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Marina


November 1991


The house is still, like a crypt. Only the maple tree moves, branches swaying in the night breeze, leaves trembling and then brightening as a light in the top window flicks on.


Marina parks opposite and switches off the engine. Heart thudding, she opens the door and steps into the street. The midnight air whips her face. Her breath is wispy, like the remnants of a ghost. In the distance, traffic speeds along Streatham High Road. A siren wails.


She has been in Tooting Bec visiting an author whose manuscript she’s editing. Agata is Polish and is writing her memoirs, focusing on the Second World War. Setting off for the drive home to Wiltshire, Marina has taken a detour, speeding through the network of suburban streets, along past the common and into Harrington Gardens.


It’s an ordinary street in a nondescript part of London, with the air of a place battened down for winter. Hedges are scruffy, tendrils trail from the tops of hanging baskets. Rubbish nudges the lids of dustbins. On one path, a rusty pram stands discarded along with a broken cot.


The houses are mostly semis but number 24 is different. Detached. It’s a double-fronted Victorian home with two gables topped with arrowed finials. Spiked iron railings, with gates either side, contain the front garden with its modest patch of earth, single maple tree and geometric path. Stone steps lead to a massive front door; metal stairs to the entrance to the basement. To the right, a public footpath separates it from the house next door. An estate agent’s fallen sign rests on the ground. Flat 2. To Let.


Automatically, Marina compares the reality before her to the photographs she’s seen in newspapers. But those grainy images were mere reproductions, while this building is solid and stamps its importance on the street.


Marina crosses the road. The house is in darkness save for the light on the second floor and a cobwebbed lantern above the front door, but it’s enough to notice the crumbling cornices and cracked stained glass. The bricks need repointing, the ledges need repainting and the maple tree needs cutting back.


Three floors and five windows and then the basement.


The light in the top window is turned off. Marina shivers and buttons her faux-fur coat. Her hair hangs abundantly around her face – rich and dark and warm. She wears thick clothes, boots and fingerless gloves, but still the chill of the night creeps inside her bones. Flexing her fingers, she moves beneath a street lamp as if it might give her heat.


Above her, the sky is heavy. Stray snowflakes are falling. She should go home. She should get into her Mini, turn the heating on full blast and speed away from London.


But she does not.


Warily, she steps forward and peers more closely at the house. Along with the set of doorbells – five, she counts, for five flats, there’s a separate bell for the basement – she takes in the original details: the lion-head door knocker with its gaping mouth; the metal bell pull that hangs like a noose; the guillotine blade of the boot scraper.


She considers the people who have lifted the knocker, jangled the bell or scraped their shoes: tenants and visitors. She imagines the figure of a lonely woman, creeping like a spectre up the steps, pushing open the door and leaving her baby inside.


Who would do that?


A weight forms inside her chest. It’s an old question and yet Marina’s body bows beneath the hurt because she knows she was the baby and the woman was her mother.
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Connie


April 1964


It can’t be true, thought Connie, breathing deeply as she hurried along the pavement of Harrington Gardens. She had missed another period and this morning she had been sick. Deep, retching spasms before she’d even eaten.


She knew it was a sign because Mrs Kolinski had been sick when she was pregnant. Not that she’d had her baby. She’d lost it, just as she’d lost her husband three weeks before that. Some people, said Connie’s father, had the luck of the Devil and some had no luck at all.


Despite the warmth of the morning, Connie shivered. Having no luck didn’t come close to what might happen next. To have a baby at seventeen. Her father would be devastated, worrying about how they’d manage to look after it, and fretting about money. His eyes would reproach her. What about your mother? What would she have said?


Yet, to have a baby, a miniature version of him . . . Would it be so bad? She paused in her stride, thinking about Johnny. His blue eyes, his dark hair.


She quickened her pace, knowing her father would be waiting in the bookshop with a list of jobs. The shop opened at nine, but he arrived early. Sometimes he left the flat before she was even awake.


A line of sweat trickled down her neck. She lifted her dark hair and twisted it into a ponytail, securing it with the band she found in the pocket of her dress. Her favourite dress, short and bright yellow with black polka dots. She smoothed the front, checking to see if it was visible yet, but her stomach was as flat as ever. That was something. Maybe she was wrong and had miscalculated her dates. Perhaps the way she felt now was because her period was due. The blood would come and the cramps would start. She would be annoyed by the inconvenience and laugh at herself for being dramatic.


