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  PROLOGUE




  Tom H. Mackenzie, 2013




  IT IS A BRIGHT BUT CHILLY MORNING as I sit outside a little cafe in Berkhamsted enjoying my first coffee of the day. I pull

  my coat tightly around my chest and feel a deep sense of calm. I am content. My health is good, and except for the odd twinge in my back, I count myself fortunate to be weathering my seventy-four

  years so well. I have a loving wife and three grown-up children of whom I am immensely proud. And after years of slaving away at various business ventures, I have found a quieter pace of life as a

  cobbler and locksmith in Plympton, a busy suburb of the city of Plymouth. There’s nothing better than the smell of leather and polish in the morning, and with my wife by my side and a steady

  stream of customers always eager to stop and chat, life is never dull.




  As the people of Berkhamsted walk past my table, negotiating the cobbles in new suede boots, soft leather gloves and quilted Barbour jackets, it strikes me how affluent this most ancient of

  market towns has become. It is now, I am told, part of the stockbroker belt and a very popular place for those who work in London to bring up their children. A little boy races past, trying to

  catch up with his sister, and I feel a sudden wave of envy as I remember my own childhood here. Although I now belong in this scene – a cappuccino and the flaky remains of a croissant before

  me and my gas-guzzling car parked up the road – it was not always so.




  When I was first brought here in 1944, I was on the lowest step of the many-runged ladder that was British society. I was four years old and about to start at a school for those who, like me,

  were illegitimate and had been given up by their mothers at birth. The stigma of illegitimacy was still so strong in those days that young mothers who were given no support by their child’s

  father struggled to survive. There were no welfare provisions as there are today, and the censure a young woman faced – both from society and from close family – made bringing up a

  child outside marriage almost impossible.




  When my mother found out that she was expecting a baby in 1938, she knew that she couldn’t keep me, however much she wanted to. Her boyfriend was on the other side of the world trying to

  set up a new life for them both, and the thought of telling her conservative Presbyterian parents was too frightening to contemplate. Holding on to the hope that she might one day be in a position

  to reclaim me, she turned to the governors of the Foundling Hospital in London and asked them to accept her baby.




  The Foundling Hospital was founded in the eighteenth century by a retired sea captain, Thomas Coram, who despaired to see so many poor infants abandoned and dying in the streets of the capital

  and spent years campaigning for something to be done to provide care and education for vulnerable children. In 1739, after two decades of petitioning, he finally succeeded in obtaining a royal

  charter, and children began to pass through the charity’s doors in 1741.




  In the early years, the charity was threatened by escalating costs which made closure a real possibility, and Parliament stepped in to help, but at a price: it would provide an annual subsidy on

  condition that the Hospital accepted all unwanted babies. Up until then the Hospital had only admitted a quota of infants. As part of the selection process they used ballots, in which women would

  put their hands into a bag and take out a ball. If the ball was white, they were in; if it was black, they were rejected; and if it was red, they were put on a reserve list – and all this was

  dependent on the outcome of a health check. The Hospital pursued a policy of admitting only those infants that it judged to have a strong chance of survival. Acutely aware that its resources were

  limited, and in an age of high infant mortality, it did not feel that it was wise to do otherwise.




  When it got to the point that the Hospital’s dire finances made a bargain with Parliament necessary, the results were disastrous. A large number of the babies admitted died, but not before

  they had infected many of the healthy ones. Coram must have despaired to see his life’s work, his family of happy infants, falling to the ravages of disease, and it could not be allowed to

  continue. He parted ways with Parliament and regained independence by prevailing upon the rich and powerful men of his day to lend their financial support. He reinstated health as a principle of

  selection and the Hospital later tightened the application process further, only accepting babies from women who they considered to have good morals but who had been abandoned or suffered genuine

  misfortune.




  The most common reason for a mother to give up her baby was the same in the early twentieth century as it was in the early eighteenth – a child born out of wedlock brought shame on the

  mother, leading to ostracization and hardship. The mothers giving up their babies to the care of the Hospital were initially required to leave details about their birth, parentage and history so

  that if they were later in a position to reclaim them, they could do so. In practice such reconciliations were rare and, by my day, virtually unheard of. Indeed, extraordinary measures were taken

  to preserve the anonymity of the children so that at the age of fifteen, if they hadn’t been reclaimed, they could leave the Hospital and start new lives without the stain of illegitimacy.

