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Part I



For not an orphan in the wide world can be so deserted as the child who is an outcast from a living parent’s love.


Charles Dickens





Chapter One



That night my mother wore a pencil dress with kitten heels in a powder blue and I was dressed to match. At fifteen, I was a pretty accessory for her to show off to her new friends. Or so I thought. In reality, I spent most of the evening standing around awkwardly in the shoes that pinched and a dress that seemed to make movement impossible. The party was in honour of my mother’s engagement and upcoming wedding. It was the late sixties, the country was full of optimism and while the nation at large and the guests were swept up in a wave of joyous hope, I wasn’t part of it and I couldn’t have felt less like celebrating. I was largely ignored which was fine by me. Small talk wasn’t something I was used to or particularly good at. My favourite conversations had been the ones I’d had with Daddy who was exhaustively interested in me, my views, what I thought, and what I was reading. An interest I’d taken for granted and missed sorely once it was gone.


Eventually I had slipped outside. There was nowhere in there to avoid the laughter and the music, and my room was being used for piles of guests’ coats. I walked as far as our little summer house and sat in it. My back pressed to the cool wall and my eyes shut, remembering the day I’d watched Daddy build this little place. My own outdoor playhouse. It seemed a hundred years ago, another lifetime and yet it had only been eight summers before. Mummy arguing that I was too old for such indulgence. Daddy knowing it would be a little wonderland where I’d take a book. I had never been more glad of it than after he’d gone. I’d sit in there surrounded by memories of him coming out and saying, ‘Hey, kiddo.’


I was interrupted from my thoughts by a different voice: ‘Penny for them.’


I found myself looking up at a very attractive young man. I had started to become interested in boys, of course, once I’d hit teenage years. At my all-girls school we had favourite pin-ups who we discussed endlessly between giggles, plans and hopes for future romances. I hadn’t joined in these or many other conversations for a while by then but, for a moment looking up at that man’s handsome face I was jolted back to some sort of teenage normality.


I think I blushed but murmured, ‘It was a bit hot in there.’


He nodded and sat down next to me. I felt a little thrill at his closeness although I could also see stubble on his face and fine lines at the corners of his eyes. ‘And bloody noisy, too, eh?’


I smiled, slightly shocked by his language and his inclusion of me, a child really, in it.


He looked at me narrow-eyed. ‘Now you must be Nora’s girl.’


‘I am.’


‘Even more beautiful than the bride-to-be.’


Bride-to-be.


I looked away. ‘You’re a friend of Harry’s?’ My uncle. Daddy’s own brother and soon to be my step-father.


‘Could say that. My dad used to deal with him. Business.’ He waved a thinly fingered hand around.


‘What do you do?’


‘I’m in politics,’ he grinned. ‘For my sins. I went straight in out of university.’


‘Oh wow.’ And I meant it. Daddy had had high hopes for my ongoing education, and I was set to receive very good exam results. He’d been of the mind that I ought to do a few things before I settled down into family life. Getting educated was one of them and I’d continued to study hard even through the heartbreak of his loss because it’s what he would have wanted.


‘What was it like?’


He frowned. ‘Politics?’


‘University.’


He lit a cigarette, offering the pack to me which made me blush again. I shook my head.


‘It was alright, more about the connections and whatnot, like school, eh?’


I nodded again as though I knew exactly what he was talking about, though I hadn’t a clue. Most of the girls I knew were looking for marriage, but I had in mind that I’d like to study, and not secretarial college. I’d like a degree and Daddy had said why not. Other women were doing it after all.


The young man smoked for a bit, seemingly comfortable enough to sit in silence with a stranger. Everything about him spoke of ease. I knew from my mother what expensive clothes looked like; his suit was tailor made but he wore it casually. He had dirty blond hair, darker than mine and slightly long so that it fluttered around his very blue eyes.


He stubbed the cigarette out and said, ‘Never mind all that, it’s a party after all. I’m Jacob, Jacob Harse, and you are …?’


‘Grace.’


‘Lovely.’ And he was looking at me very intently then. ‘Lovely Grace.’


There was a silence. Long and stretching. His eyes seemed to turn a darker shade and he wobbled slightly as he adjusted himself on the thin bench of the summerhouse. I realised that he was probably quite drunk. Certainly, I could smell champagne on him and cigarettes and something else – a rich sort of sandalwood.


