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This book is dedicated to my sisters, Polly Harding,
 Sophie Cornish and Claudia Vincenzi. 


‘I could never love anyone as I love my sisters’ 
From Little Women by Louisa May Alcott









A woman in Russia is the same as myself, the same
 emotions, leading the same sort of life. In no way
 will I be part of anything that will murder her.


Sarah, Greenham Peace Camp,
 ‘The Greenham Factor’, Rebecca Johnson










Prologue



Rachel


2 April 1983


As dawn broke after the most testing night shift of her career, WPC Rachel Rees slammed the door of the police van on the twelve women handcuffed inside and let out an exhausted sigh.


Slowly she turned away and began walking wearily to the driver’s side, her neck, shoulders and back aching from a night of dragging dozens of women across the frozen concrete, out of the path of the transportation trucks loaded with cruise missiles arriving at their final destination: the military base at Greenham Common, in the heart of the English countryside.


Rachel reached out to open the police van driver’s door, then stopped and looked back at the scene that she had found hard to comprehend when she’d arrived twelve hours earlier. Fifty thousand women holding hands, completely surrounding the nine-mile perimeter fence of Greenham Common. Each of them using mirrors to reflect the base, and those guarding it, back on itself. Singing to keep up their spirits, as they had done throughout the entire bitterly cold April night, each one forming a link in a human chain and encircling the military base that was soon to become home to eighty of Ronald Reagan’s cruise missiles.


Rachel ran her eyes along the human chain; their mirrors, lighters and torches twinkling in the misty morning glow, while flags and banners, as far as her eye could see, fluttered in the icy wind: ‘Peace on Earth’, ‘Greenham Common Peace Camp’, ‘Nuclear Free’, ‘CND’. Large barrels every hundred yards with the words ‘rice’, ‘pasta’ and ‘beans’ painted on them in white. An oil drum in the distance, a stubborn fire struggling to stay alight in the cold dawn after a night of rain. Handmade tapestries, adorned with pictures of doves, hearts and peace symbols woven into the wire fence, alongside poems, ribbons, photos and flowers. One woman had even tied her wedding dress to the fence, many others, their children’s baby grows and photographs, each a constant reminder of what they were fighting for.


Rachel had spent an increasing amount of time at the camp over the months, as the presence of the women at Greenham Common became more and more of a problem for her male superiors: her sergeant, her chief inspector, her chief superintendent, the commander and commissioner of Thames Valley Police – all the way up to Michael Heseltine, the Secretary of State for Defence. It hadn’t been easy witnessing the women suffering the horrendous conditions, visibly shaking from the cold in the terrible weather and huddled together as any supplies, tents, sleeping bags or blankets were confiscated almost daily by West Berkshire Council. The locals had banned the women from using their pubs, cafés or facilities, shouting abuse and hurling all manner of disgusting concoctions at them, including pig’s blood and cow slurry. In summer it was easier, but in winter it was spirit crushing. There would be large pieces of plastic sheeting, tied with string and propped up with branches, under which the protestors would shelter, often in the rain, sleet or snow, just managing to survive until morning.


Over the past year Rachel had arrested hundreds of women for obstruction of the highway and criminal damage. They would lie for hours on the freezing cold roads, making a human blockade so that the trucks couldn’t enter the site. As she had done several times already that night, she would put twelve women inside the individual cells in her van, to stop them going straight back to lie down on the road again or, worse, to climb on top of the lorries. Now the nuclear weapons were actually being shipped in, tensions had increased. Her superiors were frantic: ‘These are nuclear missiles. You can’t have them being stopped in the middle of the road so those women can clamber on the lorries.’


Arresting them all was a long-drawn-out, expensive process, which, with fifty thousand women, felt insurmountable: unloading them one by one at the station – or at Newbury Racecourse where they had set up marquees to cope with the pressure – each one having her photograph and fingerprints taken, the custody sergeant recording what she’d done, her name, address and medical history. Then each would be checked in and put in a cell, sometimes waiting on her solicitor before she could be interviewed, charged and given her bail sheet to be processed at the magistrates’ court.


Some of the women Rachel had arrested had gone to prison for refusing to pay the fines they had been given at court or for cutting through the fences and causing criminal damage. They found the only way to get press coverage was to make a mockery of Michael Heseltine’s claim that the base was secure by gaining access to the control tower or the nuclear weapons themselves.


For the first year Rachel and her colleagues had worked hard at their relationship with the women. But press coverage was making the government look powerless to remove them and the police had changed tack. There was a large police presence now, police whom Rachel didn’t know, who had been trained to use violence to deal with the miners’ strikes.


The atmosphere between the police and the women was growing increasingly strained.


‘Think next time you want to make a nuisance of yourself, you stupid bitch.’ Rachel pushed back the memories of daybreak, when she had been forced to intervene. A male colleague had decided to drag one young girl by her ears, which had made her scream out in pain. Rachel had winced in horror, and rushed over.


‘Graham!’ she had called out. ‘Graham! I’ll take this one. I’ve got one more slot in my van.’ Rachel had prised the girl away from him, until eventually he had released his grip.


‘She’s a fucking slag, this one – scratched my face. Don’t let her get away,’ he said, glaring at her.


‘I won’t,’ Rachel said firmly.


‘Please let me go,’ the girl with green eyes had pleaded with her. ‘I need to help my friend. Please! She has a baby – she needs me. Please let me go!’ She had screamed at Rachel, thrashing and twisting to get away.


‘Calm down!’ Rachel had forced the girl to the ground, handcuffing her to try to protect herself before loading the girl into a cell in her van.


Whilst most of her colleagues tried to treat the women with care and respect, some had resorted to causing pain, kicking hard at their bodies as they lay on the ground and using force matched only by the strength of the women’s resolve. The police had started to feel outnumbered and pressure was intense to keep the highway clear for the vehicles coming in.


It had been raining relentlessly all night: freezing rain that Rachel thought was determined to break her. It had finally stopped at dawn, and a pink sky had flooded the horizon, marking an end to her night of hell. Handcuffed, the green-eyed girl had gone limp, so that for Rachel it was like dragging a corpse into the van as her back screamed at her to stop.


