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By Kathryn Hughes


The Letter


The Secret




About the Book


From the author of The Letter,
a story to break your heart …


Mary has been nursing a secret. Forty years ago, she made a choice that would change her world for ever, and alter the path of someone she holds dear.


Beth is searching for answers. She has never known the truth about her parentage, but finding out could be the lifeline her sick child so desperately needs. When Beth finds a faded newspaper cutting amongst her mother’s things, she realises the key to her son’s future lies in her own past. She must go back to where it all began to unlock … The Secret.




For my Mum and Dad



If light is in your heart

you will find your way home.

Rumi
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June 1975


She had first married Thomas Roberts in the school playground when she was five years old. The ceremony had been days in the planning, and when the time came she’d worn one of her mother’s net curtains fashioned into a makeshift veil and topped with a halo of daisies, and everybody agreed that she looked just like a real bride. Thomas presented her with a little clutch of hand-picked wild flowers he had collected on his way to school, and they’d stood hand in hand as little Davy Stewart officiated. Davy’s speech was impaired by a crippling stammer, and his jam-jar glasses magnified his eyes to the size of a bush baby’s, but he was a choirboy and the closest thing they had to a vicar.


Mary smiled at the memory as she turned to one side and admired her profile in the full-length mirror. She ran her hand tenderly over the swell of her belly, admiring the way it jutted out from just beneath her breasts and formed a perfect dome. She placed her hands in the small of her back, leaned forward and studied her complexion for any signs that she might be blooming. The bootees she had bought from Woolworths, a neutral lemon colour, lay on the dressing table. She buried her nose in the wool, but without little feet to warm them, they smelled new and sterile. At the sound of her husband clumping up the stairs, she thrust the bootees back in the drawer and just managed to whip out the pillow from under her dress before he opened the bedroom door.


‘There you are, love. What’re you doing up here?’ 


She bashed the pillow back into shape and laid it on the bed. ‘Nothing, just tidying up a bit.’


‘What, again? Come here.’ He pulled her close, nudged her blond hair to one side and kissed her on the neck.


‘Oh, Thomas, what if I’m not pregnant?’ She tried to keep the whining note out of her voice, but she’d tasted disappointment so many times before that it was becoming difficult to remain positive.


He grabbed her round the waist with both hands and wrestled her on to the bed. ‘Then we’ll just have to keep trying.’ He burrowed his face into her neck, and she detected the familiar lingering smell of coal dust in his hair.


‘Thomas?’


He propped himself up on his elbows and gazed into her face. ‘What?’


‘You will hand your notice in if I am pregnant, won’t you?’


Thomas sighed. ‘If that’s what you want, Mary, yes, I will.’


‘I can’t look after a baby and run the guest house by myself, can I?’ she reasoned.


Thomas gazed at her, a crease of worry lining his forehead. ‘It’ll be tough, though, Mary. I mean, we’ve just had a thirty-five per cent pay increase. It’s a lot to give up, you can’t deny that.’


‘I know, love, but it’s such a dangerous job and you hate the long commute to the pit.’


‘You’re not wrong there,’ he conceded. ‘What time’s your appointment at the doctor’s?’


‘Three.’ She stroked a finger down the side of his cheek. ‘I wish you could come with me.’


He kissed her fingertip. ‘So do I, Mary, but I’ll be thinking of you and we can celebrate when I get home, can’t we?’


‘I hate it when you have to work the night shift.’


‘It’s not exactly a barrel of laughs for me either.’ It was said with a smile that removed any hint of rancour from his words.


As he sat on the bed to pull his boots on, Mary snuggled up beside him. ‘I love you so much, Thomas.’


He reached for her hand and laced his fingers through hers. ‘I love you too, Mary, and I just know you’re going to make a cracking mother.’


Ever since their official wedding night, three years ago, they had been trying for a baby. Mary had not envisaged it being so difficult, and at thirty-one years of age, she was all too aware that time was running out. She was born to be a mother, she knew it, had always known it, and she could not understand why God was punishing her in this way. With each passing month, as the familiar dragging sensation crept into her stomach and the cramps took hold, a little more of her optimism had ebbed away, and her yearning to have a baby had become ever stronger. She was longing to be woken at four in the morning by a screaming infant, would relish having a bucket of terry nappies festering away in the corner of the kitchen. She wanted to look into her baby’s eyes and see the future. Most of all she wanted to see her Thomas with his strong arms tenderly cradling his baby – boy or girl, it didn’t matter – and to hear him being called ‘Daddy’. 


She would stare too long at babies in the street and glare at mothers who shouted at their children. She had once pulled out a tissue and wiped the nose of a little kid when his useless mother seemed oblivious to the long candles of snot the child was trying to reach with his tongue. Needless to say, her interference had not been appreciated. Once, on the beach, she’d come across a young boy sitting by the shoreline all alone, taking in the deep, juddering sobs that all children did when they had been crying too much. It turned out he’d dropped his ice cream on the sand after only one lick and his mother was refusing to buy him another. Mary had led him by the hand to the ice cream van and bought him a 99, his beaming face all the thanks she needed. 


