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PROLOGUE


Sydney, 1989


The girl danced.


Right leg, pas de chat. Right leg, petit jeté.


‘Emma, your grandmother asked you a question.’


‘Hmm?’ Left leg, pas de chat. Left leg, petit jeté. On and on across the parquetry floor, from one sunbeam to the next. She loved Grandma’s house, especially the music room, where the sun patterned through the gauzy curtains, and there was enough space to dance and dance.


‘Emma, I said—’


‘Leave her be, dear,’ Grandma replied in her quiet, musical voice. ‘I’m enjoying watching her dance.’


Right leg, pas de chat …


‘If she practised her manners as regularly as she practised her dancing, she wouldn’t have been booted out of two schools already.’


Right leg, petit jeté …


Grandma chuckled. ‘She’s only eleven. Plenty of time to learn manners when she’s older. And you do insist on putting her in those uppity schools.’


Left leg, pas de chat … ‘No, no, no!’ Emma stamped her foot. Deep breath. Start again. Left leg, pas de chat. Left leg, petit jeté … She became aware of the silence in the room, and glanced up, expecting to find herself alone. But Grandma was still there, on a deep couch beside the grand piano, watching her. Emma shook herself, pulled her spine very upright and gazed back. Above Grandma’s head hung a large painting of a gum tree at sunset: Grandma’s favourite painting. Emma didn’t really understand how anyone could be so interested in a tree, but she liked it because Grandma liked it.


‘I thought you’d gone,’ Emma said at last.


‘No, I’ve been watching you. Your mother left ten minutes ago. I think she’s with Grandpa in the garden.’ Grandma smiled. ‘You certainly love your dancing, don’t you?’


Emma could only nod. She hadn’t learned a word yet to describe how she felt about dancing. It wasn’t love; it was something much bigger and much weightier.


Grandma patted the couch next to her. ‘Sit for a wee minute. Even a prima ballerina needs to rest.’


Emma had to admit that her calves were aching, but she didn’t mind. She longed for aching muscles and bleeding toes. They told her she was getting better. Still, Grandma had been very kind to watch her all this time, so she crossed the room and sat. Somewhere deep in the house, music played: an old big band song that Grandpa liked. Emma preferred Grandma to Grandpa infinitely. Grandpa went on and on, especially about his garden. Emma knew her grandma and grandpa were important people with a lot of money, though she cared very little about what it was they did or had done. Grandma was fun and Grandpa was a bore, and that was that.


‘Tell me about your dancing,’ Grandma said, taking Emma’s slight hand in her soft fingers. ‘You’re going to be a ballerina?’


Emma nodded. ‘Mum says hardly anyone is a ballerina, and I should do something else just in case. But then there wouldn’t be enough time to dance.’


‘Well, I’ve known your mother all her life.’ Here Grandma smiled, crinkling the corners of her blue eyes. ‘And she’s not always right.’


Emma laughed, feeling deliciously naughty.


‘You must work hard, though,’ Grandma said.


Emma grew serious, lifting her chin. ‘I already do.’


‘Yes, yes, by all accounts you work so hard on your dancing that you haven’t time for anything else. Including making friends.’ A look crossed Grandma’s face then, one that Emma couldn’t decipher. Was it worry? Or something else? They sat in silence a few moments. Outside, the autumn sun slanted on rattling branches. But inside it was very still and warm.


‘You know,’ Grandma said, shifting in her seat and squeezing Emma’s hand before dropping it, ‘I’d like to make you a promise.’


‘What is it?’


‘It’s a little incentive.’


Emma waited, unsure what the word meant.


‘If you do become a ballerina, I will give you a present. A very precious one.’


Emma didn’t want to seem rude, but she couldn’t fake excitement. She smiled sweetly and said, ‘Thank you,’ as her mother would want her to.


This made Grandma burst into laughter. ‘Oh, dearie, that doesn’t thrill you at all, does it?’


Emma shook her head. ‘You see, Grandma, if I become a ballerina then I will already have everything I want.’


Grandma nodded. ‘A dream come true.’


‘Yes.’


‘Nevertheless, I will keep my promise,’ Grandma said. ‘Because you’ll need something for after. Ballerinas can’t dance forever.’


But Emma was already off again. Thinking of making her dream come true had lit up all her nerves and muscles with desperate energy: she had to move. Pas de chat. Petit jeté.


‘Emma,’ Grandma said softly, ‘do try to remember that success isn’t everything.’ She sounded sad, so Emma didn’t look around.


She just kept dancing.





ONE


Beattie: Glasgow, 1929


Beattie Blaxland had dreams. Big dreams.


Not the confused patchwork dreams that invade sleep. No, these were the dreams with which she comforted herself before sleep, in her trundle bed rolled out on the floor of her parents’ fingerchilling tenement flat. Vivid, yearning dreams. A life of fashion and fabrics; and fortune of course. A life where the dismal truth about her dismal family would fade and shrink and disappear. One thing she never dreamed was that she would find herself pregnant to her married lover, just before her nineteenth birthday.


All through February, she obsessively counted the weeks and counted them again, bending her mind backwards, trying to make sense of the dates. Her stomach flipped at the smell of food, her breasts grew tender and, by the first of March, Beattie had finally come to understand that a child – Henry MacConnell’s child – was growing inside her.


That night she arrived at the club as though nothing were wrong. Laughed at Teddy Wilder’s jokes, leaned into the warm pressure of Henry’s hand in the small of her back, all the while fighting the urge to retch from the smell of cigar smoke. Her first sip of the gin cocktail was harsh and sour on her tongue. Still, she kept smiling. She was well used to navigating that gulf between how she felt and how she behaved.


Teddy clapped his hands firmly twice, and the smoke rose and moved with the men and their brandy snifters to the round card table that dominated the room. Teddy and his brother Billy ran this not-quite-legal gambling room above their father’s perfectly legal restaurant on Dalhousie Lane. It was at the restaurant that Beattie had first met them. She’d been working as a waitress; that’s what her parents still believed she did. Teddy and Billy introduced her to Henry and soon after they’d introduced her to the club, too: to the darkly glittering underbelly of Glasgow, where nobody cared who she was so long as she looked pretty. She worked half the night serving drinks, and half the night keeping Teddy’s girl, Cora, company.


Cora patted the chaise to invite Beattie to sit down. The other women gathered near the fireplace; Cora, her short curls flattened over her ears with a pink satin headband, was the acknowledged queen of the room. Though none of the others liked the idea, they were careful enough not to stand too close for fear of unfair comparisons. Beattie would probably have done the same if Cora hadn’t decided that they should be bosom friends.


Cora grabbed Beattie’s hand in her own and squeezed it: her usual greeting. Beattie was both in sacred awe of Cora and excruciatingly jealous of her heavily made-up dark eyes and her platinum hair, her easy charm and her endless budget for tasselled dresses in muslin or crepe de Chine. Beattie tried, she really tried, to keep up. She bought her own fabric and sewed her own clothes, and nobody could tell they weren’t designed and made in Paris. She wore her dark hair fashionably short, but felt her open face and large blue eyes ruined any chance of her seeming mysterious and alluring. But of course Cora was born to her confident glamour; Beattie would always struggle for it.


Cora blew a long stream of cigarette smoke into the air and then said, ‘So, how far along are you?’


Beattie’s heart spiked and she looked at Cora sharply. Her friend’s eyes looked straight ahead, her red lips closed around the end of her cigarette holder. For a moment, Beattie even believed that she’d imagined the question: surely her shameful secret couldn’t make its way from the dark inside to the brightly lit club.


But then Cora turned, fine curved eyebrows raised above her sloe eyes, and smiled. ‘Beattie, you’re practically green from the smoke, and you’ve not touched your wine. Last week I thought you might be sick, but this week … I’m right, aren’t I?’