Rachel climbed into the driver’s seat and a grey-haired lady in a yellow shawl, sitting on the frozen ground next to her police van, caught her eye. She looked as weary as Rachel felt, and Rachel’s eyes fell to a muddied sheet of paper on the ground, advertising the time and place of the event. It was still staggering what the women had achieved. She had overheard them talking at the start of her shift. ‘Five women phoned five women, and those women phoned five women. We had no idea how many were going to turn up until the coaches started arriving this morning.’ The elderly woman sat completely still, clutching a wooden board embossed with a printed poem. Rachel started the engine and read the unsettling words.


In the event of a nuclear war


There will be no chances


There will be no survivors


All will be obliterated


Nuclear devastation is not science fiction


The world now stands on the brink of the final abyss


Let us all resolve


To take all possible practical steps


To ensure that we do not, through our


Own folly, go over the edge.


Lord Mountbatten


Rachel had managed to stay composed during every long night shift and back-breaking arrest, until the event that finally broke her: the day the previous month when the trucks carrying the USA’s medium-range missiles first arrived at Greenham. For the first time, the women had fallen silent – no chants, no songs, the only sound the roar of the trucks as the enormous weapons of mass destruction thundered past. She choked back tears as the women sobbed, expressing their profound grief for the two wasted years they had spent camped out in the bitter cold, leaving their children and husbands at home, living with little or no sleep, trying to keep their spirits up with campfires and singing, cold to the bone, no hope of hot showers, their bellies empty.


As Rachel turned the police van round and pulled out onto the main road, the women in the cells in the back began to sing, as they always did, in perfect harmony with one another.


Well, have you seen pictures of bodies all burnt


Imagine it’s you and your family so hurt


We can stop the madness but we must do it now


So come down to Greenham


Take a fence down at Greenham


We won’t move from Greenham


For time’s running out.


Rachel let out a heavy sigh. It was undeniable that the Greenham women made her life harder, but they had her empathy. There was no doubt in her mind that the government’s handling of the crisis had scared people. She and every home in the country had received the now infamous leaflet, giving instructions on what to do in the event of a nuclear attack. It had been swiftly followed by a government broadcast on the radio. Four minutes, they were told; four minutes to gather their loved ones, prop suitcases against the walls, stuffed with clothes or anything to help absorb the radiation, and hide as best they could under the stairs. Four minutes to say goodbye to their loved ones. One woman she had spoken to at Greenham had told her she would be unable to get to her children in time, a thought that had kept her awake at night and spurred her on to join other women, ones who thought that they were only good for nurturing and home-making, but who were now changing the world.


‘Do whatever it takes to get those women out of there. They are making us look incompetent and we need to get them under control,’ Rachel’s superintendent had barked at her.


Rachel rolled her head around in a circle and let out a heavy sigh. Her back screamed in pain from dragging women away from the road, but there had been so many of them this time, too many to be able to cope with. Rachel and her colleagues were starting to suffer. They couldn’t arrest fifty thousand women and they had started to discuss putting the women in cells for the night, but not charging them.


The atmosphere felt electric that night, in a way that it hadn’t before, echoing the storm she had battled against for the entire shift. The balance of power had tipped. The women were starting to make up ground, take the upper hand, and it felt to Rachel as if the police were now on the back foot. A helicopter had thudded away overhead as her colleagues battled to prevent women breaking through the fences with bolt cutters, using ladders to scale the barbed-wire fences and run into the base to dance on top of the missile silos.


Rachel pulled up in front of Newbury police station, and looked around for anyone who might be able to help her escort all the women to the back of the station. Their singing always escalated in volume when they arrived there, as if to summon increased strength and resolve. Rachel reached for her radio and requested help, shouting to be heard over the women’s voices.


We are women, we are women


We are strong, we are strong,


We say no, we say no


To the bomb, to the bomb.


Over and over they began to repeat the words as Rachel raised her voice above the cacophony.


‘Requesting back up,’ Rachel said. ‘Need assistance escorting twelve females into Newbury station.’


She was instructed to wait, but the women were becoming stressed and they began banging on their cell doors. Nobody was available, everyone was stretched to the limit, she would just have to stay calm and take one at a time round to the back of the station, sign them in and get them into holding cells as quickly as she could. She took a deep breath and opened the van door. Her legs felt like lead, her body throbbed from exhaustion. As she walked round to the rear door and opened it, the increased volume of song from the women caused her headache to splinter.


‘Come on, you first,’ she said, as the green-eyed girl, barely out of her teens, looked up and, for a moment, their eyes met. She was caked from head to toe in mud, the tracks of her tears visible on her filthy face, the whites of her eyes sparkling as she shivered in the bitter cold. Rachel pulled her out of the police van cell, locked it again, and clung on to her tightly.


‘Can you take the handcuffs off me, please? They are really hurting me,’ the girl said.


‘Excuse me . . .’ The voice, a man’s, behind her was faint, and it barely registered over the women singing.


Rachel ignored it, hoping the person wasn’t talking to her, took the green-eyed girl by the arm and began walking her towards the station. It was bitterly cold, the coldest night of the year, she had been told, and she could barely feel her hands.


‘Please, I won’t try anything. They are cutting into me.’ Rachel stared at the girl, who had a thick Welsh accent, trying to assess whether she could trust her, then slowly reached into her pocket, retrieved the key, and slid it into the small lock. Click.


‘Excuse me!’ The male voice, in a thick Welsh accent, called out, louder now. Rachel spun round and stopped in her tracks. A tall man – in his late thirties, she guessed – wearing a checked shirt, a thick cord jacket and a black woollen scarf was walking slowly towards her, carrying a large cardboard box.


‘Yes?’ She found herself snapping out of sheer exhaustion. ‘Can I help you, sir?’


‘I’ve found a baby abandoned this morning on St Phillip’s church steps,’ he said calmly.