  These meant new names and new clothes for those who were admitted, and no visits, or even letters, from their mothers.




  I was born Derek Craig on 14 May 1939 but became Tom Humphreys nine weeks later. I’ve no doubt that the governors had good intentions, but in taking away our names, putting us in matching

  uniforms, and making us follow the same strict routine, they stripped us of our identities. The problem was that the Hospital’s attitude towards children hadn’t changed much since the

  eighteenth century. There was no attempt to understand our emotional needs or the importance of maintaining close relationships between parents and children. It wasn’t even an issue.




  Evidence of this outdated view was the Hospital’s procedure, which was to foster out young infants until they were old enough to be disciplined and could join the main school, and then, at

  the age of four or five, to rip them from the only families they had ever known and thrust them into an institution where no one would give them a hug if they were upset or even a kiss goodnight.

  I, like so many foundlings, had grown up thinking of my foster parents as Mum and Dad and their house as home. The terrible sense of rejection and abandonment I experienced when I was sent to the

  Hospital was hard to overcome, and many of the children, myself included, suffered from anxiety. There was a lot of crying, nail-biting and bedwetting in those early years.




  It’s tragic to think that this second loss of a mother, which was undeniably more of a wrench than the first, could have been avoided. To make matters worse, the regime at the Foundling

  Hospital was severe and unvarying. We were subjected to harsh discipline, and every day was made up of the same routine of chores, lessons and church. Historically, foundlings would go on to accept

  lowly positions when it was time to leave – the boys in the military and the girls in service – and although more opportunities were becoming available in the twentieth century, the

  Hospital still prioritized obedience and biblical instruction over developing our minds to their full potential.




  The original Foundling Hospital in Bloomsbury was an imposing building with two wings, finely wrought-iron gates and walls adorned with paintings by the greatest artists of the day, but having

  decided that London was too polluted a place to bring up children, the governors moved the school to a brand new, purpose-built building in Berkhamsted in 1935. It housed six hundred abandoned boys

  and girls and became my home for ten years. As a child I thought it was grand, if intimidating – a great sprawling pile that towered over the town and included a concert hall, dining room,

  indoor swimming pool, gymnasium, chapel and acres of beautifully manicured grounds. I was always proud that the steeple could be seen for miles around – it was a landmark that situated us in

  the community and served as a reminder that we were there and not to be forgotten. But having spent two hundred years in its London building, the charity was not to spend the next two hundred in

  this. Attitudes were finally changing, and with the Curtis Report in 1946, national policy moved towards adoption over institutional care. The Hospital closed in 1954 and the buildings were

  converted into a modern school. I was among the final intake: one of the very last foundlings.




  I’m sure the children sitting at their desks today in the former Hospital have no idea what ghosts stalk the great building they now occupy. Nor could they imagine the terror of the

  dormitories – now made into classrooms – and the shocking abuses perpetrated by the older boys after lights out. If there was a single emotion that ruled in those days, it was fear.

  Fear of the awful bullying that took place at every level; fear of the fierce and humiliating punishments meted out for the slightest misdemeanour; fear of being the weakest in a bare-knuckle

  fight; fear of what cruel ‘game’ the dormitory monitor would dream up next to amuse himself. Fear on all sides.




  Thankfully we have come a long way since then. The stigma of illegitimacy has disappeared, and with it the financial hardship and the impulse to deny children the warmth and intimacy of family

  life. My early years, it has to be said, were tough, and there have been many potholes in the road I’ve travelled since then. It has been difficult to build relationships and trust people,

  but I feel both humbled and triumphant to be where I am today. As I look at the charmingly old-fashioned inns across the street – the Crown, the Swan and the King’s Arms – I think

  how lovely it would be to bring my family up from Plymouth to stay in one of them for the weekend. When I left the Hospital at fifteen, I could only dream about such things.




  In the chapters that follow I will tell my story. It is the story of a boy who spent too many years in an institution where outdated practices did more harm than good. It is also the story of my

  mother Jean, a desperate woman who felt she had no choice but to give away her firstborn. Growing up afraid and alone in the Foundling Hospital, I used to hope and wish that my mother was out there

  somewhere, waiting for me.




  Miraculously, she was. The moment we rediscovered each other was the happiest moment of my life, and I have taken great pleasure in relating her journey as she described it to me when we finally

  met each other again. Finding love within the bosom of my real family has helped to heal the wounds inflicted during my childhood. It is, I believe, a story worth telling.