‘Henry doesn’t know.’ The words tripped out, desperate.


Cora softened, patting her hand. ‘Nor a chance of me saying a word. I promise. Catch your breath, dearie. You look terrified.’


Beattie did as Cora said, forcing her limbs to relax into the languid softness expected of her. She accepted a cigarette from Cora even though it made her stomach clench. She couldn’t have another soul noticing or asking questions. Billy Wilder, for example, with his florid cheeks and cruel laugh: oh, he would find it great sport. She knew, though, that she couldn’t hide it forever.


‘You didn’t answer my question. How far along?’ Cora said, in a tone so casual she may as well have asked Beattie what she’d eaten on her lunchbreak that day.


‘I’ve not had a bleed in seven or eight weeks,’ Beattie mumbled. She felt unbearably vulnerable, as though her skin had been peeled off. She didn’t want to speak of it or think of it another moment. She was not ready to be a mother: the thought made her heart cold.


‘Still early then.’ Cora pulled her powder compact from her bag and flipped it open. Loud laughter rose from the card table. ‘Still a chance it won’t stick.’


For a breath or two, the oppressive dread lifted. ‘Is that right? I know nothing. I know I’m a fool but I …’ She’d believed Henry’s promise that if he withdrew from her body at precisely the right moment, this could never have happened. He’d refused to take any other measures. ‘French letters are for the French,’ he’d said. ‘I know what I’m doing.’ He was thirty, he’d fought in a war; Beattie trusted him.


‘Listen now,’ Cora said, her voice dropping low. ‘There’re things you can do, dearie. Have a hot bath every day, take cod liver oil, run about and wear yourself out.’ She snapped her compact shut, her voice returning to its usual, casual tone. ‘It’s early days. My cousin’s friend was three months along when the bairn just bled away. She caught the wee thing in her hands, no bigger than a mouse. She was devastated, though. Longed for a baby. Married, of course.’


Married. Beattie wasn’t married, though Henry was. To Molly, the Irish Wolfhound as he liked to call her. Henry assured her it was a loveless marriage, made between two people who thought they knew each other well, but had slowly become strangers. Nonetheless, Molly was still his wife. And Beattie was not.


She puffed her way inelegantly through half of her cigarette, then excused herself to start work. As she brought round the drinks tray, she considered Henry’s square jaw and his red-gold hair, longing to touch him but careful not to break his concentration. She dared not tell him yet about the child: if Cora was right and there was a chance Beattie could miscarry, then why create problems? Nothing may come of it. It might all be over tomorrow, or next week. All over. A few long, hot baths; certainly, it was hard to spend too long in the shared bathroom on their floor of the tenement block, but if she went down early enough in the morning …


Henry glanced up from his cards and saw her looking. He gave her a nod: that was Henry, no grand gestures, no foolish winking or waving. Just his steady grey eyes on hers. She had to look away. He returned his attention to his cards as she took back her tray to the little bar in the corner of the room, and lined up the bottles of gin and brandy along the mirrored shelves. She loved Henry’s pale eyes; strangely pale. She could understand him through them when he didn’t speak, and he spoke rarely. Once, right at the start of their relationship, she’d been watching him play poker and noticed how stark was the contrast of his pupils against his irises. In fact, she could read his hand in his eyes: if he picked up a good card, his pupils would grow, while a bad card made them shrink. Almost imperceptibly, only noticeable to the woman who gazed at those eyes endlessly.


Of course, this led her to watch the other men at the table and try to predict their hands. Not always easy, especially with Billy Wilder, whose eyes were practically black. But in instances of high stakes when the men were trying hardest to keep their faces neutral, she could nearly always tell if they were bluffing. Henry thought it a load of rot. She’d tried to show him what she meant but he’d tipped her off his lap and sent her away from the card table. He’d lost the game for not following her advice, and been in a devil of a mood for days. So now, she stayed away. It wasn’t so important.


Cora signalled for her to return; she had gossip to share. ‘Can you believe what Ivy O’Hara is wearing?’


Beattie switched her attention to Ivy. She wore a sequinned tube of beaded net over a silk slip, a silk flower at her neck and a pair of high Louis heels. The shimmering dress was cut too tight for her wide hips: modern fashion was so unforgiving of hips. It wasn’t Ivy’s fault. A good dressmaker could drape those fabrics so she looked divine, tall, a goddess.


‘Lordy,’ Cora said, ‘she looks like a cow.’


‘It’s the dress.’


Cora rolled her eyes. But tonight Beattie hadn’t the heart for Cora’s razor-sharp analysis of every other woman’s failings. She listened disconsolately for a while, then returned to the bar.


The evening wore on – clinking glass and men’s laughter, loud jazz music on the gramophone and the ever-present smoke – and she began to feel bone-weary, and long for bed. She could hardly say that, though; Teddy Wilder liked to call her ‘break-of-dawn Beattie’, and many was the time she’d turned up for work at Camille’s dress shop after only an hour or two of sleep. But tonight Beattie felt removed from the noise and merriment. In her own little bubble of miserable anxiety.


At length, Henry rose from the table and scraped up an untidy pile of five-pound notes. He’d had a good evening and, unlike the others, he knew when to stop. Half-joking recriminations followed him across the room. He stopped in front of the bar, seemingly oblivious to what his friends were saying. Without smiling, he stretched out his hand for Beattie. Henry exuded a taciturn authority that nobody resisted. Beattie loved him for it; other men seemed such noisy fools by contrast. And just one glance at his hand, at his strong wrist and his clean square fingernails, reminded her why she was in this predicament in the first place. Her skin grew warm just looking at him.


He pulled her close against his side with his hand down low on her hip and she knew what he wanted. The little back room waited, with its soft daybed among the stacks of empty crates and barrels. As always, she shivered as she moved out of the warmth of the firelit club and Henry laughed softly at her, his breath hot in her ear, assuming her shivers were of desire. But in that instant, Beattie felt the full weight of her lack of wisdom and it crushed her desire to dust.


If he sensed her reluctance, he gave no indication. The last sliver of light disappeared as he closed the door, and gathered her in his arms.


The rough warmth of his clothes, the sound of his breath, the beat of his heart. She fell against him, all her bones softening for love of him. Away from the eyes of his friends, he was so tender.


‘My dear,’ he said against her hair. ‘You know I love you.’


‘I love you, too.’ She wanted to say it over and over, in bigger, brighter words.


He laid her gently on the daybed and started pushing up the hem of her skirt. She stiffened; he pressed himself against her more firmly, and she saw how foolish it was to resist. It was already too late. Why shut the gate after the horse had bolted, as her father would say?


Her father. Another wave of shame and guilt.


‘Beattie?’ Henry said, his voice soft although his hands were now locked like iron around her knees.


‘Yes, yes,’ she whispered. ‘Of course.’


Beattie’s skin was pink from the heat of the bath as she dressed herself in the dank bathroom. A week had passed and the hot baths were giving her nothing but odd stares from Mrs Peters, their neighbour. She returned to the flat to find her father at the kitchen table, already at work on his typewriter. A sheen of anxious perspiration lay across his nose, despite the chill air. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen Pa relaxed. With every passing day he drew himself tighter and smaller, like a spider drawing its legs in to die. Laundry hung from the pulley that ran parallel to the kitchen ceiling. Ma was still asleep behind the curtain that divided the living area from the sleeping area.


‘An early start?’ Beattie asked.


He glanced up and smiled a little. ‘I might say the same for you,’ he said in his crisp English accent. Ma’s Scots accent was thicker than Glasgow fog, and Beattie’s lay somewhere between the two. ‘You were late home from the restaurant, and here you are up and ready to work again.’


