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‘No daughter and mother ever live apart, no matter what the distance between them.’

Christie Watson, Tiny Sunbirds, Far Away.


Prologue

Mother’s Day, 2019

Alexandra Abbott was late. She started to run towards the river, hugging pages of life drawings so that they crumpled and creased. Charcoal stained her hands, her camel coat, the pale blue mohair scarf a friend had gifted her, but there were more important things to worry about than sartorial scuffs. It was Mother’s Day, her children had been arrested on a protest, again, and her mother, who was unbearably punctual always, was waiting at the Hayward Gallery, probably getting more agitated by the second.

‘I can do your mother and I can do art but not both at the same time,’ Rob had said that morning. ‘Besides, I’ve got work to do.’ Rob always had work to do but then they’d had the call announcing that Josh and Freya were being held at the police station. When Ally had called her mother to explain the reason for her grandchildren’s absence, her mother had sounded relieved.

‘Well, it’s probably a good thing,’ she’d said.

‘How can it be a good thing? Our children have been arrested!’

‘They won’t charge them. At least they didn’t last time,’ her mother said. ‘Shall we forget the exhibition?’

‘How often do we get to see art together?’

Her mother sighed. ‘You know it’s not really my thing.’

‘This was your idea, Mum!’ Ally knew a visit to the gallery had been suggested for her sake but she could feel her day crumbling and was desperate to have some quality time with her mum.

And now she was late.

Circles of bubblegum blemished the pavement, a cyclist hummed past, a boat sounded its horn. London was bustling with a sense of purpose even though it was a weekend, the tall red buses chugging towards Waterloo Bridge, diesel fumes choking the air. This had always been her favourite London bridge; as a young girl she remembered running across it in that carefree manner that she’d lost somewhere along the line. She pulled the collar of her coat closed against a tunnel of wind, tucked her bobbed hair behind her ears and took a moment to take in the skyline: to her left the tall glass structures of the city pressed close to each other, a childish urgency about them as if toppling over each other, and to the right the Houses of Parliament and Big Ben, stately in comparison. As she walked across the bridge’s wide girth, watching the river threading its way through London’s centre like a lively worm, the force of it brimming against the concrete shoreline, she felt for an instant a youthful optimism, until she remembered Josh and Freya. They’d laid themselves down on Westminster Bridge in protest at the lack of political response to climate change. The two of them glued together with a whole load of other demonstrators, prone against a barrage of traffic. Her children behind bars, who would have thought it? Not once but twice. Extinction Rebellion had become a new religion in their house. What if this time they had to go to prison! Optimism and reality were incompatible Josh said. They were right – of course they were. Every young generation was right about the future because it belonged to them.

The thought forced Ally to march on, head down, the wind buffeting her towards Southbank. A part of her felt that she should be with Rob at the police station, but she rarely spent time with her mother and surely they didn’t need both parents to fill in the various forms. Rob was always defensive on their behalf.

‘It’s not as if they’re criminals,’ he’d said. ‘They care!’ No doubt all four of them would be obliged to spread-eagle themselves against grubby concrete at the next protest, have their customary visit to the police station. Life had got so complicated.

Ahead of her was the Hayward Gallery, the cubist landmark unapologetic. In pink neon the exhibition was announced: The Americans. A retrospective. Josh said: ‘How on earth could art be relevant against the tide of a dying planet?’ but to Ally art was humanity’s voice, it was an expression against whatever problems the world was facing.

She could see her mum by the entrance and a feeling of gratitude swept over her as she recognised her practical sturdy body patiently waiting, her short white hair windswept and her gloved hands clutching a holdall.

‘You’re late,’ her mother said. Ally felt almost relieved to hear her predictable curt tone even though she was smiling.

‘I can’t help the fact the children have been arrested.’

Her mother rolled her eyes. ‘What have you got there?’

‘Happy Mother’s Day.’

‘What’s this?’

‘They’re life drawings, Mum,’ she said. ‘My answer to a potentially empty nest.’

Her mother unrolled them and held them up. ‘These are wonderful, Ally. Since when have you drawn nudes?’

‘Started a class a couple of weeks ago.’

Ally always sensed disapproval when she showed her mother her art. Rob chastised her, said she was being oversensitive. But she had always felt apologetic for her interest. Her father had been a successful businessman, her mother had been his accountant and her brother taught physics in Perth. Art just wasn’t part of the family identity and yet she had always been drawn to it.

‘Well they’re pretty good,’ her mother said. ‘I shall frame them and put them up in the bedroom.’ Her mother’s lips twitched into a smile. Maybe Rob was right, she’d been oversensitive. Her mother’s approval meant a lot. She leaned forward and gave her mother a hug.