  1




  Jean




  A World in Meltdown




  IT WAS A LONG TRAIN JOURNEY from my home in Scotland to London. I remember the endless thoughts and emotions swirling

  around in my head: would my boyfriend Raymond be at the station to meet me? Would his feelings have changed in the intervening weeks since we’d last seen each other? Would he still love me? I

  was caught between anxiety and excitement, winding and rewinding strands of my long red hair around my index finger until they grew taut and threatened to break. ‘My little rosy

  copperhead’ my mum used to call me in happier times.




  It was 1938, the year of Munich and the shameful pact with Hitler to allow the carving up of Czechoslovakia. People were nervous about the prospect of another war and this tension seemed to have

  cast a dark shadow over my house. My brother was coming up to military age, after all. Mother was highly strung at the best of times and lately she had been erupting like a wild thing. She had

  never liked my boyfriends, but her anger towards Raymond and the rows we were having over the relationship were proving impossible to handle.




  It had been different with my previous beau, Hugo. He hadn’t taken anything seriously: ‘frivolous’ was the word she used. I can still hear her voice ringing in my ears:

  ‘He might be from a good Protestant family and his father might be the senior partner in one of Glasgow’s oldest law firms,’ she’d say, ‘but he needs to learn his

  manners and show some respect.’ She’d even, unkindly, poke fun at his shortness. Hugo was not, as far as she was concerned, marriage material. We hadn’t even talked of marriage,

  but that didn’t stop her sticking her oar in. I think she was getting nervous: I was comfortably into my twenties, and I’m sure she thought it was time I settled down. Hugo had a sunny,

  happy-go-lucky outlook, he was fun and he made me laugh, but I wasn’t too serious about him.




  Then came Raymond. He was so different; so intense and earnest, he even wrote verse for me. I never thought I’d fall for someone like him – such a romantic – but he had this

  charm, this serious sense of devotion that I couldn’t resist. We had been introduced by mutual friends. I was twenty-four and he was nineteen, so there was quite an age gap. He must have been

  conscious of it. His two older sisters certainly thought it was amusing, and when we were out on the town, they would constantly rib him: ‘five years this . . .’ and ‘five years

  that . . .’ He had four siblings altogether and was the youngest, the baby of the family Like so many in that situation, he was both teased and spoilt.




  The strange thing was that my mother treated him quite warmly to begin with. I think she liked his old-world charm and the way he was always immaculately dressed. And he could talk the talk. He

  had this quiet, refined Glaswegian accent, the one from the posh end of town. It was smooth, like syrup, not like the harsh Lanarkshire brogue we had to listen to every day. A clever boy, he had

  been privately educated and worked at the Glasgow stock exchange. But then, to her fury, mother found out that he was a Catholic, and an Irish one at that. Even worse, the source of his family

  wealth was ‘the dreaded drink’ – the Divers owned one of the city’s largest and busiest pubs.




  My family, by contrast, was teetotal and my father an elder in the Kirk. We weren’t just from different backgrounds; we belonged to different classes, religions, even nations. Sectarian

  tension was still strong at this time in Scotland, which had been a Protestant country since the Reformation. A flood of Irish Catholic emigrants in the nineteenth century had caused lots of

  problems, particularly as many were poor and seen as carriers of disease – typhus became known as ‘Irish fever’. Many people, including my mother, saw the Irish as drunken, idle

  and uncivilized – a menace to solid Scottish morals and nationhood.




  I couldn’t fathom how we were going to make the relationship work, but although both my parents were against the match, I was convinced that my father would come round in time. Naturally

  he was unhappy, but he loved me and I felt that if I could prove I was sincere, he would come to accept my decision. My father was a slightly built, mild-mannered man, a pussycat compared with my

  mother. Taller than her husband, and clever, she was a gifted painter who, I’m sure, would have been quite the bluestocking had she been born in a different time. Instead, domesticity,

  children and church work made up her life, the only consolation, though an important one, being that she was the absolute governor at home.




  Relations between us, never easy, grew increasingly fraught. She seemed to expect the same level of obedience at twenty-four as she had when I was a teenager. After one blistering row, I reached

  the end of my tether and announced I was leaving. When she’d calmed down, I explained that I would head for London where production was picking up and jobs, if not abundant, were at least

  rising, which was not the case in the depression-hit North. To my astonishment, she raised no objections; she even said that it might do me good – broaden my horizons and all that. I

  suspected the real reason she wanted me to go was because it would put an end to my relationship with Raymond.