He was very close.


I said, ‘I should probably get back.’ And went to stand up.


He took my hand and grinned up at me. ‘No rush though, eh?’


Without wishing to be impolite, something my mother and Harry had told me was an absolute no-no that evening, I sat next to him again.


When he leaned in to kiss me, I was so shocked I froze.


I was just fifteen. I’d never so much as held a boy’s hand.


That night, Jacob Harse pressed me – a terrified young girl – down and took away something I hadn’t been willing to give.


It couldn’t have been a long time but it felt like the pain, the horror and the awful degradation lasted for hours. Afterwards he leapt to his feet, tidying himself up and offered me his hand, as though nothing out of the ordinary had occurred. I laid stock still where he’d pushed me to the ground. I could feel grass on my back, the little stumps that always grew between the wooden floorboards that my father had so carefully cut and laid. My dress was hitched up around my waist. Jacob shrugged. ‘Suit yourself. And don’t worry, I’ll keep shtum about this, eh. Wouldn’t want your reputation sullied.’


I didn’t move, but I did feel tears running down my face and a wetness between my legs. I’d find out later it was mingled with blood which to my mind, as I sat in what was to become one of my regular scalding-hot baths, was indicative of the fact that I was broken in so many ways that night.


I didn’t tell my mother. Didn’t need to in the end. She noticed when I stopped using my sanitary products. She asked what had happened and I spoke in a rush of garbled words, not wanting her disapproval. Still clinging to the distant idea that she may come to my rescue. I spoke in brief, stilted, painful stops and starts, unable to meet her eye. Unsure if I’d be met with anger or disdain. What I got instead was a cold, detached indifference. Before Dad had died at least my basic needs were met by her. She cooked, cleaned, I was immaculately turned out. But, looking back I don’t think she ever had much feeling for me one way or another. I’ve wondered since whether I myself was a means to an end. No other children came after me and she had been pregnant when they married. She was the reason I’d never met his parents, who’d disapproved, before they passed. I wondered how they would have felt knowing the girl they never liked married not one, but two of their sons.


With Daddy gone, our relationship, or lack thereof, was laid bare and clear. The neglect was no longer hidden nor counteracted by his love. She didn’t lean over, as I’d hoped, and wrap me in her arms that day, she didn’t tell me we’d make it right. The last glimmer of hope that she loved me evaporated and I knew loneliness then like few do. I wished desperately that I’d had siblings, or cousins. I wished for anyone other than her and dreadful Uncle Harry.


I told her what my rapist had said to me.


She nodded. ‘Jacob is quite right – it will be your reputation that is harmed.’


I don’t know what I had expected. But her voice was so flat, I could hardly bear it.


She told me, ‘Life, Grace, isn’t fair and looking back perhaps you’ve been far too protected from that.’


‘You think this is my fault?’


‘No. But it’s you that it will impact.’ She shrugged. ‘I’ll speak to Harry, we’ll make a plan and this will all be over before you know it.’


Which was how I ended up at St Mary’s home for unmarried mothers.











Chapter Two



It was a strange building. Grey, foreboding and steeped in all the trappings of religion. Everywhere you turned, pained saints looked down on you with condemning eyes and it was always freezing. Despite my pregnancy, the stress had made my appetite non-existent, and my thin limbs felt the cold. That sensation remained one of the strongest memories I had of St Mary’s. Even when the sun shone on the fields surrounding it, inside it was frigid. The windows dripped with condensation and our breaths spilled out ahead of us in long chilly plumes.


My first night there was the first one I’d spent anywhere other than my own bed.


We arrived just before lunch.


We started out in the office, large and high ceilinged. Bare of decoration, it contained only the basics, which was how it was in every room of St Mary’s. My head whirled with many things as a tight-lipped nun with a wide body spoke to my mother as though I wasn’t in the room.


She left us alone for a moment and we said our awkward goodbyes. Me, hoping right until the very last second that my mother would step forward and grasp me in her arms. But she left with a nod and a perfunctory goodbye. She didn’t reach out to me. She didn’t touch me. I sat in that front office watching through the large windows as my mother walked away and into the car with Harry. She didn’t look back.