Her mothering instincts were never far from the surface, and she was becoming more and more desperate to nurture a child of her own – hers and Thomas’s. As she listened to her husband moving round the kitchen downstairs, getting ready for his shift, she prayed that today just might be the day when her dream would start to become a reality.


It was shortly after lunchtime when the train pulled into the station, its screeching brakes causing Mary to cover her ears. Thomas picked up his duffel bag and heaved it on to his back. He hated saying goodbye just as much as she did, but he always tried to remain upbeat. He held her in a bone-crushing embrace and rested his chin on her shoulder. ‘I’m sure it’s going to be good news at the doctor’s, Mary. I’ll have my fingers crossed for you.’ He tilted her chin and kissed her lightly on the lips. ‘And I give you my word that I’ll hand my notice in the minute that little one comes along.’


Mary clapped her hands together, her eyes widening in delight. ‘Really? Do you promise?’


He made the sign of a cross on his chest. ‘I promise, Mary.’


‘Thank you.’ She kissed him on his stubbled cheek. ‘Oh Thomas,’ she sighed. ‘Parting is such sweet sorrow.’


‘Eh?’


‘Romeo and Juliet.’


He shook his head. ‘Sorry, you’ve lost me.’


‘Oh Thomas,’ she laughed, thumping him playfully on his shoulder. ‘You’re such a philistine. Juliet tells Romeo that their sorrowful parting is also sweet because it makes them think about the next time they’ll see each other.’


‘Oh, I see.’ He frowned and wrinkled his nose. ‘Makes sense, I suppose. He knew what he was talking about, our Bill.’


He stepped on to the train, closed the door and pulled the window down so he could lean out. He kissed his fingers and pressed them to her cheek. She held his hand in place, struggling to stop the tears she knew he hated so much. ‘You take care now, Thomas Roberts, you hear me?’ 


She wagged her finger in his face and he responded with an emphatic salute. ‘Yes, boss.’


The guard blew his whistle and the train eased its way along the platform. Mary ran alongside for a few paces, Thomas waving his white handkerchief and dabbing at his eyes. She knew he was teasing her and she couldn’t help but smile. ‘I’ll see you in a couple of days,’ she shouted, as the train gathered speed and retreated into the distance.


The doctor’s waiting room was crowded and stiflingly hot. The woman sitting on her left held a sleeping baby, who, by the smell of things, had recently filled its nappy. The man on her right roared a sneeze into his handkerchief and followed it with a violent coughing fit. Mary turned away and flicked through a well-thumbed magazine. It was fifteen minutes past her appointment time and she had chewed her way through two fingernails. At last the receptionist bobbed her head round the door. ‘Mary Roberts? The doctor’s ready for you now.’


Mary looked up from her magazine. ‘Thank you.’ She rose slowly from her seat and knocked gingerly on the doctor’s door. The minute she entered the room, however, all her apprehension dissipated. The doctor was sitting behind his large mahogany desk, but he had rocked back in his chair, his hands clasped together on his lap, a knowing smile on his lips.


She decided to take the scenic route back to the guest house. A bracing walk along the seafront would put colour in her cheeks, and a lungful of the salty sea air would clear her head. She found she didn’t really walk, though; it was something between floating and skipping, and by the time she arrived home she was light-headed and breathless. She played the doctor’s words over and over in her head. ‘I’m pleased to tell you, Mrs Roberts, that you are indeed pregnant.’ Finally, after three years of heartache, false alarms and crushing disappointment, they were going to be a family. She couldn’t wait to tell Thomas.
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It was the incessant ringing of the telephone in the hall downstairs that wrenched her from her deep, dreamless sleep. She was groggy and disorientated as she glanced across at Thomas’s side of the bed; there was nothing there but an empty space. She ran her hand along the cold sheet, confirming that he had not been sleeping there, and as her mind began to clear, she remembered he was working the night shift. She glanced at her bedside clock as the numbers flipped over to read 3.37. The first lump of dread settled into her stomach; nobody called at this time for a chat. She scrambled out of bed and thundered down the stairs, not caring that she might wake her guests. She snatched up the clunky black receiver, her breath coming in short fitful bursts. ‘Hello, Mary Roberts speaking.’


‘Hello, Mrs Roberts. I’m sorry to wake you.’ The disembodied voice sounded thick and rough, as though the speaker needed to clear his throat.


‘Who is this?’ All her saliva had evaporated and her tongue refused to cooperate. Black dots danced before her eyes in the gloom of the hallway, and she placed a steadying hand on the banister.


‘I’m ringing from the colliery.’ He paused, and Mary heard him struggling to take a deep breath. ‘There’s been an explosion, some miners are trapped and I’m really sorry to tell you that Thomas is one of them.’


Instinctively, one hand went to her stomach and she closed her eyes. ‘I’m on my way.’


After pulling on the first thing to hand, Mary hurriedly scribbled a note for Ruth. The young girl had worked for her for a year now and was more than capable of serving breakfast to the guests. As least that was what Mary told herself, because she didn’t have time to think about the amount of china the girl dropped or the number of times she left the bacon under the grill too long. A less patient employer would have sacked her long ago, but Ruth was the sole breadwinner in a family comprised of her asthmatic widowed father and her younger brother who could only walk with the aid of calipers. Mary had never had the heart to add to her problems.


