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By Nikola Scott


My Mother’s Shadow




About the Book


It is 1958. Elizabeth has been sent away from her London home to the beautiful Hartland House in Sussex. Over an idyllic summer by the coast, she grows close to the confident young Shaws, who treat her like one of their own. A lovely but innocent girl, Elizabeth is ready to fall in love – but her dreams are dangerously naïve.


Decades later, Elizabeth’s daughter Addie is stunned when a stranger appears on her doorstep, claiming that they are sisters. Addie doesn’t believe it. Until her beloved father admits that everything she’s been told about her early life is a lie.


For Addie and her new sister Phoebe it’s the beginning of an emotional journey back to a time of fallen women and domineering fathers, as they discover the extraordinary truth about a lost child, a mother’s secret, and one golden summer that changed a woman’s life for ever.




For Paul






1958


There are many things this house has seen and many secrets it has heard, whispered things in the night that drift on the breeze and curl around chimneys and slate-covered gables, mullioned windows and white pebbled paths, wind their way through roses and rhododendrons and the trees of the old Hartland orchard. Loves found and lost, the pain of unexpected death and the deliciousness of forbidden trysts. Midnight tears and laughter in summer nights, all the dreams to be dreamed and all the worlds to be found. The house has kept them, without question, without judgement, preserving them in the shadows of its walls.


And these days, life at Hartland is rife with memories. The war, and the death it brought, is still fresh in everyone’s minds. It’s not been so very long, after all, since England came out of the bleak years of rationing, bombed-out houses and Nissen huts, blinking against the unexpected onslaught of new luxuries and sweets in the sweet shop and jangly new music everywhere. But the future is bright now, and so it’s little wonder that they grasp at life with both hands, these young people of 1958, that this country house summer has made them all a little giddy with the promise of having it all.


Or maybe it’s the moon that has made people giddy tonight, the way it hangs in the sky as if pinned there, low above the stables and bursting full with a strange orange light. You only need to look at it, you only need to taste the champagne prickling against the roof of your mouth and smell the heady scent from the rose garden, and you’ll feel a pull at the bottom of your stomach, a reckless moon-madness that speaks of endless possibilities, of making the world your own. Lanterns are strung up all around, waving and twinkling in the evening breeze like so many coloured fireflies, and ‘Magic Moments’ is crooning around the couples swaying and laughing and smoking, perched on the low walls of the terrace with gimlets and lemonade to cool flushed cheeks. One of the girls hired to help for the evening stops to watch as she tops up the lemonade pitchers and punchbowls, sets out a new platter with puff pastry squares, marvelling at these golden young men and women who seem to have no care in the world other than to celebrate a seventeenth birthday, to cheer on a young girl’s entrance into adulthood.


Two people are missing, though, two have slipped away from the terrace, made their way past a croquet mallet lying forgotten among the rhododendrons, down garden paths and through the trees, hands across mouths to hold back laughter and the occasional gasp as a stray branch hits the backs of bare legs. One is the birthday girl, seventeen today, who has in her short life already known too much heartbreak and for whom much worse is still to come. But tonight the girl has shed all her worries and fears, and she knows, deep down, that life can never ever be as deliciously forbidden, as wonderfully new as this summer night. So yes, she, too, is grasping at life with both hands, and who can blame her, holding on to the hand of a man who’s been smiling at her for days, lazy, bemused smiles with drops of seawater clinging to his lashes, wide innocent grins when others were watching, and secret, promising eyes when they had a brief moment alone in the Hartland rose garden. She can’t see the smile in his eyes tonight, only moonlight and firefly lanterns, but she can feel him close to her, so close that his skin is warm against her arm and the smell of him mingles with that of freshly mown grass and the darker, more mysterious night smells of a garden unwilling to be disturbed, even for a first love as urgent as this one. Here, among the trees in the orchard, the air is cooler and involuntarily the girl shivers, and that’s when he slips his arms around her and gathers her close, tips her face up with his other hand, and in this one single moment, life is perfect.


But already, and the house knows this, trouble is in the air, and the golden facade of this perfect summer, the glow of the heady, fragrant night, is about to be tainted. The house has always been a faithful keeper of all its secrets, and so it won’t now give away what lies ahead. Instead, it takes the fleeting memories of a girl’s first love, to keep them safe forever.







Chapter One


Death is a funny thing. Not funny funny, obviously, and really not funny at all, but strange. By rights, it should come with a bang, announcing its cataclysmic blow with machine gun harbingers of doom; instead it sneaks up like a thief, waiting for a too-eager foot stepping out into a traffic light or that single rebellious cell in our bodies that suddenly decides to start its devastating multiplication. Death always watches, biding its time until it strikes, and when it does, nothing will ever be the same.


Given the disproportionate awfulness of death, I don’t remember much at all about the day my mother was hit by a lorry. Disjointed little bits, maybe, like the absurd amount of glass the lorry had showered across Gower Street and my father’s pinched face as we waited for the taxi that would take us to her body; my sister Venetia arguing with the policewoman who, surely, had made a mistake, and was no one doing their jobs properly anymore?


The one thing I do remember, very clearly, was the moment I was told about it, because it was in this moment – I was standing in front of the dairy fridge holding sixty-five eggs for the day’s meringues – that all the tears I might have cried vanished, and my eyes suddenly and inexplicably dried up. And dry they remained, through weeks filled with coroner’s statements and my mother’s favourite Countess roses on her coffin and making sure my father got up each morning over at the big, now-empty house on Rose Hill Road; all throughout, I never once shed a tear.


Some people simply don’t cry very much, so this in itself was perhaps not a true measure of one’s grieving abilities, but I had never been one of those people. On the contrary, I used to be particularly good at crying, in fact, it was one of the things I excelled at. When I was little, I cried so often and so readily that my mother claimed my body had to be made up of two-thirds salt water. My very own vale of tears, she said. I cried over molars accidentally flushed down the sink and white spots at the back of my throat, I worried about what lurked in my wardrobe and under my bed and at the bottom of the swimming pool. I followed stray cats and collected baby birds that had fallen out of their nests and wrestled with their fates for days.


For heaven’s sake, Addie, my mother would say and push a handkerchief my way, twitching impatiently when my eyes got big and shiny and my throat was working to swallow back those sobs that were so weak and futile when one should be strong, square one’s shoulders, get on with things. Buck up, darling. Look at Venetia, four years younger and you don’t see her cry. I must have been an immensely exasperating child, because so many things about me brought forth that twitch on my mother’s face, a sort of lifting of one cheek and compressing of her lips into small, white folds, that I’d started hiding when I saw it coming, mostly in the downstairs loo, which was always warm and smelled of Mrs Baxter’s lavender cleaner and was rarely visited by anyone. Years later, after I’d moved out and bought my own apartment, one of the things I loved most about it was the absence of a downstairs loo.