The nun, Sister Marjorie, came back and said, ‘I’ll take you up then.’


I followed her, accompanied by the persistent feeling of nausea that reminded me even in the tiny seconds where I might be able to forget that my body was housing someone else. An unasked for, unwanted invader. I wondered if this was how my own mother had felt.


I was six months gone by the time I arrived there. My belly was small still but definitely starting to protrude, and I swayed softly from side to side with each step.


We got to a large room with six beds in threes and the nun told me to put my things in the drawers next to the one that was to be mine. As I did, she talked me through the daily schedule, which seemed to be mostly chores and religious instruction. She said on Sundays we went to church.


I had made it just in time for lunch and after I’d put my meagre possessions in the drawer, I followed her down to a dining hall filled with raucous noise which was quelled as we stepped in.


There were lots of girls there, some older than me or near my age, and they all stopped mid-conversation and stood abruptly, saying, ‘Hello, Sister Marjorie’ in unison.


She nodded at them and said, ‘This is Grace.’ No one said anything. I felt heat rise in my face.


The nun snapped her fingers. ‘Agnes, show her where to get lunch.’


Agnes was tall, towering over me by a long stretch. She had fierce red skin that looked sore and dark eyes. She smiled sweetly at the nun and said, ‘Yes, Sister.’


After ‘Sister’ left she turned to me, pointed at the table at the back, and said, ‘Horrible stew, help yerself.’


‘Thank you very much.’


She stared and then she burst out laughing. I had no idea what I’d said that was funny but a few of the other girls stood up and came over to stand next to her. She nudged one who had sharp pointed features then said to me, ‘Say again.’


Not knowing what else to do, I said, ‘Thank you very much,’ as if it was a question.


That laughter came, this time with the girls either side of her joining in. My face flushed and I took a step forward. I was surprised to find I was hungry and figured I’d eat, then try to get away. Agnes sidestepped so her thick and very pregnant body blocked me. I went the other way and so did she. That’s when I felt the first stirrings of fear.


At my school there was the odd spat, but we were nice girls from nice families. We fought with our words, not our fists. I had a glimmer that that wouldn’t be the case here. These girls were what my mother would call rough.


At home there hadn’t been violence either, aside from Jacob Harse, but I felt the threat of it then.


My heart hammered in my chest and one hand went reflexively to my stomach, cupping the unwanted child within.


I said, ‘Excuse me.’


And all amusement vanished from Agnes’s face. It scrunched in on itself, lip raising in a sneer. ‘Check out la-de-da here.’


Her friends murmured in agreement, of what I didn’t know, but I did know that every eye in that dining hall was turned on me and something inside registered that the way I dealt with this would have a direct impact on how things went for me there. This terrible place that I was to be stuck in for the foreseeable future. I felt a wave of anger. They were laughing at my voice, because I spoke well. Something I couldn’t help. Any more than I could help Daddy dying or Mummy marrying Harry or Jacob doing this to me. I didn’t want to be there and it wasn’t my fault that I was.


I looked at her and said, ‘Get out of my way.’


Her eyes narrowed, one hand curling up in between us and making a fist. ‘Come on then.’


And so I had my first fight.


I don’t remember much about it other than every single frustration of the awful years that had come before that day seemed to come out of me through my hands and I went for it. I know she landed more than one heavy-handed punch on me, smacks that turned into florid bruises afterwards; at the time, though, I felt nothing.


And I kept going until I felt several pairs of hands lifting me up. I was moved away and backwards, shocked to see Agnes on the floor cowering at my feet, her nose bloodied and her eyes wide with fright.


I felt a sharp slap to the back of my head and that one did register. I turned and faced the sister who’d booked me in. She said, ‘I expected better from a girl from your walk of life – fancy starting fights on your first day here.’ She tutted. I stood panting from the exertion, stunned by the whole thing.


Someone said, ‘Agnes started it,’ as Agnes herself got to her feet. I was ashamed by the state of her until I realised that my own lip was bleeding, and that voice was right. I hadn’t started this.


Sister Marjorie turned to Agnes, ‘Is this so?’