  We faced opposition on all sides. Raymond’s mother Sarah – even more of a matriarch than mine – was also against the union. I’m sure she saw me as some sort of scarlet

  woman, snaring and corrupting her darling boy with all my years of ‘experience’ as she saw them. She was a formidable adversary, a powerful woman who ran her business and her home with

  an iron fist. I suppose she had no choice: her husband, Johnnie, was far too fond of the bottle for a publican. By closing time, he was so out of it that he could rarely string two words together,

  so although he was a fine fellow and a generous host to his friends, he was a disaster to his family. Raymond once told me of the shame he felt as a young boy, watching through the curtains as a

  taxi brought his parents home, his mother supporting her drunken husband across the pavement and into the house. It was a fine, big house in a posh area, and Raymond knew that the neighbours, who

  already took a dim view of the Irish, would enjoy having their prejudices confirmed. His mother, who was from rural Donegal, had worked hard to raise her family’s fortunes, and was proud that

  profits from the pub had provided the big house, private education for the children and a new fur coat whenever needed, so it was with anger that Raymond saw his father cast them back towards the

  gutter. He worshipped his mother; but he ended up despising his father.




  I knew this and had had to tread carefully. Raymond loved me, certainly, but I couldn’t be sure how much – and in a head-to-head against his mother, I didn’t know whose side he

  would take. However, it seemed we wanted the same thing. We hatched a plan to escape our families and their rigid values that would see us journeying to set up a new life in South Africa, where,

  with a bit of luck, we would make our fortune. Raymond was to go on ahead, get himself established and then call for me to join him. In the meantime, I would find a job in London and try to put a

  little money aside for the future. Neither his mother nor mine knew of our crafty machinations. Indeed, Raymond’s mother thought he was going alone, and she was so keen to prevent a change of

  heart and to ensure he stayed away from me that she set up a bank account in Cape Town and deposited some funds there.




  But as the train rumbled on through the rainy November landscape, I couldn’t help but worry we’d been too impulsive. What if I couldn’t find work? I’d had a good job for

  seven years in Glasgow as a legal secretary in a small friendly office, but the legal systems of England and Scotland were so different that I would have to look for a new type of role. I consoled

  myself that I was a skilled typist and knew shorthand, so surely there would be something. London, after all, was a big city, the largest in the world so Raymond had told me, and I started to

  believe him as the train reached suburbia and slowly threaded its way through the jungle of houses and flats, shops and roads. The journey to the centre took a long time. Compared with Glasgow,

  London seemed colossal. Houses without end.




  Finally the train juddered and came to a halt. Every door flew open and the passengers, so sedate minutes ago, jumped into action, frantically shrugging on coats and collecting all manner of

  cases and trunks. As they poured out of the carriages and onto the platform, flowing at speed towards the ticket barrier, I found it all a bit unnerving. How would I cope if such manic behaviour

  was the norm in London? And where was Raymond? I searched among the sea of faces beyond the barrier for the only one guaranteed to calm my anxieties. The crush was so great that I lost my footing

  and was carried forward, and then, to my relief, I saw him. He was smiling and waving and suddenly I felt better. I was not alone in this crazy hubbub of a world; he was there, waiting for me,

  preparing our future. As I passed through the barrier he pushed his way forward, enveloped me in a big bear hug and lifted me clean off my feet before kissing me passionately.




  ‘Hi, Jeannie,’ he breathed into my ear, his arms still wrapped tightly around me. I was quite taken aback. I’d never experienced such open and uninhibited emotion from him

  before. It was a bit embarrassing, but lovely at the same time. I had been so worried about seeing him again, and here he was, my still gorgeous boy, just as much in love with me as I was with him.

  If this was the effect of London life, I thought to myself, then I could be happy here.




  I wondered later whether such warmth was partly caused by the anonymity of the capital. Perhaps Raymond felt he could express his feelings openly in London because there was no chance his

  activities would be reported back to his mother. There was also the added bonus that no one knew about our age difference – here we looked just like any other young couple in love.