Rachel froze, unable to take in what he was saying. At that moment, she felt the weight of the world on her shoulders. She had been up all night, she was soaked through, every inch of her body ached, she needed to process twelve Greenham women hammering on the side of her van, nobody was available to help her, and now she was being told there was a baby in a cardboard box requiring her urgent attention.


‘I’m sorry – what?’ she said, loosening her grip slightly on the girl with the green eyes, who in that split second took her opportunity. She violently yanked her arm away and before Rachel could even react, began running at full pelt towards the main road. Rachel watched her go, her legs heavy with weariness, her brain too exhausted to react.


She turned back to the man, taking a moment to transfer her focus onto him, before her eyes travelled down to the box he was carrying in his arms. Slowly she walked over and peered inside it. There, in a pink hand-knitted cardigan, matching mittens, and wrapped in a soft blanket, was the most beautiful baby she had ever seen. It had a flush of fair hair, a button nose and porcelain skin. It was breathing softly, its little belly rising and falling as it slept. She couldn’t believe that the noise of the women singing and carrying on hadn’t woken it, and that immediately worried her. They needed to get this baby out of the cold and to hospital, quickly.


‘What is your name, sir?’ Rachel asked, her eyes darting around for anyone who may be able to help her. Thankfully she spotted her colleague Constable Bill Bailey, who had been working at Greenham with her all night, walking into the station. She called out to him but the traffic noise meant he didn’t hear her. She now had an emergency on her hands, as well as a van full of fractious, cold and hungry women kicking off.


‘Howell, Howell Jenkins,’ the man answered. He was tall and slim, with a warm smile and blue eyes that crinkled at the edges like Mr Mischief.


‘Come with me, please. We need to get this baby into the warm and call an ambulance.’


Rachel led Howell inside. She walked past the queue at reception and spotted Bill, now behind the counter.


‘Call an ambulance, Bill, quickly. We’ve got a foundling. Then I need your help checking a van full of women into custody.’


The young constable’s eyes widened as he nodded and immediately picked up the phone.


Rachel turned back to Howell. ‘Can I ask you a few questions about where you found the baby, sir?’


By now, Howell was sitting in reception with the box on his knee, clutching it tightly. He had a kind, wind-beaten face, and his hands were flushed from being exposed to the cold. Rachel crouched down next to him, went back to her notebook and began scribbling.


‘The first I knew of it was a car starting up outside my window at around six. It woke me. I’m the caretaker at the church, so I live in the annexe next door. It’s very quiet in the mornings; nobody is usually around until after eight.’


‘This is St Phillip’s? In Newbury?’


‘Yes, that’s right.’


‘Did you get the registration?’ Rachel enquired.


Howell shook his head. ‘I was still not fully awake, but it sounded to me like a classic car of some sort. It had a guttural roar and whoever it was took off at quite a pace.’ Rachel saw his hands were trembling. ‘I did actually take a look, and I could see him pulling away. The car was bottle green, I think, possibly a Jaguar E-Type.’


‘Him?’


‘Yes, I’m pretty sure it was a man. He was wearing a shooting cap. Did you see there was an envelope in the box, with quite a large amount of money,’ Howell said, handing it to her. Rachel looked down at the thick cream parchment paper, the word ‘Emma’ in slanted handwriting on the front in black ink.


She handed the money to Bill at reception. ‘Can you bag this up, put it in the book and store it as evidence? I’ll need a photo of the front of it, too. Someone might recognise the handwriting.’


‘Will do,’ he said, pulling a bag from behind the desk and putting it in, as Rachel dashed back to Howell.


‘So she’s called Emma,’ Rachel said quietly to him.


Howell frowned and bit his lip. ‘What will happen to the baby? Poor bach,’ he said in his Welsh lilt, glancing down at the tiny person. ‘Why would anyone do this?’


‘We will take her to the hospital to get her checked over,’ Rachel said, making a note of what Howell had shared about the car. ‘Then we will try and find her mother. She is well dressed, and obviously loved, so hopefully someone is missing her and will come forward.’


‘I thought it was kittens at first. I went to open up the church as usual and saw the box on the top of the steps. I heard a faint squeaking sound and I thought somebody had dumped a litter. I couldn’t believe it when I looked inside. She was so calm, not crying, just gurgling to herself, looking at the sky.’


‘Ambulance is on its way,’ Bill Bailey called out from behind the counter. ‘Shall I start unloading the van?’


‘Yes, please, Bill,’ said Rachel, walking over to him and handing over her keys.


‘How will they try and find the mother?’ Howell asked, clutching the baby’s makeshift crib tighter.


‘They’ll send CID – that’s the criminal investigation department – to the hospital, take photos of her, make a note of all her clothing, and the box she’s in. They’ll speak to you again, no doubt. Then they’ll contact the press to share the photos and all the information they have, to see if any member of the public knows anyone who was due to have a baby but doesn’t have one now.’


‘Oh, here, there was a tiepin in the box, a silver one, looks expensive,’ Howell added, pleased with his detective work. He lifted it out and gave it to Rachel, who looked carefully at it. The initials EJM were engraved in slanted letters.


‘Thank you, I’ll make sure that gets passed on.’


Rachel could hear the ambulance sirens already. They always responded fast to calls about babies.


‘Wait here, please,’ she told Howell.


She watched Bill coming back in with the first of the Greenham women she had arrested that night. The green-eyed girl would probably be long gone, trying to hitch a lift back to camp by now. There was no point Rachel beating herself up: the women were on an endless conveyor belt and no doubt their paths would cross again.


The ambulance sirens were louder now, filling reception, as Rachel pulled her weary body up, and headed for the door to open it for the paramedics.


Within seconds there was a rush of activity. Cold air blasted through the door as two paramedics dashed in with a trolley and their bags. Rachel watched as they gently lifted the baby girl from her handmade crib and began tending to her, checking her vitals, and wrapping her up carefully in a foil blanket.


‘Does she have a name?’ one of the paramedics asked.


Rachel looked at Howell, who nodded his encouragement.


‘Emma,’ Rachel said as, at last, the tiny girl began to cry.