Agnes mumbled something and the voice piped up again, ‘Bullies hate getting what for, eh?’ The owner of the voice stood. She was very striking looking with a round babyish face, long auburn hair, bright blue eyes, and a smattering of freckles on pale skin. She smiled at me and said to the nun, ‘I’ll take the new girl and clean her up. Maybe just let it all cool down. I’m sure Agnes won’t be causing any more dramas, will you, Ag?’


Agnes nodded but grumpily and I had a sudden urge to laugh at the absurdity of it all.


The nun said, ‘Very well and I expect no more of this.’











Chapter Three



It wasn’t that Lola Scott-Tyler was heroic, she just didn’t like bullies. Plus, she respected that the girl had stuck up for herself. She’d looked at her and written her off so was surprised to see her not only lose her rag with dreadful Agnes but properly lay into her too. If nothing else it broke up the boredom a bit.


She didn’t want to be here any more than any of the other girls did. She was still pretty livid at having been sent away and she was also heartbroken at being apart from the man she was in love with. The one she could never have, not properly anyway, though knowing he adored her and was missing her was enough. She’d managed to phone him once from a phone box on one of their awful walks into town. He’d not been happy to hear from her at first but, although he said she wasn’t to risk it again, he also said he loved her and that was like a balm to Lola.


She’d known her dad would be furious when he found out about the baby. She was fifteen, not even able to get married legally, and worse still, had refused to give up the father’s name so there was no chance of menacing the poor bugger into a shotgun wedding as soon as she turned sixteen either – though in fairness if her dad knew who it was he wouldn’t be arranging a party, he’d be committing murder. She’d expected to be able to stay home and front it out instead and Lola was used to getting her own way.


She pushed it from her mind, then linked arms with the new girl and they walked towards the dorm. In the awful bathroom Lola helped her clean up. The girl stayed silent. The only sound was Lola running water and Grace’s uneven breathing. Adrenaline. Lola knew it well; explosive violence and flared tempers were an everyday part of her world, though she herself was never on the receiving end of such things. Everyone knew who her dad was and therefore no one would dare mess with Lola. But she’d been witness to it. Felt the threat of it on the streets where they lived and saw the impact of it on neighbours and friends. Poverty, she always thought, was like cancer, and though money wasn’t a concern for her family now, it was for their wider community. She didn’t think it was the same for the well-spoken, nicely dressed girl she was dabbing at with a wet cloth, but you never knew of course. Girls like her really had no place being somewhere like this, yet here she was.


‘Don’t talk much, do you?’


Grace shrugged but her breath was steadier, her shoulders dropping ever so slightly.


‘Good to see Agnes get what for though.’


‘I didn’t start it.’


Lola grinned. ‘’Course you didn’t. Agnes is a bully is all, took you for weaker and thought she’d have a prod at you. It’s your voice, mate, that annoyed her, and your pretty face.’


Grace looked out the window. ‘Fat lot of good it’s done me so far.’ And she sounded so sad that Lola felt a wave of sympathy and the urge to protect her.


‘Still better than looking like Agnes.’ And she pulled a face that finally drew a smile.









Chapter Four



Something good grew, even in that awful place where boredom was like an incessant disease. I laughed and joked with Lola. As our bellies enlarged so did the words between us. She asked me about my parents, I told her about my dad dying, Mum and Harry getting married. I also told her that the man who’d done this to me was a friend of theirs.


She put her long arm around me, pulling my body close to hers and resting her chin on my head, and she said, ‘That’s utter shit.’


After that night we got into each other’s beds after lights out, our ridiculous stomachs pressing around for space in the tiny, cramped cots, but as Lola said, better than freezing yer knackers off. One of those night she woke me and I turned to her.


She said, ‘The little’un’s coming.’


My first thought was a selfish one. She’d be leaving first and the thought of being here without her was unbearable.


She said, ‘Help me up to Matron.’


I did and sat outside listening to her wails and moans.


Eventually, Sister Marjorie came out and saw me sitting there in the corridor, and said, ‘She’s asking for you.’ In a stern voice and then with a sigh, she added, ‘You may as well go, say your goodbyes.’


I stepped in. There was a strange smell in there. The copper of blood and something else. Earthy and indefinable. Lola looked pale and tired, and I said as much. She smiled faintly and said, ‘You wait.’