And now, when my old nemesis, my private vale of tears, actually had a chance to shine, in a perverse twist of fate, it had gone and the most I was able to procure was a choked sobbing, swallowing convulsively to dislodge a strange lump that seemed to have got itself permanently stuck, like a fat little troll, at the bottom of my throat. It wasn’t that I didn’t miss her. Of course, I did. Who in this sad world doesn’t miss their mother when she’s gone? But the more Venetia mourned, as a golden child does, by losing weight and turning wan and shadowy, the more mutinously dry my own insides became. This worried me a great deal, until it occurred to me that maybe I was actually doing exactly what my mother had always wanted me to, being strong and squaring my shoulders. Were my eyes staying heroically dry from some deeply ingrained impulse to ward off the white-lip mouth-twitch, nurtured through forty fractious years with my mother? Was somewhere deep inside me a little girl smiling, because all the way into the grave, her mother would finally be pleased?


Venetia, who expected me to pay appropriate homage to our mother, was inevitably disappointed by what I produced instead. Newly pregnant and dangerously volatile, she swanned in and out of Rose Hill Road with homeopathic remedies, shop-bought chicken soup and lots of unnecessary advice. I tried to stay out of her way as much as I could, because while she held centre stage with her pregnancy and her bereavement counsellor, my father had gone very quiet in the side wing.


The one time he broke down, about two weeks after the funeral, was completely unspectacular in that he simply didn’t get out of bed. Finally, on day four, when his bedroom door was still closed at five in the afternoon, my brother Jas and I took him to the doctor and then the hospital, from where he emerged a week later almost eerily calm. With some relief, my siblings went back to their own grief and respective careers and impending families, but I lingered, unnerved by the look in my dad’s eyes. It was hard to believe that this was the same person who’d taught me chess when I was ten, who’d re-enacted the Allied landing with a stapler, two pencils and a hole punch when I needed help with my history homework and who was always game to get a flashlight and study those white spots at the back of my throat. It’s not a tumour, Adele, I’m sure of it. It’s germs fighting a battle with your body and, open wider, just a bit wider, yes, I think your antibodies are currently in the lead. Here, maybe a Polo mint will help.


Now, more often than not, we exchanged polite news of our week over tea or stared out silently at my mother’s garden wilting in the back, and the chessboard hadn’t seen the light of day for ages. Sometimes, I had to resist the urge to pinch him, very hard, just to make sure that he hadn’t also died and left his body behind to get up and go to work and return for cups of tea, the cold dregs of which he left all around the house to be collected by Mrs Baxter, who came in four mornings a week to keep an eye on things. Still, I was hoping that maybe one day soon he’d be waiting for me, holding two cups of tea, throat-scaldingly hot, the way we both liked it, his face creased in a smile. Addie! There you are. How about a game of chess with your old father? So I continued coming to see him, making my way across North London after work, at first through too-bright summer dusks and then autumn evenings and eventually sharp and wintry nights that turned once more into a beautiful London spring, ticking off the twelve months after my mother’s death by the way the bark changed on the trees on Hampstead Heath and the shadows of the little supermarket outside the Tube station had lengthened when I rounded the corner towards my parents’ house.


Long before Venetia had started throwing about ideas for how to mark The Day of her Death, I’d started to dread it. But the calendar that hung in the patisserie kitchen had a big red splat on the corner of 15 May, raspberry sauce I think, which seemed to grow in size whenever I looked up from decorating Mrs Saunders’ birthday cake with seventy-five pale pink fondant roses, forcing down the swallows that rose up my oesophagus like sluggish bubbles on a pond.


Venetia had wanted to get some of the family together – Jas and Mrs Baxter, my father’s brother Fred, and a variety of other family flotsam who lived in the vicinity, to ‘draw solace from each other’s company’, and ‘let this day go by amongst close family’, which, according to her bereavement counsellor, would be an important step towards Stage Five in the grieving process. Rather over-optimistic, in my opinion, because my father had barely progressed past ‘Denial’ yet and even though I generally tended to go along with things, especially where Venetia was concerned, this time I did try to argue. Being in our big, bright kitchen where my mother was so conspicuously absent was not remotely the way I wanted to spend the day, and I was fairly certain my father didn’t either. Venetia overrode all objections, however, made me swap shifts, ordered an indecently large box of pastries from the patisserie and made sure I left on time to deliver it to Rose Hill Road.


And now I was here. The door gave its usual soft groan as I stepped into the front hall and involuntarily I held my breath. But it was very quiet, the grandfather clock ticking in the corner as it always did, and it smelled the way it always had, like books and dust and Mrs Baxter’s lavender cleaner, even though this time last year my mother had died. To my right, jackets hung on the ancient coat stand in the corner and several umbrellas dripped onto the stone floor tiles, indicating that the family had come together only a short while ago.


Silently, I crept across the front hall, eyeing the light that spilled through the door to the downstairs kitchen. A subdued mumble floated up, then a laugh, quickly stifled into a discreet cough. Uncle Fred, I thought, my father’s brother, who lived in Cambridge with his three dogs and a collection of rusty cars he was forever fixing up. I strained my ears hopefully for answering sounds from my dad, but his deep, slightly hoarse voice couldn’t be made out amidst the low thrum of conversation. He’d been working more than ever lately, and from what I could tell, his heartburn had got a lot worse. I hoped he’d gone to the doctor yesterday like he was supposed to. There was another mumbled question. Jas, probably, who must have come straight from the hospital in his rush to do Venetia’s bidding.


I dug my toes into the sisal matting at the thought of them all draped around the big kitchen table. Venetia’s bereavement counsellor had said to leave our mother’s chair empty, as a sign of respect. I hated the bereavement counsellor, who was a cadaverous-looking man called Hamish McGree, and I hated the thought of that resolutely empty chair, with its curved armrests and straight back and the jauntily chequered wedge that my mother had stuck under the lining to help her bad back. I tried to remember when I last saw her sitting there, looking at her garden, her expression faraway in contemplation of the day’s to-dos or frowning as she scanned the newspaper headlines. But I couldn’t. Her face remained blurry and unfocussed, and all I could see were little bits of her: her hands, long-fingered and slightly tapered like mine, or the strands of her hair falling forward as she bent to blow on her coffee, which she had liked tepid, almost white with milk. It’d been like this all through the year. As people around me recalled funny moments and entire conversations and whole afternoons spent in her company, I was still working on simply remembering her face, the way she’d put on her lipstick in the morning, the twitch of her mouth when she was impatient and the tight set of her shoulders at night when she was cold and looking around for her scarf. It was a shrapnel rain of memory fragments that my mind seemed to be expecting me to put together when my ability to remember her was stuck in the same barren place that my tears had disappeared to, a dried-up riverbed of disabled grief, where memories were barrelling along like tumbleweed, never connecting, never whole and, somehow, rarely good.