Chapter One



Adele


Monday, 15 July 2024


‘Adele?’


‘Yes?’ said Adele, looking up at her boss, Simon, as he swept past her desk.


‘Have you got a minute?’ he asked, continuing into his office at the small estate agency at the entrance to the picturesque town of Thatcham in Berkshire.


‘Sure,’ Adele lied, jumping to her feet. The phones hadn’t stopped all day, she had three offer letters still to type up, four property details to upload to Rightmove and she was meant to have left ten minutes ago.


She took a breath as her phone burst into life again, ignoring it in favour of Simon, the head of the family-run agency where she worked five days a week from ten until three.


‘Take a seat.’ He smiled warmly and sat down at his desk. Simon was a family man, with two sons he doted on, and a ‘work hard, play hard’ attitude. His wife, Gemma, was also an estate agent and worked in the office part-time, helping out during busier periods. But Gemma’s first priority was home. Simon respected his wife immensely and spoke often about how amazing she was at keeping them all organised. Adele watched with envy the way Simon treated her, offering to help her at home when he could, encouraging the boys to be polite to her when they came in. They were a team and Adele knew Gemma had encouraged Simon to let Adele go part-time when she’d originally made the request the year before.


Adele felt her heart race as Simon pulled his chair up to his desk and immediately started to panic that he was about to let her go – or ask her to increase her hours again. She had worked at Thatcham Estates since Sophia had started primary school six years ago but, by and large, it had not been the experience she had hoped for. She knew a lot of mothers went back to work when their children started school, but it had been almost impossible to manage her ever-increasing workload with Sophia’s occasional sick days, the cancelling of before- and after-school clubs and other mothers letting her down when it was their turn to do play dates. The cost of a nanny would have wiped out her salary entirely and she couldn’t face the thought of a homesick teenage au pair in their house, making a mess and coming and going at all hours, particularly when they were trying to sell.


A lot of the working mums at school had help in the form of grandparents, but sadly that wasn’t an option for her and Sophia. Alex’s parents had been killed in a car accident when he was a teenager and Adele’s father, to whom she was very close, had recently passed away. The only remaining grandparent, therefore, was her mother, who had never been forthcoming with offers of help – or anything else.


It had taken a year to get her boss to agree to let her go part-time to fit around Sophia’s school day. Although she went above and beyond to get her tasks completed, often working late or in the evenings, it was obvious Simon was irritated when she had to miss work if Sophia was ill or had an inset day. Even though she took the missed days as holiday, it was short notice if Sophia was poorly and that ended up causing problems for her colleagues. Gemma’s help in the office was a bonus – she could easily not come in if one of their boys were ill – whereas Adele, as Simon pointed out, was paid to be part of the team and any absences she took had a real impact.


‘I know you’re supposed to leave early tomorrow, but we’ve had a request for a viewing on Greenham Gardens and she’s a cash buyer. Nobody else is available, and it’s a stone’s throw from your house – could you squeeze it in on your way home? We really need to get Greenham sold.’


Adele’s heart plummeted as she forced a smile. The way he phrased his request made her bristle. She wasn’t leaving early, she was leaving at the end of her working day, which was 3 p.m., and she had pressing things to do, but she swallowed her pride and dug deep. She knew there were a hundred mothers looking for part-time roles and she couldn’t really afford to turn down her boss’s requests.


‘Obviously I’d love to help but I need to take the dog to the vet and collect my daughter from school. What time is the viewing?’ she asked.


‘Three,’ he said, in a way that conveyed it was non-negotiable.


Adele’s brain began to race. Sophia was having a hard time with friendships. Ruby, her BFF since primary, had recently started walking home with another girl, leaving Sophia to walk alone. She had sobbed to Adele at bedtime the night before and Adele had promised her she would do her best to finish on time on Tuesday and walk home with her at three thirty, when school finished. She had also cancelled the vet’s appointment twice, for Leia to have her jabs, and without them the kennels wouldn’t take her for their up-coming holiday. Both meant finishing work on time for once.


‘I’m sorry to ask you to take one for the team, Adele. I think your daughter is at the same school as my son, isn’t she? He walks with his friends and he’s fine. I think you mums worry too much. I know Gemma does,’ he said, smiling and then standing as if to signal the conversation was over.


‘No problem,’ Adele said, forcing a smile as she thought of Alex, at work without a single fleeting thought about his home life. No doubt he would have a very similar suggestion to her conundrum. Cancel the vet; let Sophia walk home alone. Anything that required zero effort from him. As long as the client turned up on time she should be able to meet Sophia still. School was only five minutes’ drive from the house-viewing. But she would have to warn Sophia that she might be held up and to start the walk home without her. Then they could race to the vet afterwards. If she made up some bullshit excuse they would hopefully fit them in. It wasn’t ideal. She was letting Sophia down again, and having to deal with another heap of guilt and stress, but what else could she do? Even if Alex was working from home, he would no doubt be on an ‘important’ call, and tell her that Sophia would be fine on her own.


‘Is the key for Greenham Gardens in the key box?’ she asked, standing to leave.


‘Not sure. Check with Issy – she’s across everything,’ he said, implying Adele wasn’t and referring to his favourite staff member, the twenty-something, child-free, single girl of the office, who worked crazy hours, hit all her sales targets, and was able to get pissed with clients every Friday night.


‘Oh, one other thing,’ Simon said, walking over to his printer. ‘We’ve just had a bit of bad news regarding your house sale. I know you were hoping to exchange this week, but the buyer just emailed to say he’s pulling out, due to the issue with the planning.’


Adele felt the blood rush to her face as she stared at Simon in disbelief. ‘But, but . . . they’ve had the survey done and the mortgage offer, they even came to measure up for their sofa last week,’ she said, struggling to keep the tears back. ‘We gave them fifty grand off to exchange by Friday.’


‘I know. They love the house, Adele, but they got a second opinion this week, and they are just too nervous the council will ask them to pull the extension down.’


Adele swallowed her tears; there was no point arguing with Simon about it. ‘OK, I understand. So back to the drawing board?’