Still. Perhaps she should see Doctor Franklin. She envisaged sitting in his surgery and shuddered at the thought. How could she explain to the man she had known since childhood that she suspected she was pregnant? The same man who had seen her with pigtails, had told her she had chickenpox, had pronounced she would grow out of eczema. It was he who had diagnosed her mother. He knew everything about their family.


Walking faster, almost running, she reached the end of Harrington Gardens and turned onto Streatham High Road. People strolled on the common. It was a bright morning, the sky a canvas of blue and white strokes. Johnny had painted sunrises and sunsets, copying the postcards they had bought at the National Gallery. Connie imagined him using words such as textured and intense and she saw herself listening and yet not listening, captivated by his eyes and the way his face fell into a frown. He rarely smiled. But when he did. When he did. Well, that was why she had got into this position in the first place.


Grimacing, she hurried along past the common before turning off and waiting on the kerb as a bus and a few cars rattled past. Further along, a milk float whirred to the depot. She crossed, dodging the boy on his bike heading for the grocer’s where he worked, a few doors down from the bookshop. Harry – seventeen, skinny as a post, wearing drainpipes and a shirt, with a bowler hat perched on his head. Grinning, he lifted both hands from the handlebars and said, ‘Connie. You’re killing me.’


He said it every time he saw her and she laughed because she liked him and because he had been kind to her mother, Sarah, especially in those last few weeks, when she had insisted on shopping alone. Harry had carried her bags and accompanied her home. Connie had waited and watched them from the window of their flat, her heart filling as her mother’s diminished frame rounded the corner, with Harry walking beside her.


The cancer had been quick. Her mother had lain beneath the covers with her long hair spread across the pillow while Connie and her father had kept vigil beside her. Forty years old. Too young – everyone said. She’d died in the middle of the night. Only when the doctor had come and the body been taken, had Connie slipped out of the house and onto the common, where she’d stood beneath the cold moon and the indifferent stars and allowed herself to weep.


A year ago. Connie could hardly believe she’d been alone – motherless – for so long.


Crossing another road, she stifled her sadness and focused on Johnny. She remembered his cool hands on her body, and afterwards, the spark of his frustration each time he talked about his painting and what he wanted to achieve.


Now he was gone. He’d taken the boat train to Paris to start a new life without her. Yes, he’d promised to write once he’d settled, but that had been in January and now it was April and she still hadn’t heard.


The bookshop stood on a side street squeezed amongst a row of shops and cafes. Two storeys, it had darkly painted walls and a rusty sign that read:


THOMAS LITTLETON BOOKSELLER


BOOKS BOUGHT AND SOLD


RARE AND SECOND HAND


The window on the ground floor was so crammed with books it was difficult to see inside. Fairy lights circled the pane and a forgotten nativity scene nestled in the corner, giving the impression of a shabby Christmas card or an old-fashioned etching in a book.


Connie opened the door. She blinked, letting her eyes get used to the gloom. Her father leaned at the counter, and so did Victor Wallace. She considered slipping away, but decided against it. If her father was conducting business with Victor, it was better that she stayed.


The shop smelled of ink and old paper. It was narrow, with a wooden counter along the rear wall and, behind that, a doorway to the back room. At the far end of the counter, on the right, a staircase led to the first floor. A fairly reliable grandfather clock and a small cabinet of rare books stood next to the staircase. Black and white photographs hung on the wall to the left, showing south London through the decades.


Nostalgia, according to Connie’s father, encouraged the buying of books, and so did free biscuits: often Connie would arrive to find groups of customers reminiscing about closed-down dance halls and tea rooms and wartime rations as they ate digestives and drank cups of tea. Whether they bought any books was another matter, but their talk was a distraction for her father and that was important, especially since Connie’s mother had gone.


There were books everywhere. They spilled out from the shelves that covered two walls, were stacked on the floor, the counter, the window seat. It seemed like chaos, but her father catalogued and treasured every volume, no matter how valuable or otherwise. Every hardback or paperback – poetry, play, fiction, non-fiction, popular or literary – needed a home, and if it didn’t have one, her father would keep it safe. If they ran out of space in the shop, he would store them in the attic at Harrington Gardens. Many books had been in the shop for years – like her mother’s favourite, A Complete Edition of the Poets of Great Britain. Volume the Fourth. Inside you could read Donne and Fletcher in the smallest of print, on the thinnest of paper. Her mother had pencilled at the front Not to be sold, as she always had if it was a book she particularly prized.


Victor turned first and grinned. He gathered books from house clearances or other sources, and there, on the scratched-up counter, next to a sheaf of bills secured by a paperweight, a pile of tattered paperbacks signified his latest haul.