  It was wonderful to feel so free about our relationship at last, but I did feel a touch of Presbyterian guilt as I knew we would be passing ourselves off as man and wife. I think Raymond might

  have felt the same way. He seemed ever so slightly nervous when he took my hand at the station and said, ‘I’ve got us a nice little place. It’s not quite the Ritz, but it’ll

  do. You’ll approve, Jeannie.’ He suggested stopping off at a Lyons teashop before heading to our lodgings, which we did – and I very much enjoyed my large cup of milky tea and the

  toasted crumpets with pooling butter. It was as if he wanted to show me that I meant something to him, that I was his girl, his wife-to-be, and not some love-struck, naive lass to be taken

  advantage of at the first opportunity.




  He couldn’t have known how thrilled I was by the prospect of our own home, but I’m sure he got an inkling the moment we entered the flat. I felt such a wave of joy that I

  couldn’t resist leaping onto the bed and jumping up and down in excitement. Raymond followed, wrestling me down and holding my arms fast above my head. I put up a perfunctory show of

  resistance before submitting quite happily, not for the first time.




  The following morning I awoke with a terrible feeling of sadness that this new chapter of our lives would be so brief. I looked at Raymond, sleeping so soundly, and ran my

  finger lightly along his cheek. I knew I would feel utterly desolate without him. He had told me the night before that his ship sailed in two months. I had been hoping to spend longer in our London

  flat, and dreaded the aching loneliness that was to come. I stroked his face again, bending to give him a kiss. His eyes opened lazily and he looked up, smiling.




  ‘What’s for today, Jeannie? Is it the tourist trail?’




  I frowned. ‘I don’t think so. Listen to the rain on the windows.’ Moving across the room, I pulled back the curtains to prove my point.




  ‘Maybe it’s for the best,’ Raymond said with a cheeky wink. ‘I fancy a lazy day with my woman. What about doing me a nice breakfast?’




  I was only too happy to oblige and set about preparing eggs, thick buttered toast and steaming cups of tea. It was my first taste at playing his wife and I loved it.




  The day passed quickly as we talked about our plans for the future and our happiness at escaping the arguments at home. The truth was we were rather gleeful – almost childishly so –

  imagining how our mothers, in far away Scotland, would be congratulating themselves at having engineered a split that would prove fatal. How wrong they were going to be!




  The following days were almost dreamlike. We took romantic strolls through London’s parks and couldn’t quite believe how many and how extensive they were. To have such spaces in the

  centre of a city, untouched by the industrial revolution, was a marvel. I also liked the little leafy squares that were dotted everywhere, and, indeed, seemed to pop up when you least expected

  them, as you were rounding a corner or walking down an alleyway. If it wasn’t for the thick smog that came from the coal-fuelled power stations and domestic fires, London would have been a

  perfect city.




  Raymond was so good to me during this period. He’d take me out in the evenings, to the theatre or for meals in smart little restaurants. At the time I wondered how any future honeymoon

  could match this blissful interlude. But underneath the joy, there was the dark, looming threat of separation.




  All too soon the morning I had been dreading arrived. I woke up but kept my eyes firmly closed, knowing that as soon as I opened them I would see Raymond’s two bulging

  bags by the door. I wasn’t ready for him to go. The sky was overcast and rain clouds were threatening as we made our way to Waterloo station. Ominous weather for an ominous occasion, I

  thought. We caught the train to Southampton, but the journey was in total contrast to the one I had made just two months earlier. Few words passed between us, each of us sunk in our own private

  gloom.




  At the quayside, amongst all the happy faces and the waving and calling of messages of luck to loved ones, all I felt was desolation, while Raymond clasped me in a tight embrace until the final

  call came for passengers to board.




  Tears welled in both our eyes, but I couldn’t hold back and began to sob uncontrollably. With a final kiss, he pulled himself away and hurried up the gangplank before disappearing from

  sight. He didn’t turn round, which was just as well. Had he done so, he would have seen the full depth of my misery as I crumbled inside.




  My return to London was miserable. Heavy rain fell from the swollen clouds, and I arrived back at the flat wet through and utterly bereft. Our home for two months, a place that

  had been so full of laughter and joy, was now stricken with an unbearable sadness. I knew that I wouldn’t be able to stay on with so many memories of what we had shared and lost, so I left

  the very next morning and spent the rest of the day looking for a suitable alternative. I found a neat little end-of-terrace house in Hampstead with a couple of rooms to let and shared bathrooms.