More subdued laughter, turned discreetly into a cough, and, just like that, I realised that there was no way I was going to walk down those stairs, to that empty chair and the blurry echo of my mother’s face. Backing away from the kitchen stairs, I dumped the cake box onto the hall table with a squishy thud and shot, sodden jacket, bag and all, through a door on the right where I sagged against the wall and, for a long moment, simply stood, savouring the cool darkness against my pupils after a long day staring at the raspberry splotch on 15 May. The ticking of the grandfather clock was louder here, because its back was against the wall, but it thudded in a comforting sort of way, like a heartbeat, and finally I exhaled and opened my eyes, pushing down a twinge of fear at my own daring. Venetia would be livid.


My mother’s study. I hadn’t been in here for a long time, not since Venetia and I had come and gingerly poked through the desk for her address book to do the death announcement cards, practically exiting at a run. Every now and then, Mrs Baxter would suggest having a clear-out, but every time Venetia dismissed the idea out of hand, so the room had remained exactly the same as the morning my mother had left to teach her popular seminar on ‘Emerging Creative Outlets for Women Writers’ for the last time. Books and folders and papers were lined up neatly along the shelves, post-its daring only occasionally to stick up here and there, pens stood ramrod straight in an old mug that was too good to throw away, as if they were waiting for my mother, who liked her pencils straight and sharp and ready to go. There was her telephone, the old mustard-coloured kind that still used a rotary dial, and her roll-top desk hulking against the wall, with drawers and cubby-holes and gadgets we’d made her for Christmases and birthdays because we knew that she liked things orderly and put away.


She’d been in here every evening, a sliver of her visible through the half-open door as she worked on lecture notes, student essays or manuscripts or, more mundanely, read the newspaper. She read that paper with an almost religious fervour, every single night, whether we were asleep or awake, in bed with chickenpox or out on the town. Sometimes, watching her unfold it to cover the entire desk, I wished that she’d look at me, or at the very least at the burglar in my wardrobe, with half the focussed attention she gave the small advertisements in the back and the obituaries and the robber held at a police station in Leeds. But things between my mother and me had been difficult. It was mainly my fault, really, because I was too soft, always had been. I didn’t put myself into life’s driver’s seat, I didn’t square my shoulders enough. My mother wasn’t soft and she wasn’t weak, she was like a hard, shiny gem, and however much we both tried, my soft, desperate-to-please self and her brilliant one could not but rub each other the wrong way, all the time, relentlessly, like stroking a cat against the grain, like golden vanilla custard splitting into a curdled mess. That’s how things had been, between my mother and me.


I’m not sure how long I stood there, on the threshold of her space, breathing in the faint echo of books and determination that had been the very essence of my mother, waiting for tears and wishing for at least one small good memory of her, because today, of all days, I should remember her face, I should remember her, properly and whole.


Obviously, something had to happen, and something did.


The phone rang.




Chapter Two


The sound was so odd inside the gloom of the study that it was like hearing a siren underwater. For a second I froze. Too soon, it rang again, and when I heard the echo of the main unit in the hallway, I dived towards the desk and snatched up the receiver.


‘Yes?’ I whispered, looking nervously at the door. I’d very much prefer not to be found skulking in the darkness of my mother’s study while I was supposed to be helping with the mourning downstairs.


‘Mrs Harington?’


I’d been pressing the handset hard against my ear and the voice on the other end arrowed straight into the left side of my brain. Suppressing a small scream, I wrenched it away and the mustard-coloured receiver clattered onto the surface of the desk.


‘Mrs Harington? Are you there?’ the phone squawked. It was a man, speaking in a slow and gravelly way. Reflexively, I opened my mouth even though Mrs Harington, well, she wasn’t exactly – here.


‘I’m sorry, yes, what was that?’ I said hesitantly into the phone, looking at the door again and clearing my throat.


‘I know you prefer not to be contacted here,’ the voice on the other end said, ‘but you haven’t been answering your mobile these last few weeks. I wonder, is it turned off? Nothing’s come in for a long time, so as per your request I’ve not been in touch. But then, out of the blue, I got a rather interesting letter, which I’d like to get to you soon, and since you asked me not to send anything without prior warning . . .’


Mrs Harington is not here. Tell him, Addie.


‘A letter?’ I said to the stranger who was calling my dead mother on the telephone.


‘I’m not sure about this one, because it could well turn out to be yet another dead end, but . . .’ He stopped for a second and, instinctively, I leaned towards his voice. ‘The connection isn’t terribly good, I’m afraid, so do excuse the brevity, but you’ll get the letter soon. In any case, on the fourteenth of February,’ the line crackled, ‘there seems to have been—’


The fourteenth of February? I frowned and opened my mouth to ask the most obvious question, but just then, there was another noise. The telltale squeak of the kitchen door, then footsteps on the stairs.


‘Excuse me,’ I whispered into the phone, ‘I have to go. I’m so sorry. I’ll call you,’ I added for good measure.


I hung up just as I realised that I didn’t, actually, have this person’s number or his name. Nor did I know anything about what he wanted. And had he really said ‘the fourteenth of February’? That was strange because . . . but what would he know about 14 February? And, come to think of it, who was he? I frowned at the phone, forgetting the dry sting behind my eyes and the troll-like lump in my throat. Mrs Baxter might know. I’d have to ask her.


Voices in the hallway. Shoes scuffling across the tiles, heels clacking into the loo and back out, the front door groaning.


‘I’ll see you soon, then.’ Jas’s voice came through the wall. ‘Uncle Fred, I’ll give you a lift to the station, shall I? I have to pop back to the hospital.’


‘I have no idea where Addie is. She said she was going to be here.’ Hoarseness blunted Venetia’s sharp voice but there was a distinct edge to it, and in my hiding place, my hand still touching the mustard-coloured phone, I cringed, thinking of the inevitable moment when she would come to find me.


After some shuffling back and forth, silence fell at last and I strained to listen. Maybe Venetia had gone too, leaving the kitchen for someone else to clean up, and I could slip out, find the cake box and Mrs Baxter and my father. We’d had Biscuit Roulé as a special today and I’d made five of the fluffiest sponge cake rolls, scented with vanilla and studded with tangy, ruby-red raspberries. I’d added some to the cake box because at the end of a long and trying day, there was nothing better than a cup of Mrs Baxter’s golden Oolong and a rolled-up cream-filled slice of Biscuit Roulé heaven.


My black Whistles tote was on the floor, and my jacket, which I’d dropped onto the small armchair when the phone rang, had slipped onto the floor, scattering a couple of coins across the carpet, small pockets of mess in the otherwise tidy room. Quickly, I knelt to scoop them up and was just about to straighten when my eye caught something below the desk. All the way at the back, tucked neatly between the legs of the desk, the clasp occasionally catching a random ray of light, was my mother’s handbag.