‘Ah, Connie,’ said her father, smiling. ‘See what Victor has brought us.’


Her father was dressed in his usual waistcoat and white shirt, his face adorned by a pair of half-glasses, hair greying and needing a trim. Connie’s chest tightened. She should tell him to go to the barbers. He never did anything for himself unless she pushed him, which both irritated and pleased her.


Now he held up a volume of poetry by Emily Dickinson. Connie took it with a tingle of anticipation and noticed with surprise that the rest of the books were by female authors too: Sylvia Plath, Shirley Jackson, Virginia Woolf.


‘What do you think?’ said her father eagerly.


She smiled, touching the spines. Oh, to be one of these women, to let her thoughts run and slide on every page. She’d wanted to be a writer for as long as she could remember, scribbling stories at an early age. Her parents had read them and taken her ambition seriously, nodding gravely, offering advice. She still wrote, but her ideas were small, her settings confined to south London. She wished she could travel the world and feed her imagination, that she could go to exotic places like Marrakesh and Cairo and absorb the sights and the smells and the sounds. Next door in the second-hand shop, a Remington typewriter had been in the window for months. Gleaming, black and silver and compact. One day she would buy it. She imagined herself clacking away at the keys on a train headed for Venice, shooting back the carriage with a ding.


‘They’re perfect,’ she said, averting her eyes from Victor’s grin.


Victor was twenty-five. Good-looking, light-eyed, smooth-skinned with tawny coloured hair, it was his mouth that spoiled the effect, with lips that were over-red, always damp. They parted when he looked at her, showing pointed teeth like a wolf’s. Today he wore an ugly green and orange checked jacket, yet he still managed to look slick. Slick. That was the word to describe Victor. Or sleazy. Even though he was the best-read person she knew – apart from her father. Now he leered at her in the way he always did, his gaze travelling over her body. She crossed her arms to cover her chest, regretting her short yellow dress.


‘Can you guess who owned these books?’ said her father, waving A Vindication of the Rights of Woman in front of her eyes.


Connie smiled. ‘No. Who?’


‘A suffragette, or at least a relation to a suffragette and a very famous one at that. Have you heard of Emily Davison, the lady who died on the track at the Epsom Derby?’


‘Of course!’ Connie replied.


It was her mother who’d taught her about the suffragettes. She’d also said that women should want more than to be yoked to their houses and their husbands. Head for the horizon, she said. Don’t be satisfied with standing still.


‘Which relation?’ she said, looking directly at Victor.


‘I cannot divulge the identity of my client.’ He spoke with mock secrecy and tapped the side of his nose.


She rolled her eyes. Victor was a past master at exaggeration and deceit. He knew well enough that his claim about these books would determine the deal for her father.


In the corner of the room, the grandfather clock struck ten. ‘Right,’ said Victor, ‘Time and tide and all of that. Are we agreed?’


‘Indeed we are,’ said Connie’s father, rubbing his hands and grabbing a scrap of paper. Connie tried to see the scribbled figures, certain Victor would trick them if he could, but her father was already heading into the back room. Connie watched him sadly. His once confident stride had turned into a shuffle. He had become hunched, weighed down by grief. He looked so much older than he was.


She reached for the copy of Mrs Dalloway. Opening the book, she read the first line. Mrs Dalloway said she would buy the flowers herself. What kind of flowers had she had in mind? Lilacs perhaps, like the ones her mother used to fill vases with. Daffodils like those Connie had laid on her grave. Or violets like the drooping bunch Harry had given her that time they’d gone to the pictures. She smiled at the memory. She suspected he had pinched them, but she hadn’t cared. Johnny had never given her flowers although he’d painted enough sunflowers. Sunsets and sunflowers and the occasional attempt at a portrait.


Victor spoke. ‘I like your dress. Yellow suits you.’


She was tempted to throw the book at his head, but that was no way to treat any book, let alone Mrs Dalloway. She ignored him instead.


‘Don’t be shy. I don’t bite.’ He smiled in that way he had, drawing back his lips, showing his pointy teeth. Fumbling in his pocket, he pulled out a hip flask and offered it to her. She shook her head mutely. He took a swig. ‘You know, it isn’t easy to make conversation with a girl who doesn’t speak.’


‘I have nothing to say.’


‘Ha!’ He held up one finger. ‘But you have.’ He looked at her for a second more and then asked after her boyfriend.


‘I don’t have a boyfriend,’ she snapped. Automatically, she moved her hands across her stomach and then immediately crossed her arms.