‘I think we need to get that planning issue sorted before we go to market again,’ Simon said bluntly, returning to his desk.


‘We’ve got planning,’ Adele said quietly.


‘Well, your neighbour is disputing that the build is not what was agreed. So while that is under investigation, I think we need to hold off going back to market,’ Simon said. ‘Sorry, I know it’s not the news you were hoping for, but I’m sure we’ll get there.’


He handed her a copy of the email and she stared at it wide eyed as panic flooded through her. She knew Simon was irritated with her for wasting his time by breaching the planning permission. He had worked hard on an impressive open house to get their home under offer, and it had worked, but soon after, the neighbour had lodged a complaint with the council about Adele and Alex’s extension. Adele had denied it to her boss, but Alex had indeed told the builder to go slightly wider with the floor, although she had pleaded with him not to. It had taken a year to get planning, and Alex was beyond irritated that what he was allowed to build had shrunk to almost half of the square footage of the original plans. Not one to accept rules and regulations, his solution, as usual, had been to push the boundaries in every way.


‘OK, thank you. Alex and I will have a chat and work out what to do,’ Adele said, knowing that Simon didn’t really care about her house sale or home life any more. He was tired of all the problems and time-wasting her house had caused.


‘I’ll let the buyer know you will meet her at Greenham Gardens at three. Thanks, Adele,’ he said.


Sitting back at her desk, she tried to calm her breathing. Her husband wouldn’t take any responsibility for the sale falling through and would instead spend the evening ranting about how it was Simon’s fault the house hadn’t sold, that her boss had let it drag on, and should have pushed the sale through quicker before the neighbour had a chance to lodge a complaint with the council. Their solicitors would also be to blame; that they hadn’t chased the buyer enough. Or possibly the neighbour for reporting the breach of planning regs. Anyone’s fault but his. She had warned him they would be found out, and they had. Added to which they had forked out nearly five grand in deposits and fees on a two-bedroom flat that they were due to live in until their finances settled down.


Adele sat back down at her desk, a desire to get home to Sophia gnawing at her. She sometimes felt that Sophia was her only real friend in the world. Sophia’s baby and toddler years had been tough and she felt teenage hormones descending already, but right now Sophia was just twelve and couldn’t be lovelier, sticking up for her when Alex was being difficult, helping her around the house, making dinner with her, giving her compliments and much-needed moral support and confidence. Adele sometimes felt guilty that she was in danger of using her daughter to fill the void in her marriage, but Sophia struggled with friendships, just as Adele had done all her life. They just felt at ease with one another and loved hanging out; chatting, cooking, shopping, taking long walks with Leia and binge-watching Netflix. All while Alex worked late or locked himself away in his study and largely ignored them both.


It was a strange feeling, being so close to Sophia, and one Adele had never expected, having always had a very difficult relationship with her own mother. She had actually cried at her twenty-week scan when they had told her it was a girl, thinking that history was bound to repeat itself, and she would feel no love or affection towards her daughter. But as soon as she was born, Sophia had brought the love with her, and Adele had been flooded with relief. She had resolved to have no other children in case she jinxed it.


Adele looked back down at Simon’s email from their buyers declaring that they had ‘regretfully decided to pull out due to the issues with planning’, then dragged herself back to the tasks she needed to get done before going home. In less than half an hour she managed to rattle off three offer letters and upload four new property details to Rightmove, before jumping into her Mini, grabbing dinner ingredients from Tesco on the way home and pulling up outside the house just as Sophia was walking down the road towards her.


‘Hi, sweetheart,’ she said, relieved to see that Alex’s car wasn’t in the driveway. She needed time to compose her thoughts and work out what to say about their house sale falling through. Despite the fact that the problem with planning permission was his fault, she knew in his own way he was trying to help their situation. He had pushed the extension boundaries to make the house more impressive and it had backfired. She also knew he was trying to hide money worries due to a lack of projects at work and a crippling business loan he had been forced to take out for cash flow. They desperately needed to sell the house and she knew that he would completely lose his rag over this news. The fact was, at times, she was scared of him, but she knew so much of his temper was due to losing his parents in such a horrific way at an early age. She had suggested counselling, but he would never agree to it and so she continued trying to be understanding and brushing his behaviour under the carpet.


As the house news began to sink in, she started to consider that it might be better not to say anything to Alex until she’d found a solution to soften the news. Maybe she could get on to the council tomorrow, and see if she could make some headway with their decision, something that would mean their buyer might decide to proceed after all.


‘Hi, Mum, said Sophia, smiling warmly at her mother, despite her weary walk.


‘Hi, honey. How was your day?’ Adele asked, knowing already from Sophia’s demeanour that it hadn’t been good.


‘OK. I’m glad it’s Tuesday tomorrow – no maths. Are you still meeting me from school?’ Sophia asked, her dark hair falling in front of her face as she put her heavy school bag down.


‘I will do my best,’ Adele said, trying to sound cheerful. ‘I may be a little held up.’


Sophia’s blue eyes flashed with alarm, due to her mother having to cancel several of their plans recently. ‘I thought we were going to walk home together with Leia?’


‘I’m sorry, sweetie, work have asked me to do a viewing at three, but I will meet you after that – either on your walk home or here – and we will take Leia for a lovely walk on the common once she’s had her jabs at the vet, I promise,’ said Adele, making a mental note to call the vet first thing. ‘And we can go to Frank’s for an ice cream as a treat.’


Sophia nodded and scrunched her nose, as she did when she was upset.


Adele knew her daughter was struggling to keep it together and that the smallest hiccup could send her over the edge. Sophia was a tough kid who could cope with a lot, as long as plans didn’t change, which was something Adele found herself doing a lot lately. She had spoken tentatively to Alex about finding another job, but he had pushed her to continue, citing that they really needed the money. She longed to take some time out; she felt that she was failing as a mother and an employee. Sophia was lonely at the enormous comprehensive school, which she had just started, because Ruby, her best friend through primary, had essentially dumped her. She needed extra support with maths and English, and she wasn’t eating properly. She needed her mother.