‘Well, I’m glad you like them. Shall we go in?’ She held out her arm and her mother smiled, her skin soft, her cheeks blushed by the crisp air.

They queued for the cloakroom. Her mother instructed the attendant to take great care of the drawings Ally had given her and even managed to persuade him to find an elastic band. Once inside, each of them gravitated to different paintings. Ally stood staring at a Rothko, overwhelmed by the awe-inspiring size of it. She turned to see her mother admiring a Pollock and felt instantly reassured to see she was at least enjoying herself. She walked up beside her, looped her hand inside her arm. The children – she must stop calling them that – will be fine, she thought.

‘The gallery was a great idea, Mum. Thank you.’

‘What about you? Your Mother’s Day has certainly been eventful, if nothing else. Did you get a present or was saving the planet more important?

‘They gave me a tree to plant to improve my footprint.’

Her mother laughed.

‘And Rob did his usual thing of presenting me with daffodil bulbs and some chocolates. Vegan chocolate this year.’

Her mother’s face changed instantly, her jowls heavy. ‘Why vegan?’ she said.

‘Let’s not go there, Mum,’ she said.

Her mother tutted. She was in that kind of mood.

Later, she found her standing in front of an expressionist painting. There was something so striking in the way a solitary red thickened blob ran down the canvas like a tear in a pool of blue, little rivulets of fine red spread like veins on a hand. She drew closer to see who the artist was and what it was called: Loss. 1963. Kitty Campbell. Not a name she was familiar with.

While she examined the large red blob, resisting the desire to reach out and touch it, her mother stared at her, that same frown deepening.

‘Don’t you like it?’ Ally asked.

Her mother glanced at the painting. ‘I suppose now is as good a time as any to tell you,’ she said in her customary curt way that never failed to make Ally stand up straight. ‘There’s a reason I suggested this exhibition.’ There was a worried glint in her eye. ‘I should have told you long ago.’

‘Told me what?’

‘About Kitty Campbell.’

Ally felt the hairs on her arm stand up. ‘Is she a friend of yours?’

‘Ally, let’s go and sit down.’

The gallery was getting busy, but then again it was Mothering Sunday. A Japanese couple were sitting on the end of the large leather bench. She and her mother went and sat on the other end. Ally waited while her mother rooted around in her bag and pulled out her handkerchief, dabbed her forehead with it before screwing it tightly into a balled fist.

‘Ally, I should have told you this years ago,’ she said again. ‘There was a reason I didn’t. When Antony was born everything was so …’ she looked confused. ‘Oh I just loved having the two of you. Life just took over, I suppose.’

‘Mum, you’re not making sense.’ Ally reminded herself that her mother was old. Actually she looked much younger than a woman in her eighties and she’d happily hop on a plane to see Antony in Perth, stopping off at Singapore for a weekend’s shopping. But this look was different. Ally realised in that instant she’d never seen her mother afraid before.

‘It’s not been easy, Ally. People make mistakes. I made a mistake and Kitty made one too.’

‘Kitty Campbell?’ Ally looked across at the painting, but the thickening group of heads and shuffling bodies meant she couldn’t see a thing.

Her mother nodded. Ally’s stomach knotted up but it wasn’t just her mother’s nerves, it was anxiety over what was going on at the police station. She looked at her mother, patted her arm. ‘Tell me later, Mum. It’s getting busy. Soon we won’t be able to get a good view. And I’m worried about the kids, so we can’t take all day.’

She stood up, picked out her phone and texted Rob to ask if there was any news. Still here! he replied. Ally felt overwhelmed with love for them all at the thought of them stuck in the police station while she was enjoying the gallery. She was proud of their moral compass even if it did mean they’d have a criminal record. Her mother saw her smile and she felt guilty then at having interrupted her mother’s broken attempt to communicate something that was obviously important to her. She looked wounded and crumpled up on the bench. What on earth was her mother going on about? Could this be dementia? She didn’t seem herself somehow, or was it Ally who wasn’t feeling herself? These days – since the children were more independent – she’d felt it in waves. She didn’t know who she was any more, although sometimes she wondered if she ever did know who she was. The human mind is a minefield, she thought.

She went up to the Basquiat, felt the distress screaming out of it, which she reasoned was possibly her own. The day was feeling muddied and she just wanted to resurrect that feeling of optimism she’d had on Waterloo Bridge. Should she have stayed with Rob and waited for the children? But Rob had been so insistent because he knew how she hated letting her mother down, and her mother was getting older and she knew the children would have hated the idea of their granny being alone.

It wasn’t until they sat down to a cup of tea, both tired from absorbing all the art and chatter, and she saw her mother’s dry lips twitching in anticipation, that the feeling of anxiety returned. Ally felt a desperate need to get going. It was all wrong, her not being there for Freya and Josh.