‘Because if that was the case, I’d understand, but seeing as you don’t have a boyfriend – or so you say – I’m bewildered.’ He pocketed the flask. ‘I’m not saying every girl falls for me, but . . .’


‘I told you, I don’t have a boyfriend, not that it’s any business of yours.’


‘What about the boy in your building? I’ve seen you together. You can’t deny it.’


True. They had been in the attic which was where Johnny did his painting. He’d been working on a sunset over Waterloo Bridge, feeling frustrated because everything he did was wrong: the colours, the lines, the light and shade. They had argued. He had told her that she had no appreciation of art – like his mother. She had defended both herself and his mother. Afterwards, he was tearful and apologetic, and when they were leaving, Victor was sauntering up the stairs on his way to see her father.


Victor had a knack for turning up uninvited in their flat. Her father welcomed him because he believed in generosity and respect, but Connie hated every second of his presence.


‘He’s gone,’ she said, finally answering his question.


‘Where’s he gone?’ Victor patted his pocket and pulled out a pouch of tobacco.


‘Paris.’


He gave a low whistle. ‘Nice. Expensive. Has he robbed a bank? He’s not one of those train robbers, is he, and now he’s done a bunk?’ He rolled his cigarette and licked the edges. ‘Two and a half million. Wish I’d thought of a stunt like that.’


‘And what about the train driver?’ said Connie hotly.


‘Yeah, well.’ Victor grimaced. ‘I never said anything about what happened to him. It’s the entrepreneurship I admire.’ He flipped open his lighter, changed his mind and snapped it shut. Leaning forward, his eyes shining with approval, he said, ‘You know the farmhouse – the gang’s hideout after the robbery?’


She nodded. After the men had gone, the police had been tipped off. Searching the building, they’d discovered tins of soup and corned beef, bags of sugar and slabs of cake. There had even been a Monopoly board with the men’s fingerprints on it. Imagine playing Monopoly with real money.


‘Well,’ said Victor, ‘I heard the owners of the farmhouse charged half a crown to look round – a shilling for kids. Now that is genius.’ He pocketed his lighter and gave her another sly look. ‘So, is he?’


‘What?’


‘Your boyfriend. Is he a bank robber?’


‘No! Of course he isn’t. He worked at Smithfield, you know that.’


‘I’m a salesman, but it doesn’t mean I’m not cut out for a different job.’ He tucked the cigarette behind his ear. ‘I know I’m older than you, but that means I’ve got experience. And maybe I could help you and your father out.’ He waved an arm about, indicating the shop.


Connie took in his meaning and shook her head in disgust. No amount of money Victor could provide would compensate for his personality. The landlord had already waived their rent for this month, but better Kenneth Quip than Victor Wallace.


‘We’re doing fine,’ she said.


‘You seem worried.’


He rested his hand on her wrist and her fingers itched to grab the paperweight and bring it down on his knuckles.


‘I’m not worried. And if I was, I wouldn’t come to you.’


His face darkened and he tightened his grip. ‘That’s not nice. I’m only trying to help.’


She snatched away her hand as her father appeared holding a bundle of notes. Connie’s heart constricted again as she pictured him scrabbling at the back of the safe, or in the petty cash tin, gathering together enough money to pay Victor. He filled in the details of the invoice, using a fountain pen her mother had given him. The shop held countless memories like that: her mother’s presence filled the space, even now.


He finished writing and tore off the sheet. Connie turned her head away, hating to see Victor signing the piece of paper and taking the notes. She held herself stiffly as he brushed past, saying his goodbyes, giving her a leer, tempered by a wink.


The door banged shut. She wanted to ask questions, to check that Victor had charged a fair price, but her father was already absorbed, scratching the new titles into his book.


She looked at him with a fondness tinged with concern. For an intelligent man, he was remarkably ignorant of business matters. Her mother had been the one who did the accounts, checked the outgoings and incomings, balanced the figures and insisted on fair prices.


‘Shall I make tea?’ she offered.


‘Lovely,’ her father replied, without looking up. ‘There’s digestives in the tin.’


She gave him another fond look before retreating to the back room, and while the kettle boiled she rubbed her wrist where Victor had grabbed it. He had left a faint mark, branded her like cattle. Her mind darkened. How dare he touch her? He had overstepped the mark. What would her father say? Not that she would tell him. He couldn’t fall out with his best supplier because eventually Victor might find a prize amongst the cast-offs he came across, a rare edition, a literary gem. For the sake of her father she had to put up with him.