Beattie worked at Camille’s Boutique on Sauchiehall Street. Or at least she had for the last three weeks. Prior to that she’d worked in the dress section at the Poly, a department store where the customers were far less demanding but the clothes were far less beautiful. All the latest fashions from the continent came in to Camille’s, and the wealthiest women in Glasgow shopped there: the wives and daughters of the shipping magnates and railway investors. Beattie regularly witnessed them spend fifty pounds or more on a gown without blinking, while she was taking home four shillings a week.


‘You won’t need to work two jobs much longer,’ he said, ducking his head and adjusting his spectacles. ‘I’m sure to be finished soon.’


‘I don’t mind.’ Guilt pinched her. Pa would be appalled if he knew she was working at the club, relying on the tips of men who found her pretty, or on Henry to slip her a few pounds if he’d had a good night’s winnings. He thought she was a respectable lass with her virginity intact.


He returned to his work. Tap, tap, tap … Seeing him, anxiety so apparent on his brow, made Beattie’s chest hurt. It had all been so different just a year ago. Pa had been a professor of natural philosophy at Beckham College in London. They’d not been well-off, but they’d been happy enough, living in a tidy flat at the college with sun in its windows in the afternoon. Life in London had been exciting to Beattie after growing up in the little border-town of Berwick-upon-Tweed, with their tiny cold garden that Ma tended so carefully. But Pa had been an outspoken atheist – even though Ma had strong Scottish Protestant objections – and the new Dean, a Catholic, had quickly developed a dislike for him. Within two months he’d lost his job and the flat with it.


Just as she was about to step through the curtain to roll away her bed and find her shoes, Pa said, ‘Do take care of yourself, Beattie, my dear.’


She paused. Her father never showed real affection, and this little morsel – my dear – grabbed her by the heart. She returned to the table, sitting opposite him to watch him while he typed. She’d inherited his dark hair and blue eyes but not, small mercies, his distinctive nose and lipless mouth. He seemed to her in that moment as he had always seemed: a stranger right beside her, somebody she knew well but didn’t know at all. Lack of money had driven them from London to Glasgow, where Beattie’s maternal grandmother delighted in taking judicious pity on them. Nobody had yet offered Pa another teaching job, but he refused to look for any other kind. He clung to the idea that his intellect would triumph. So he worked on his book, certain that when it was finished a publisher would buy it and a university – somewhere in the world – would have him. Granny thought this was rot. If Ma agreed, she didn’t let on.


Pa became aware of her gaze, and glanced up, puzzled. ‘Beattie?’


‘Do you love me, Pa?’ Where had those words come from? She’d not intended to say them.


‘Well … I …’ Flustered, he pulled off his spectacles and rubbed the lenses vigorously on his shirt. ‘Yes, Beattie.’


‘Whatever I do? Will you always?’ Her heart sped, driven by a primitive fear that he could read her thoughts.


‘As a father should.’


She stood, thought about touching his wrist softly then changed her mind. ‘I’m not tired,’ she lied. ‘I’m just fine.’


He didn’t look up. ‘Good girl. I must keep working. This book isn’t going to write itself.’


The sound of the typewriter followed her to the bedroom, where she found her shoes and buckled them on. Ma snored softly, and it cheered Beattie a little to see her face looking so peaceful. She hadn’t seen Ma looking anything but tired and anxious for a long time. Pinned to the wall was the pattern for a dress Beattie had been working on. The brown paper sagged against the tacks that held it up: she hadn’t had the heart for it since she’d discovered she was pregnant. Why make a dress that wouldn’t fit for much longer?


Beattie sat on the edge of the bed and pressed her forearm across her belly. What mysteries unfolded in there? What strange new life was moving and growing? The thought made her dizzy with fear. She drew her eyebrows down tightly, willing her womb to expel its contents. But nothing happened, nothing ever happened.





TWO


Weeks passed, and the stubborn thing clung to her insides. She imagined cramps where there were nothing but twitches of fear. In the meantime, her girdles grew tighter and – because she’d always been slight, almost bony – the first swell of her stomach became visible. She gave thanks for the figure-skimming shift dresses she wore, for her wrap coat, for Henry’s preference to make love in the dark, and for her ability to let seams out invisibly. And soon, surely, the bleeding would start just as she’d imagined it a hundred times, a thousand times. The nightmare would be over, and life could go on as it was supposed to.


She found it increasingly difficult to get out of bed, and one chilly April morning, she hung on to sleep in the grey dark until her mother gently woke her.


‘Beattie. Beattie, dear. You’ll be late for work.’


Beattie forced open her eyes.


‘I’m sorry,’ Ma said. ‘But I’d hate for you to get your boss offside. These aren’t easy times. You canna lose your job.’


‘Thanks, Ma,’ she said, pushing off the covers and rubbing her eyes.


Ma stood, coughing loudly. The coughing seemed to go on forever, then finally she had it under control. Meanwhile, Beattie dressed quickly.


‘That cough sounds bad,’ she said.


‘Och, I’ll be fine.’


‘It’s been a week. Perhaps you should go to see a doctor.’


Ma turned to her with sad eyes. Her eyelids drooped at the outer corners, as if this was where she wore the weight of all her worries. ‘We canna afford a doctor, child, nor a day off. I’ll be well in a day or two.’


Beattie watched her as she went through to the living area, then ran a comb through her hair and put her make-up on in a dim little mirror propped up on a pile of suitcases. Did Pa not see what Ma was going through? Did he not think once that if he just got himself an honest job … Of course, he didn’t see it. Ma had married him for his brilliant mind, and now she was shackled to it.


Camille’s Boutique, where Beattie worked four days a week, was owned by Antonia Hanway, sister of the famed James Hanway who ran a dress-cutting business on Bath Lane. Beattie’s secret hope was that she would make a good impression on Antonia, and one day turn this goodwill into a position with James: as a seamstress, a dresscutter, perhaps even a designer. She kept a few folded sketches in her handbag, just in case he ever came by the boutique. He never did.


She was still yawning when she arrived at work, which drew a stern glance from Antonia. Antonia was a difficult woman, though Beattie didn’t think it was her intention to be so. Clients had to make appointments before coming to shop, and then Beattie and the other assistants had to wait on them as though they were royalty. Sometimes, in fact, they were royalty, and Beattie presumed the constant anxiety was what made Antonia so insufferable to work for. She didn’t mind, because she loved the shop. Racks of dresses waited in straight lines across the chequerboard floor, the basement fitting rooms were lit by glittering chandeliers, and a yellow canary in a wrought-iron cage fluttered his wings as he watched the street through the bay window. His name was Rex. Lorna, one of the other assistants, had told her that he was the fourth yellow canary named Rex that Antonia had sat in the window. ‘One dies, and she brings in another the next day,’ Lorna said. ‘Doesn’t like her clients to have to think about death, even though it will happen to them all. Uppity cows.’


Beattie learned to love some of the clients who came into Camille’s, but others she hated with passion, none more so than Lady Miriam Minchin, a razor-thin woman in her forties who was as tight with her kind words for others as she was easy with her money for herself. It happened that Beattie was serving her that morning when she felt the first shaft of pain, hard in her left side.


At first, she thought she could ignore it. She fetched gown after gown from the racks and hurried them downstairs to the fitting room. Her heart picked up its rhythm, hope filtering into it: it was really happening. The hot baths, the cod liver oil, the endless wishing had finally worked. But at the same time, she was terrified. What if it were painful? Messy? How was she to deal with it discreetly at work?


‘I like the blue on you,’ Antonia was saying to Lady Miriam as Beattie tried to appear calm. ‘What do you think, Beattie?’


‘The cut is beautiful,’ Beattie said. ‘And the colour is so flattering against your skin—’ A spasm of pain, shooting deep into her groin, made her gasp involuntarily and clutch at her belly.


‘What is it, Beattie?’ Antonia asked sharply.