Then seeing the terror on my face, she reached for my hand.


‘You’ll be fine. You’re a strong one. Just like me.’


I nodded, hand under my belly. Any day now.


I said, ‘You’re leaving?’


She nodded. ‘I will be.’ She squeezed my hand. Then, ‘Pass my bag up.’ Matron had packed her things and I reached for them. She took out a small pad and a pencil. Handed me a London address. ‘If you ever need me …’


I nodded but knew that the chances of us ever meeting again were very slim. I’d never have known anyone like her, our paths wouldn’t have crossed if things had been anything close to normal. ‘Grace.’


I met her eyes, desperately trying to keep the tears from mine.


She pulled me to her, and I clung then. Inhaling the now familiar smell of her, ripe that day with something else.


She said, ‘If you ever need me.’ Again.


And I nodded. ‘It’ll be rubbish here without you.’


She grinned, put a hand on my stomach. ‘It won’t be long.’


I said, ‘I’ll miss you.’


‘I’ll miss you too.’


And then Sister Marjorie was there, ushering me away.


That night I put her address in the inside zip of my own case.


Lola was right though – I didn’t have long there without her. The following evening my baby girl arrived.









Chapter Five



Lola was sore when she got home and knackered. She’d been more than happy to see her mum, Mae, at St Mary’s and had handed the baby straight over. Now she was back in the smoke, had eaten a decent meal and put away three cups of sugary tea all with her feet up. Everyone was home, and a fair amount of fuss was being made over the baby. Sam, Mae had decided to call him, and while Lola had definitely felt a wave of love for him, she was very glad he’d be her little brother, not her son and that Mae would see to the boy’s day-to-day needs. She understood she was meant to keep a low profile for a bit. She’d do it, had to swallow it obviously but she thought her parents were ridiculous. Anyone with half a brain could work out the new baby was hers and not Mae’s but she also knew that no one would dare say anything about it. In fairness, her mum would do a much better job than she ever could.


She’d missed this place and her mum’s fussing. Even now with a little one in her arms she was in and out of the living room, bringing whisky in for her dad and brother, another hot sweet tea for Lola which she sipped gratefully. Birthing wasn’t for wusses, it turned out, and she honestly didn’t think she ever wanted to repeat the experience. Marvelled at the fact her mother had done it twice and plenty of women they knew many more times than that. Hardly seemed worth the hassle for what was over in a few minutes anyway. All that aside she wanted to see her man again sooner rather than later. Not for that. All Lola wanted from him was a cuddle, maybe a good cry on his shoulder. She was good at keeping things together, made a point of trying not to let things bother her. Happy-go-lucky, that’s how she was thought of, how her family, friends and community saw her, and for the most part she was. Maybe it was the birth. Or the time away from home, the first in her life, but she felt fragile. Exhausted from it all and from also not being able to speak the truth. She’d almost told Grace, had wanted to and instinctively known her new friend would be a good ear, but she’d promised him silence and her word mattered. She’d learnt that well enough over the years.


Her dad sank down next to her, arm across her shoulders and gave her a quick squeeze. ‘Alright, girl?’


‘I am, yeah.’


He nodded. ‘Good.’ She inhaled the smell of him. Cigars and whisky. Tears sprang into her eyes. She was forgiven and she was relieved. Though she was rarely on the receiving end of his temper it was an awful thing when it exploded. He had been apoplectic over this and if he ever found out the truth the ramifications would be awful for them all.


She was glad to see him take Sam from her mum and look down at the baby with a gentle grin. He was a known face around here, owned among other things a pub, a betting shop and a boxing gym. None of which, she understood, would have been easy to come by for a boy born into London’s slums. He’d fought for what he had and fought hard. She knew he had a reputation for things she preferred not to dwell on. For all that, when it came to his family, Daniel Scott-Tyler was like butter. He’d look after and provide for the baby just as he had Lola and River. She felt an unexpected wave of jealousy towards her newborn son. A confusing feeling and it passed as fast as it had arrived. But it gave her pause. She was jealous of his innocence, she supposed, and that chance to start over. Mae and Daniel were good parents, she knew that, and now they were his parents, and he was little and cute and had never done anything wrong. He wasn’t having to go about life holding in a dark secret that would tear them all apart.