‘Any news?’ her mother asked.

Ally got out her phone. ‘Nothing yet.’

She hoped her mother had forgotten the conversation about the artist, Kitty. She simply didn’t have time for it. She felt a need to get everyone back home, eat some proper food, put on an old black-and-white movie and hunker down with her family.

‘I can’t leave without telling you,’ her mother said.

‘Telling me what?’ Ally’s heart sank. She was distracted by a small child who was tugging at her mother’s sleeve so that it stretched over her fisted hand.

Her mum picked up the postcard she’d bought of Kitty Campbell’s painting, her eyes filled with tears, wobbly and unsure. Ally could sense the emotion rising. She’d seen her mother cry over sentimental silly things, washing powder adverts or the John Lewis Christmas commercial but the only time she’d truly sensed the deep well of feeling inside her mother was on the day of her father’s funeral, and even then she didn’t break. The way her hand shook as she fingered the postcard worried her.

‘This was painted the year you were born.’

‘I saw that.’

‘And you see the title: Loss. Well …’ Her mum looked at her, a concentrated frown forming. ‘That loss was you.’ Her mother returned to the postcard. Ally felt herself tense up, as if anticipating a physical blow. Then her mother looked up. ‘You see, Ally, Kitty Campbell is your mother, your biological mother.’

Ally felt as if she’d smacked right into a wall without seeing it first. She looked down at the postcard, suddenly transfixed by the little red dot. She felt her mother’s hand around her wrist and understood in that moment something she’d always known or sensed.

‘I’m sorry, Ally. I made a decision to tell you when the time was right, but the time was never right. But if you found out after I died, I’d never forgive myself.’

‘Mum, don’t say that.’

‘Besides, I promised your father and I also promised Kitty. It’s been on my mind for a very long time and it was your father’s dying wish. I suppose I didn’t want you to feel you were any different to Antony, to think you were less loved just because you were adopted. I’d read about children that felt abandoned or the odd one out and I didn’t want that for you.’ The words ran out of her. ‘I’ve asked myself again and again why I didn’t tell you before and I think I was scared you see. Scared you’d want her more than me.’

‘Mum, stop!’ Ally felt heavy. The need to belong, the feeling of wrongness she’d never quite understood suddenly made sense. The not fitting in, looking nothing like her parents or her brother, always feeling like an outsider to her own kin.

Her mother watched her with a childlike eagerness. Ally felt a wash of anger and wrapped her arms around herself. ‘Isn’t Antony adopted then?’

Her mother shook her head. ‘I don’t see you any differently.’

Ally turned away and looked out at the London skyline that had meant so much to her just a few hours earlier and now had no effect. She turned back to her mother and it was as if she didn’t know her any more.

‘I always thought I had Dad’s nose and wished I had yours,’ she said.

‘A lot of children look nothing like their parents.’

‘I know, but …’

‘Do you remember a day on Brighton pier when you were young?’

Ally remembered the sea glistening, her mother’s shoes. She’d fallen over in a funfair and remembered someone fussing over her, and how the music of the carousel whined on and on. It was her first memory, pretty much. ‘I have a vague recollection. Why?’

‘That was the day everything went too far.’ She picked out her hanky from inside the sleeve of her cardigan, blew her nose, then looked again at Ally, her expression steadier for having offloaded. ‘We never went back to Brighton for that very reason.’

Ally felt an odd sense of longing, a feeling she connected to that day. ‘Does Kitty Campbell know you’re telling me this now?’

Her mother shook her head, then nodded. ‘She’s waited a long time. It’s my fault. Every now and again, she’d write and I’d ask for more time, but since your dad died I realise time’s running out.’

‘Don’t say that, Mum.’

Her mother held her gaze, her eyes filled with pain. ‘She’s here, Ally. She’s here in London. She called me last week and asked if she could see you.’

Ally looked around at the bustling energy of her surroundings and then back at the darkening skyline. She could see a faint reflection of herself like a phantom and then it disappeared and the outside appeared once again.

‘You see she’s desperate,’ her mother said. ‘And I feel it’s my fault.’

‘I need to go and help Rob. I don’t like to leave him dealing with this on his own.’ Ally leaned forward, reached out for her mother’s hand, but her mother pulled it away.

‘Are you listening?’

‘I haven’t had time to absorb it all, Mum. I need time. I … I …’ But the words didn’t come because she knew in that moment that some part of her wanted to meet this woman and at the same time she felt overwhelmed by a sense of rejection she didn’t even understand, not from Kitty but from her mother who seemed suddenly willing to give her up. It seemed childish, but the feeling of oddness she’d grown up with, not understanding why she felt like the outsider was suddenly overwhelming. Right now she wanted her mum, the woman that was sitting opposite her, to be her real mum and for all of this to be a lie.