She sighed and gazed through the barred window at the courtyard. The crooked houses that fronted it leaned precariously. One day, the buildings would lean so far, they would crush the bookshop. Mind you, if more money didn’t come in, the business would fail anyway. The last thing they needed was another mouth to feed. She mustn’t be pregnant. It would be a disaster for everyone. Pushing away the foreboding that rose so urgently inside her, she turned to make the tea.
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Marina


November 1991


Marina reads Agata’s manuscript. Early recollections: snow falling, goldfish swimming. My brother racing into the kitchen saying we had to leave.


She’s finding it hard to concentrate, though. It’s been like this since she returned from London – memories competing for attention, intrusive thoughts and suppositions. She sighs, twiddles her pencil, fiddles with the mess of papers on her desk: receipts, invoices, notes.


Grabbing a piece of honey cake from a plate, she crams it into her mouth. Sticky and sweet, it’s the only food she has eaten all day. Last week, Agata sent her home with a Tupperware box full of cakes and pastries, recipes passed down through generations. Marina wonders what kind of cook her own mother would have been.


Throwing down her pencil, she strides to the window. Snow has given way to rain, and the sky is overcast, smeared with grey. Without any morning sunshine, the fields are dulled to yellow, and the trees and hedgerows seem more black than green. Beyond the church spire on the hill is the Westbury White Horse. It is mythical and magical. Marina imagines the horse taking off and galloping across the plain.


Ruth had told Marina from the beginning how she and David had come to adopt her. That Marina had been abandoned, left in the hallway of a shared house, dressed in a gown and a neatly pinned nappy, wrapped in a shawl of the deepest blue. Ruth said her birth mother must have loved her very much because she had put her somewhere safe where she would be found.


The media had run the story, nicknaming her Baby Blue. It was a Spanish nurse who had called her Marina, which came from the Latin and meant ‘of the sea’: with the blue shawl and her dark looks, it seemed to fit. David and Ruth had agreed. Naturally, they’d added their stamp, naming her Marina Zoe Alexander – Zoe for ‘life’.


Marina had listened to these stories of her birth with her knees drawn up and her face serious. She had stored away the details and conjured an image of the woman who was her mother, imagining her with thick, dark hair like her own and dark eyes too. A tragic figure always intending to return.


Ruth had saved dozens of newspaper articles and had kept them in a box in her wardrobe. Marina liked to sneak into her bedroom and study the photos of the house, which seemed like a mansion compared to the cottage they lived in.


When she was older, Marina had read the articles more closely. She had made notes, gathering information about the tenants mentioned and making a plan of who had lived where in the house. A pregnant woman had been spotted nearby. Could that have been her mother? Where had she gone? Marina had searched newspaper archives for unexplained deaths, but there were no dead young women reported, only the corpse of a man who had been dragged from the lake on Tooting Common.


For want of anything better to do, Marina eats more cake. In a few hours, she is due for lunch at her parents’ house. She thinks about meeting a friend for coffee beforehand. It’s Saturday so someone will be free, but while she is searching for a dress to wear the temptation fades and dies. She will arrange a drink for later. Now, she makes a strong cup of coffee, adds two teaspoons of sugar and takes it to her desk.


But she can’t concentrate, and not for the first time she debates whether editing is what she wants to do. Maybe she should go back to teaching. She had lasted twelve months at a comprehensive school in Bristol teaching French and German. It wasn’t the kids that had drummed her out; it was the strict policies staff were expected to abide by. One day, she had downed her chalk and given in her notice. She had ended up in Warsaw for a year, working in a bar and learning Polish to add to her repertoire of languages.


A spontaneous act. Like dyeing her hair auburn when she was a teenager to make herself look more like Ruth. Like visiting a psychic and asking about her mother. Like taking a detour through London streets at midnight to look for a mysterious house. Maybe she’ll spend the rest of her life lurching from one decision to the next, living hand to mouth.


Ruth says Marina will settle eventually, but she’s twenty-seven, and with no full-time job or relationship on the horizon, there’s no sign of it happening any time soon.


She ransacks a drawer looking for cigarettes. Finding an old packet of Marlboro, she lights up, shoves open the window and leans into the cold air. She hasn’t smoked for months and the cigarette tastes stale and makes her feel shaky. Still, she draws harder and steadies herself, fixing her eyes on the White Horse.


In the street, a neighbour is unloading shopping from the boot of his car. He waves cheerily at Marina and she smiles at him. They’ve been out for drinks a few times. He’s good-looking in a strong-jawed way, owns a cafe, enjoys travelling. Her friends joke they would make beautiful babies together. Maybe so, but Marina isn’t ready for that. Besides, it’s too late. There’s a blonde woman sitting in the passenger seat of the car. One more opportunity lost.