The rain lashed the pavement as she pulled open the car door, silently praying for the engine to start. The stench of oil rose from the sodden carpet in the footwell. Their old Vauxhall Viva had never been the most reliable vehicle. It was more rust than pale blue, and the exhaust chugged out the sort of obnoxious cloud of black smoke more commonly seen belching out of a chimney. Mary managed to coax the engine into life on her fourth attempt, and made it to the colliery in just over an hour. She could barely remember the journey, but knew she’d exceeded all the speed limits and dreaded to think whether she had bothered to stop for any red lights. 


A small crowd had gathered on the pit banks, the men standing with heads bowed, silent in the rain, just watching and waiting. The sky had taken on an apricot hue as dawn broke over the horizon, the only sound coming from the winding shaft as it slowly pulled up its grisly cargo. A collective gasp emerged from the crowd as two bodies were retrieved from their tomb. Mary rushed forward, but then felt herself being pulled back. 


‘Let them do their job.’ A sombre-looking man in a hard hat with a torch on the front gripped her shoulders. His eyeballs and teeth stood out from his coal-blackened face, and a trickle of blood ran from a deep cut just below his left eyebrow. He was evidently one of the lucky ones.


‘What’s taking so long?’ implored Mary.


‘There’ve been a number of explosions down there, love, but you can be sure everybody wants them miners brought up just as much as you do. We’re all pulling together.’ His deep cough sounded as though he was going to bring a lung up, and he snorted the resulting globule of black phlegm on to the ground beside Mary, who could not conceal her disgust. ‘Sorry,’ he apologised. ‘You waiting for your husband?’


Mary nodded. ‘Thomas Roberts. Do you know him?’


‘Aye, I do. He’s a good man, and a strong one at that. He’s not afraid of hard work either. I wouldn’t be surprised if a promotion’s in the offing.’ He placed a reassuring hand on her arm and nodded towards the bank. ‘The chaplain’s over there. If you believe in that sort of thing, it might help you to pray.’


A few members of the colliery band had arrived and began to play hymns, but the mournful tunes only added to the despairing gloom and Mary wandered off to a quiet corner to wait for news. She wasn’t sure praying would do any good. Surely if there was a God, there wouldn’t have been an explosion in the first place? Still, it couldn’t hurt. She clasped her hands together and closed her eyes while she mouthed a silent prayer for the safe return of her husband, making all kinds of promises in return that she knew she would never keep. She tried not to think of Thomas trapped beneath her feet, deep in the bowels of the earth in a place that was surely as terrifying and inhospitable as hell itself. 


The rain had eased off and the sky was beginning to clear, yet deep within her chest she felt it. A loud rumble of thunder exploded in her ears and she looked up at the sky. The crowd on the pit banks surged forward as one, but the firemen coordinating the rescue held their arms wide and prevented them from advancing.


‘Please, can you all stay back. Come on now, everybody, please move back.’ The fireman’s tone was firm but kind.


Mary rushed over and joined the throng, suddenly wanting the comfort of others in the same position. 


An old man in a shabby donkey jacket removed his cap and clutched it to his chest. He turned to her and shook his head. ‘Did you hear that?’


‘The thunder, you mean?’


‘That wasn’t thunder, lass, it was another explosion.’ 


‘Oh God, no.’ She grabbed the stranger’s arm. ‘They will get them out, though, won’t they?’ Her voice dropped to a whisper. ‘They have to.’


He attempted a smile. ‘We can only hope and pray. Who are you waiting for, love?’


‘My husband, Thomas.’ She patted her stomach and added, ‘We’re expecting a baby.’


‘Well that’s right nice for you. My lad’s down there, our Billy.’ He motioned with his head. ‘His mam’s up on the bank, in a right state she is. We lost our Gary in a motorcycle accident last year and she still hasn’t got over that.’ He paused and shook his head. ‘This’ll finish her off, this will.’ He stole a glance towards Mary’s stomach. ‘When’s your babby due, then?’


‘Oh, I’ve only just found out that I’m pregnant. Thomas doesn’t even know yet.’ She felt her chin wobble and the words caught in her throat as she began to shiver. ‘He’s my life. I’m not sure I could bear it if anything’s happened to him. I’ve loved him since I was five years old. I can’t lose him now.’ 


The old man held out his gnarled hand. ‘Name’s Arnold. What d’yer say we get through this together, eh, lass?’ He pulled out a hip flask and offered it to her. ‘A nip of brandy will warm you up, erm … What’s your name?’


She shook her head to the brandy. ‘I’m Mary, Mary Roberts.’


Arnold took a swig from the flask, wincing as the brandy hit the back of his throat. ‘I’ll tell you something, Mary,’ he said. ‘Them miners down there deserve every penny of that pay rise; dirty, dangerous work it is.’ His bitter tone exposed his simmering anger. ‘But what can you do? Mining’s in our family’s blood. Our Billy was born with coal dust in his hair.’