I looked at it for a moment, then, before I could change my mind, I stuck out my hand and eased it forward. Graphite grey and elegantly sturdy, it was a vintage Hermès bag; well, it was vintage now anyway even if it hadn’t been when she’d got it back in the early seventies. She’d bought it with the money from her first ever award, something about contemporaries of Jane Austen who, apparently, had been much more successful at the time but were now largely forgotten. I stroked the side of the handbag, feeling the leather ripple underneath my fingertips. I had no idea what it was doing here, but then again, where else would it be? My father still slept on the right side of the bed with her pillow and blanket made up next to him, her book splayed open by the foot of her lamp. Venetia, despite being brisk about life in general and my many shortcomings in particular, was so erratic about our mother that she would have liked to wrap the entire study in cling film to preserve it for eternity. So we’d left my mother’s gardening gloves hanging over the side of the bucket, permanently moulded to the shapes of her hands, and The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie, swollen with dried moisture, behind the U-bend of the sink in the upstairs bathroom; we’d left her coat on the coat stand in the front hall and her shampoo in the shower. Someone should write a letter of complaint to Hamish McGree.


I set the bag onto the desk. If we ever did get around to clearing out her things, then Venetia would probably take the Hermès bag. She and my mother had shared the same simple, understated chic; they’d both loved being beautiful and all the small luxuries that brightened one’s day. Venetia always unerringly knew what to give my mother for birthdays, and my mother always unerringly loved what Venetia had given her. Watching her unwrap my dad’s thoughtful gift and Venetia’s stylish one, I would sit on my hands to resist the impulse to hide my own laboriously selected and agonised-over present because I knew it wouldn’t be nearly as perfect or as beautiful as the cashmere shawl that Venetia had got her for chilly evenings.


Oddly enough, my mother and I actually looked a lot more alike than Venetia and she did. We were both small and compact with a high-maintenance cloud of dark curls and slightly slanted grey eyes, set wide apart over a small nose. But being a pastry chef meant bulky aprons and hairnets, scarred hands and clothes that were always sticky with fondant and blueberry pie filling. My mother had taken meticulous care of her clothes, because she hadn’t had much money when she was young, and even though I’d tried to clean myself up before I came home from school and then later, when I came over for lunch on a Sunday, inevitably she’d discover a stray dusting of flour on my back or a rip in my sleeve and would frown at my carelessness.


But the Hermès bag was a rare exception. When we went to buy it, Venetia had fallen asleep in her buggy on the way, so it was me who helped line up all the contenders on the worktop, who pointed out the compartments inside that allowed her to keep things organised, who was smart enough to think that the grey would be more practical than the light beige. Soon after, Venetia had started walking and talking and doing all sorts of amazing things, and by the time I was ten and she six, she had firmly and effortlessly claimed my mother for herself. And my mum, who was always so impatient with me and seemed to have to spend an inordinate amount of energy getting me to square my shoulders and stop shilly-shallying, very readily gravitated to Venetia, who was quick and sure and confident. It took me a while to realise and then to accept this fact, and only a little bit longer to stop trying to measure up to my clever sister, as she went on to become an architect with her own small firm north of Regent’s Park. And when Jas, who was born with a stethoscope in his hands and bucket-loads of determination, turned out to be the youngest ever hand surgeon in the London metropolitan area, I stopped vying with my siblings altogether and settled down to my own modest life as a pastry cook at a small patisserie start-up in Kensington. All the world open to her and what does she choose to be? A baker, I overheard my mother say to my father more than once and I eventually stopped bringing cake and sweets and breads home for Sunday lunches, figuring they could only ever be reminders of a mediocre career that had fallen far short of her expectations.


I hesitated for a second before lifting up the Hermès bag, feeling the solid heft of the leather against my shoulder, the straps hugging my arm. My mother had bought other bags after this one, but she always kept coming back to the Hermès. It reminds me of how far I’ve come, she’d said once, and whenever I saw it hanging off her arm I felt a small ridiculous twinge of happiness, irrationally convinced that the one afternoon of choosing it with her made me complicit in its wearing and in how far she’d come. For some reason, I was loath for the bag to go to Venetia. I should just ask her—


Sudden footsteps and a loud hrmph of annoyance heralded Venetia’s imminent arrival. It was in this moment, the split second before the door to the study opened, that for some unfathomable reason I decided to hide my mother’s handbag from my sister. Swinging it around my back, I snatched up my jacket to cover it.


‘Adele.’


Venetia was eyeing me through black horn-rimmed glasses. Her hair was pulled back into a ponytail and, with the exception of a perfectly round bump that looked like she’d stuck a large basketball underneath her expensive maternity dress, she looked so thin and hollow-eyed that I felt a squirm of guilt at having left her in the lurch. I shifted the Hermès bag further behind my back, fumbled awkwardly for my own large Whistles tote and hung it off my other arm.


‘I’m so sorry, Vee, I don’t know, I was so . . .’ I saw her mouth twitch impatiently and automatically forced myself to stop waffling. ‘How is Dad doing?’


‘He could have used your company today, and I could have used the help. Not to mention the cakes, which I paid a fortune for,’ she snapped.


‘Vee, I’m sorry . . .’ I reached out to touch her shoulder, but she twisted away and frowned, looked around.


‘I keep waiting for it all to get easier. What are you even doing in here? I thought we agreed we’d leave things alone for the time being?’


I’d been about to nod but then I suddenly said, ‘Perhaps it wouldn’t be such a bad idea to start clearing out some of her stuff? Maybe Dad needs not to be reminded of her all the time.’


Venetia frowned. ‘Addie, I’m telling you, we aren’t ready. And you know full well that Dad isn’t remotely ready.’


How would she know who was ready or not, when she was only ever briefly around to dispense Hamish McGree’s dubious wisdom and even more dubious chicken soup?


‘Come on, then, let’s have some of your cake,’ she said when I looked away, striding ahead of me, the only woman in her third trimester who could still walk in three-inch heels.


I hesitated, already regretting my inexplicable impulse to take – well, let’s face it, steal – the Hermès bag, but there was no way to put it back now without attracting attention to the fact that I’d taken it in the first place. Not that I didn’t have some claim to it, but Venetia was funny about things. She turned and I twitched but all she said was, ‘Did I hear the phone earlier?’


‘Yes, well, you know, it was—’ I started, then stopped, because, really, what had it been? A stranger calling my mother? Me pretending to be her?


‘Er, it was nothing. Just a spam call.’


Unnerved by the lie slipping so easily from my mouth, I shuffled her out into the living room ahead of me, using the opportunity to stuff the Hermès bag deep inside my large tote. ‘Do you know if Dad went to his doctor’s appointment yesterday?’


‘Doctor? Why? Close the door, will you?’ Venetia was waiting for me in the hall, awkwardly holding her bump to ease the strain on her skin, her shoulder blades sticking up inside her dress.


‘He’s been having that heartburn stomach thing again.’


‘No. I don’t know. He didn’t say.’


‘Did you ask him? You have to ask. He doesn’t say anything on his own.’


‘Adele, I had no idea he was going, so how could I have known to ask?’


Before we could continue this highly productive conversation, the door to the kitchen stairs opened and Mrs Baxter emerged, closely followed by my father, who was carrying a cup of tea.