Mae said, ‘You OK, love?’


She forced herself to smile at her mother and blinked away her unshed tears. ‘Tired.’


Mae nodded. ‘Women’s work’ll do that to a body. They’ve no idea, these men.’ Daniel rolled his eyes and Lola smiled for real then.


She thought about Grace. Whether she’d had her baby and how she’d coped with the whole thing. Her first girlfriend, Grace was. Lola had always been more of a tomboy, running about with her skirts hitched and biking down steep hills, fearless with her brother whom she adored. Her parents thought she was too in with her male counterparts but there was nothing like that in it – they were her pals, was all. Her unlikely friendship at St Mary’s had distracted her from all of that for a bit. Stopped her missing him and wondering. Grace was so deeply, unequivocally sad. What had happened to her was awful and Lola couldn’t imagine a mother so cold or what it must be like to be so utterly alone, although right now she wouldn’t mind five minutes to have a cry in peace, put to bed her confused, mangled feelings once and for all. Daniel squeezed her shoulder again and she leaned into him, shutting her eyes.


The door went and they all looked at each other. Daniel frowned, the baby still in his arms. He went to stand, and Mae waved him back down, going to the door herself.


They all heard the sounds of a woman crying. Lola whispered, ‘That’s Gladys.’


Daniel rolled his eyes. ‘Probably off her head and looking for money.’


Lola nodded, not pointing out that Mae would likely bung her a few coins then lie to Daniel about it. Gladys Simpson was a nightmare. She’d been on the game for years and had a string of so many kids they all lost count. Four, Lola thought, she’d given birth four times. All different dads, too, as far as anyone could tell, occupational hazard for her. No wonder she was off her head all the time. According to Mae, who’d caught Lola up on all the local gossip as Dan drove them back from St Mary’s, Gladys had recently descended so far into her cups that the woman rarely drew a sober breath.


Mae poked her head around the door now, a worried look on her face. ‘It’s young Benjamin – he’s not come home.’


Daniel frowned. ‘Which one’s he?’


‘The little one, the youngest boy, and not even ten yet.’


Daniel smirked. ‘If I was one of her kids I wouldn’t come home either.’


‘Daniel.’ Mae’s heart was racing and she wasn’t in the mood for jokes from him.


He looked back down at Sam then his daughter, sheepish now, ‘Sorry. But I’m sure he’s fine.’


Mae was wriggling into her coat. ‘You’re likely right. I’m going to go help Gladys look anyway. Alright?’


‘Yeah, OK. River, go give them a hand.’ He’d just come into the room with a steaming cup of tea, which he now put down next to his dad with a sigh. ‘Come on then, Mum.’









Chapter Six



The day that I gave birth to my daughter, Chloe McCain, remains the best and worst of my life.


I had had no real expectations of the event itself further than a sense of fear, which proved to be perfectly reasonable. The birthing room was above our dorms and so we all heard the terrible noises that came from there, but no one explained what was going to happen.


It was a cruel oversight and I wondered, in later years, whether some of the sterner nuns had used the growing fear and trepidation as a form of punishment and penance. Like being marched through town every Sunday morning in a shameful line to church while the locals looked on at our obvious predicaments. The sixties were revolutionary, looking back, but real tangible change was slow, and the world was an unforgiving time for mothers with no husbands. No one cared how you’d got there; it was always an unforgiving time. I’m not sure honestly how much better things have got but back then the animosity was open and encouraged. It worked too. On top of the terrible feelings I already had about myself, a new shame took hold. Only Lola seemed unaffected, smiling and nodding at parishioners who turned to look away during service. I even saw her wink at some of the men more than once and certainly when the sister saw she’d have her knuckles rapped for it. I felt stronger in her presence. Buoyed by her boldness. When I asked her one night if the shame ever got to her, she’d laughed. ‘Don’t see the dads being frog-marched on parade, do ya?’


And I thought about that, about how I’d got there. About Jacob Harse studying, a bright future already mapped out for him in the way that privilege takes care of itself. I suspected I wasn’t the only girl placed in St Mary’s after rape. Even the babies arriving out of consensual couplings hadn’t put themselves in the womb. I developed a fierce sense of the unfairness and eventually I stopped walking with my head down and glared at the people who stared at us. If only they knew. If only they cared.


