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To Mary and Bob


ONE

‘Excuse me.’

Suzie had been aware for some time that the large woman at the next microfiche reader was uneasy. She had seen her leaning forward to peer at the handwriting, switching between low resolution and high. There had been the occasional mutter of: ‘Darn it!’ Now she sat back with a sigh and turned to Suzie.

Her request was apologetic, but with a veiled determination. The accent, as Suzie had guessed it would be, was American.

She judged the stranger in the Record Office to be some ten years older than herself, perhaps in her fifties. Her hair was a striking dark brunette, carefully curled. The glossy red lipstick matched the silk scarf at the neck of her expensive-looking brown suit. The immaculate get-up made Suzie feel scruffy. She was aware that her flat pumps were scuffed, that the currently fashionable ‘natural’ look perhaps needed a little assistance by the time you had teenage children, and that there was a moth hole in her printed cotton skirt which she had hoped no one would notice.

She was a little relieved when the American woman disarranged her hair by running a red-nailed hand through it.

‘You know, I’ve been going crazy, staring at this for the longest time, and I still can’t make sense of it. I think it says “a base child”. Would you know what that is?’

Suzie opened her mouth to answer and shut it quickly. Like every keen family history researcher, she had been itching to share her expertise with a newcomer. Not only did she have years of experience to draw on, but she knew this county and its resources intimately. All her father’s family came from here, back, in some cases, to Norman times and almost certainly to Saxon.

But this question threw her on her guard. Of course she knew what a ‘base child’ was. She had them on her own family tree. A colourful human story, from one point of view, though annoying because you would usually never find out who the father was. But she hesitated to say the word to a woman she had only just met, from another culture.

The woman was talking on across her silence. ‘I know “base” means “low”. Does that mean he was a younger son? Or were these guys on the wrong side of the tracks, socially?’

Suzie played for time. ‘Would you mind if I had a look?’

‘Be my guest.’ The woman shifted her bulk from the seat.

Suzie peered at the screen. She read aloud. ‘Seventeen thirty-nine. Was baptized Adam, son of Johan Clayson. A base child. Third of August.’

‘Excuse me. Did you say Joan Clayson? That’s John, surely. Look. There’s an h.’

‘No. Johan. With an a after the h. It’s a variant of Joan. J. O. A. N. You get all sorts of spellings. Joane with an e at the end. Jone – like that, but without the a. Johan, with an h. Even Jane. They’re all the same name, really. You sometimes get different spellings for the same woman.’

‘But it has to be a man. Look at the rest of the page. It only gives the child’s father. Or . . . maybe Adam’s father died and this is a posthumous child. Is that what you’re saying?’

‘I’m afraid not. It tells you here why they haven’t named the father. It’s what you were asking me about. A “base child”. It means Johan Clayson wasn’t married to Adam’s father.’

Even without looking round she felt the tension of the silence. Then the electricity exploded in a thunderous cry.

‘You’re telling me he was a bastard?’

Suzie swivelled the chair. The woman’s face had turned almost as scarlet as her scarf. Behind tortoiseshell glasses her brown eyes flashed.

‘That’s a preposterous suggestion! Is this the way you folk usually insult someone new to your country?’

It was not the reaction Suzie had expected. Shock, maybe. People reacted differently to the discovery of illegitimacy in their ancestry. For some, the more colourful the story, the better. For others, it brought an obscure sense of shame, something that could not easily be shared with the rest of the family.

She had not thought that anger would be directed at her personally.

Then she saw the teardrop quivering in the corner of the woman’s eye.

It was shock, not anger.

Suzie stood up and put a hand on her arm. ‘I’m sorry. I can see it’s not what you were hoping for. That’s the thing about family history. We never know where it’s going to lead us. Look, there’s a coffee machine outside. Why don’t we take a break, and you can tell me more about your Clayson family. From the sound of your accent, I guess you’ve come a long way on this trail.’

The woman dabbed at her eye with a tissue, careful even now to avoid smudging her mascara. ‘Gee, I’m so ashamed. I don’t know what got into me to speak to you like that. Prudence Clayson. And yes, I’ve come all the way from Pennsylvania, USA.’

‘I’m Suzie Fewings. I’m sorry if I was the bearer of bad tidings. But really, it’s not unusual. I’ve got several of them on my own family tree. Most people have. Why don’t we have that coffee, and I can tell you more about them, and about being an unmarried mother in the eighteenth century. I guess your Johan had a lot harder time than she would have now.’

Prudence Clayson sniffed. A quiver ran through her large form. Then she pulled herself together. The red lips smiled bravely. ‘Thank you, Suzie. That sure would be nice. I’m feeling a bit disorientated right now. I came looking for something so different.’