‘Addie!’ Mrs Baxter’s face lit up and she surged forward to give me a quick one-armed hug, holding her handbag and a pack of cigarettes in the other. ‘We thought we’d lost you. How’re you doing, love? Look who’s turned up like a bad penny, Mr H.’


Keeping her arm around my shoulders, she turned me towards my father, who obligingly said, ‘Addie,’ then added, ‘we were wondering where you’d got to.’


Mrs Baxter gave my shoulders another affectionate squeeze. ‘It’s so good to see you, Addie, love. I was just about to leave, give Mr B his dinner. But I could stay, make us all another pot of tea?’


My father looked longingly down at his cup, which he’d clearly intended taking away somewhere private, and I quickly said, ‘I’m fine, Mrs Baxter, I just came from Grace’s. And I’m so sorry I was late and . . . but how are you, Dad?’


I didn’t hug him, we weren’t a family who hugged or kissed or touched much at all, but I surreptitiously ran my eyes over his face, checking for the repeated swallowing that would indicate his heartburn or a deepening of the grooves around his eyes that meant he hadn’t been sleeping again. He used to play cricket when he was young, ‘his village’s hope for national glory’ his mum always said, so no amount of grieving and non-eating and working too much could possibly diminish the solid set of his shoulders or the length of his stride. But when you looked closer, he seemed to have shrunk somehow over the last twelve months and his face had a worn look, sort of threadbare, the soft tissues of his face folding in on themselves to create craterous lines in his forehead and around his mouth.


‘Just on my way up,’ he said, cradling his cup of tea. ‘Some papers to look through.’


‘But surely you don’t need to work today of all days,’ I said worriedly.


‘Leave him be, Addie,’ Venetia said, hrmphing at a wet umbrella someone had left on the hall table. ‘People do need to do their own thing, you know.’


Ignoring this blatant display of hypocrisy when she was forever at me about one thing or another, I kept my eyes on my dad, trying to find something to say that didn’t involve my mother. ‘So, er, how was the doctor’s appointment yesterday?’


He looked blank for a moment. ‘Oh, I ended up having to cancel, I had so much on at the office. Walker was off sick and I had to take a meeting for him. But it’s just the occasional twinge, nothing to worry about.’


‘Dad,’ I said exasperatedly. ‘It takes weeks to see that specialist. Jas pulled all sorts of strings.’


‘Addie, I’m fine.’ He sounded irritated now and I heard Mrs Baxter give a small sigh next to me because my dad was always ‘fine’, whatever the occasion. Sometimes he elaborated and was ‘really fine’, other times ‘fine, really’; occasionally ‘things were fine’, or, if he wanted to sound particularly jubilant, ‘all was fine’.


‘I’ll be off, then,’ she said resignedly. ‘As long as you’re sure you’re fine, Mr H.’ She raised her cigarette in a sarcastic salute. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow, then, shall I?’


‘Yes, of course. Thanks for everything, Mrs Baxter. Give my regards to your husband.’ My dad’s itching to be gone was palpable, a straining emanating from his very pores, and he already had a foot on the bottom step when he stopped, turned to me and said, very quietly, so that no one else could hear, ‘Are you all right, though, Addie? Today, I mean?’


He looked straight at me when he said it, and his eyes were so full of sudden anguish and love and loneliness that almost instinctively, I moved forward to throw myself into his arms the way I used to do when I was a little girl. But just then, there was a small kerfuffle and a shriek from Venetia as Mrs Baxter tried to shake out the forgotten umbrella and it popped open, nearly spearing Venetia’s bump. My dad, obviously realising that human contact of any kind might force him to be part of the world again, instantly retreated and cleared his throat awkwardly.


I stopped in my tracks. ‘I’m fine, Dad, just fine.’


Oh for the love of god. When would we all just stop being fine?


‘Well, I’m glad you came anyway,’ he said, sounding vague now. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow maybe?’


‘Yes, Dad. Hope you have a good evening.’


Still clutching his cup of tea, he walked up the stairs. I heard a door open, then close and he was gone.


Mrs Baxter had come up next to me and I saw that she, too, was watching him go, her hands clamped around the wet folds of the umbrella. When she caught me looking, she pursed her lips and shook her head.


Venetia, who was inspecting her bump with a worried expression, hadn’t noticed anything amiss. ‘Mrs Baxter, how could you? We’ll have bad luck raining down on us in heaps, and right next to the baby, too. What if—’


But we would never learn what, exactly, the bad-luck umbrella would do to her unborn child because there was a sudden noise by the front door. Someone was coming up the steps. We turned as one, waiting for the bell, but the footsteps went back down the stairs. Then came back up again.


I looked at Venetia.


‘I bet that’s Uncle Fred and this infernal thing is his,’ she said darkly. ‘Quick, let’s give it to him, maybe the bad luck will transfer.’ She wrenched open the door. ‘Here—’


She’d been about to thrust the umbrella through the door but stopped midway because the visitor was not, in fact, fat, bearded and jolly Uncle Fred.


It was a woman.


She stood silhouetted against the last light of the afternoon, leaning forward slightly to escape the raindrops dripping from the wisteria above. She was tall and thin, and her face seemed to consist mainly of angles and sharp jutting cheekbones rising and falling around grey eyes. Her skin was pale and her hair, drawn back tightly, pulled at the sides of her face. I’d never seen her before.


There was a moment’s silence as I waited for Venetia to greet this person, whom she must have invited for the afternoon’s gathering, and I’d actually turned and picked up the cake box, intending to start moving things downstairs, when I heard Venetia say, rather impatiently, ‘Yes? Can we help you?’ She was shifting from foot to foot, clearly dying to sit down.


The woman looked between Venetia, holding her belly and the umbrella, and me, laden with my bulging bag and the large cake box with its jaunty red and white stripes and Grace’s Patisserie emblazoned on the side.


‘Yes,’ the woman said and her voice was unexpectedly melodic against the sharp, symmetrical lines of her face. ‘That is, I’m not sure. I hope so.’ She paused again, looking at Venetia and me, then gave herself a visible push.


‘I’m so sorry to barge in, but I’m looking for Mrs Harington. Elizabeth Sophie Harington. She used to be Elizabeth Sophie Holloway. I wondered if I might speak with her?’


My head whipped up and I turned back to the door. This was the second time that someone had asked for my mother, whose death we were remembering today.


Seeing our frozen faces, the woman faltered for a second, then rushed on, squeezing out the next sentences quickly, so that the words jumbled over each other. ‘I think that she . . . well, I just found out that . . . Elizabeth. You see, she’s my mother.’