The pain of childbirth was intense, worsened by a series of terrible complications, which at various points endangered my life and hers. The nuns in the room, Sister Marjorie in particular, kept me going through agony so terrible I thought I might die, and that it may even be preferable to what I was experiencing then.


It was with great surprise then, when I was handed a shrivelled little girl in a soft holey blanket to feed, that I had it in me to feel the most acute and perfect love.


I was ripped to shreds, burning a fever and in a serious condition but all of that paled when I held the tiny thing I’d never wanted.


I fed her and for half an hour, while we waited for the doctor who was to sew me up and declare that I’d never bear any more children, I felt a real unexpected peace.


I sank in and out of consciousness over the next few days. Chloe was brought to me for feeding and taken away again in between.


For six short and wonderful weeks I nursed her, changed her, fed her and bathed her. I was the only one on the ward. Chloe and I had the place to ourselves. As my body knitted back together slowly, my heart became full of love for her.


Eventually, at the start of the fifth week since Chloe’s birth, I asked Sister Marjorie what would happen now, half-knowing and very much not wanting the answer.


She said a family had been found for Chloe.


I broke then. I sobbed and sobbed, the baby clutched to me as Sister Marjorie sat beside me, her sturdy arm draped over my shoulders. I begged to keep my little girl.


In the end she patted my hand and said, ‘Let’s meet with your mother, and we’ll have a chat, yes?’


I didn’t know what that meant, but it wasn’t a no.









Chapter Seven



No one found Benjamin that night, nor the next day nor the one after that. The police looked for a short period then shrugged their shoulders. Likely the boy had had an accident, maybe fallen into the Thames. He wasn’t well supervised after all, everyone knew that. Mum on the bash and half-pissed most days, and none of them knew who their dads were. The whole family was in such a mess that it was astonishing that greater tragedy hadn’t befallen Gladys and her brood already, though no one could call any of their lives easy.


Byron, the eldest, had always kept a close eye on his siblings, including the younger boy. He was sixteen and strong. He used that, waiting each day at the docks for work as it came in, trying to bring in some money for the younger ones and so that his mum didn’t have to do what it was she did. His main problem, though, the thing that went against him time and time again, was the colour of his skin. People were racist and Byron, who was of mixed heritage, bore the brunt of it. It was sad but true and like so much in his life it wasn’t fair.


Gladys became more of a disaster than she’d already been in the days, weeks and months that followed Benjamin’s disappearance. Byron was devastated and felt truly old before his years. On top of his grief was the very real worry that he wouldn’t be able to bring in enough to feed them anymore, let alone pay the rent on the shithole they were cramped into. Thing was, no one else would let to them, a mixed bag ragtag crew. No dad, Gladys so obviously incapable. If they lost this place, hovel though it was, they’d be in even more dire straits. A roof was a roof after all. Four damp walls were a step up from no walls.


He did his best, keeping his two remaining siblings fed, trying to remind them they were loved, if not always cared for. And all the while missing the little boy so much his heart ached. He was the best of them, Benjamin, a lovely looking little lad but with too trusting a nature. Byron sat up in the small hours wondering if that had been half the problem. They all doted on Ben, even Rita who was actually a year younger than him. He was so childlike, so cheerful even in the face of all the adversity they faced. Maybe trying to protect the boy from the very real horrors of their lives had been a mistake. Byron could imagine Benjamin being charmed by anyone, being taking off, being led to … God knew what. Or maybe, like the police said, he’d had an accident, though to Byron that seemed unlikely. Kids here played out in huge half-feral packs. They roamed the city and were savvy in that way. Whatever the cause, his brother wasn’t there. His mother was a hysterical mess, and his two younger siblings, Goldie and Rita, were looking to him for guidance and care he wasn’t sure he could give.


Everyone in that area felt the ripple effects of it. They’d all had a lot to say about Gladys, of course, but no one wished harm on a little one and they all felt the fear of it. A child, one of their own, disappeared into thin air like that. How could a little boy just vanish? While what everyone was saying was, of course, right – Gladys didn’t look after the lad – it was still a tragedy. But she loved the kids in her own haphazard way and besides, no one deserved this.
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