‘I’m always being surprised,’ Suzie said. ‘That’s what I love about family history.’

They sat in the sunlit social area. Suzie tried not to feel embarrassed by the face Prudence Clayson made when she tasted the coffee in her polystyrene cup.

She chatted away, to put the American at her ease. ‘Honestly, it happens all the time. I’ve got some odder cases than yours. There was little William Eastcott. His mother Susan actually was married, but only a month before William was born. And the parson entered his christening in the baptismal register under his mother’s maiden name. Any child born within two months of the marriage was deemed to be illegitimate. There’s no mention of his father. It makes you wonder whether her husband Thomas Lee really was little William’s father, or whether he was bribed to marry Susan Eastcott at the last minute and save them being a burden on the poor rate.’

She saw that Prudence’s hands were still unsteady as she sipped her coffee. She dredged her memory for more stories. ‘And then there was Elizabeth Radford. She came from a good family. Her father was a wealthy tanner. She bore one child out of wedlock. But that wasn’t the end of it. Her father died, and only a month afterwards, she married Thomas Dimont. Her second child was born three months later.

‘It’s wonderful what you can tease out, just by comparing dates and putting two and two together. My guess is that Elizabeth’s father wouldn’t let her marry Thomas, even when she got pregnant the first time. Thomas was a Dissenter, a Presbyterian. Maybe her father refused to let her marry someone he thought was next door to a heathen. But love triumphed in the end. They had a string of children baptized at the Presbyterian chapel.

‘So you see, I know you weren’t expecting your search to turn out this way, but really, it’s not unusual.’

Prudence’s face brightened a little. ‘My Adam was a Presbyterian. I guess that’s why he left your England for the New World.’

‘Good for him. Of course, not all my family scandals turned out that well. The most colourful one was Charlotte Downs, from my mother’s family in the south-east. She bore three illegitimate children, two years apart. She never married. I went to a meeting of the Family History Society where they had a talk about illegitimacy. The speaker told us that means she was probably a prostitute. Not a bit like your Johan.’

Prudence’s face registered renewed shock. She put down her coffee cup and shook her head slowly. ‘You sound so cheerful about it. Almost like you think it’s fun. Call me naive, but I really didn’t think I’d find anything like this in my own family. Just the opposite. We’re really proud in the Clayson family that we’re descended from the old settlers way back in 1767. That’s the oldest record I’ve found of the name in Pennsylvania. Adam Clayson, timber merchant in the settlement of Come-to-Good.’

‘What a lovely name.’

‘So you see, when I found out he was supposed to have come from these parts, I couldn’t wait to find out more about him. A God-fearing Dissenter. Puritan stock. Somebody my children could really look up to. And now this. I guess I had the wrong idea about how straight-laced your Dissenters were.’

Suzie let the silence linger before she said gently, ‘But he was all that, wasn’t he? If you’ve got the record of his life? If he founded that chapel at Come-to-Good? Just because he was born on the wrong side of the blanket, it’s not his fault. It may not have been Johan’s fault, either. We just don’t know. She might have been a servant at the big house and her employer, or his son, took advantage of her. It happened a lot, and the girl usually got thrown out of her job, to add insult to injury. And if you look at the baptismal registers, the first child was often born less than nine months from the wedding. It was quite normal for the young people to sleep together and only get married when the girl had proved she could bear children. Maybe Johan’s boyfriend let her down. Married someone else. Or died.’

‘You’re trying to make me feel better, aren’t you? But it still hurts.’

Suzie looked at Prudence reflectively. She was finding it easier to empathize with the pregnant Johan than with this degree of prudish shock. But the woman was out of her element, in a foreign country. She had travelled across the Atlantic with high hopes of a very different outcome. She deserved some sympathy. ‘Are you staying in this area? Is your husband with you?’

‘I’m a widow. Since last year.’

‘I’m sorry.’

Tears were threatening behind the glasses again. ‘He left me comfortable. I thought I’d use a little of the money to take myself over here and see what I could find out. I’m staying at the Angel Hotel.’

‘So it’s your husband’s family you’re researching? The Claysons.’

‘That’s right. Well, I guess mine sort of links up, if you go far enough back. We’ve got some Claysons too. I wanted to tell my children where they came from. And my husband’s folks. It was to be sort of my present to them, in his memory.’

‘I see. So that was why you were so shocked.’

‘Not much of a present, is it?’

‘You don’t know. It could be. If we knew more about Johan and Adam. How he got from here to there. That’s something to be proud of, isn’t it?’

‘I guess you could look at it like that.’