Limpsfield, 17 July 1958


I bought a new journal today, from nice Mr Clark on the high street. He had a new colour in, frosted pink, and he showed me the little clasp at the front and the flowers on some of the pages. Perfect for a pretty young woman like you, he said with a wink. He meant well, I’m sure, but I didn’t want that one. Instead, I got the darkest grey, black almost, because I know full well that it isn’t going to be a frosted pink kind of year. I chose the slightly thicker paper too, even though it was more expensive, because I have a feeling I’m going to need thicker paper this year. Thick, thirsty paper to soak up all the thoughts and the tears and all the awful things that are happening at my house.


On the bus home from school, I wrote my name in the front, like I always do, Elizabeth Holloway, and the year: 1958. And then I realised that by the time I’ve finished this journal, when I’ve covered all the thirsty pages with all the things I’m thinking and supposed to be doing and not allowed to be doing, when all the awful things that I know are happening will have happened, my mother will be dead. She will have perished, she’ll be deceased. She’ll be buried. She’ll be gone.


Stupid Mrs Farnham, when I met her at the butcher’s the other day, called it consumption and told me not to get too close to her or we’ll all be razed to the ground in a matter of days. I left her standing in the queue, even though I’d offered to run out for the bones and chicken feet for Mum’s broth. I can’t stand stupid people like that. I don’t see how she has any business to talk about my mother in the first place and, in any case, it isn’t consumption. I listened at the door when the nurse was in, I looked it all up in the school library and I know exactly what it is. It’s a growth in her lungs. I think it comes from the winters when the fog starts being bad and people everywhere cough until spring. Except that Mum continued coughing all the way through summer and another foggy autumn and yet another winter, until it became what it is now. An incurable growth. Cancer, they called it when she finally went to hospital. Incurable, plain and simple; as plain and simple as being dead and buried and gone.


My father’s not talking about it, he doesn’t ever talk of what is now and what’s to come. Maybe he believes that a sixteen-year-old girl mustn’t know about things like incurable growths and bedpans and morphine injections, but how on earth he can possibly think that I can’t hear my own mother coughing herself to death is unfathomable to me. She coughs in dry, racking gasps, which I know must be painful; they take so much obvious effort, and grow weaker and more laboured every day. At first, I was dreading hearing the cough, was waiting for it and relieved when it was a good night, when all stayed quiet. Now what I dread most is not hearing the cough at all anymore. It’s become a measure of my life, a fragile barometer of hope and despair, and I can feel it all around me, creeping into every room, dogging my footsteps when I run up the stairs to my mother’s room. It has seeped into the curtains of the front parlour and the carved backs of the dining-room chairs we rarely use anymore, it’s settled on the flagstones of the kitchen floor where only Dora bustles about these days. It hangs in the wet air on wash days and crackles in the fire when my mother brushes my hair for me on Friday evenings, which I still let her do even though I am not a little girl any longer, because I know that soon she won’t be here to do it at all anymore. The cough is the last thing I hear when I leave for school in the morning and the first thing when I open the front door in the afternoon, having jumped off the bus and hurried down the road to make the most of the precious time I have alone with her, before Father returns from the bank and sends me to my room, before the district nurse comes for the evening injection and my mother falls into an uneasy haze of pain and morphine.


I’m sitting here now, waiting for Sister Hammond to leave. I got out a new book from the library, which is called I like it Here and looked funny enough to take my mind off things. I should probably be working on my Latin verbs if I want to do well after the summer holidays and eventually go on to university like Mum and I have talked about. But I can’t settle down to my book or my verbs at all as I listen to Sister Hammond’s voice down the end of the hall, and I can’t settle down to even think about the future, with all these other worries and fears crowding my mind. Writing them down and shutting them away between these thirsty pages is the only thing that keeps them from spilling out and taking over everything, and so I’ve decided that my verbs will have to wait. I’d rather write about the street below, lying hot and dusty dry in the late afternoon sun. The travelling salesman four houses down, who is sweating in his suit as he goes from door to door. The children from number four racing down the street and calling out to friends as they go.


Everyone at school is excited about the summer holidays, going to places like Brighton and Blackpool and Torquay. That’s where Judy is going, to Torquay, and a while back her mum had kindly asked me to come along. But I said no right away and I didn’t even mention it to Mum because there is no way I’ll leave now. Judy’s mother didn’t press me. She lost two brothers in the war and I think she understands that time slips away fast when someone’s dying, like quicksilver, like water through a fork, and that I need more of it, more time with Mum, if I want to survive the rest of my life without her.


I’ve made a list of books I know she still wants to read, like The Long View, which is a bit sad, and The Grass is Singing, which Father won’t like us reading because he says it is communist nonsense. I’ve marked up the Radio Times with programmes we’ll listen to, and that’s how I’ll spend the summer of 1958, cramming in all the reading and listening and talking that was meant to last us a lifetime.


That’s the front door closed and there goes Sister Hammond on her bicycle. She looks up once and I wave but I’m not sure she can even see me, sitting up on my windowsill, half-hidden by the curtains. She passes Mrs Peckitt and Mrs Smith from across the road, who’ve settled in for a chat across their doorsteps, and stops to ask a question, then peers into the throat of the toddler clinging to Mrs Peckitt’s skirt. I like Sister Hammond, she’s always honest and direct, and she stands up to my father when he tells everyone what to do. And I’m sure, after all the quiet and death in here, she must be relieved to be looking at life, even if it comes in the form of a dirty, red-faced child fidgeting out on the hot street. Still, I’m amazed that after seeing my mum only minutes ago, she can now laugh so easily with Mrs Peckitt, whose curly hair bobs in the evening breeze, and Mrs Smith, who is holding a broom. They look so comfortable, the three of them, oozing life and bursting with health, so competent and cheerful and rosy-cheeked, with their unending supply of tea for sore throats and iodine for grazed knees, simple remedies for simple illnesses. So different to my own mum lying just a few doors down, pale and racked by coughing, drifting away from me on a wave of morphine.


I envy them, all those families with all their jolly children. We’ve always been greeted politely enough and Mum has made a few acquaintances along the road, but the neighbourhood is a strange mix of old houses that have been here forever like ours, and terraces and new builds, and somehow there’s always been a slight wariness between us and our neighbours. It’s my mum, who is smarter and brighter and funnier than any of the housewives here, who has help to clean the windows and do the washing on a Monday and take delivery of groceries when most other mums are on their knees to scrub the flagstones themselves or trudge down the road with a shopping bag several times a day. It’s me, who is an only child, a grammar school girl, who goes off on the bus each morning, so conspicuous among these large broods who spill in and out of each other’s houses in cheerful chaos, whose children troop off to the local primary and the secondary modern. And it’s my father, who rejects any social advances, who hates these bright new years of having it so good, who seems to despise cheerfulness and lightness and frivolities, feeding his complicated memories of war and death with the piety of his moral high ground.


But most of all, I know it is Death himself, who has started his slow, inevitable descent on this house, who is hovering above our roof and telling everyone that we are not good company.