‘I have … a pain …’ This wasn’t how it was meant to be! She was meant to bleed quietly and quickly at home, with the bathroom close by. Nobody was ever to know.


A moment passed where nothing happened, where the only movement was Lady Miriam’s eyes as they skipped from Beattie’s face to her belly, then back to her face. Beattie shrank. Lady Miriam knew.


‘I have to go home,’ Beattie managed, turning away, running for the stairs.


‘Wait, lassie!’ Antonia said, clearly panicking about the impression Beattie was making on Lady Miriam.


‘Let her go,’ Lady Miriam said.


She escaped. Up the stairs and out of the boutique, into the drizzly street.


An instant later, the pain disappeared. She caught her breath.


Home: she had to get home. She was three blocks away before she realised she’d left her coat at the shop. Goosebumps prickled along her arms. The damp, grey street unfolded beneath her feet, her breath was louder than the clatter of traffic.


Then another pain. Hard and sharp; it bent her in two. She forced air into her lungs, knowing she couldn’t go home like this. Pa would see her and, besides, she needed a doctor.


She found a dry place under a shop awning, and tried to clear her mind sufficiently to think. She’d no money for a doctor: Ma had spoken of it only that morning. Then she remembered the time, at the club, when Henry and Billy Wilder had been too drunk to wear each other’s jokes any longer, and they’d come to blows. Billy broke a glass on Henry’s head, and the bleeding wouldn’t stop. Henry – a handkerchief pressed against the wound – had made a midnight visit to Doctor Mackenzie in West George Lane, along with a freshly contrite Billy. Doctor Mackenzie had delivered Henry into the world thirty years before and been his family physician ever since. Perhaps, if she asked for his help, threw herself on his mercy, told him the child she was losing was Henry’s …


But the shame, the trouble she would bring to Henry.


The pain was too intense; she needed help. She turned and headed back towards West George Lane. The clouds overhead darkened and the drizzle deepened to rain. Hard, cold rain that sluiced into the gutters and jumped after the wheels of motor cars speeding past. She stayed close to the buildings so she wouldn’t get splashed, but by the time she arrived her shoes were sodden. Then she stood in those sodden shoes, unable to push the door to Doctor Mackenzie’s surgery open. There were no awnings to shelter under and the rain fell on her as though she were no more important than one of the rubbish-filled crates that sat outside the door across the narrow lane.


In that moment, she believed that she wasn’t.


Tears welled in her eyes and, for the first time since she’d realised she was pregnant, Beattie allowed herself to cry about it. To cry for the loss of her innocence, her pride, what tatters of self-respect remained after her family’s demotion in life. But also to cry for the child, who did not ask to be conceived and would never have a chance to breathe the damp air of Glasgow, feel its mother’s touch nor see its father’s storm-grey eyes smile. She wept into her hands as the rain thundered down on her, and then, like magic, the torrent suddenly stopped.


‘Are you well, lassie?’


She looked up. All around, the rain still bucketed down, but a tall, broad-shouldered gentleman with a huge black umbrella stood next to her, sheltering her.


Beattie palmed away her tears, gathering herself. ‘Thank you, you’re so kind. I … I should just go home.’


‘You need to see the doctor?’ He indicated the door to the surgery.


She glanced from it, to the gentleman, and shook her head. ‘I’ve not enough money.’


‘Och, it will be fine. Come in. I canna leave you out on the street in the rain in such distress.’ He shook out a set of keys and opened the door to usher her forward, and she realised that the gentleman was Doctor Mackenzie. He placed his umbrella in a stand near the door, and asked her to wait in the empty front room, dripping on the wooden floor, while he unbuttoned his coat. The front desk was unattended. From behind it, he fetched her a scratchy white towel.


‘I usually don’t work on a Thursday afternoon,’ he said. ‘You’re lucky you found me.’


She towelled her hair. The room smelled strongly of lemon polish and ointment.


‘Come through,’ he said, and led her to an examination room with a narrow bed under a white light hanging on a chain. He sat at his desk, but she didn’t feel comfortable to do anything but stand in front of him, like a naughty schoolgirl.


‘Go on then, lassie, what’s your trouble?’


‘I’m pregnant and …’ Her cheeks flushed hot despite her shivering body. ‘I think I’m losing the baby. I’ve got a terrible pain …’


He didn’t frown or give her any indication of disapproval. Instead, he stood and helped her up onto the bed. ‘Let me see, then,’ he said, smoothing her damp dress across her belly and running his hands firmly over it. She watched his face, half a breath held in her lungs. The pores on his nose were large and his grey whiskers grew up high on his cheeks.


‘Do you mind?’ he said, ‘I’ll have to lift your dress out of the way.’


She nodded, closing her eyes. Then his cool hands were on her bare skin, rolling down the top of her girdle, pressing, feeling. Assuredly reaching lower, to places that only Henry had ever touched. But it felt different this time. Not hot and wild. Cold and clinical.


‘You’re not bleeding at all. Has there been any blood?’


‘No,’ she managed.


‘How old are you?’


‘Twenty-one,’ she lied.


‘The pain, is it similar to the cramps one has during one’s monthly courses?’


Beattie squirmed with embarrassment to be talking about such things with a man. ‘No, it’s much lower down, on the left side. In fact …’ In her shame and fear, she hadn’t noticed. ‘I think it’s going away again.’


He fumbled with her clothes and she realised she was dressed again. She opened her eyes and sat up. Doctor Mackenzie was back in his seat, but she remained on the bed.


‘It’s quite common at this stage of pregnancy to have the kind of pain you’re describing. It’s your body getting ready for birth. The ligaments in your pelvis are stretching. You’re young, so it hurts a little worse for you. You’ve probably only just stopped growing.’


Birth? She hadn’t even contemplated it. Her head swam.


‘So you needn’t be worried. The baby is perfectly well and safe.’


The inescapability of her situation was like a stone dropped on her stomach. ‘No!’ she said, before she could stop herself. Tears brimmed again, but she held them back.


Doctor Mackenzie’s eyebrows shot up. ‘Oh, I see.’


‘Thank you,’ she said, pretending everything was fine, climbing down from the bed. ‘I shan’t take up another moment of your time …’ But the sobs were bubbling out of her then, and he sat her firmly in a chair next to his desk and handed her his handkerchief.


‘You’re not married, are you?’


‘No,’ she said.


‘Does the father know?’


She thought about Henry, about how Doctor Mackenzie had known him as a wee lad. ‘Not yet.’


‘You need to tell him.’ His voice grew soft. ‘You’ve a babe in there, lassie. He or she has been in there about three months. The chance of you miscarrying now is very small. Do you understand what I’m saying to you? There’s no way out now. You need to tell him.’


She pushed her toes hard into her shoes. ‘He’s married,’ she managed.


He pressed his lips together, creating two deep lines that disappeared into his beard. ‘I see.’


‘Should I still tell him?’


‘Lassie, I don’t see that you’ve any other option.’


Outside, the clouds had lifted and the rain had thinned. Beattie returned to Camille’s, ready to apologise to Antonia, to make excuses, to hang on to her job somehow. This wasn’t a time to be out of work. Everyone was talking about ‘the Slump’; even the big shipping companies were wary about putting people on. Beattie knew she would have to beg. So she rang the doorbell and moved to the bay window to peer in. Antonia emerged from the downstairs fitting rooms. When she saw Beattie, her face took on a scowl.


Antonia opened the door a crack. ‘What is it?’


‘I wanted to say sorry, I—’


‘You look like a drowned cat. I don’t want the likes of you in my store, Beattie Blaxland. I’ve a reputation to uphold.’


‘I’ll go home and change and come straight back,’ Beattie said, aware she sounded hopeless, frantic.