Suzie levered herself forward on her chair arm with a sudden impulse. ‘I tell you what. You don’t want to go back to the hotel and eat on your own after this, do you? Why not come back to my place for a meal? You can tell me more about your Adam, and I may be able to come up with ideas of how you could find more about your Claysons in England. Have you tried the Overseers of the Poor?’

Prudence Clayson shook her head in incomprehension.

‘Right.’ Suzie stood up. ‘We’re going to look into this, you and I. With any luck, I’m going to send you back with a story you really will want to tell your children. How are you on walking?’

The woman looked down at her medium-heeled court shoes. ‘OK, I guess.’

‘It’s about twenty minutes from here.’

They climbed the hill above the Record Office to the ridge that overlooked the city centre. The square towers of the cathedral came into view, the metallic glint of the river, with moorland rising beyond.

As they walked down the last slope towards Suzie’s road she glanced at the stranger beside her. Had she been rash in inviting her home? She realized how little she knew about Prudence Clayson. Just that she was a widow from Pennsylvania and that, way back in the eighteenth century, her ancestor had given birth to a bastard child.

Suzie pushed open the door to the wide hall of their house. She turned to invite Prudence inside. Their entry was interrupted by a commotion above them.

A teenage girl, in grey-and-white school uniform, came almost tumbling down the stairs. Her figure might be described as curvaceous. Long, waving brown hair fell about her shoulders, half obscuring her face.

Suzie saw her flushed cheeks as she hurried past, her brown eyes very bright. ‘S–sorry, Mrs Fewings,’ she stammered. ‘Got to dash. They’ll be expecting me at home.’

‘That’s all right, Tamara.’ Suzie held the door open for her. ‘You’re welcome any time.’

The hall fell still again. Suzie looked up to the head of the stairs. But no one else appeared.

‘One of your daughter’s friends, I guess,’ Prudence said.

‘That’s right. Tamara Gamble. She and Millie have been practically inseparable since primary school.’

Again, that questioning look at the landing, but Millie’s bedroom door stayed firmly shut.


TWO

Suzie had hoped to leave her visitor in the sitting room, while she rummaged in the kitchen to see how the evening meal she had planned for three could be stretched to four. She was unsettled when Prudence rose from the sofa to follow her. She didn’t like people talking to her while she cooked. It was too easy to get distracted and miss a vital ingredient or let something burn.

Prudence’s large presence seemed to fill the kitchen. Suzie felt under scrutiny.

‘Wouldn’t you like to sit in the conservatory?’

The cushioned cane chairs she indicated gave a view of the banks of herbaceous borders that Nick had so lovingly planted. The dahlias were a feast for the eyes. You could just about carry on a conversation with someone in the kitchen from there.

The woman didn’t budge. ‘You have family?’

‘Two. Tom’s just finished A-levels. That’s the exam before university. He’s away at the moment, camping in France with friends. Millie—’

‘I’m here.’

Both women turned. It was still a shock to Suzie’s heart to see her fourteen-year-old daughter. Two weeks ago, Millie had gone off to the hairdresser’s, her pale, sharp face hung about with lank mousey-fair hair. Until then, Suzie had tried to resist the smugness which told her that other people compared Millie unfavourably with her still-pretty mother, whose soft brown curls framed a rosy face almost unlined by approaching middle age.

Millie had come back, unannounced, with bleached white-blonde hair cropped close to her head. Her face, which had seemed angular and sallow, now looked suddenly elfin.

Suzie had grown used to comforting Millie with the promise that one day she would become not just a pretty, but a strikingly beautiful woman. Unexpectedly, that day had arrived.

Her heart turned over again as Millie stood in the kitchen doorway. She was seeing not just a new haircut, but a new person. A stranger she felt she did not know.

‘My!’ Prudence exclaimed. ‘Aren’t you a beauty!’

The flush that just tinged Millie’s cheekbones might have been panic, as much as pleasure. There was something very vulnerably in that pointed face.

‘This is Prudence Clayson,’ Suzie said hastily. ‘From Pennsylvania. We met in the Record Office. I’ve invited her to tea.’

‘Family history. Don’t tell me.’ Millie addressed a cool, unsmiling stare at the American. ‘She never talks about anything else.’

‘Well, yes,’ Prudence agreed. ‘It kind of gets you like that. I guess I bore the pants off my family.’

Millie threw her mother a look. An appeal Suzie couldn’t interpret.

‘I’m going to change,’ Millie said. She swung round. A slim girl in a grey school skirt and a white blouse. From the back view, still a child.

But she’s not, Suzie thought. Not any longer.