  The landlady was a widow from the late war and she seemed pleased by the prospect of some younger company.




  With funds starting to run low, I knew it was urgent now that I find a job. Although I had been rather half-hearted in searching while Raymond was around, there were numerous vacancies

  advertised – column after column – and I set about applying for as many of these as I could.




  But the loss of Raymond had caused an ache that just wouldn’t go away. And there was something else that had been worrying me for some time. I had missed a few periods. The first had gone

  past while I was still living with my parents, and I had told myself that it was to be expected, given the stress at home and the excitement of planning for South Africa. But when a second month

  passed with no result, and then a third, I knew I should see a doctor. Tests followed and within a short time the news that I had been dreading was confirmed. I was pregnant and, with Raymond gone,

  utterly alone.




  There was nobody I could turn to. All my friends were hundreds of miles away and the thought of going home and having to face my mother sent a shiver down my spine. I considered telling my

  warm-hearted landlady, whom I was getting to know quite well, but I simply couldn’t take the risk of being asked to leave. It seemed like a hopeless situation, but I knew that I

  couldn’t surrender to despair. I had to stay strong. I agonized about whether or not I should tell Raymond, but with all the difficulties he was experiencing trying to find a job in South

  Africa, it wasn’t the right time; I didn’t want to add to his worries when they were already so great. It never crossed my mind to have a termination. How could I? They were against the

  law, carried out by backstreet operators with unhygienic implements and dangerous pills. Besides, this was our baby, mine and Raymond’s, and I knew that such a betrayal would stay with me to

  my dying day.




  In the midst of all this anxiety, I was finally offered a job. It was in a busy export office and I took an instant liking to the woman who ran the operation. A spinster in her middle years,

  Muriel was smartly if severely dressed, usually in brown tweed, a starched cotton shirt and round-toed Oxfords. She was careerist and, it has to be said, somewhat intimidating. One of the girls in

  the office referred to her as ‘old hatchet face’, but I found her to be the nicest, most caring person I would ever meet. From day one, for reasons I never fully understood, she took a

  special, even motherly, interest in me. Maybe she had an inkling that – far away from home – I was in need of a friend.




  But I had lied, albeit by omission, to get the job, and this played on my conscience. At the time of interview I had felt that there was no other way, since no employer would have taken me on

  knowing that I was pregnant and would have to leave in five months’ time – to go where, I still had no clue.




  I had been raised in a religious household, and all these lies and the shame of finding myself pregnant began to take their toll. As the weeks passed and Muriel’s many kindnesses accrued,

  I knew I would have to tell her. I worried myself sick about it, imagining the terrible scene and how my mentor would feel when she realized that I’d let her down. As nice as she was, I was

  conscious that she had been with the firm all her working life and would feel duty-bound to tell her superiors. Such a revelation would bring instant dismissal.




  However, when I finally summoned the courage to confide the truth about my situation, Muriel’s response was astonishing. She didn’t rant or rail or order me off the premises as

  I’m sure many in her position would have done. Instead she took my hand and looked at me with such concern that I burst into tears. Sweeping me up into her arms, and stroking the back of my

  head, she whispered, ‘You poor, poor child.’




  The tightness of her hug almost took my breath away. She smoothed the hair away from my tear-stained face and plucked a handkerchief from her pocket. ‘Don’t tell anyone else about

  this,’ she said. ‘This must be kept strictly between the two of us. No one else is to know. Do you understand?’




  I nodded, and from that moment, Muriel, who had taken me under her wing from the first, became my guardian angel. She was so considerate and took an interest in every aspect of my well-being,

  asking how I was sleeping and eating and whether I needed any rest breaks during the day. She was one of life’s true gems, and I only wished I’d told her sooner. Needless to say, my

  position in the firm remained secure.










  2




  Jean




  The Man Who Loved Children




  IT WAS MURIEL WHO TOLD ME about the Foundling Hospital. I had explained from the outset that it

  wasn’t possible to keep my baby. Raymond was on the other side of the world, we were not yet married, and I didn’t have the means to support a child on my own.




  The charity sounded marvellous: a wealthy, benevolent organization that would take my baby and bring him or her up in the countryside. I grew quite excited about the idea of fresh air instead of

  the cloying smog that on some days was so thick you couldn’t even see your feet. But undoubtedly the best thing about the scheme was that it needn’t be a permanent adoption. The

  Hospital would provide care and an education, giving my little one the start in life that I could not, but once Raymond and I had set ourselves up, we could reclaim our child. Or so I thought at

  the time.