‘Change? You can change your clothes but you canna change what you are. Lady Miriam pointed out to me what’s been right under my nose. You’re with child. Not even married. And there are rumours that you run with Henry MacConnell. Is the bairn his, then? He has a wife, you know.’


‘Please, Antonia,’ Beattie begged, desperate. ‘I can’t manage without my wage. My family is—’


‘You should have thought of all that before you brought your trouble through my doors. A dozen girls a day beg me for a job, and every one of them not pregnant. I’m not hard up for people to choose from. Why would I choose to keep you?’


‘Please … Please!’


‘Lady Miriam has specifically said she won’t be back unless you’re gone. I have to think of my business.’


Beattie swallowed hard. She must have looked utterly desolate because, for a moment, Antonia softened.


‘I’m sorry, child.’ Her voice was quiet, and she wouldn’t meet Beattie’s eyes. ‘But you’re not to set foot back in my store.’ Then she pushed the door closed.





THREE


Breathe in, breathe out.


Beattie stood on the street below the club. Tonight, she was going to tell Henry. Her breath made a faint fog in front of her. Her stomach itched with anxiety. She tried to understand why she was afraid of him. He loved her, or so he said. He would stand by her. He wouldn’t be angry … would he? She had taken extra time with her make-up, making her eyes dark and soft, her lips red and peaked. If she were pretty enough he would be kind to her. Take pity on her.


And yet, how did she get to this place, where she longed for pity? She had always been proud of her big dreams, her loud laugh, her brash casualness. Standing on the street, amidst the smells of roasting meat and cigarette smoke wafting from the restaurant, she realised horribly that those things were all a show, a childish pretension. After all, it was easier for her to talk about her big plans than do anything about them. It was easy to match Cora’s barbed wit and brazen confidence with a gallon of drink in her. But all she was, really, was the awkwardly thin and poor daughter of a maddeningly weak mother and a foolishly idealistic father. Beattie knew this with such force that she almost turned and ran.


But she didn’t. Because it wasn’t just herself she had to take care of now. The child, whose first soft bumps against the wall of her belly she had felt that morning, needed a father.


The first stair was the hardest. Then she smelled the familiar cigar smoke, heard the familiar laughter – much louder than usual tonight – and rose towards it. Her heart was too big for her chest. She would tell Henry, she would have it out in the open. And then, however the pieces fell, they would fall.


She hadn’t counted on a party.


The club was bursting at the seams. Streamers hung from one side to the other, dangling dangerously close to the fireplace. The card table was gone and in its place was a long dining table, bearing an orgy of food. She blinked rapidly, searching the room for Henry. She didn’t want to have to speak to anyone else. Her lips were ready to say only one thing: ‘Henry, I’m pregnant.’ But Henry was nowhere in sight.


‘Come in, come in, Beattie!’ This was Teddy Wilder, in his Oxford bags and Fair Isle pullover. His cheeks were red and shining. ‘It’s a goodbye party. We’ll need you at the bar, straightaway.’


‘Goodbye?’ Her heart jumped. Henry was leaving. Running away with the Irish Wolfhound. ‘Who’s going?’


‘Nobody you like, don’t worry,’ Teddy said, snorting with laughter. ‘My brother, Billy. He’s skipping town. Off on a ship to Australia day after tomorrow.’


Then Cora was there, taking Beattie’s hand in her cool white one, dragging her towards the bar, shouting over the loud jazz music on the gramophone. ‘Did you hear? Billy’s going!’ Cora could barely keep the excitement out of her voice. She despised Billy. Most people did. He was unpredictable, rude, vain. He was rumoured to run with a street gang, to smoke opium, to misuse prostitutes. Beattie was never sure how many of the stories were true.


Teddy raced off, shouting and laughing at another friend, while Beattie clung to Cora. ‘Where’s Henry? I need to speak to him.’


‘Not here, yet. Cigarette?’


Beattie shook her head, but Cora lit up, her chin lifted so her elegant white throat was on show. ‘So, Billy’s being investigated over diddling the figures at Proudmoore’s.’


Beattie refocused, bringing her attention back to Cora, to the present. Henry wasn’t here. All her courage started to flee; she hoped she could regather it when he arrived. ‘Diddling the …?’


‘Aye, falsifying the account books. He’s running off before the police catch him up. His pa got him a job with a friend in Tasmania. Bottom of the world. Where he belongs.’ She glanced around, making sure nobody was listening. ‘He did it, sure as anything, Beattie. He told Teddy so. Skimmed two hundred pounds for himself.’


‘Henry’s not involved?’ Billy worked in accounts as Henry’s supervisor at a shipping firm.


Cora shook her head emphatically. ‘No, Henry’s not got it in him. But Billy, he’s a bad seed. I’ll be glad to see the back of him.’


Beattie forced a smile. ‘Teddy will miss him. He’ll be lonely.’


‘Teddy will be fine,’ Cora purred, lifting her eyebrows suggestively. ‘I’ll keep him very close company.’


Beattie couldn’t look at her. Why was it she, not Cora, who had fallen pregnant? The injustice of it burned and suddenly she needed to get away from Cora, with her perfect flat bust and stomach. She turned, began to hurry away, her head down, pushing people out of the way. Cora called after her imperiously, not used to Beattie cutting her out, but she ignored Cora’s voice, all of the other voices, the laughter, the pressing mob.


Then he caught her.


‘Beattie?’


‘Henry!’ Her voice was half relief, half fear.


‘What’s wrong? You’re quite pale.’


‘I’m … ’ She pulled herself together. ‘I have to speak you with. Now.’


‘You’re speaking with me.’


‘I mean about something important.’ She looked around wildly. ‘Somewhere private.’


He drew his eyebrows down, an expression so familiar to her. She loved his serious face, his intelligent eyes. She loved them so much it hurt her. She tried to hope. He would know what to do. He would help her.


‘Well, then,’ he said, and grasped her wrist gently. They approached the back room and Henry pushed the door in, only to find another couple, half dressed, on the daybed. With a muttered curse he closed the door again.


‘Outside,’ he said, not letting her go.


Now he led her through the crowd, and down the stairs. His firm fingers were reassuring, and Beattie started to feel a strange peaceful acceptance, almost as though she were in a dream. The night air was cold in contrast, and she hadn’t brought her coat. She could smell approaching rain, the strong odour of bus fumes from up on Douglas Street.


‘What’s this all about, then?’ Henry asked. He gazed down on her with his steady grey eyes and she savoured the moment. She was madly in love with him; love would solve everything. Then a chill breeze sprang up and reminded her she had bare arms and a belly full of baby.


‘Henry, I’m pregnant.’


He froze. A statue. Even in the dark she could see his pupils shrink. For the first time since she’d met him, he looked uncertain. A second passed, another, and another, and her dreamy sureness washed away. He didn’t move, nor say a word. She felt the sting of approaching tears, then the warm relief of them forming and flowing over.


‘Oh, Beattie,’ he said, at last, so softly and so tenderly that it terrified her.


‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I’m so sorry.’ As though it were solely her fault, as though there were something bad and faulty about her that had caused her to fall pregnant. As though he had nothing to do with it at all.


‘No, no. I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I can’t …’ He dropped his head, pinching the bridge of his nose. Then gathered himself again and met her eyes. ‘My darling, I am married to somebody else. You know that.’


Her veins grew cold. ‘But … what about me?’


‘Molly is my wife. It’s not that easy to—’


‘Oh, God. Oh, God.’ Beattie reeled away from him, all her instincts urging her to run.


But he caught her, pulled her close, covered her tear-stained face with kisses. ‘I love you, I love you. But here’s the truth: Molly will never grant me a divorce.’


‘What shall I do?’ Beattie sobbed. ‘I’ve already lost my job. I can’t even look after myself, let alone a babe.’