Prudence spoke what Suzie already knew. ‘That’s a stunner you’ve got yourself there. Guess she’ll keep you awake a few nights, worrying about a girl with looks like that.’

It was, Suzie supposed, a compliment. But one it was hard to thank her for.

Nick’s intensely blue eyes laughed at Suzie over the remains of the meal.

‘I’ll see to the dishes. I can tell you two are itching to get to that computer and see what your detective work can turn up.’

Suzie leaned across and kissed him. She ruffled his black hair. ‘Thanks. Prudence is only here for a few days. I want to find out as much as I can on the Internet, before we go back to the Record Office tomorrow to dig out documents – if there are any.’

‘Really,’ Prudence protested. ‘You’re being way too generous. You must have things of your own to do. I can’t drag you back there for a second day. Just point me in the right direction and I’ll go by myself.’

‘Don’t try and stop her,’ Millie said. ‘There’s nothing she’d like better than an excuse to spend even more time on her old records. She lives in the past. The present might not be happening, as far as she’s concerned.’ For all the lightness of her words, she did not lift her eyes from the table as she spoke.

‘That’s not fair,’ Suzie countered. ‘I spend every morning in the charity office.’ But she knew by the warmth in her cheeks that Millie’s barb was uncomfortably near the truth.

‘Just enjoy it.’ Nick got to his feet and shepherded them out of the kitchen.

Suzie fetched her laptop. The two women settled themselves on the sitting room sofa.

‘Let’s see what we can find on Access to Archives.’ Suzie opened up her search engine and selected the National Archives website from her favourites. ‘Adam Clayson isn’t exactly a common name. Not like John Hill. If there’s anything on him, we should hit it pretty quickly.’

‘You’re going to have to show me how to do this. I’m pretty new to this Internet search business. I mostly leave it to my son.’

‘Access to Archives is great. It has summaries of vast numbers of documents from all over the country. I’ve found wonderful stuff there. You just type in the name you want, the date range, and the region. In our case, that’s the “South West”. Here we go. Search for Adam Cla*son. 1700–1800. South West Region. I put in the asterisk to cover variant spellings. Click. And . . .’

‘You’ve hit it.’ Prudence leaned forward in excitement.

‘Yes. We can rule out the entries for Clarkson. You get more than you want when you put in an asterisk. But we’ve scored three records for Clayson. Adam Clayson, lease of a property in Corley called Hole, 1716. If your Adam was born in 1739, that’s too early for him. Might be an ancestor, though. Even Johan’s father, perhaps. That would explain why she called the baby Adam. We could follow that up. The next one looks like the counterpart of the same lease. But, hey, look at this one. Corley parish, Adam Clayson, apprenticed to Thomas Sandford for Norworthy, 1747. Is Corley the parish where you found his baptism?’

‘Yes, it was.’

‘Then that’s got to be him, hasn’t it? Eight years old and put out to work on Thomas Sandford’s farm by the Overseers of the Poor. We could get the actual indenture out at the Record Office tomorrow, if you like.’

She turned to share her enthusiasm with Prudence. The other woman was silent. Her eyes, Suzie realized, had misted over as she stared through tortoiseshell-framed glasses at the computer. She reached out a hand and touched the screen gently, almost reverently.

‘That’s him? Our Adam?’

‘Almost certainly. It’s the right name, the right parish.’

‘Where’s this Norworthy?’

‘It’ll be the name of the farm where he was put to work. Most poor children were apprenticed for farm or housework. It tended to be the better-off children who learned a craft. Thomas Sandford may not even have wanted a farm boy, but parishioners had to take their turn. It kept the children in food and lodging and clothes till they were twenty-one or – if they were a girl – got married.’

‘Could I go there? This Norworthy place?’

‘You certainly could. We could. I’ll get the map out. With luck, it’ll still be on the Ordnance Survey.’ She went to the bookshelf where the OS maps were shelved and ran her finger along the names. ‘Here we are.’ She spread out the map on a table. ‘There’s Corley. It’s quite a small village. A cluster of houses and farms around the church. That looks like the village green. Now, if we trawl around it . . .’

Her eyes had caught the name she was looking for. She waited a few seconds more without saying anything and was rewarded with Prudence’s cry of delight.

‘Norworthy! Do you see it? Up there, between those rivers.’

‘Well done. So it is still there. We can go and check it out.’

‘I just don’t know how to thank you. I’m mortified when I think how I bawled you out.’

‘Don’t worry. Millie’s right. I’m really enjoying myself.’