At her desk, she spots a typo, a misspelling of a Polish town, and smiles wryly. Languages are her strength. Her mind works well piecing together the rules and regulations of grammar and syntax, weighing up words, producing sentences that make sense. Circling the mistake, she scans the rest of the page. One of the tenants at Harrington Gardens had a Polish surname. Marina chews the end of her pencil, remembering. Kolinski.


A draught of cold air slips through the open window. She lifts her head and looks around the room. Most of her stuff is in boxes. The walls are virtually empty, as they were when she moved in.


‘What does that tell you?’ she asks herself, lighting a second cigarette, not bothering this time to lean out of the window. The other night at the house, she’d seen the estate agent’s fallen sign, its message half hidden by the maple tree. To Let. Flat 2. The wisp of an idea rises like the smoke from her cigarette.


She fiddles with a paper clip, turns a page and picks at the polish of her red-painted nails. What if she made an appointment to look around? Simple curiosity. She shakes her head, tells herself not to be stupid and to focus on the manuscript, but the thought won’t go away.


Slowly, she draws the telephone towards her, then taps out the number which she has, without even meaning to, memorised. A woman answers on the third ring.


Marina closes her eyes, opens them again. ‘Hello. I’m enquiring about Harrington Gardens.’


‘Harrington Gardens?’ The woman sounds surprised. There is a pause, and then, ‘Can you hold, please?’


‘Yes.’ Marina drums her fingers on the desk. She can hear the woman talking in the background, conferring.


She considers replacing the receiver. No harm done. But it’s too late. ‘Sorry to keep you. My colleague, Wayne, is dealing with that property, but I’m afraid he isn’t here right now. Can I take your name?’


‘Zoe Alexander,’ she says, using her middle name on impulse. Marina is unusual and the last thing she wants is to trigger a memory of her story.


A fast drive across Westbury. Careless parking in the drive. Hugs and smiles. They sit at the table. Ruth has made moussaka even though David hates aubergines. She has done it for Marina who loves them.


David eats without complaining. In his sixties, he’s a retired housing officer and a part-time musician who plays the cello in a local orchestra. An ordinary man, with dark hair turned grey, and a soft, kind face marked with two deep lines, one on either side of his mouth.


Ruth mentions a new position at the National Trust. She’s a tour guide, but promotion would mean working in the office.


‘Should I take it?’ she asks. ‘Is it time for a sedentary life?’


David smiles. Marina shakes her head and laughs. There is zero chance of Ruth accepting a job like that and they all know it.


The clock on the mantelpiece chimes. The dining room is reassuringly familiar. The same dark orange curtains and green geometric wallpaper. David’s cello leans in the corner. An old gramophone stands on the parquet floor, its surface covered with photos of Marina doing ballet and music and art; attached to climbing ropes and suspended on a rock face; wearing a wet suit ready to plunge into a lake; visiting Stonehenge with Ruth and her friends one Midsummer’s Eve.


Ruth cuts into her thoughts. ‘How about that second-hand boutique you like?’


Marina looks blank. What has she missed?


‘I knew you weren’t listening. I was suggesting a shopping trip.’


‘Do you mind if we don’t? I need to get on with the work I told you about.’


‘Ah yes. The Polish lady in Tooting Bec.’


David sets down his cutlery and glances across at the two of them.


‘So, how did it go?’ says Ruth evenly.


‘It went well, thanks.’ She keeps her tone casual, paying attention to her food, transporting a forkful to her mouth.


‘And did you go to Harrington Gardens?’


David coughs. Marina fidgets. ‘Yes,’ she admits, ‘I wanted to see how it looked.’ Her eyes shine and she waits for the guilt. It’s always been like this – a feeling of ingratitude whenever she alludes to her birth mother.


‘I knew that’s what you’d do.’ Ruth’s voice is soft and that makes it worse. ‘Are you planning to go again?’


Marina lowers her eyes. ‘Yes, maybe, but only if you don’t mind.’


There is a pause before Ruth stands. She walks around the table and rests her hand on Marina’s shoulder. ‘Of course I don’t mind.’


Marina leans back, catching the familiar scent of sandalwood. David comes over too. ‘Do what you need to do,’ he says, before kissing her cheek and leaving the room.


They hear him walking through to the kitchen, opening the door. He will work in the garden as he always does, leaving Marina and Ruth to talk.