‘I’ll help if I can,’ Henry said. ‘Please be calm, and keep your voice quiet, my dear. Please be calm. You must tell me: does anybody else know?’


‘Cora,’ she confessed.


‘Has she told Teddy?’


Beattie shook her head.


Henry drew a deep breath. ‘Here’s what will happen. We will go upstairs and fetch your coat, and we will tell everyone that you’re unwell and heading home. Then you must stay away from the club a little while.’


‘But—’


‘I just need some time. To organise things,’ he said. ‘You do trust me, don’t you?’


A vast emptiness opened up inside her. She didn’t trust him. Of course she didn’t. It was the reason she had taken so long to tell him, after all. Agony to realise it.


‘Will you do as I say?’ he asked.


What choice did she have? She nodded, but couldn’t find her voice to say yes.


Two weeks passed, and still no word from Henry. Each day, she fell further and further into the well of hopelessness. Every morning, she dressed and left the flat, so that Ma and Pa wouldn’t know she no longer had a job. Of course they would find out, when Ma went through her purse looking for money and found none. Daily, she walked until her feet were swollen and invariably found herself at Glasgow Green. Everywhere, new life was unfolding. The tight, green shoots on the birch and lime trees; the wildflowers bursting into colour along the banks of the Clyde; the proud geese with their trains of clumsy-footed chicks. And inside her, too. Her child gently twitched against her belly, which grew manifestly and inescapably rounder.


But as well as new life, she saw other things on her walks through Glasgow: images that haunted her. Ragged women without homes, dirty children begging for coins or food, a grubby collection of old blankets in a back alley, waiting for its owner to come home to sleep in it. Her imagination, once only given over to dreaming about dresses and successes, trod those back alleys without her permission. She saw herself and her child, she saw winter’s cold grasp approaching like a shadow. She saw a bleak, hungry future.


She returned home each day at dusk. Pa still on his typewriter. Ma easing her shoes off her tired feet after a day at the laundry where she worked and saying nothing to Pa with her lips, although her eyes silently begged him to find real work. Beattie withdrew and they didn’t notice.


Cora didn’t call on her, either, to see how she was. She was surprised by how sad that made her. Had Beattie’s friendship been so peripheral to Cora? Cora had not once, since the day Beattie had confessed she was pregnant, asked her how she was or if she, Cora, could help. It was as though she had forgotten Beattie’s predicament. Just as quickly, now, it seemed she had forgotten Beattie, too.


Beattie waited. She waited for Henry. She waited for her parents to notice she had no job. She waited for her belly to grow large enough that her dresses no longer hid it. She waited for the consequences to come.


And then, one morning, they did.


Beattie was in the bathroom, stepping out of the bath with its chipped enamel and rusty taps. Her mother walked in.


It was deliberate, of course. The suspicions must have been prickling her, and she knew Beattie was in there. The bolt on the bathroom door hadn’t worked for months, but all the residents who used the bathroom had grown used to leaving their slippers just outside the door; a signal that the room was in use.


Beattie gasped, reaching for a towel. Naked, there was no hiding her swollen belly. Ma kicked the door closed behind her, strode over and snatched the towel away. Then she grasped Beattie’s hands in hers roughly and spread them apart.


‘Ma …’


Her eyes travelled Beattie’s body from throat to thighs, then she dropped her daughter’s hands and finally looked at her face.


‘Ma, I’m sorry,’ Beattie said, but she saw no pity in her mother’s eyes. Just panic.


‘You have to go.’


‘No! Ma, don’t throw me out.’


‘Your father must never know. The shame. The shame’ Ma’s hands flapped like trapped birds. ‘Get dressed. Go.’


Beattie gathered her towel against her, heart thudding in her throat. ‘I’ve nowhere to go.’


‘I dinna care!’ Ma’s voice was growing hysterical. ‘Your father will die for shame. He’ll never get another decent job if it’s known his daughter is a … a … ’ Ma couldn’t find the words, and descended into noisy coughing.


‘But I—’


Beattie’s protests were cut short by a sharp slap to her face. She stared up at her mother, who was wild-eyed.


‘Ma?’ Tears in her eyes. She flailed to catch her mother’s hands, but she pulled them away sharply.


‘No,’ Ma said. ‘Leave me be. Things are hard enough.’


A small shred of memory came back to her then. Ma brushing her hair before school one morning, snow outside the window, Ma’s warm hands, Ma’s quavering voice singing an old Scottish folk song. The memory contrasted so sharply with this moment, that Beattie’s stomach lurched as though she might throw up. ‘You can’t do this,’ she gasped. ‘I’m your daughter.’


‘No,’ Ma said grimly. ‘You’re not. We have no daughter.’


*   *   *


On the street, the air was thick and oily. Beattie was dressed, had the purse her mother had flung at her in the stairwell, but was otherwise empty-handed as she hurried away from the tenement block. A few streets away, she stopped. Her pulse fluttered as she paused, unsure which way to turn. To Henry’s office, to plead with him? To Granny’s house in Tannochside, with its sodden back garden that grew more moss than grass? Or to the warmest, driest alley she could find to prepare herself for her final ruin? For long, horrible minutes she stood, and it was as though she could feel the world turning, feel her own tenuous perch on it.


There was only one person she could think of who might know what to do. Cora.


Beattie had never been to Cora’s house, though she knew where it was. Henry had pointed it out to her one night, when walking her home. A honey-coloured sandstone townhouse on Woodlands Terrace. Cora’s father was a shipping magnate, with a country estate as well. Beattie tried not to think about what it would be like to have two houses, instead of one tiny, cramped flat. To have a father who provided for her.


Beattie was panting by the time she arrived, and stopped at the bottom of the wide stairs to catch her breath. She hadn’t even realised she’d been running. The morning sun had broken through clouds and was evaporating last night’s rain from the road. In the park, the birds were in full chorus. Beattie waited for her heart to still, palmed her tear-stained face, then walked up and rang the bell.


The heavy door creaked open. An imperious face under a frilly white cap peered out at her.


‘Yes, lassie?’ the old woman said.


‘Can I see Cora?’


The woman – Beattie assumed she was a housekeeper – arched an eyebrow. ‘Who are you?’


‘My name’s Beattie. I’m her friend. Please. I just need to talk to her for a few minutes.’


‘Wait here,’ the housekeeper said, then closed the door.


Time passed. It felt like hours, but was probably ten minutes. Traffic noise in the distance: the day starting as normal for everyone else. Beattie started to think she had been forgotten. Then the door opened again, and Cora stood there.


‘Lordy, Beattie Blaxland. It’s only nine in the morning.’


‘I’m sorry. I hope I didn’t wake you. Only I didn’t know where else to go.’


‘It’s no matter. You look dreadful. Have you eaten? I can make you tea.’


‘I …’ Beattie took a deep, shuddering breath so that she wouldn’t cry. ‘I would love tea.’


‘Come in, then. Mind the wee step here. You’re not wearing an ounce of make-up. You look like death. Do you want me to find some lipstick for you?’ Cora’s voice rattled on as she led Beattie up a wide hallway and into a parquetry-floored sitting room, with windows that went all the way to the floor. ‘Here, sit down. I’ll fetch you tea and then you can tell me what this is all about.’


Beattie waited in the quiet, sunny room, clasping and unclasping her hands anxiously. She felt as though she were sitting outside herself, watching herself from a distance. For surely none of this could be real. She felt so young, looking at her thin pale wrists. A child’s wrists. Cora returned, carrying a tea tray, smoking a cigarette. She set it down and poured Beattie a cup. Strong, black.


Beattie took a sip, scalded her tongue.


‘What’s this about? I thought you’d had enough of me,’ Cora said with a pretty pout. ‘The way you cut me out at the party. You didn’t ever come back to the club.’


‘Henry told me not to.’