She copied details and reference numbers for the apprenticeship, and the older lease as well, and printed them out. She shuffled the papers together with satisfaction. ‘There. We’ve got plenty to go on now. I work in the mornings, but I can meet you tomorrow after lunch. We’ll take the bus out to the Record Office from the city centre. Unless –’ a disappointing possibility occurred to her – ‘you want to get over there first thing in the morning and follow this up yourself. They open at ten.’

‘No.’ Prudence eased her comfortable bulk from the sofa. ‘I feel I’m in safe hands with you. I wouldn’t know how to go about it. And I’m dying to take a tour round your cathedral. But cancel that “after lunch”. Lunch is on me. Come over to the Angel Hotel. You know it?’

‘On the cathedral close. Of course. I’d love to.’

‘My pleasure. Now, where do I get a bus into town?’

‘You don’t.’ Nick had appeared in the hall when he heard their voices. ‘I’ll run you back.’

‘You folks have been so good to me.’

‘Our pleasure. See you tomorrow, then,’ Suzie told her.

An hour later, she walked upstairs with a glow of enjoyment. Normally, she allowed herself one afternoon a week to follow up her family history research in the Record Office or the Local Studies Library. Not counting, of course, the hours she spent on her computer, or the Saturday expeditions to parishes where her ancestors had lived. Prudence had given her the perfect excuse to drop other boring things, like housework, and spend more time doing what she liked best. And there was the extra satisfaction that she was genuinely able to help Prudence. In a very short time she had warmed to this plump widow, who so wanted to take back a story she could be proud to tell her children. Suzie would help her do that.

Her children.

Suzie paused, her hand tightening on the banister. She had a sudden picture of Millie, arrested in the kitchen doorway as she saw Prudence. Those grey eyes turned to her mother in what looked like a mute appeal, before she turned and went upstairs.

Those words of reproach. ‘The present might not be happening, for all she’s concerned.’

She crossed the landing swiftly to Millie’s room. She opened the door softly.

Millie lay in bed. The blonde head looked tiny, shorn of its familiar long hair. She seemed to be sleeping.

‘Millie?’ Suzie whispered, just in case.

The eyelashes, dark with mascara, did not stir. Whatever Millie might have wanted to tell her must remain unsaid.

With a feeling of unexplained guilt, Suzie closed the door softly.


THREE

Millie was running a comb through her short hair. Her back view signalled haste, tension. It wasn’t a good time. She should be on her way to school by now. Suzie tried to catch her eye in the mirror, unsuccessfully.

‘Is everything all right, love?’

‘Yes. Fine.’ The words came fast, like gunfire.

Suzie sat down on the bed. ‘You’d tell me if there was a problem, wouldn’t you?’

Millie whirled from the stool, grabbing jacket and school-bag. ‘Do you mind? That’s my homework you’re sitting on.’

She was gone, like a rush of wind down the stairs.

Suzie sighed and stood up. The house had fallen silent. Husband off to work in his architect’s office, daughter to school. Soon it would be time to catch her own bus into town, to spend the morning in the charity office. Most of all, she missed Tom. So like his father, with his waving black hair and bright-blue eyes, but with a laughter and energy that was his alone. Millie melted invisibly into corners. Tom’s presence, when he was at home, seemed to light up the whole house.

She remembered that it was dustbin collection early tomorrow. She just had time to empty the waste-paper baskets. She retrieved Millie’s from under her desk and carried it downstairs with the others from the bedrooms.

She paused at the kitchen door. Since the council had got into its recycling stride, it was necessary to sort the contents. The foil from pills and cellophane packaging into the black bin for landfill; paper into the green one.

It wasn’t really prying, was it? She had to check what was in Millie’s basket.

Crumpled sheets. She smoothed them out. They seemed to be history notes. Tom would just have tossed his in the basket, for anyone to read. Millie’s tightly-balled pages had a more secretive look. Silly, really. What would she have to hide? Suzie scolded herself for being unnecessarily suspicious.

A crisp packet. The wrapper from a CD. All normal.

She was tempted to empty the contents of the bathroom bin straight into landfill. But there were the odd bits of paper and cardboard her conscience told her she ought to remove.

A till receipt. Crumpled, like the sheets from Millie’s bedroom. Suzie always dropped her own receipts in just as they were.

She teased it open. From the chemist’s, of course. The next words burned themselves on to her brain.

Pregnancy Testing Kit.

She searched frantically through the rest of the bin. There was nothing there. No packaging. No used equipment. She hurried back to Millie’s bedroom. If she hadn’t used it yet, where would it be? Her flustered fingers fumbled through the contents of drawers. She peered under the bed. Stood on a chair to check the top of the wardrobe.

Nothing.

She searched the dustbins outside.

Millie had bought a pregnancy testing kit, but there was no sign that she had used it, or of the result.