‘How was Ruby today?’ asked Adele, opening the front door.


‘OK. She just kind of ignored me, which is better than her being mean, I guess.’


‘I’m sorry.’


Adele looked at her lovely daughter. Sophia was gentle, honest and thoughtful, nothing like Alex personality-wise, although she looked the spitting image of him. Adele was blonde, blue-eyed and fair-skinned, and although Sophia had Adele’s blue eyes, everything else – her Mediterranean look, with dark hair and skin – she had inherited from Alex. She was tall and willowy, with recently fitted braces, which made her feel self-conscious, but Adele knew that it wouldn’t be long before she grew into herself and emerged from her cocoon as a beautiful, confident young lady.


‘I just miss my best friend. Even though she’s standing right there, it’s like she’s died and a different person has taken her place. She says we’re not into the same things any more. She’s bought a vape, Mum.’ Sophia’s voice wobbled, as Adele opened the front door and their lurcher came bounding down the hallway and launched herself at them.


Adele’s heart ached for her daughter. Her primary school had been a bubble of happiness, kind teachers and an endless supply of friends, play dates and birthday parties. In the short space of a year, she had started in the local comprehensive with fifteen hundred kids, and all her friends had gone from playing at each other’s houses, trampolining, baking, swimming and gymnastics clubs, to hanging out in town, vaping, and chasing boys. Sophia was a July baby, young for her age and had only recently turned twelve. Everyone in Year Seven had suddenly matured in too short a time for her, and Sophia had found herself completely unable to keep up.


Sophia lay down in the hallway and started to giggle, as Leia climbed all over her. Adele felt a surge of love for the stupid, lanky dog, who was Sophia’s constant companion.


‘I’m making spag bol for tea,’ said Adele.


‘Yay! Can I help?’ Sophia said, smiling up at her as Leia continued to eat her own foot.


‘Absolutely. You can chop while I supervise – and sample the wine, of course.’


‘Deal.’ Sophia held out her hand to shake her mother’s.


From the kitchen, Adele heard the phone ring and she scrambled to get past Leia and Sophia, who was unpacking the bolognese ingredients. She knew it was silly, but she couldn’t help hoping it was some good news; that the buyers had changed their minds or that the council had decided to drop the enquiry. The fact that both of those outcomes meant it was more likely they would call on her mobile didn’t cross her frazzled mind, as she ran through the kitchen and lifted the receiver.


‘Hello,’ she said, catching her breath.


Silence. Adele pressed the receiver to her ear. ‘Hello?’ It sounded to her as though the caller was outside: there was road noise, and a police siren in the distance.


‘Adele speaking. Can you hear me?’ she said, before the caller finally hung up.


Adele returned the phone to its cradle. Although she knew it was probably nothing – a call that hadn’t connected, or a wrong number – something in her guts stirred. Her mind darted back to the week before when she had found a small silver hoop earring under Sophia’s bed.


She had known instantly it wasn’t her daughter’s, or hers, and her mind raced as she tried to decipher who it belonged to. Ruby perhaps, or another friend of Sophia’s, or maybe someone who had viewed the house. But Ruby hadn’t been over for weeks and as far as she knew neither had any of Sophia’s other friends. And how would someone viewing the house manage to lose one earring under the bed? It also didn’t look like a teenager’s earring; it had small diamond studs and a Tiffany & Co stamp. It had unsettled her, particularly as it was in her precious daughter’s room, and she had buried it deep in her own sock drawer in an effort to forget.


‘Mum, do I put the garlic and onions in first?’ Sophia said, smiling.


‘Yes,’ Adele said distractedly, staring at the phone.


‘I saw this video on TikTok that showed a girl wearing swimming goggles to cut onions. It stops you crying – I might try it,’ said Sophia cheerfully, dashing out, thudding upstairs to her bedroom, before reappearing wearing her goggles.


Adele dragged her attention from the phone call back to her daughter, as she squeezed the garlic from the press, and watched it sizzle and spit in the pan. Sophia then began to chop an onion on the board. ‘It works!’ she announced.


Adele smiled, as her daughter giggled up at her. She was a sight for sore eyes, and Adele felt her body relax. She was worrying too much about everything as usual.


‘Alexa, play Olivia Rodrigo,’ Sophia said, throwing onion in the pan and dancing round the kitchen in her swimming goggles. Adele joined in, and Leia jumped up at them excitedly. Sophia grabbed Leia’s front paws and the three of them danced in a circle laughing and singing along to ‘get him back!’


For a moment, all was well in their world. It was lovely for Adele to see Sophia smiling after so many tears over Ruby, and the anxious butterflies that had become a permanent fixture in Adele’s tummy lately began to ebb away. She looked around. They had worked so hard to make their new open-plan kitchen beautiful, with months of builders and rubble and plaster dust. She would do anything to stay. Maybe it was fate the buyers had pulled out; maybe things would turn round at Alex’s work and they would be able to afford to keep this house after all.


‘You two look happy,’ Alex called out. ‘I guess you haven’t heard the news then?’ Adele turned to see Alex at the kitchen door scowling at her with his dark eyes. He must have finished work early and the music had drowned out the crackle of his car on the gravel driveway, which usually warned her he was home.


Adele felt her tummy drop. He had heard about the house sale falling through already. There was no way of softening the blow now.


‘Alexa, turn off,’ she said.


‘I’m going upstairs to do my homework,’ Sophia said quietly, walking past her father, goggles in hand.


Adele could smell alcohol on her husband’s breath as he walked over to her and leaned on the kitchen counter. In less than a minute, the atmosphere in the kitchen had gone from light and happy to heavy and unsettling. She focused on finishing off the bolognese, stirring in the bloodied mince and adding the chopped tomatoes and purée.


‘Please tell me you didn’t sign the tenancy agreement for that flat?’ Alex added, looking through the post.


‘I signed a month ago, like you told me to,’ said Adele.


‘Great, that’s five grand down the drain. Presumably you called them to say we don’t want it?’ he snapped.