Mary wrapped her arms around herself. ‘I hate it too, but Thomas has promised to resign when the baby comes along. We run a guest house, you see, so I need him to be around.’ She stared down at her freezing feet. In her hurry to get dressed and leave the house, she had slipped on a pair of sandals, and now the mud oozed up between her toes.


The winding shaft creaked into life once more and the crowd fell silent. The two firemen who brought the cage to the surface exchanged a look, and then one of them turned to his commander and shook his head.


‘No!’ Mary screamed. ‘Is it my Thomas?’


She tried to run, but Arnold held her tight. ‘Mary, love, come on now, you’re best off not looking.’


It was mid-afternoon by the time a watery sun finally broke through the clouds, and still Mary shivered. Her back ached and her stomach grumbled, but the thought of food only made her want to retch. 


The chief fireman, his face blackened and expression grave, removed his helmet and ran his hand through his plastered-down hair. He put a loudhailer to his lips. ‘Can you all gather round, please?’


The crowd fell silent and shuffled forward a few steps. Mary clung on to Arnold.


The fireman cleared his throat. ‘As you all know, there have been a number of explosions in the main shaft, about two thousand feet down. It’s estimated that there are still around eighty miners trapped behind a fire in the main section. We’ve made some progress, but it’s clear that the fire has taken hold.’ The crowd drew its breath as one, halting the fireman’s delivery momentarily. He held up his hand for silence, before continuing in his solemn tone. ‘The air in the shaft is carrying carbon monoxide in dangerous quantities.’ He licked his lips and swallowed hard. ‘It is believed highly unlikely that anybody could survive in such conditions.’ The loudhailer gave a long, piercing whistle, and Mary covered her ears.


She suddenly came over all hot and was afraid she might faint. Her hands clutched her stomach as she turned to Arnold. ‘What’s he talking about?’


Arnold wiped his eyes, then stared unblinkingly into the distance. ‘I think he’s trying to tell us our boys are dead.’ 


Mary’s knees buckled and she sank down on to the mud. ‘No,’ she wailed. ‘Not Thomas, not my Thomas.’ 


It was another four hours before the search was officially called off. With fears for their safety, the rescuers were withdrawn from the mine and the foreman advised the waiting families to go home for some rest. As the crowd began to dwindle, Mary sat down stubbornly on the muddy bank and wrapped her arms around her knees. There was no way she was leaving Thomas just when he needed her most. She felt Arnold gently squeeze her shoulder. ‘Come on, lass, up you get. You’ll be no good to anyone sat here, and you’ve got that babby to think of.’


It was late evening by the time she arrived home. Ruth, bless her, had done an admirable job with the breakfast, cleared away all the pots and made up the rooms. She was sitting at the kitchen table reading the paper when Mary walked in. ‘Oh, Mrs Roberts. What can I say? I heard it on the radio. They said there were no survivors.’ She stood up and reached her arms out to her employer. 


Mary ignored the gesture; any sign of kindness was sure to tip her over the edge. ‘I’m just going up to my room, Ruth. Thank you for all you’ve done today. I’ll see you right.’


Alone in their bedroom, she opened the wardrobe and took out one of Thomas’s shirts. She pressed it to her nose, forcing the scent of him into her nostrils. She wanted to drink him in, to be forever ingrained with his familiar smell. She stripped off her clothes and put the shirt on. It was far too big now, but it brought her a degree of comfort to know that in a few months it would fit her perfectly. She would nurture Thomas’s baby and make sure he or she knew what a brave man he was, and how much he’d been looking forward to being their father. 


As exhaustion took hold, Mary lay back on the pillow and closed her eyes, but it was only a few seconds before images of Thomas choking behind a wall of fire had her on her feet and running to the bathroom. She splashed cold water over her face and stared at her reflection in the mottled mirror above the sink. Her cheeks were streaked with lines of muddy tears and her eyes were bloodshot, little pillows of fat underneath. She began to fuss over her flattened hair, momentarily thinking that it would not do for Thomas to see her in this dishevelled state. She stopped and gripped the edge of the sink. She had no idea how she was going to carry on without him, how she was going to bring their baby up all by herself. It was all she had left of Thomas now, but it was the most precious thing. She wondered if it would be enough to see her through the dark times ahead.


She woke up a few hours later, sprawled on top of the bed, still clad in Thomas’s shirt. Her mouth was dry, her head throbbed and the stench of smoke clung to her hair. Her left arm dangled over the edge of the bed and fizzed with pins and needles. It was several seconds before she remembered that her life was never going to be the same again. 


She padded to the bathroom and stood with her back to the toilet as she hitched up the shirt. She pulled down her panties, stared at the red stain in the crotch and screamed.
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March 2016


A bright shaft of sunlight penetrated the leafless trees and bounced off the gold name plaque on the cherrywood casket. Beth formed a peak with her hand to shield her eyes and blinked away the temporary blindness. She crunched the frost on the grass beneath her feet as she squinted at the other mourners, their heads bowed, many of them dabbing at their eyes. She pulled a tissue out of her sleeve and pressed it to her mouth, stifling the scream that threatend to shatter the sombre gathering. The vicar handed round a box of soil and Beth took a handful and tossed it gently on to the coffin. The sound of the earth thumping on the hard wood echoed the pounding in her head. She had loved her mother so much, but it should not have ended like this. There was still so much that had been left unsaid, and now it was too late. 