Suzie did not enjoy her fillet of sole in the Angel’s restaurant overlooking the cathedral as much as she should have done. It was far superior to the sandwich she would normally have had before setting off to the Record Office. Her mind was still racing, but it was three hours yet before Millie would be home.

She came back to the present to find Prudence ordering two cokes.

‘Not for me,’ she said hastily. ‘I’ll just have water.’

What she really wanted was a glass of dry white wine, to still the waves of panic which were washing over her. But she didn’t know Prudence well enough yet to judge whether ordering wine would be a faux pas.

‘Make that one coke, one mineral water.’

‘Just tap water for me, please.’ Better not to get into what she thought of the bottled water industry. She forced a smile for her generous host. ‘How was your morning in the cathedral?’

She let Prudence’s enthusiasm wash over her.

It was a relief to enter the hushed atmosphere of the Record Office’s search room. There was a twinge of guilt as she felt the tension of the present begin to slip from her. There was nothing she could do about Millie yet. She could allow herself to sink into the comforting arms of the eighteenth century and the search for Prudence’s family.

In the panic of this morning, she had forgotten to bring with her the reference numbers of the documents they needed. Her mind was beginning to steady as she located them on the catalogue. She took the file number of the apprenticeship to the help desk.

The archivist who took it was unfamiliar to her. He didn’t give her the helpful smile she was expecting.

‘This is an apprenticeship indenture.’

‘Yes. I found it on A2A.’

‘You do know that all the relevant details are on the catalogue? You won’t find anything more in the original.’

She felt the coldness of rejection. ‘I just thought . . . My friend here is over from the States. She won’t have seen one before. And there’s nothing quite like seeing the actual document, the signatures . . .’

‘Where are you sitting?’ Still no smile.

‘Table twenty.’

He turned away without a word.

Prudence’s lipsticked mouth made a comic parody of reprimand. ‘Guess I’m making a nuisance of myself.’

‘Don’t mind him. They try to avoid getting out the originals as much as they can. With so many of us doing family history now, the documents would fall apart if they didn’t digitize things. But you ought to see the real thing at least once.’

She couldn’t deny the thrill when the document arrived and they unrolled the long scroll.

Prudence began to read it aloud, her voice shaking slightly. ‘This Indenture made the Twelfth Day of April in the Twentieth Year of the Reign of our Sovereign Lord George the Second by the Grace of God, of Great Britain, France, and Ireland King, Defender of the Faith, and so forth. My, doesn’t that sound grand!’

‘And here’s the names of the churchwardens and the Overseers of the Poor.’

But Prudence was running ahead of her. ‘Do put and place Adam Clayson, a poor Child of the said Parish, Apprentice to Thomas Sandford of Norworthy in the same Parish to dwell and serve from the Day of the Date of these Presents, until the said Apprentice shall accomplish his full Age of Twenty four Years. You said twenty-one.’

‘I thought it was. But listen to this: During all which term, the said Apprentice his said Master faithfully shall serve in all lawful Business according to his Power, Wit, and Ability; and honestly, orderly, and obediently in all Things demean and behave himself towards his said Master and all his during the said Term.’

‘And what does old Thomas Sandford get to do in return?’ Prudence was warming to the search. ‘Find, provide and allow unto the said Apprentice, meet, competent, and sufficient Meat, Drink, and Apparel, Lodging, Washing, and all other Things necessary and fit for an Apprentice. And also shall and will so provide for the said Apprentice, that he be not any way a Charge to the said Parish.’

‘And at the end of his time he gets: double Apparel of all sorts, good and new, (that is to say) a good new Suit for the Holy-days, and another for the Working-days.’

The two women looked at each other. Tears were glistening in Prudence’s eyes again. Suzie felt the sudden bond between them. In the formal words of the indenture, little Adam Clayson came alive.

‘Eight years old,’ Prudence said wonderingly. ‘And Adam was twenty-four when he finished. I’m going to have to do some math to work out how old he was when he took the ship for Pennsylvania.’

The links in the chain, both sides of the Atlantic, were coming together.

‘That guy was sure wrong, telling us we wouldn’t learn anything more from the original. It’s all coming to life. Poor little soul. I hope this Thomas Sandford was good to him.’

‘Maybe it was there he learned about trees and timber,’ Suzie said. ‘Wasn’t that his trade in Come-to-Good?’

‘It certainly was. And a fine success he made of it.’

Suzie forbore to remind her how far he had come from his origins as a ‘base child’. Instead, she followed up the lease for that older Adam Clayson. ‘We need to find where Hole was. It wasn’t on my modern Ordnance Survey map. Let’s see if they have older ones.’