‘He did? Why?’


‘Because of the baby.’


‘The … ’ Her eyes drifted down to Beattie’s mid-section and widened to saucers. ‘Lordy, Beattie, you’re not still pregnant! I thought you’d got rid of the bairn. You didn’t mention it again.’


Beattie could do nothing but shake her head, her lips pressed tight against sobs.


‘What’s happened, then? Has he come to see you? Is he going to look after you?’


‘He said he would but I’ve not heard from him. His wife …’


‘Haggard old cow who can’t have children herself, that one. She should let him go.’ Cora put a protective arm around her shoulders. ‘How can I help?’


‘Ma’s kicked me out. I don’t know where to go. Should I go to Henry? Only I don’t want to make life hard for him …’


‘And why not? He’s made it hard enough for you.’ Cora butted out her half-finished cigarette with her free hand. ‘No, don’t go to Henry. He’ll not treat you right.’


‘Henry’s not so bad. He’s a good man, he’s—’


Cora shushed her with a raised, white hand. ‘There are two types of women in the world, Beattie, those who do things and those who have things done to them. Try to be the first type.’ She sat back and looked Beattie squarely in the eye. ‘I know of a place in northern England. A friend of my aunty runs it. Girls like you go there, they have their babies, then leave them there for adoption. You could be back in Glasgow by Christmas, as if this never happened. I can organise it all for you.’


Beattie’s mind spun. Here was Cora, offering her everything she’d wanted: shelter, comfort, an end to the responsibility of mothering. But Beattie had changed. Slowly, but certainly, as the weeks had progressed and her fate had become inevitable, she had come to feel an unexpected affection for the child inside her. Soft as a silk rope, it tied her to the baby. They belonged together, didn’t they?


Cora’s eyebrows drew together. ‘You’ve got no silly ideas about keeping the wee thing, I hope?’


She was desperate. It was either do what Cora suggested, or face her ruin. She forced a bright tone. ‘Of course not,’ she said quickly. ‘I never wanted it anyway.’





FOUR


Through the rimy window of her shared room at Morecombe House, Beattie could see the rooftops that blocked the view of the sea beyond. Once a week on a Tuesday afternoon, the fourteen girls who resided here were taken down to the beach – late, so few people would be offended by the number of unlawful pregnant bellies – where they collected shells in their handbags and stood up to their ankles in the stinging sea water and took enough deep breaths of fresh air to last them until the next time they were allowed out.


Beattie would have inched up the window, only it had been nailed shut. A seagull on the roof opposite ruffled its feathers against the breeze that tore off the sea every day at dusk. She dropped her hand to her belly. Inside, her child wriggled and kicked.


Not her child anymore. The matron had informed her that a family had already been found for the baby, a good Christian couple from Durham who had two adopted daughters and were hoping this time for a son. The matron had told her this sternly, almost as though warning her not to disappoint them with a girl. Beattie tried not to think about whether the baby was a boy or a girl: those thoughts made it seem too real, too close. If she had to give up the child, it didn’t do to imagine it in any detail.


What she wouldn’t give, now, for her mother’s comfort. For her father’s wisdom. Here she was, about to birth a child, and yet she still felt as if she were a child herself. Young and frightened and longing for comfort. But there was no comfort here at Morecombe House. Just a daily diet of instruction about how ashamed she should be, always served stone cold.


Beattie turned from the window and found a book to read. The matron only allowed the Bible and classics in the rooms. Beattie had no desire to read the first, and was largely bored by the second, but she had managed to find a Charles Dickens novel that held her attention. She lay down on her bed and tried to read.


The room was small, and would be cold when autumn came – when her baby came. No rugs to warm the floor, no wallpaper or paintings to break up the cool stone walls, between which she listlessly wandered from morning chores to lunch, from craft time to supper. Her bed was made neatly, but Delia’s was a mess of sheets and blankets. Delia had been Beattie’s room-mate for the last three weeks since she’d arrived. Last night at midnight, Delia was ushered out, groaning and crying, to deliver her baby. Then, half awake, half asleep, Beattie had dreamed strange dreams of blood and death and crying children. Her nerves were frayed. She couldn’t focus on the lines in front of her.


The door thumped open and Beattie looked up to see Delia, in a floral dress so faded that the daisies were grey.


‘Delia? You’re back?’ she said, sitting up.


Delia smiled, but it was brittle. A smile stretched over a dark fissure. ‘All finished.’


Beattie glanced at Delia’s stomach, which had been round and ripe. Now it bulged softly against the dress. ‘You’ve—’


‘It’s done,’ she said, grimly. ‘I’ll be out in a week.’


‘The baby?’


‘Didn’t see it. They held a … a blanket up … in front of my face …’ Delia’s smile faltered, fell. ‘I don’t even know if it was a girl or a boy.’ She sat gingerly on her bed and lay down.


Beattie’s heart pinched. ‘Did you hear it?’ She slid across to sit with Delia, smooth her hair off her face.


‘Such a little noise,’ Delia said. ‘Like a cat.’ The smile was back. ‘So now it’s over, and I’ll be off home next week and can get on with life. Thank God.’ She brushed Beattie’s hands away and pulled the covers up.


‘Did it hurt?’


‘Like hell.’ She yawned. ‘I’m tired, Beattie. Can you leave me be, so I can sleep?’


Beattie rose and returned to the window, leaned her forehead against the cool glass. She wasn’t due for months, but already the dread crept up on her. Delia’s baby was gone. That wriggling bundle of life that had been attached to her was now in somebody else’s care, and her womb was empty. The thought made Beattie cry, and she let the tears run silently down her face and drip off her chin, knowing all the while that the tears weren’t really for Delia. They were for herself.


The sea churned grey and thick foam lay in waving lines across the beach as the girls picked their way down the path. Beattie glanced up at the leaden sky, holding her hat on firmly against the wind. It was sure to rain, which would mean their weekly outing would be cut short and they would be sent back early to Morecombe House. Perhaps they would get extra Bible studies for their sins.


‘Get some good fresh air, girls,’ the matron called, as they fanned out across the beach. The ones closest to giving birth sat, exhausted and fearful, watching the grey waves. The ones who were barely showing ran down to the water’s edge to dip their toes. The ones in between, like Beattie, wandered up the shoreline looking for shells or pieces of coloured glass washed smooth by the sea. Beattie, determined to make the most of her time outside, walked briskly up the damp sand. The sea air and the thump of her heart washed out the cobwebs that had gathered in her mind while she was stuck inside the cabbage-scented linoleum halls.


Up on the verge in the distance, she saw a figure. She paid it no attention until she saw it lift a hand, almost as if waving to her. Tentatively waving. She slowed. Peered. It was a man in a grey suit, his face obscured by his hat. Definitely waving.


She looked behind her. The other girls were twenty yards away from her, and none of them were looking at the man. She turned back, and her heart started dancing: it recognised him before her eyes did.


Henry.


Beattie froze with shock. She couldn’t just run up to him; the matron would see. But nor could she ignore him.


At that precise moment, the clouds above her parted and rain began to fall. Matron’s voice was loud against the wind. ‘Come back, girls. We’ll return immediately.’


Return? How could she? Henry was just there, just a hundred yards down the beach, standing in the rain.


‘Somebody get Beattie! For the love of God, Beattie, we’re all waiting for you!’


A hand closed around her arm. One of the new girls; Beattie had forgotten her name. ‘Come on,’ she said, in a thick Geordie accent, ‘we’ll catch our deaths out here in the rain.’ Beattie shook her hand off, turned back to look at Henry.


He was gone.


‘Come on, ’ the girl said.


Beattie could see ahead that the girls were hurrying away from the beach, that matron was waving her meaty arms in fury. She glanced back again: there was no figure.