The vicar’s words sliced through the chill March wind, his white vestments billowing around him and his lacquered comb-over standing comically on end.


‘For as much as it has pleased Almighty God to take out of this world the soul of Mary Roberts, we therefore commit her body to the ground, earth to earth, ashes to ashes …’


Michael gripped her hand more tightly in a gesture of solidarity, and she welcomed his reassurance. Not for the first time, she wondered where she would be without her husband’s unstinting support. They were both helpless now, though, and the one woman who could have come to their aid was buried as deep as the secret she took with her.


Jake was sitting up in his hospital bed, a jigsaw spread out on the tray before him, when Beth and Michael returned. They had not had time to change, their dark clothing contrasting conspicuously with the bright, sterile ambience of the ward.


Beth leaned over the bed and kissed her son on his forehead. ‘We came back as quickly as we could.’


Michael engaged Jake in one of their complicated handshakes that had taken weeks to perfect and ended in them both clicking their fingers and bumping their fists together. ‘How’s my big fella?’ He ruffled the boy’s hair.


‘Look, Daddy!’ Jake patted the completed puzzle. ‘I’ve finished it and the nurse said it’s for seven-to-eight-year-olds and I’m only five.’ His huge chocolate-coloured eyes sparkled with delight.


Michael turned the tray round to get a better look. ‘You’re such a clever boy, Jake. I’m so proud.’


‘Was Nana’s funeral good?’


Michael glanced over at his wife. ‘Well, it was all right, I suppose. You wouldn’t have liked it, though. Too long and boring for you, son.’


‘I wanted to come. I loved Nana and I would have liked to go to the party after.’


Michael laughed. ‘I wouldn’t call it a party, Jake. There was no pass-the-parcel or jelly and ice cream.’


Beth squeezed on to the bed next to Jake. ‘I know you loved Nana, and she loved you too, but it’s important for you to get better. It’s freezing out there and we don’t want you to catch your …’ She left the sentence unfinished and busied herself with clearing away the jigsaw before changing the subject. ‘Anyway, your tea will be here any minute, Jake. Can you remember what you’re having?’


Jake squeezed his eyes shut and thought for a moment. ‘No, but I bet it’s that lumpy mashed potato again.’


Michael laughed. ‘You don’t know how lucky you are, son. I didn’t have a real spud until I was about seven years old. My mum used to think mashed potato came out of a packet, and that was when she bothered to cook at all.’


Beth and Jake exchanged a knowing glance before they both took up their imaginary violins. 


Michael reached beneath the sheets and tickled Jake under his ribs. ‘Yes, all right, you two, very funny.’


The laughter was brought to an abrupt halt by the sound of Dr Appleby clearing his throat. The consultant nephrologist stood at the end of the bed with a clipboard in his hand. ‘Sorry to interrupt. How are you feeling today, Jake? You certainly look a lot better. Perhaps we need to think about getting you home soon.’


Jake scrambled to his knees and bounced on the bed. ‘Yeah! I want to go home, can I, Mummy?’


Beth placed a calming hand on his shoulder. ‘Careful, Jake, you’ve got to take it easy, remember?’ She turned to Dr Appleby. ‘Really, Doctor? You think he may be ready?’


‘Jake’s about to have his tea now. Why don’t you come with me to my office and we can have a chat?’


The inside of Dr Appleby’s office was as familiar to Beth and Michael as their own living room. Although he surrounded himself with apparent chaos, evidenced by the towering stacks of files and endless used coffee cups, they trusted him completely with the health of their only son.


‘How did your mother’s funeral go, Beth?’


Beth was touched by his thoughtfulness. 


‘As well as can be expected, I believe the phrase is.’


The doctor pulled down his reading glasses from the top of his head and ran his hands through his thick white hair. Beth noticed his neatly trimmed fingernails. She did not know his age but guessed he could not be far from retirement. She pushed the thought to the back of her mind. 


‘Mmm … quite. Well, as you know, Jake’s procedure went very well yesterday and I’m happy that the catheter is firmly in place. He has a small cut just below and to the right of his belly button, which obviously has a dressing on at the moment.’ He consulted his clipboard again. ‘His blood test results were good; the creatinine level has reduced, although his blood pressure is a little on the high side, but that’s to be expected in a boy with his condition.’


Michael leaned forward and put his elbow on the desk between them. ‘When will dialysis begin then, Doctor?’


‘We need to wait for scar tissue to build up around the catheter to keep it in place, and of course you two need to complete your dialysis training. He will have a few sessions in hospital beforehand and the dialysis nurse will go through everything with you in detail before Jake is discharged. The main thing to watch out for at this stage is peritonitis, an infection affecting the lining of the peritoneum. Again, the nurse will go through the signs with you and what to do if you have any concerns.’ He put down his notes and steepled his hands together. ‘I realise how difficult this is for you. Jake’s a robust little boy, all things considered, but as I’ve said before, you need to prepare yourselves for the fact that he will now need a transplant. From the day he was born we all feared it might come to this at some stage, but I know that doesn’t make it any easier for you.’