  My heart sank a little when Muriel told me that the application process and vetting procedures were complex. It seemed that the governors adhered to strict policies that had been honed over two

  hundred years and would only accept babies from what they considered to be ‘good’ girls with firm morals who had been unlucky, let down or taken advantage of in some way. Careless or

  loose women they were not interested in.




  I wondered at the seeming unfairness of this policy, since whatever the shortcomings of the mothers, their babies were entirely innocent, but the capacity of the Hospital was limited and the

  governors had learned from their past mistakes: admitting too many children compromised the level of care they could provide and often led to outbreaks of disease. The governors also wanted to

  ensure that the women were – in their eyes – worthy, and that given a second chance they would use it wisely. For this reason, the mother’s prospects were assessed alongside the

  needs of her child. I felt that I had become pregnant through misfortune. I also considered myself to be in a stable and loving relationship with a decent man, and I thought I deserved a second

  chance. But what if the governors didn’t take that view? What if they didn’t think I had met their criteria? What if they thought I was a loose woman, one who had brought it on

  herself?




  Muriel tried to calm these anxieties. She phoned the charity headquarters in Bloomsbury, and in her quiet and professional manner made some notes for us to look over. The process, it was clear,

  would be extremely rigorous. I would have to write a detailed letter explaining how I came to find myself in such a hopeless situation. No information was to be withheld. They would need to know

  how long I had known the father; the circumstances in which we had met; how our relationship had developed; both our family histories; my future plans – some of which I hadn’t even

  worked out for myself yet.




  I was reluctant to give any information about my parents as I had been hoping to keep my pregnancy a secret from them, at least for the time being. They would be upset and disappointed to learn

  about the baby and the fact that I had defied their wishes and rekindled my romance with Raymond. It made me feel sick to think about how they might react. But I was beginning to realize the path I

  had chosen was not going to be an easy one. If my application was to be considered seriously, then the officials at the Hospital would need to check out my story and my character, which might

  involve talking to my parents.




  Muriel was very supportive and helped me realize that I couldn’t sweep the whole matter under the carpet. My parents were far away but they would have to know, especially as I would want

  to reclaim my child as soon as Raymond and I were settled in a home of our own. Muriel also pointed out that the Foundling Hospital was a strongly Christian charity and it wouldn’t hurt to

  reveal that my father was an elder in the Kirk. After giving careful thought to my letter, and helped by Muriel, I sent it off and waited anxiously for a reply.




  Those days of waiting were the longest days I had ever known. But then came the reply I had prayed for: they wanted to see me.




  I got up early on the morning of the meeting, and feeling very nervous, looked at myself in the mirror for a long time. Muriel had advised me to dress well but a little soberly, as though I was

  going to take the stand in court, which, in a way, I was. I’d selected a long navy woollen skirt and a cream blouse with a lace collar and pearl buttons. It was my Sunday best, the smartest

  outfit I owned. As I brushed my hair, I wondered whether I should pin it up or not. I was more comfortable with it down, but would red waves suggest coquettishness? I decided to let it down. I

  wasn’t a loose woman and it was my job to make them see that.




  When I arrived at the Hospital’s head office in Brunswick Square, despite seeing Muriel’s friendly face waiting for me, my heart began to race. It was a stylish neo-Georgian building

  of very recent construction. I’d never been anywhere quite so posh. The lobby was lined with resplendent portraits of all the great men who had been governors in the past, some austere, some

  kindly, but all somehow sitting in judgement. The charity had always received strong support from the arts, and the Hospital owned works by Gainsborough, Reynolds and Hogarth. They must have been

  worth a fortune, and I remember thinking how kind and generous – in those cruel and uncaring times – those men were to safeguard the future of so many helpless children.




  The interview was set for eleven o’clock, and I started to feel more and more nervous as I watched the hands on the great grandfather clock move around. The ticks sounded thunderous in the

  semi-darkness of the silent hall. I was so relieved that Muriel had insisted on coming with me. We shared an occasional hushed word, but even this felt somehow wrong, as if we were breaking some

  unspoken covenant to sit and reflect on what I’d brought about.




