieties, knowing, as she did, that since these were all wrapped up with Shona’s waywardness her mother would be scornful. There was no one Catriona could talk to about her fears except Archie, and he had little patience with them. She sometimes thought that if she had been able to find the right words to express her unease, then Archie would have listened to her, but as it was, even to her own ears, her sense of there being something not quite normal about Shona sounded silly. They sat and had tea and the weak, wavering shafts of sun came through the open window and warmed them.

The moment Skipper began to bark Catriona was on her feet. ‘Whatever’s the matter with you?’ her mother said, exasperated. ‘Look at you, the wee dog barking and you’re all of a tremble. It’s seen a cat, that’s all, sit down, Catriona.’ But Catriona could not sit down. She was out of the room and down the steps into the garden before her mother had finished chiding her. Skipper’s barking was frantic. Quickly, only just preventing herself from running, she hurried across the lawn and into the rhododendron bushes from where the barking came. Skipper raced out of the undergrowth to meet her and then scurried back at once down a little path leading through the bushes to the wall which marked the boundary of the garden. She scratched her face on some stray gorse growing with the rhododendrons and had to part it to follow the dog, hurting her hands in her haste. Then she stopped abruptly. There was a dip in the ground near the wall, what her mother called a dell, though it was nothing more than a hole, grass-covered and shaded over by the low branches of a beech tree. Shona and Gavin both lay in it, both naked, their clothes in touchingly neat piles either side of them. Shona was examining Gavin’s testicles with the greatest interest, first prodding and then holding his tiny scrotum, while Gavin, with his eyes tight shut, held himself like a soldier, rigidly still, his arms straight by his side, his legs clamped together.

‘Shona!’ Catriona burst out before she could stop herself. ‘What do you think you are doing? Leave Gavin alone, leave him!’

Shona looked up, not at all embarrassed, and said, ‘We’re playing doctors.’

‘Put your clothes on, now, this minute, and Gavin, put yours on.’

‘Why?’ Shona said, but Gavin, red-faced, was already into his shorts. ‘What’s wrong with playing doctors?’

‘Nothing,’ her grannie said, appearing from the other side of the dell, arms akimbo and smiling. ‘They’re only this side of seven, Catriona, have some sense.’

That was how the incident ended, turned into something amusing by Grannie McEndrick, something so funny Shona was quite delighted with herself and Gavin half-hysterical with relief. There was nothing Catriona could say or do to stop the hilarity and she felt humiliated. There she was, a woman in her forties shown how to behave by a woman in her seventies, the older woman a model of commonsense. It was impossible for her to explain that her horror had had nothing to do with the children’s nudity nor with what Shona was doing, but everything to do with the atmosphere of what she had seen. It was Shona’s intensity, her concentration, her very lack of any sniggering or squealing which had frightened her and made her react so inappropriately and violently.

Putting Shona to bed that night Catriona felt awkward and though she did all the usual fond things – kissed Shona, hugged her, tucked her up, said her prayers with her – she did it with half her normal enthusiasm, and after all the rituals were over could not quite bring herself to leave. She sat on the end of Shona’s bed looking at her. Shona stared back, her big blue eyes not at all sleepy but instead challenging, accusing.

‘Shona,’ Catriona began, and stopped. What could she say? How could she redeem herself? ‘Your Grannie is right,’ she said finally, ‘there’s nothing wrong with playing doctors or with taking your clothes off.’

‘You shouted,’ Shona said.

‘Yes, I did. I shouldn’t have. I don’t know why I did.’

‘It was my turn,’ Shona said. ‘Gavin had looked at my wee-wee. I was just looking at his.’

‘Yes, I know.’

‘Did you see it?’

‘What?’

‘Gavin’s wee-wee.’

‘Yes.’

‘Yuck. It’s squidgy. Gavin says his brother says it grows and it makes babies.’

‘Yes, it does, in a way. It’s late, Shona, time to sleep.’

More cowardice. Catriona despaired. It was not that she was reluctant to describe to Shona how babies were made but that she feared the questions that would surely follow. She wasn’t ready to lie so thoroughly yet, even though she had done so before. A new set of lies were needed and she had not got them ready. It was such a long time since she had held Shona, her baby, in her arms and had no doubts or qualms about a single thing – so confident she had been, once she was a mother, once she had been blessed. Archie could have accepted their lot, their destiny to be childless, but she never could have done so, never. She had










OEBPS/images/MyCoverImage.jpg
RANDOM HOUSE @BOOKS

Shadow Baby

Margaret Forster






OEBPS/images/Fig-2.jpg





OEBPS/images/Fig-1.jpg
MARGARET FORSTER

Shadow Baby

V\NTAGE BOOKS