‘That’s a strange name, Hole.’

‘It’s quite a common name in these parts. It means a hollow.’

They tracked the farm down on a nineteenth-century map, and Suzie photographed it for Prudence.

They checked the catalogue numbers for the documents on Hole.

‘Look. The lease was for that older Adam’s life, and then the life of a Robert Clayson; I suppose that would be his son.’

‘Nothing about our Johan?’

‘No. It’s a bit unusual. Leases were usually for three lives. But we can look up her baptism in the parish register. I’m sure she must be related to them.’

After a run of success, they drew their first blank. The register only went back ten years before the younger Adam’s baptism. Too late for Johan’s.

‘Does that mean we’ll never know?’

‘Not necessarily. She could have been born in another parish. And there may be something else on her. We didn’t run her name through A2A, did we? Only Adam’s.’

‘Can we go back to your place and do that?’

‘No need. They’ve got computers here.’

She booked a machine and typed in the search criteria. ‘Jo*n* Cla*son’ and the date range. ‘I’ve put in the asterisks again to allow for all the possible spellings of Johan as well as Clayson.’

There were sixteen catalogue entries. Most of them were for John Clarkson, or from places unlikely to be related to Prudence’s family. There was nothing about Johan Clayson.

‘Women don’t show up as often as men. But somebody else is lucky.’ Suzie pointed to the twelfth entry.

Prudence followed her pointing finger and read aloud from the screen. ‘Maintenance of Joane Clarkson’s male bastard. What does that mean?’

‘It’s a bastardy bond. Joane Clarkson swore before a magistrate who her baby’s father was. What a pity we haven’t got one for your . . .’

Her voice trailed away into silence as the memory of Millie rushed back to her.


FOUR

‘That’s too bad. Hey, is something wrong?’

Suzie checked her watch in alarm. She was already rising to her feet. ‘I’m sorry. I hadn’t noticed the time. I need to get home.’

‘Sure. Your daughter. I’ve been taking up too much of your time. Forgive me. I just got carried away.’

‘You stay on.’ Suzie smiled gamely. ‘You can ask them to get that lease out for you. It might be the family of your Adam.’

‘No. We’ll leave that for another day – if you’re still interested. I’ve had a great time.’ Her amiable eyes grew shrewd. ‘There’s something wrong, isn’t there? You were kind of freaked out over lunch. I shouldn’t have kept you.’

‘No. I enjoyed it. Really. But I have to go. Will you come back to eat with us?’

Prudence’s eyes measured her. ‘You’ve been a great hostess. But I guess there are times when a family needs to be on its own. It’s OK. You don’t have to tell me what’s wrong. Besides, I met up with some fellow Americans at the hotel. They’ve invited me to the theatre with them this evening. I’ll call us a taxi.’

‘No. It’s all right. I usually walk home from here.’

‘And I could go back on the bus, like we came here. But, hey, I’m not short of money. I’m taking you home my way.’

For all her protests, Suzie was grateful to let herself be shepherded into a taxi and whirled home in a matter of minutes. She felt the warmth of the American’s sympathy as they parted. Prudence had seen more from behind those tortoiseshell glasses than Suzie had realized.

The house was quiet as she hurried up the drive. But then, Millie had never been a noisy child. If Tom had been home, the walls would be thrumming with music. What Millie played was discreetly masked by headphones.

She unlocked the door. ‘Millie?’

The silence lengthened. Then, a distant: ‘Hi.’

Suzie climbed the stairs. She was frightened. The receipt she held in her hand could change all their lives.

She stood in the bedroom doorway. The blonde stranger who was her daughter lay on the bed, headphones on. It was hard to tell whether her expression was hostile, or just wary.

Suzie held out the paper. ‘We need to talk. Would you take those headphones off?’

She sat down on the bed, not sure if she was invading Millie’s personal space, but wanting to convey sympathy, not condemnation.

‘I found this when I was sorting out the bathroom rubbish. Is it yours?’ A foolish question. Who else’s could it be?

Millie looked at the receipt. Her expression did not change. ‘Yes.’

‘Have you . . . Have you used it?’

‘No.’

‘But you thought . . . You must have thought you might be . . . Do you still think . . .?’

Millie’s grey eyes gave nothing away. ‘So what if I am? Is it any business of yours?’

‘Of course it is! How can you say that? You’re my daughter, for heaven’s sake!’

‘Parents don’t own their daughter’s bodies.’

‘We’re not just talking about bodies. Though that’s important, too. It’s people. You. You’re only fourteen, love. That’s not nearly old enough to be a mother. What were you thinking of? It shouldn’t even be a possibility. You’ve got your life in front of you. And if there’s a baby, you’ll have responsibilities to it. We all will. We’re its grandparents. And who’s its father?’