Beth shook her head. ‘Whatever it takes, Dr Appleby.’


‘Of course. Now, a kidney transplanted from a living donor works better than one from a cadaveric donor, and they last longer, but as you know, neither of you is a match, so we maybe need to think about casting the net a little wider.’ 


He spoke in such a low, measured tone that it was difficult for Beth to hear him clearly. Her eyeballs were dry and itchy behind her contact lenses and she longed to rub her balled fists into them to bring some relief. She knew it wasn’t fair to ask her next question, but before she could stop herself she blurted it out. ‘Can you move him up the waiting list?’ 


The doctor’s response was firm, but gentle. ‘The waiting list is not a queue, Beth. You don’t wait your turn and then get the next available kidney.’


Beth felt her face redden. ‘I’m sorry, Dr Appleby. I just feel so helpless.’


‘I understand your frustration and I’ll try to reassure you. Children and young adults are given priority to some degree, but it really is a case of finding the right patient for the right kidney. We owe that to both the donor and the recipient. As you can imagine, demand far outstrips supply, and we need to minimise the number of rejections. In the meantime, the peritoneal dialysis will do the job of the kidneys.’


Michael shook his head. ‘Poor kid. And he’ll need to have this every night?’


‘I’m afraid so, Michael. However, you’ll be surprised by how quickly he adapts. I never cease to be both amazed and humbled at the way some children cope. This will be a way of life for him and for you now, and the support you show each other will go a long way to making this as painless as possible for Jake.’


Beth noticed Michael biting at the skin around his thumb. Worry was etched on to his face and she tried to remember the last time she had seen him laugh. Not the little chuckles they both shared with Jake to keep his spirits up, but a proper stress-relieving belly laugh. The kind of spontaneous expression of unadulterated joy that most people took for granted. Even in the subdued lighting of Dr Appleby’s office, Michael looked older than his forty-six years. His hair was still thick and mostly dark, but grey was beginning to creep in at the sides, and the lines around his eyes seemed more pronounced. ‘Distinguished’, her mother used to call him, but Beth knew this was just a fancy word for ‘old’. She reached out and took his hand in hers. 


He gave her a reassuring glance before continuing. ‘We know Jake is getting the best care possible, Dr Appleby, and we are grateful.’ He pursed his lips and added emphatically, ‘Truly grateful.’


A beam of light illuminated the small office as a nurse stuck her head round the door. ‘Dr Appleby, will you … Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t realise you were in a meeting.’ 


‘It’s all right; I think we’re almost finished here.’ He stood up and shook hands with both Beth and Michael. ‘Please call any time, day or night, if you are worried about anything, anything at all. You’re not on your own here; we’ll get Jake through this together.’


Once outside in the corridor, Beth had the usual urge to return to her son. She could not remember the last time she had simply walked anywhere without a feeling of dread pulling her towards her destination. Michael called after her.


‘I’ll just get us a couple of coffees.’


She turned and waved her hand in agreement as her high heels clacked along the freshly mopped floor. She saw the hazard notice that had been put out warning people about the possibility of slipping but did not slow her pace. Her right foot shot out to the side in a way that would have been comical in other circumstances, but she managed to stay upright and continued her march forward, leaving a long black skid mark on the otherwise pristine floor. Somehow she had kept her balance, kept going. That was all she needed to do, she told herself; that was all she needed to do.


Jake was sitting up in bed, sipping his orange juice, a clean plate on the tray before him.


‘You ate it all then? What did you have?’ 


‘Fish and peas and that mashed potato but I squashed the lumps out with my fork, and then it was apple crumble with ice cream but the apples were too hot and I burned my tongue.’


Beth peered into her son’s mouth. ‘Oh dear, well I can see you’ve had ice cream. Strawberry, was it?’ She took a tissue out of her sleeve. It was already a crumpled mess, but she dabbed it on her tongue and then wiped away his pink moustache.


Michael returned with the coffees. She took the cardboard offering, but as usual it was hot enough to melt iron, so she set it on the bedside cabinet out of harm’s way. 


‘Do you want me to stay with Jake tonight, love? You look done in.’


She let her head loll back on Jake’s pillow and closed her eyes. Michael had noticed her exhaustion now so there was no need to pretend any more. ‘If I could just close my eyes for a few minutes I’ll be all right.’ She knew this was not true. Even if she slept solidly for the next twelve hours she would still feel drained when she woke up. Her reserves of physical and mental energy were severely depleted and she had no idea how she was ever going to fill them again. With a monumental effort she raised her head and spoke to Jake.


‘Would you like Daddy to stay with you tonight?’ It was a rhetorical question and she did not need to wait for an answer.


‘Yeah, Daddy!’ He clapped his little hands together as though he was welcoming Michael on to the stage. ‘Daddy’s the best.’


Beth heaved herself up off the bed and reached her arms out to her son. ‘Come on then and give me a kiss.’


Jake pulled himself into a kneeling position and wrapped his toothpick arms around her neck. His small body felt warm but fragile and she was afraid to squeeze him too tightly. She slid her hand up inside his pyjama top instead and gently scratched his little back with her long fingernails. It was how she used to get him off to sleep as a toddler, and he still enjoyed the sensation now. She rocked him from side to side, remembering how simple, happy and uncomplicated their lives had been before Jake’s devastating diagnosis. 