Ruth gestures for her to follow and they go into the bedroom where they sit together like they used to on the huge brass bed. ‘Do you remember,’ says Ruth, taking her hand, ‘that time you went to London?’


Fifteen years old. A wet and miserable day in November. She had left without telling anyone, caught the train to Paddington, the Circle line to Embankment, the Northern line to Tooting Bec. She’d never been to London alone and had felt like a runaway hurtling through the Underground. At Tooting Bec she’d followed her A–Z to Harrington Gardens, cold and tired, yet buoyed up by the idea she would learn about her past simply by dint of being there.


She hadn’t – of course – and had returned home with a sense of failure. It had taken twelve years before she had visited again.


‘You felt so guilty,’ says Ruth, ‘when you told me where you’d been, but it was natural then for you to want to know and it’s natural now.’ Her voice breaks and she pauses.


‘It’s only curiosity.’


Ruth shakes her head. ‘That’s not true. It’s far more and so it should be. You are my daughter and I love you more than anything in my life.’ She stops and smiles. ‘That moment when I held you in my arms and looked into your face – a missing piece clicked into place. Yet I knew from the start that you weren’t completely mine. I knew there would always be a part of you that belonged to someone else.’


Tears brimming, Marina closes her eyes. ‘I’m sorry.’


‘You mustn’t be. And now I have something to show you.’ She fetches the box of articles from the wardrobe, lays it on the bed and takes out an envelope. ‘I’ve told you about the nurse at the hospital. The Spanish lady, Sofía.’ Marina nods. ‘I’ve told you that she lived on St Michael’s Road, which is parallel to Harrington Gardens, and that we exchanged letters until she moved to Ireland. The point is she wrote to me again not long ago to say she had gone back to her old address in London. I was debating when to give this to you and now seems like a good time.’


She hands Marina the letter. David appears in the doorway. His hair is thinning, lines have deepened. Time passes quickly. Marina goes to him and he tucks her into his embrace, but her mind clouds as she rests her head on his chest, as he strokes her hair like he always does. Familiar feelings collide: gratitude and frustration. Guilt, again. How lucky Marina was to have been found. If only she could banish the uncertainty that follows her around.


It is late afternoon by the time Marina returns home. Ruth gave her the box as well as the letter and she carries it up the stairs to her flat.


The phone is ringing as she opens the door. She hurries across the room and snatches up the receiver.


‘Is that Zoe Alexander? This is Wayne from Castle Estate Agents. My colleague tells me you’re interested in the flat in Harrington Gardens.’


She pushes the receiver hard against her ear. ‘I’d like to look around if that’s possible.’


‘Yes, of course,’ says Wayne. He tells her about the rent. ‘It’s low for the area. Very low.’ He gives her a figure. ‘And now you’re probably wondering why.’


She is silent, letting him fill in the blanks.


‘The building is a little tired.’ He pauses. ‘The upkeep hasn’t been . . . efficient.’


‘How long has the flat been available?’


‘Two years.’


‘Two years?’ She frowns. ‘Why?’


‘Well, there’s the decoration as I mentioned.’ He pauses as if resigned to her rejection. ‘We have other properties, of course, if you’d prefer a smarter option. There’s a flat in Clapham Common, non-smoking, professional required, only the landlord is insisting on references and wants a deposit and two months in advance. Or there’s a maisonette in Tooting Broadway that only needs a lick of paint.’


Marina rubs her temples and looks out the window. In the dusk, the horse glows ghostly white. If she squints she can almost see its legs moving, ready to gallop across the plain. A foolish fantasy. The horse is tethered, but she is not.


‘Thank you,’ she says, ‘but I’d like to look at Harrington Gardens.’


‘Lovely! Right!’ A few more exclamations and they arrange to meet on the following Wednesday.


Afterwards she calls a friend and suggests a night out. She pulls on her favourite black dress with lace sleeves and scalloped edges, brushes her hair and applies red lipstick. When she looks at herself in the mirror she frowns. It takes a moment before she realises what has unnerved her: she is exactly like the image she created of her mother so many years ago.
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Connie


April 1964


‘Peppermint?’ Doctor Franklin leaned across his desk and held out the tin.


Connie took one. Outside the surgery, a robin landed on the window ledge. Some people believed the appearance of a bird was a supernatural message from a loved one, but to Connie, the robin just seemed like, well . . . a robin.