Sister Hammond is cycling away down the street now, and I can see Mrs Peckitt and Mrs Smith say their farewells, herd their children inside for tea. Soon, the road will quieten down, and in those houses lucky enough to have it, families will perch around what I can’t see from up here but know are television sets. I imagine them watching Hancock’s Half Hour and Marguerite Patten’s cookery programme or maybe the sport. Girls at school talk about music programmes, Six-Five Special and something called Cool for Cats, which sounds like fun. But I don’t keep up with it at all. My father doesn’t approve of television, he doesn’t approve of much on the radio either, and he certainly does not approve of rock ’n’ roll. I don’t care so much for all that myself, but I would quite like to watch The Sky at Night. Miss Steele at school has told me about it and I love the sound of it, given how often I’m sitting on my windowsill looking up at the sky.


I’m waiting for night to fall properly now and for Father to retire to bed so I can slip down the corridor, sit in the chair next to Mum’s bed and talk to her or read if she wants to. But he’s still in her room, even though it is coming up to nine o’clock now. I can hear them talking, my mother’s raspy voice punctuated by coughing, and my father’s impatient staccato bark. I wonder what it is they’re talking about. I often wonder what it was that brought them together in the first place, because no two people in this vast, wide world could be more different than George and Constance Holloway, respectable residents at Bough Road, Limpsfield. My father was born in this house, his parents lived in this house before him and he himself will eventually die in this house, the same respectable resident he’s always been, off to the bank in his dark suit and bowler hat in the mornings, back home for supper with his wife and daughter in the evenings. He doesn’t need change, he doesn’t ever, ever long for more. He doesn’t want the moon, not like my mother, who always tells me that as humans who’ve survived two versions of hell, we are now obligated to make something good of this new world. ‘Go and get the moon, Lizzie.’ That’s what she said when I sat my exams at eleven, or when she saw me off on the bus on my first day at grammar school.


I don’t think my father even knows what that is, the moon, because at Number Seven Bough Road, the velvet curtains – hung there since my Great-Grandmother Alice put them up before the Great War – are drawn at eight o’clock and he retires at half eleven, not to rise again until a quarter past six in the morning, every day, without fail. What has made my mother flutter into his life, then, like a neat, happy bird, curious and eager, what has made her come to roost in this house that is so full of him, that oozes my father from its silent walls and polished floors and dark corners? My mother and I like to visit flower shows and the circus, we go to the panto at Christmas and to the sweet shop to pick from the jars. We pretend to be fancy ladies having cream tea at stately homes’ open days, and at the bookshop my mother always goes quite mad and spends too much of her pin money on books, which she then has to hide from Father to avoid a lecture on gratuitous luxury. Sometimes, I feel that both my mother and I are merely guests here, small fluttery birds in a cold, dark, red-brick house, looking at the moon through a crack in my Great-Grandmother Alice’s velvet curtains.


It’s getting dark now and in a moment I’ll switch on my light, hide my diary safely away beneath the edge of the little rug by my bed where Father could never find it. But I want to sit by the window until the very last moment because it’s so warm out there. The roses in our front garden send up little bursts of scent, the night air lifts my hair and makes me smile and the last light hovers on front steps and bay windows and mossy roofs as the street tucks itself up for the night. It’s the kind of evening you want to reach out and hold on to, because when darkness finally falls and it gets quiet, the coughing will start up again.


Limpsfield, 18 July 1958


I now know what it was they were talking about last night. And to think that only this morning, I ran off to school so much more cheerful than usual because it was the last day before the summer holiday, and that I came home so much happier than usual because I was done for the summer. But then I saw that Father had come home early and he was looking over the car, and I had a feeling, a very bad one, that something was going to happen. He never, ever comes home early, not when he needs to set a perfect example for everyone else at the bank.


He called me into the front room as I was passing later and told me that I needed to pack a suitcase because I’m being sent away tomorrow to spend the summer in the country. Away for a whole month at least, he said, maybe six weeks, then went on for a bit about the benefits of the country air and hopefully doing something useful with my time, and somehow he seemed to think that he was doing something nice for me, expected me to say all the right things, to be thankful and polite. Instead, I was simply stunned and just stood in the door and didn’t say a thing, hiding the new Radio Times behind my back because I didn’t want him to see all the things I was going to listen to with Mum. He’s not used to arguments in any case, not from me nor from Mum, so after he’d delivered his message he turned back to his newspaper and left me standing there looking at him and trying to finds the words to say no.


Now that I’m back up in my room, all the words that I should have said come to me. I’m not going to do what he says, I simply won’t. I vow that here and now in these pages, and I’m going straight into Mum’s room to tell her so, to tell her to stand up for us and convince him he’s wrong.


Later


Mum was sitting up when I came in. I thought she looked better today, she seemed to have more colour than usual and her face wasn’t quite so ravaged looking. My heart lifted, it always does, because Hope is stupidly indestructible like that, and I went to sit with her, showing her the Radio Times, and asked whether she was ready for Mrs Dale’s Diary or wanted me to go down to the garden. A few months ago when spring was finally here, she started talking about her garden, about needing to check on her plants and vegetables and whether the espaliered apple had taken or not. But she couldn’t really, because the exertion made her breathing so much worse that she had to stay inside. So when she gets too restless I move her armchair right next to the window, where she can look down and write into her notebook what is blooming and what needs doing and then send me down with a list. Sometimes she’ll call instructions from the window and I stand below, at the ready with the clippers. We do have a gardener who comes in for the big things and Father doesn’t like it when she shouts out of the window; he thinks it entirely unsuitable for a woman to shout like that, not to mention a woman who is dying to boot. But she’s happy doing it and she loves her flowers, so no matter what Father says I collect big bunches of them to bring up to her, sometimes two or three vases full that I put around the room.


But today wasn’t a garden happiness sort of day, because I really am being sent away for the whole of the summer holidays to stay with a family they know, the Shaws, who live in a place in Sussex called Hartland. Mum put her book to the side when I came in and already when she looked at me I knew that it was a done thing. I hadn’t even opened my mouth when she said, in that terrible raspy, hoarse voice she now has, ‘I want you to go.’ She was struggling for breath and I automatically got up to check the kettle, which we keep boiling over the fire to make the air easier for her to take in. But she held me back. ‘I want you to go, Lizzie darling, I want you to have a wonderful summer away from here. You’ve been such a good girl, such a joy. You deserve it.’


‘But I want to be with you,’ I told her, trying very hard not to cry. She doesn’t like it when I cry, she wants our time together not to be wasted on tears or bemoaning the inevitable. I know she’s trying to teach me how to be strong for when she’s gone. But I am not strong, not always, and certainly not now. I tried to say I didn’t want to leave her, but she held my hand very tight and said that she knew, she knew this would be hard, but that I would like the Shaws and that she’d been to Hartland herself when she was younger and it was beautiful, close to the Channel, and on windy days, you could sometimes smell the sea. ‘It’s a lovely place, Lizzie, a real country house, big but cosy, too, surrounded by trees and lawns and beautiful, beautiful gardens. You can go for walks, there’s a rose garden just like the Rossetti poem. This is not just Father telling you what to do; I want you to go. I want you to be happy. It’ll be good for you to be among people your own age, not always cooped up with your old mother and hardly ever leaving the house.’