Her thoughts turned again to her mother. She really had loved Jake too. He was her only grandchild, and to say she’d doted on him would be an understatement. She’d bored her friends rigid with stories about him, she’d kept a photo of him in her handbag that she shoved into people’s faces at every opportunity and she’d bestowed on him the greatest gift of all – her time. As long as Jake was with her, the pots would go unwashed and the housework could wait. So why Mary had withheld information that could potentially have saved Jake’s life was something Beth would never be able to understand, a mystery her mother had taken to her grave.
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The house was in complete darkness when Beth arrived home. She flicked on the hall light and squinted as her eyes became accustomed to the sudden brightness. In the kitchen, the fragrant scent from a bouquet of flowers delivered that morning filled the room and masked the antiseptic smell of the hospital that seemed to have taken up residence in her sinuses. She had stipulated family flowers only. She picked up the card and read the touching words again. I’m so sorry for your loss, Beth. Your mother was a truly wonderful woman and I know how much you will all miss her. It was typical of the sender to think of herself as family. 


Her throat tightened again as she fingered the stem of a long white lily. Naturally, when a person died nobody had anything but praise for them, nothing but heartfelt platitudes, superlatives and compliments. She glanced over at the rows of cards adorning the mantelpiece and the windowsills. Cards that had arrived from all over the country, many from people Beth had forgotten about or did not even know at all. 


The kitchen was eerily silent. Beth could not remember the last time she had been alone. She listened to the hum of the fridge freezer and the ticking of the old station clock over the fireplace, an anniversary gift from Michael. She had admired it in an antique shop in Harrogate on one of their weekends away and he had driven back there days later all the way from Manchester to buy it for her as a surprise. She poured herself a large glass of Sauvignon Blanc, slumped down on the sofa and kicked off her shoes. It only took a few sips before she became light-headed and remembered she had not eaten for several hours, not since the funeral in fact, and even then it had only been a couple of triangles of a curling ham sandwich and half a tomato. She heaved herself up, wincing as her unshod foot connected with something sharp embedded in the rug. It was a piece of Jake’s Lego. He loved his Lego, and Michael would spend hours with him building castles and houses and cars; anything Jake wanted, Michael was able to conjure up, much to the delight and admiration of his son. Beth was convinced it was because Michael was an architect; it also didn’t hurt that Lego had been his favourite toy as a child and his own father had taught him to build practically anything out of the little plastic bricks. 


The doorbell sliced through the silence and she jumped, causing wine to slosh over the side of her glass and down the front of her blouse. Elaine was standing on the doorstep without a coat, a pair of furry slippers on her feet. She hugged her arms across her chest and bounced up and down in an apparent effort to keep warm.


‘I saw the light on. How is everything?’


Beth opened the door and beckoned her in. ‘Go through to the kitchen.’


‘Thanks, I’m bloody freezing.’ 


‘Michael’s staying with Jake tonight. I was just about to go up for a bath.’


‘You look knackered. I’d have a drink if I were you.’


‘You’d have a drink whoever you were. Go on, there’s a bottle open in the fridge.’


Elaine topped up Beth’s glass and poured one for herself. ‘I didn’t see you leave the wake.’


‘We just slipped out quietly. I wanted to get back to the hospital. It’s good news, though: the doctor thinks Jake will be able to come home in a couple of days.’


Elaine took a gulp of her wine. ‘That’s grand. He’s a fighter, that little lad of yours. I can’t wait for him to start kicking his football over the fence into my garden.’


Beth smiled. ‘Thanks for coming, Elaine. You don’t know how good it is to just do something normal for once.’


‘If there’s anything I can do, you only have to ask.’


‘He’s going to need a transplant, you know.’


Elaine shuffled uncomfortably in her armchair. ‘Well I’m not sure I’d be able to help with that. I mean—’


Beth snorted on her wine. ‘I’m not asking you to donate a kidney, you fool. It’s one thing asking a neighbour for a cup of sugar, but body parts? For goodness’ sake, Elaine.’ 


‘That’s a relief. Oh, sorry, that sounds awful. What I meant was—’


‘Elaine, please stop now. You’re off the hook. He’ll go on the waiting list, but the doctor says we need to start thinking about other family members who might be a match.’ She took another sip of wine, her empty stomach grumbling in protest. ‘But that’s the problem, you see. Our family is so small. Neither Michael nor I have any siblings. Michael’s father is dead, and he’s more or less estranged from his mother, but in any case she’s abused her body with drugs and alcohol her entire life. And my mother has just died and either couldn’t or wouldn’t tell me anything about my father, even though she knew her grandson’s life depended on it.’ Beth had only ever felt love and deep affection for her mother, but now she couldn’t keep the anger out of her voice. She drained the rest of her wine in one gulp.


Elaine fell silent for a moment, circling her finger round the rim of her wine glass. She looked as though she was mulling over a particularly difficult conundrum. ‘What do you know about him?’