What if it had never been Henry? Just an imagining thrown up by her desperate heart?


Wiping away angry tears, Beattie stomped down the beach towards the others, catching up just as they were crossing the road. Parked behind the pavilion was a black Austin precisely the same as Teddy Wilder’s.


Beattie shook herself. Many men drove black Austins. But still, it was enough to make her hope. The rain had intensified, the matron had her head down under her black umbrella. Nobody was looking at her. Not right at this moment …


Beattie peeled off from the group and dashed for the beach. Nobody called after her. She ran as fast as her body would allow, with its recently acquired clumsiness, and slowed when she realised she was standing on the sand alone.


Grey sea, grey sky, completely alone. No Henry. He wasn’t coming. He was never coming.


And then a heartbeat later, it all changed. She heard him call her name.


‘Beattie!’


She turned. He stood at the verge, beckoning her. She hurried up the sand, threw herself so hard into him that she was afraid she might knock him over. But he was as strong and steady as a rock.


‘I thought you’d never come.’


‘I lost you! Your parents knew nothing. Cora confessed to me. I’ll never forgive her for keeping it secret.’


The rain soaked them, but they held on to each other tightly. Finally, he stood back. ‘You’ll be seen. Quick. Come with me, I have Teddy’s car.’


Her eyes darted around. She would be seen. Matron would send somebody back to find her. Henry swept his arm around her, hurried her up towards the car.


Inside, she dripped into the seat while the rain pounded on the roof. Henry didn’t start the car. Rather, he turned to her and fixed his grey gaze on her. Her pulse was hot and thunderous. She dared not speak.


‘Run away with me,’ he said. Was she imagining it, or did his breath smell like gin?


‘What do you mean?’ But it was already too late. He’d said the words she longed to hear, had not even dared to imagine.


‘I’ve telegraphed Billy, in Australia. He’s going to find me a job.’


A wave of dizziness.


‘We can be together.’


‘Your wife …’ she said, struggling for air.


‘I don’t love her. I love you. I love our child. She’ll never find us. I’ve organised a berth for us on a cargo liner leaving from London in eight days. I’ve forty pounds in my pocket. Will you go with me? Now? To London?’


Outside the squally rain eased. Beattie gazed at him, thoughts flitting across her mind: of letting Cora down after she had done so much to help; of moving so far from her home; of never seeing her parents again … But none of these thoughts settled because, in the deepest well of her spirit, she wanted to go with Henry. And that desire overrode everything.


‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Let’s go.’


Evening closed in on the windows of the little hotel room in Bayswater. Beattie watched the street for Henry; he was late. And every moment he was late she wondered if she were doing the right thing. It was not right, surely, for her to lose faith in him the moment he was out of her sight?


In the next room, through the thin walls, she could hear someone whistling ‘Bye Bye Blackbird’. The cheerful tune was at odds with the chill of the room, the approaching dark, the pressing sense of caution in her heart.


Tomorrow, they were off on a cargo ship that had enough space for two passengers, and not even a steward to tend to them. Henry would have to do some cleaning to pay for their passage. They were to travel via India and would not be in Hobart for eight weeks.


Eight weeks at sea. In the moments that she wasn’t tired and overwhelmed with doubt, it seemed an adventure. But now it was hugely, horribly daunting.


The promises Henry had made her! Eternal love. Raising their son together (he was sure it was a boy, a little Henry). A new life in a new world. They would pose as husband and wife. She would cease to call herself Beattie Blaxland, and would henceforth be known as Mrs Henry MacConnell. She would bear babies; he would work hard and bring home money. They would have a little place of their own and grow old together.


But there were too many false notes in this symphony of his imagining. He would be working with Billy Wilder. His wife may track them down. And he hadn’t found himself able to make love to her pregnant body.


‘It’s nothing,’ he’d muttered, gently turning away her advances. ‘You look different, that’s all. Not my Beattie. When you’ve had the child, it will be the same again.’


Had Henry not come for her, she would still be in Morecombe House, waiting like all the other girls to give birth and give away the child. She curled her hand around her belly. Why could she not escape this terrifying ambivalence? One moment she wanted Henry, the baby, the new life. The next moment she did not. She simply wanted this to have never happened.


But it had happened.


There he was, striding casually along the street. He’d been finalising the arrangements for their journey, and picking up a bag full of roomy dresses for her from a friend of Teddy’s in Paddington. Beattie had nothing but what she had fled the beach in, and it wouldn’t fit for much longer.


He glanced up at the window, saw her watching for him and lifted his hand in a greeting. No smile. That wasn’t Henry’s way.


She simply couldn’t doubt herself, not now. She had made her decision or, rather, her heart had made it for her.


Tomorrow, the journey would begin. Tomorrow, there was no looking back.





FIVE


Emma: London, 2009


I was running late, but I supposed by now that Josh was used to it. The rehearsal had ended right on time, I’d dressed and grabbed my handbag from my locker. I’d started out with such good intentions from the Shaftesbury Avenue studio – don’t stop to look at anything, don’t stop to buy anything – but up on Euston Road I’d been recognised.


‘Excuse me! Excuse me!’ A toffee voice, behind me, growing closer.


I stopped and turned.


A middle-aged woman and her awkward pre-teen daughter were hurrying up to me.


‘Hello,’ I said.


‘You’re Emma Blaxland-Hunter, aren’t you?’ the woman asked, smoothing her shirt as though preparing for esteemed company.


‘I am. I’m very pleased to meet you.’


The woman glanced at her daughter, then back to me. ‘This is my daughter, Glenys. She loves to dance. Do you have any advice for her? She wants to be just like you.’


‘Mum!’ Glenys exclaimed, as mortified by a simple thing as only a twelve-year-old can be.


This was the point where I should have smiled politely and backed away, offered my apologies but claimed to be terribly busy, and so on. But I couldn’t. Gran always said to share the good times and they would last forever. London had been the city of my dreams as a child. To live and work here, excelling in my field, was an honour, and to be welcomed with such enthusiasm by its residents was something I never grew tired of. I wasn’t naturally good with people, especially children, but it was only twenty minutes out of my life. So, while the traffic roared past and the long summer afternoon wore on, I talked to Glenys, gave her some tips, danced with her on the footpath as puzzled commuters hurried by on their way to King’s Cross or St Pancras. Glenys shed her awkwardness quickly, became shiny eyed with excitement. Finally, I autographed the back of an old envelope for her and encouraged her to keep dancing.


‘Thank you so much,’ Glenys said, pressing the envelope against her chest.


The mother nodded appreciatively. ‘It was such a pleasure to meet you. I’ve long been a fan of your grandmother’s brand, you know. There must be something in the blood with the women in your family. Such creativity, such drive.’


I bit my tongue so I wouldn’t say, ‘You haven’t met my mother,’ and turned to be on my way. Late, now. Quite late.


Even so, I arrived at the restaurant before Josh. Our reserved table waited, and I sat at it, feeling daunted by the sharp edges of the folded linen napkins and the posh quiet.


Ten minutes passed. He still hadn’t arrived. This was unusual. I’d been living with him in our roomy rented apartment in Chelsea for six months, and he lived his life like clockwork. The alarm went off – he got up! Not like me, hitting the snooze button over and over, clinging to the last thin shard of sleep until I heard him putting his shoes on near the front door and guilt finally prompted me to rise. If he said he’d be home at six, then at six he’d be home: no later, no earlier. If anything beyond his control held him up – and there was little beyond his control – he’d call and …


My phone! Did I even have it switched on?


I rummaged in my bag. I hated the damned thing, but Josh had insisted on it. I barely knew how any of its functions worked and ninety per cent of the time I forgot I owned it. Dozens of calls were usually piled up on my voicemail every week. Sometimes I just ignored the tiresome task of listening to them all; it was time taken away from more important things.
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