  My demeanour must have reflected my mood of deep apprehension because Muriel took my hand and whispered that it was all going to be all right. Each word was amplified by the oak panelling on the

  walls and the polished parquet floor. More minutes passed and the silence grew oppressive. My thoughts circled round and round the sorts of questions that would be thrown at me and how I should

  respond. I hoped and prayed that they wouldn’t be too personal, too intimate.




  Suddenly, there was a loud creak and a door opened. Sharp, resounding footsteps made their way towards us.




  ‘Miss Craig?’ enquired a female voice. I looked up with a weak half-smile, feeling a sudden snag of guilt at what I imagined to be a heavy emphasis on the ‘Miss’.

  ‘Would you like to come this way?’




  I stood up and cast an almost pleading backward glance at Muriel, who had also risen to her feet.




  ‘Only Miss Craig,’ said the woman.




  I followed her along the hall and up the imposing timber staircase, clutching gratefully at the handrail as my legs had become suddenly unsteady.




  The woman stopped in front of a large oak door and knocked twice. I couldn’t hear the reply but I guess it must have been affirmative as she briskly pushed it open and walked through. I

  followed and found myself in a long, gallery-like room with the largest table I had ever seen running down the centre. It was wooden, like everything else, with a top polished like glass. I had

  assumed I would be talking to a woman, perhaps with a nurse there, but to my consternation and shock I saw eight middle-aged or elderly men sitting in a line along one side of the table. Facing

  them, in the middle on the other side, was a single empty chair. The woman beckoned me towards it and one of the men invited me to sit down. His voice, at least, was kindly. I felt shaky. I’m

  sure I was trembling. Only at this point did it dawn on me that I was before the board of governors.




  I moved quickly into my seat, keeping my eyes down as I did so. A glass of water had been placed in front of me and the same kindly voice told me to help myself when I felt the need. I saw that

  there were no other glasses on the table.




  The whole situation struck me as surreal and the interview that followed was the strangest I would ever experience. Though the questions were wide-ranging and some might say intrusive, they were

  asked in such a matter-of-fact and fatherly way – almost in the tone of a family doctor – that I found no difficulty or embarrassment in answering them. During periods when my

  interviewers were murmuring between themselves, I studied the room with its pastel-green walls, covered with old masters, its intricately moulded white rococo ceiling, and marvellously sculpted

  fireplace facing the windows. It was quite the most beautiful room I had ever been in.




  Three-quarters of an hour had passed – though it felt like double this – when one of my inquisitors, the man opposite me, who seemed to be in charge, drew his associates into a

  huddle. Shortly after this, he announced that they needn’t detain me any longer. He thanked me for my patience and for being so forthcoming, and then ushered me towards the door with a smile,

  which I returned.




  Considering how much I had agonized before the meeting, I felt it had gone well and that I had acquitted myself at least satisfactorily, but still the days that followed were anxious ones. I

  wondered whether I should have spoken more boldly at times, been less reticent or even pleaded with them for help.




  The thought of what I would do if I were turned down was unbearable. Raymond had gone and I still hadn’t admitted my situation to my parents. There was no way I could return to their house

  one day with a baby. Muriel had mentioned adoption – she didn’t fully understand how much Raymond and I loved each other – but the idea of losing my baby forever was one that I

  didn’t want to contemplate. I clung to the idea that my child would be accepted by the Foundling Hospital and that Raymond and I would reclaim him or her once we had set ourselves up in South

  Africa.




  Fortunately the wait was not a long one. A letter arrived explaining that the Hospital would take my child and give me the breathing space I had longed for. Looking back, it’s hard to

  grasp how happy that letter made me feel. If I’d known then that I was to be separated from my baby for twenty years, I might have torn that precious letter to shreds.




  I received another letter several weeks later, in which my mother revealed that an official called Mr Long had been to visit her and my father in Glasgow. He had told them

  about the pregnancy and had also talked to Raymond’s parents, my old boss at the law firm, my family doctor, and even Raymond’s best friend. Though I had been made aware that the

  Hospital would look into my background, the scale of the investigation surprised me. I could very well imagine how incensed Raymond’s mother would be to hear of the pregnancy. As for my own

  mother, she was clearly shocked and saddened by the turn of events and wrote that it wasn’t the future she had wanted for me. But there was none of the fury I had been expecting, and she

  ended the note by wishing me well and saying that she would be thinking of me in the months ahead. I had no real sense of my father’s views but the letter gave me hope that I would be able to

  go home when it was all over.
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