The doctor folded his arms. He had a heavy build, a large, bald head and a nose that was too small for his puffy face. Connie noted the thick gold wedding band, his rough fingers with their hairy knuckles. How different from Johnny’s soft skin and smooth chest. Her breath caught in her throat as it always did when she thought about Johnny. She tried to focus and licked her dry lips. The room felt stifling. An electric wall fire was switched on full.


‘What can I do for you?’ said Doctor Franklin.


How should she begin? She had rehearsed the conversation, speaking aloud to her reflection in the mirror, but each time the dialogue had turned out differently and she had no idea what to say.


Time had gone by with no sign of her period. For a while she had tried to forget about it. She had worked in the bookshop, cared for her father, cleaned and cooked. Every day she had searched the post box, longing for a letter from Johnny.


The days weren’t so bad because she had plenty to do, but at night she lay awake staring into the darkness, thinking, imagining. She told herself it would be all right. Her period would come. It was only a matter of time. But another night passed, and then another and there was no blood on the toilet tissue.


One night, exhausted from lack of sleep, she had begun to cry. Quietly at first and then more loudly, until she was sobbing. She had tried to stifle the sound, knowing her father in the room next door might hear her, but part of her had hoped that he’d hear, and she had promised herself that if he came she would tell him the truth and accept the consequences. But he must have been sleeping soundly because he hadn’t appeared. Her tears had subsided and she had slipped into an uneasy sleep. In the morning, she had gone back to believing that it was nature playing tricks. Her period would come. Of course it would.


But now, she could no longer pretend that her body wasn’t changing. It was the sickness she felt every morning; the heavy feeling in her breasts; the thirst; the need to rush to the toilet. She clung to the idea that they signified something else, but she had to check. She had to be sure. It was the only way to stop this panic that was spiralling through her, affecting everything she did.


‘Connie?’ The doctor said.


She looked at the robin for guidance. It hopped and pecked and flew away.


He coughed.


‘I’ve been off colour,’ she said.


‘Off colour,’ he repeated, his hand creeping towards the prescription pad. ‘What are your symptoms?’


Connie swallowed. ‘I feel sick.’


‘Sick?’


She nodded.


‘Anything else?’ His fingers rested on the paper. ‘Any aches or pains?’


‘I’m tired.’


‘Are you sleeping well?’


‘Yes,’ she lied. No point telling him how often she lay awake at night, missing her mother, missing Johnny, worrying about her predicament, her fear and loneliness so acute that it felt like pain.


Doctor Franklin pulled the pad towards him. She had never liked him, and neither had her mother. Not that her mother had told her so directly. She would only mutter that he took more interest in his lunch than in his patients. Connie knew too that her father thought the cancer should have been detected sooner. He blamed Doctor Franklin for not diagnosing it in time.


‘Is it your period, perhaps?’ he asked, smiling a little.


She gripped the sides of the chair, hating his tone. Maybe she should have gone to a different surgery, but where? If there were any other options, she didn’t know what they were.


He blinked, glanced at the clock on the desk. It was two minutes after twelve. Lunchtime perhaps. As if to confirm the suspicion, his stomach rumbled.


Connie’s gaze lit on a photo of the doctor’s wife and three children in a brass frame next to the clock. She remembered a story Harry had told her about his cousin’s friend. The girl had been made pregnant by her married neighbour. There had been talk that she had been forced, although nothing was proved, and regardless of that, Doctor Franklin had refused to recommend an abortion. In the end, she had gone to a backstreet. Hot water, carbolic mixtures, douches and knitting needles. The girl had nearly bled to death.


Why would Doctor Franklin make a different decision for Connie? Besides, she knew his recommendation wouldn’t be enough. She wasn’t sure how getting an abortion worked. She only knew it wasn’t easy and would cost money and where would she get that?


The doctor coughed again.


Connie gathered herself. ‘Yes. I mean I don’t have it now, but . . .’


‘Ah.’ He rocked gently from side to side as if unsticking the seat of his trousers. A line of sweat had gathered on his upper lip. Connie could feel her own sweat pooling between her breasts.


‘You’re probably low on iron,’ he said. ‘It’s common in young girls. Are you eating well?’


‘Yes. Maybe. I don’t know.’


Picking up his pen, he paused and gave her another look. ‘And you have no other symptoms?’


She shook her head.


‘In that case . . .’ He scribbled a prescription, signed it with a flourish, tore off the sheet and handed it across. ‘This is a tonic,’ he said. ‘Take it three times a day and you’ll be as right as rain. Your diet is poor, that’ll be it. It’s not surprising without . . .’ He stopped, winced, glanced at his watch. ‘Give my best to your father, won’t you? Is he recovering, keeping busy?’
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