But what is she going to do with him gone all day? She’s always tired and yet restless also, tossing and turning in her bed, and I know how to talk to her, to soothe her. He doesn’t care for her the way I do, bringing her tea and holding her hand when she rests. I read to her, too, but you need to go slow and quiet so as not to hurt her head, with lots of pauses to let her cough. He won’t read her the novels she likes, Graham Greene and Doris Lessing and Agatha Christie. And he might not know how much she loves poetry. He’d be embarrassed by all the yearning and love, refuse to indulge her, even if Rossetti is so very respectable and solemn. I read from the newspapers, too, not the bad news about nuclear armament and the Cold War and Asian flu, but the good bits, about Teds dancing in the aisles of cinemas and being chucked out by the police, about Hillary reaching the South Pole and women finally allowed in the House of Lords. He might put on the BBC Symphony Orchestra and Gardeners’ Question Time for her, but not Saturday Night Theatre or the poetry readings on the Third because he thinks they’re indulgent and silly.


Thinking about my mum all alone with only him, Sister Hammond and morphine injections for company is almost more than I can bear.


‘I will miss you, so much,’ she said then, as if she knew what I was thinking, ‘but I want you to be a good girl and have a lovely time, you hear me? You hear me, Lizzie? I want you to be happy.’


She said the last bit urgently but it doesn’t make things any easier at all. I know that he doesn’t want me to be here at Bough Road. I’d like to think that he wants to spare me from watching my own mother die, but really he simply doesn’t know what to do with me rattling around the house now that school is finished. Or maybe he doesn’t want to see it himself, the way my mother deteriorates, maybe it brings back terrible memories from the front and watching men die in the trenches and I should pity him. But I don’t have it in my heart to pity him because we both have to cope with it in some way or another, we’ll both have to be strong and live with it soon. I hate that he decides how I should cope, that I have no choice but to do what he says. And I hate that I cannot turn away from what Mum wants, not when she says it so urgently, holding on to both my hands and putting her forehead right up against mine, so I can feel her once-smooth skin that’s now so fragile and papery. Up close, seeing only her eyes and not her thin, sick body, I can sometimes forget, just for a moment, what is happening to her, and it’s just me and her, the way it has always been.


But when she pulled away and looked out of the window, I suddenly understood. I saw, or at least I think I did, that she wants me to escape from all this, from this dusty-draped dark house that’ll be so much darker before long, from the garden that she’s not able to tend, from the other people in the road who won’t come near us because they are afraid of the way Death is eyeing up our house. That she wants me to be free, at least for a while.


I didn’t say anything else then, and we read together for the last time and I was trying very hard to make it sound good for her, and not to cry because she hates me crying. But I challenge anyone to read Christina Rossetti without crying when your mother is dying.







Chapter Three


Elizabeth Holloway is my mother. The woman’s words fell across the threshold, into the hall, and reverberated off the walls until they had reached even the darkest corners.


‘I’m sorry,’ she said and edged closer. When she held out her hands in a sort of conciliatory gesture I could see that her fingers were trembling slightly. ‘I know it’s sudden. I’m sorry for . . . just showing up here. I came all the way from Solihull, and then I was suddenly afraid to ring the bell. It’s not quite how I’d –’ Her voice lost some of its melody, got thin and reedy and then trailed away altogether.


There are a million and one things to say to something like that, but shock has a strange effect on people, a recoil of denial, paired with a bewildered floating-above sensation. I watched her mouth open and speak again, haltingly at first, then more decisively, pulling out a thin folder, pointing at something inside it and holding it out to us, but the neural impulse of the sounds refused to take on concrete meaning until I heard Mrs Baxter speak.


‘This is your birth certificate?’ Mrs Baxter frowned and brought it closer to her eyes, patting her front for her spectacles.


‘I know it doesn’t mention her, but I don’t have the adoption records. Yet.’ The woman cleared her throat. ‘I’ve contacted the local authorities but it’s a bit of a complicated process because I’ll have to work with an advisor. But I also have this.’


She reached into her bag and pulled out a bundle of rags. No, not rags. A linen bag, held together with rough, uneven stitches, as if its maker hadn’t been entirely sure what she was doing. Yellow with age, it smelled slightly musty and the embroidery at the top, a crude pattern of stitches crisscrossing along the edge, had faded into an indeterminate colour. The woman reached inside and brought out a little green jumper, a small woolly hat with a bobble on top, a pair of balloony shorts made from the same scratchy green wool. And finally, a slim notebook, more of a booklet, really, which looked worn with handling and soft, as if it had been held and read many times. Reflexively, I reached for it, but Mrs Baxter was faster, jamming her spectacles onto her nose as she took it and quickly skimmed the pages. Through a strange whooshing sound in my ears I saw that her face had gone very white.


‘Where did you get this?’ she asked, pronouncing every word carefully. Her voice now had a distinct edge to it and I noticed her hand gripping the booklet so hard that it bunched up at the corners.


‘My mother. My adoptive mother, that is.’ The woman was still holding the baby clothes and she watched Mrs Baxter’s grip on the booklet with obvious concern, hesitated slightly, then held out her hand for it. When Mrs Baxter didn’t immediately give it back, the woman stroked the little jumper. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I really would like to speak to her, if, I mean, if it’s at all possible? I know this is a little unorthodox and I hadn’t meant to come by here just like that. I’m not usually like this. But I simply couldn’t sit at home, waiting and waiting for something to happen. It’s hell, not doing anything. All I’ve been thinking about is being able to talk to her. God, I’m making such a ridiculous mess of this,’ she added with a self-deprecating laugh. ‘I’m so sorry. I’m Phoebe. Phoebe Roberts. Are you, I mean – are you her daughters? Her family?’


She held out her hand, but just then, there was the sound of a door opening upstairs. At this, Mrs Baxter seemed to finally come to her senses. Ignoring the woman’s outstretched hand, she motioned her backwards, then pulled Venetia and me through the front door and out onto the footpath below. After raining most of the morning, it had finally stopped and Mr Field across the road was clipping his hedge, as he always did, the familiar clip-squeak-clip-squeak of his rusty garden shears drifting across the street.


‘I’m sorry, Miss, er, Roberts?’ she said, checking the birth certificate again. ‘Today really is not a good day at all. We need just a minute. Venetia, love. Addie. You’ll have to look at this.’


She handed us the booklet, keeping the paper in her hand. Venetia shook her head, but involuntarily my hand came up to take it, open it, turn the page. I drew in a sudden, sharp breath.


Blue ink, iridescently, impossibly blue, swirls and whorls that rose and fell in girlish loops on each page, some of the straight lines pressed down into the soft paper hard enough to create tiny little grooves. Weight: 8 st 6 lb . . . Moving a lot . . . Feeling faint 36 wks . . .
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