‘No, not yet. I wanted to talk to you first,’ she said as calmly as she could.


‘What about?’ Alex barked.


‘I don’t know. Maybe you want us to live in the flat and rent this out to save money,’ she said.


Alex frowned at her. ‘Obviously we can’t sell this house if we are renting it. So, what is Simon’s plan then?’


Adele stirred the dinner, trying not to make eye contact. She was tempted to lie to avert an argument, but she knew it would be futile. ‘His advice is for us to get the planning issues resolved before we go back to market.’


‘So he doesn’t have a plan? Great. Did he let the buyers know we are giving them fifty grand off?’


‘Yes, Alex, he did, but they are worried they will have to pull the extension down.’


‘There’s no way it will come to that. How ridiculous,’ he said, pouring himself a beer from the fridge.


‘It’s not actually ridiculous. We’ve breached the planning permission. It would be very expensive to put right, a lot more than fifty grand.’ Adele was careful to use the word ‘we’ and not ‘you’.


‘Well, if you’ve been saying that to Simon, it’s no wonder they’ve pulled out.’


‘Alex, that isn’t fair. I haven’t said anything, but he’s not an idiot,’ Adele sighed.


‘I think the problem is you don’t want to move. You don’t seem to realise how important this is. We can’t make the mortgage payments. We are going to be repossessed if we don’t sell the house now.’ Alex was raising his voice.


‘My salary will cover the mortgage payments for now,’ she reasoned. ‘They can put us on interest-only for six months, which will help. We just need to cut back on everything, and call round all the utilities and they will have to give us some breathing space.’ Adele reached out and put her hand over Alex’s, but he swiftly pulled it away.


‘You live in a fantasy world, you really do. You have no idea the pressure I’m under. A few phone calls isn’t going to magically make all this go away,’ he hissed.


‘Alex, it’s not my fault you hide things from me. How am I supposed to know the pressure you’re under if you don’t tell me?’ Adele tried to keep her voice down for Sophia’s sake.


‘You aren’t interested in anything other than Sophia. You don’t care about me, how worried I am, how bad things are.’


Adele let out another sigh. ‘That’s not true and you know it. I’m doing everything I can.’


‘Are you? Well then, maybe you can prove it by doing your job and getting this fucking house sold,’ he said, stomping off to the study and slamming the door.


Adele poured a large glass of wine to stop her guts churning, and then went upstairs to Sophia, who was sitting at her desk.


‘I’m sorry, sweetie, Dad’s stressed that the house sale fell through today.’


Sophia nodded. ‘Poor Mum,’ she said, looking up from her homework. ‘Dad’s such an asshole sometimes.’


‘He really isn’t good at handling stress, but he is doing his best,’ Adele said, ashamed of herself for making excuses for him. If Sophia’s husband behaved like Alex, she’d be telling her to get out of the marriage.


‘You always make excuses for him, because of what happened to his parents,’ Sophia said.


‘Yes, I know. But he was only a couple of years older than you when they were killed. He lost everything.’


‘But that doesn’t mean he can bully you,’ Sophia said quietly. ‘Wanna watch a movie after dinner?’ she added, searching her mother’s face for a smile.


‘Thanks, sweetheart. What would I do without you?’ Adele said, knowing it irritated Alex how often she fell asleep in Sophia’s room, not wanting him to touch her lately. ‘I think I’m going to have a shower and get into my PJs.’


Adele turned the shower on as the landline trilled into life again. She let it ring and eventually she heard Alex pick up in the kitchen. She tiptoed out onto the landing to listen.


‘How did you get this number?’ he snapped, quietly. ‘I can’t talk now. I’ll call you later.’


She had no idea who was calling the house, but in her heart she felt a line had been crossed. In fact she was glad they couldn’t pull out of the flat rental. It would give her and Sophia an option, an escape, which was something she had been thinking about a lot lately.


As long as she had Sophia she would have the strength to survive. She walked back into the bathroom, locked the door, turned the shower on as hot as she could stand it and climbed in.










Chapter Two



Felicity


Wednesday, 1 December 1982


Seventeen-year-old Felicity Mills lifted the handset in the phone box in the middle of the chocolate box village of Kingsclere, in the heart of the English countryside, and swallowed the vomit that had been threatening to come up all morning.


Slowly she looked down at the scrawled telephone number on the crumpled piece of paper in her hand – which was shaking from the bitter cold of the winter’s morning – and pressed the fifty-pence piece into the slot.


‘Yes?’ came the greeting, after six or seven rings. It was a woman’s voice, sharp. Felicity hesitated before she spoke.


‘I’ve been given your number,’ she said, her eyes darting around the village, hoping none of her parents’ friends were loitering, ever ready to report back on her. ‘I’m pregnant, you see, and I—’


‘What was the date of your last period?’ the woman interrupted.


Fliss gathered her racing thoughts and then told her.


‘I’m sorry, but I can’t help you,’ the woman said abruptly.


Fliss’s heart began to race. Anthony had given her the number and said the woman would help her. She hadn’t expected to be dismissed just like that. It didn’t make sense.


‘But my friend said you might be able to do something.’


‘You sound young – how old are you?’


Felicity hesitated. Her instinct was to lie, but maybe the woman would be more willing to help if she knew how desperate she was. ‘I’m seventeen.’


‘Did you have sexual relations before you turned sixteen?’


Felicity stayed silent as her heart pounded in her ears.


‘Your partner could get into a lot of trouble for that,’ the woman continued. ‘Was he aware that it’s viewed as child sexual abuse and statutory rape in the eyes of the law?’


Felicity’s head spun. Child abuse? They had been sleeping together for over a year, since just before her sixteenth birthday, but could a married colleague of her father’s, to whom she had lost her virginity in his car and slept with countless times, be described as a rapist? A man three times her age, who she lied to her friends and family about, who she had fallen for completely, a man she couldn’t resist seeing, who she obsessed over, and whose wife and children she sometimes followed and watched, knowing he would never leave them for her. Anthony Hislop, a local counsellor and pillar of the community, who now refused to see or even speak to her, other than to give her the crumpled piece of paper she now held in her hand.