‘Supposing there is a baby.’

‘Well, is there? Why buy a pregnancy kit if you’re not intending to use it? And you must have done something to make you believe it could happen.’

It was hard to keep her voice from rising. She hadn’t meant to sound censorious. She tried to move closer, but saw Millie shrink back. Her voice softened. ‘Look, love. I know this must have been a shock to you. But you need to tell us what happened. We can share it. You may have been foolish, but no one’s going to condemn you. We’ll stand by you and give you all the help we can. But you say you haven’t used the kit. Does that mean your period came? It’s all right now?’

‘And it would be all right if there weren’t a baby, would it?’

‘Well, no. I suppose it wouldn’t. You’re under age. Whoever it is shouldn’t be having sex with a fourteen-year-old. Is he someone we know? I didn’t think you were dating anyone.’

‘I’m not.’

‘Then . . .’ Worse thoughts were chasing through her brain. ‘Did someone force you? Were you . . .’

‘Raped?’

Suzie stared at her daughter, at that small, unreadable face. ‘Millie. I need to know.’

‘You seem to be able to imagine plenty, without my help.’

‘Millie! You have to say.’

‘No, I don’t.’

Suzie knew when she was defeated. She got to her feet. ‘I hoped we could talk about this together. Sort something out. Decide how to break it to your father. He’s going to be really upset.’

‘Fathers and daughters. Like we’re their property.’

‘How can you say that? Nick thinks the world of you.’

‘And you don’t?’

‘That’s not what I meant. You’re twisting everything I say.’

‘Or maybe you are.’

Suzie gazed at those grey eyes in silence. Then she turned for the door and made her way downstairs. She felt sick. Her attempts to help had ended in confusing failure.

Was she a grandmother, or not?

‘I’ll kill him.’ Nick’s black hair hung over his brow like a thundercloud. ‘Whoever did this, I’ll kill him.’

They were standing in the garden, screened from the house by a blue-flowering bush of ceanothus. Suzie crumbled petals between her fingers. ‘Why won’t she say? Whether she’s pregnant or not?’

‘It shouldn’t even be a possibility, at her age.’ His deep-blue eyes shot up to hers almost accusingly. ‘You’d know, wouldn’t you? You’re a woman. There must be . . . evidence.’

‘I don’t mark off the contents of the bathroom bin on the calendar. It was only today. Just happening to read that receipt. Are you going to talk to her?’

‘Too right, I am. I’ll get his name out of her, if I have to screw her neck to do it.’

‘I don’t think coming down hard will help. You know Millie.’

For all his violent words, still Nick stood irresolute. She felt a rush of compassion. This language wasn’t like him.

She laid a hand on his arm, feeling the warm skin. ‘Look. I’m as angry as you are. But we have to stand by her. Whether she’s pregnant or not, something has happened we can’t change. We have to love her through it.’

‘You think I don’t love her? That’s what hurts so much. My little Millie.’

Yes, she thought, with a flash of knowledge. Your little daughter. Millie was right. Fathers can’t help thinking they own their daughters. And now, Millie belongs to another man. Or at least a boy. That hurts you.

‘What I don’t understand,’ she said, ‘is who it could be. She doesn’t have a boyfriend. She said as much herself. I find it hard to believe she’d risk a one-night stand with a boy she didn’t care much about. Unless . . . Do you think it was someone older? Someone who could exert some kind of hold over her? One of Tom’s friends from the sixth form, perhaps. She might have had a crush on him. Or even . . .’

‘A teacher?’

They contemplated the dark possibilities.

Nick drew himself together. ‘I’m going to see her.’

‘Tread carefully. I tried, and I got nowhere. I can’t understand why she wouldn’t tell me. What it was she wasn’t telling me.’

‘I’m not sure we ever have understood Millie.’

She watched his tall form walk towards the house and found herself praying he’d find the right words. It was just possible Millie might soften for her father in a way she hadn’t done for Suzie.

As he disappeared indoors, Prudence’s words came back to her. ‘Guess she’ll keep you awake a few nights, worrying about a girl who looks like that.’ She hadn’t expected it to happen so soon.

She sat on the bench by the pond, watching the sinuous flickering of goldfish and shubunkins. Their underwater dance did not relax her as it usually did.

When Nick came out of the patio doors, she read the answer in his hunched shoulders and the hands clenched at his sides. She wanted to hug him, but she was afraid to touch his tensely-strung body.

‘She’s still not saying, is she?’

‘No. But I’ll find out who he is, if it’s the last thing I do.’
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