‘My father?’ Beth shook her head. ‘That’s just it, absolutely nothing. It’s never mattered until now. I can honestly say that growing up without a father has not affected me in a negative way at all. Not consciously, at least. I had a brilliant childhood and I loved my mother so much. Because it was just the two of us, we had a special bond. Oh, we’ve spoken about my father fleetingly over the years, but all she would ever say was that it was a mistake and she didn’t love him, but that didn’t mean she didn’t love me, and I believed her. It was only when we found out we weren’t a match for Jake that I pressed her for more information. Just a name would have been a start. With the internet and everything these days, it’s relatively easy to trace people.’ She stood up and refilled their glasses. ‘By then, though, it was too late. She’d had her stroke and couldn’t talk any more. She died a few days later.’


Elaine wandered over to the mantelpiece. ‘What about all these cards?’


‘What about them?’


‘Do you know who they’re all from?’


‘Some, but not all.’


Elaine raised her eyebrows theatrically. ‘Seems to me like a good place to start.’


Beth felt her heart inflate with hope as she jumped up from the sofa. ‘God, Elaine, you might be on to something here.’


She sifted through the cards one by one. There were seventy-two of them in total, and by the end she had two piles, one of which contained just two cards of interest. They sat cross-legged in front of the fire, Beth filled with a vigour she had not felt in a long time, her exhaustion temporarily forgotten. 


She held up the first card. ‘Okay, this one says: I was very sorry to read of your mother’s passing. I have many happy memories of the times we shared together and I know she will be missed by all who loved her. With kind regards, Graham Winterton.’ 


‘Have you ever heard that name before?’ Elaine enquired.


Beth wrinkled her nose and tried to think. ‘It does sound vaguely familiar, yes. I’ll have to ask Michael. Let’s have a look at the other one.’


She picked up the remaining card. It was larger than most of the others, with a picture of lilies embossed on the front. ‘Lilies were my mother’s favourite flower. Do you think he knew that? Could this be a cryptic clue?’


‘Don’t get too carried away, Beth. Half of them have got lilies on. It’s the flower of death, you know. What does it say inside?’


Beth opened the card and read the words aloud carefully. ‘Words cannot express the sorrow I felt when I saw the notice in the paper to-day. Although I had not seen your mother in a very long while, we were close once and to learn of her passing has truly saddened me. I will always remember her with fond affection. With my sincere condolences, Albert Smith.’


Elaine clasped her hands to her head. ‘Aargh, no! Smith? Well, that narrows it down a bit.’


Beth turned the card over, looking for further clues. The envelope had already been carted off with the rest of the recycling, which was annoying, as a postmark would have been useful. She brought it up to her nose and inhaled the cardboard smell. She studied the writing. A fountain pen had been used, and the handwriting was small but neatly joined. He had also hyphenated the word ‘today’, a sure sign that he was of a similar age to her mother, who had been taught to do the same. ‘Albert Smith,’ she said aloud.


She shook her head. ‘I’ve never heard of him before, so in a way that makes sense. It’s going to be a name I’ve never heard, because we never spoke about him.’ 


‘Smith,’ Elaine said again. ‘That’s a shame, that is. He couldn’t have been Albert Waverley-Pemberton, could he?’


‘Who’s he?’


‘Well, no one, I just made it up. What I meant was it would have been better if he’d had an obscure name that would have made him easier to trace.’


Beth sighed and gathered up the cards. ‘It’s a long shot anyway, Elaine. And what would I say if I did find him? Hi, I’m Beth, your long-lost daughter. My son needs a kidney, how are you fixed?’


‘Hmm, when you put it like that … He might be too old, anyway.’


‘That’s possible, I suppose, although you can be a living donor up to the age of eighty if you’re in good health. My mother was seventy-two; he may be a little older or a little younger. Plus he might have gone on to have more children, in which case I’d have half-siblings who might have a compatible blood group and tissue type. It’s all about creating a well of hope for Jake, rather than demanding people surrender their organs to a complete stranger.’


‘Have you been through your mother’s things yet? You know, documents, papers, that kind of paraphernalia? There might be something there.’


‘I’ll do it soon, but it’s not a task I’m relishing, to be honest. She threw out a lot of stuff when she moved over to Manchester, but hopefully she kept hold of anything that was important.’


Beth picked up the empty wine bottle and carried it over to the recycling box. ‘I’m going to go up for that bath now, Elaine, if you don’t mind.’


Elaine clamped her arms around Beth’s shoulders. ‘You do that, poppet, and I’ll be round again tomorrow with one of my casseroles.’ She placed her cool hands on Beth’s cheeks. ‘You need building up, you do.’


As Beth finally submerged herself in the hot water, she closed her eyes and let the calming Jo Malone bubble bath work its magic. She had tipped in a huge indulgent dose, almost emptying the precious bottle, but she supposed she deserved it. She had buried her mother today. The two of them had barely gone a day without speaking to each other, and yet so much had been left unsaid. She thought about the cards she had received, the flowers, all the people at the funeral. They were right. Mary had been a good woman and a loving, protective mother. Beth could scarcely believe that she was never going to see her again. As the tears spilled over once more, she pinched her nose and slid beneath the surface of the water.
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