‘He’s not my partner.’ Felicity heard her voice waver. ‘Please can you see me? Examine me, at least? I don’t have anywhere else to go—’


‘No, you are too far gone for any intervention. I don’t know who gave you my number, but I really can’t do anything for you. It would be much too dangerous, too likely to involve complications, and if something went wrong and you had to go to hospital—’


‘I wouldn’t care! Anything would be better than this. My mother will throw me out on the street when she finds out.’


‘You might not care, but I would. There is the potential issue of sexual abuse, so the next thing would be that the police would become involved. Where would that leave me?’


‘Please!’ Felicity was crying now, as an elderly woman with an umbrella walked up to the telephone box and started tapping at it impatiently. ‘You must be able to do something,’ Felicity pleaded.


‘I can’t, I’m so sorry. I just can’t.’


Fliss continued to beg the woman, before she realised she’d hung up on her.


‘About time too,’ huffed the woman as Fliss opened the door of the telephone box and stood in the ice-covered high street. The village was a scene awash with Christmas merriment: a busker played, families bustled past her, clutching one another, laden with shopping. She spotted a friend of her mother’s emerging from a coffee shop with her young daughter, and Fliss turned on her heel before she caught the woman’s eye. She couldn’t speak to her, not when she’d been crying. The woman would know instantly and call home before Fliss had even arrived back there: I saw Fliss in town, is she all right? She looked rather upset. She was coming out of the phone box. Boy trouble, perhaps? And her mother would grill her about it, follow her to her room, refuse to let it lie, push and push until eventually Fliss would cave and tell her the truth. She would watch her mother’s face fall, a look of disbelief and horror, before she backed out of the room and closed the door. Then it would be Fliss following her, begging her to talk to her. Her mother’s concern only stretched so far: superficial problems, period pains or teasing at school. Anything more than that, anything that might affect what her precious friends thought, and Fliss would be stonewalled.


It was suffocating, their picturesque village, her mother’s nosy, snooty friends. Cities she had visited, like London and Paris, were noisy and thronging with people, bustling about, too occupied to mind anyone’s business but their own. But in the quiet countryside, nothing was private. ‘I saw your light was on late last night,’ they would say in the post office queue. ‘Is everything all right?’ They would frown intensely, hoping for a morsel of gossip. She knew everyone in this village, and everyone knew her – and her parents – yet there was nobody for her to turn to now. No one.


As Felicity made her way to the other end of the high street, towards the main road which led to her house, she could hear the sound of a Tannoy in the distance. ‘Greenham Common women, out out out! Newbury has had enough!’ The female voice echoed through the winter’s scene as the villagers turned to see what must be a hundred people marching towards them, alongside a Mini Cooper, with two large loudspeakers fastened to its roof, and Union flags billowing from its wing mirrors. Her heart lurched. She had forgotten: today was the day her mother, Camilla Mills, was marching with RAGE, the Ratepayers Against Greenham Encampments.


Camilla, and all her tweed-clad friends, were furious about the scores of women who had set up camp at Greenham Common, women whom they described as disgusting, awful, dirty-looking things who lived like pigs and spoiled the quiet, rural atmosphere of the rest of the common. Never mind – Felicity thought, but never dared to say – that they were trying to stop government leaders from blowing us all up, and that there wouldn’t be a common left – or anything, for that matter – if it weren’t for the likes of them. But that wasn’t important to her mother. What was important was appearances, and these women needed to go home to their husbands and children. Felicity thought that the way Camilla and some of her friends behaved towards the poor women, stuck out in freezing conditions, trying to survive on the side of the road, was a lot more shameful than anything they had done. She knew from working in the pub that some of the local farmers would throw things at them – pig faeces, maggots and pig’s blood – and that at night the young farmers would hurl fire crackers to make the poor women think they were being shot at.


Felicity hid behind a post box as she spotted her mother climbing up the steps of the war memorial. Despite being in her late forties now, she was still stunning, tall and willowy with long blonde hair tied back from her blunt fringe. Everybody commented on her beauty. She moved elegantly, and talked slowly, always watching and observing everyone around her, like a bird of prey. Not least Fliss’s eating habits. In her mother’s world, being fat was worse than being a lesbian. Even the slightly overweight were labelled ‘vast’, and ever conscious of her mother’s critical eyes on her, Fliss would pick at her dinner, then drive to the garage and down sausage rolls and Mars bars by the bucket load. Her mother’s dull, glossy friends clearly viewed Fliss’s looks and lack of charm as something of a disappointment and it wasn’t hard to see that Fliss had taken after her father. Frumpy and awkward, she had her father’s fair skin tone, auburn hair and chunky build. She, along with everyone else, rather suspected her mother had married the politician and not the man.


Fliss watched one of the women lift the Tannoy to her lips. ‘Their behaviour is a disgrace to womanhood,’ she belted out. ‘They are very anxious to be considered martyrs, but they will never be martyrs in a thousand years.’ Her mother’s hair was blow-dried especially for the occasion; she wore dark red lipstick, her favourite Houndstooth jacket and a black fur hat.


Felicity watched as the crowd cheered, their ruddy farmers’ cheeks glowing in the wind. ‘But I’ll tell you who are the martyrs, and that is the children they have left behind.’ At that moment her mother scanned the crowd and seemed to look directly at Felicity, as if she knew all along exactly where she was hiding. She paused for a moment, then continued, her eyes still on her daughter. Felicity could no longer listen. She put her coat hood up, and began walking at speed towards the main road, the sounds of cheers and applause slowly fading into the distance. Their house was only a mile outside the village, but she walked at a snail’s pace along the winding country lane, aching for a miracle, willing one of the cars that whizzed past to strike her so she would be knocked down and lose the baby. Wake up in hospital, bleeding, with no one any the wiser and free from this abject terror she felt inside her. Why hadn’t she acted sooner, why had she left it so late? Now there was nothing she or anyone could do to stop this runaway train she was clinging to for dear life.
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