She had a sudden urge to be with her children.

‘I have to go, Mum.’ She hadn’t finished her tea or even touched her cake.

‘This doesn’t change anything,’ her mother said.

‘How can it not?’

‘I love you, Alexandra. We both loved you, but it was Kitty who had to make the sacrifice.’

Ally thought about the red splodge of paint, the thick texture of it, knobbly and rippled, and was aware of a lump forming in her throat. Odd, she thought, to empathise with a stranger.

Her mother took out an envelope from her handbag. ‘I thought you’d want to see these. This is Kitty when she was young,’ she said, tapping the envelope. ‘With you. I took them on Brighton pier that day. There are others too.’

Ally was seized with a desire to look at the photographs but she knew that once she’d seen them it would be harder to ignore. She could just grasp a memory of a hand, of her head pulled towards an itchy cardigan, of a deep feeling of loss, yes ‘loss’, that was it. She felt herself redden with a shame that wasn’t hers.

‘I have to go. I need to think about this.’

‘It can’t wait.’

‘Mum, you can’t say that! Not after waiting a lifetime to tell me the truth. Can’t you see how hard this is for me to take in. You’re not my mother!’

‘I didn’t say that.’ Her mouth trembled. ‘I said I wasn’t your biological mother.’

‘Mum, I just can’t handle this right now.’

Ally stood up quickly. The chair fell to the floor with a crash. Heads turned towards the commotion. She picked it up, unable to look at her mother. She wrapped her scarf around her neck, noticed the charcoal stains, but didn’t bother to brush them away. She saw the exit and without another word hurried towards it, knocking over a pile of books on the way, knowing her mother would be ashamed of the spectacle. Never in her life had she cut her mother dead. She found herself bumping into people, unable to find a clear path. It wasn’t until she was outside and had walked down to stare at the river that she allowed herself to cry.

She watched the tourist boats, the flock of people on the bank opposite, all of it blurred by tears, the slosh of the water sounding underneath her. Seagulls hovered and screeched above the Thames. She’d never seen seagulls this far inland before. She couldn’t seem to collect her thoughts and then the memory returned of her suffocating inside a woman’s embrace, the sea sparkling, the constant rush of the waves pushing onto the shore and a terrible feeling of sadness. Now she thought about it, the melancholy had never truly left her. Why had Kitty abandoned her? She remembered her own children at that age. She’d been so absorbed by their bodies, fearful that she might lose them. How could a mother just give her child away? She caught sight of the little girl who had pulled her mother’s sleeve upstairs in the tea room. The girl was sucking her thumb, staring at her. Ally smiled, but the girl buried her face into her mother’s legs. She must look a mess, she thought, her face all ruddy and flushed with emotion. Her mother would be in a similar state. She couldn’t just leave her, there was so much more she needed to know. She turned and threaded her way back through the crowds to find her mother sitting with her hands in her lap, the cake uneaten. She was staring vacantly into the room and it clearly took her a while to register it was Ally walking towards her.

‘Are you feeling any better?’ her mother asked.

‘I feel completely lost.’

‘I know, dear. I know.’

‘I need to know why she left me, Mum.’

Her mum pushed the envelope towards her. ‘Many women had to give up their children at that time because they were unmarried, but Kitty’s story was even more complicated.’

Ally wanted so desperately to see those photographs, but she was frightened. Her heart started to drum inside her chest, an odd feeling of prescience floating about her, or was it déjà vu? Ally slipped out the pictures with shaking hands, the well of anxiety growing. The restaurant was still buzzing and she was aware of the long queue of people waiting for tables.

‘You looked a lot like her when you were that age, different colouring, but there were similarities,’ her mother said, her voice trembling.

The photograph was black-and-white with cream crinkled edges: a snap taken of her on the pier with this woman, Kitty Campbell. The sea glistening in the background, the helter skelter a beacon behind them. Her own tight smile looked back at her now, stiffly holding Kitty Campbell’s hand. It was true, Ally did look similar, but the resemblance between her and Freya was far more striking, and for some reason it was this small simple fact of genetics that made her cry in front of her mother.

‘She looks like Freya.’

Her mother nodded, digging around in her handbag for a tissue which she handed to Ally. ‘I’m so sorry, Ally,’ she said.

‘What about my biological father? I take it Dad’s not …’

‘No.’ Her mother picked up her spoon, carved a well into the sugar bowl. ‘That’s the part of the story that’s complicated.’

Ally sighed, a weight settling inside her. ‘I have always felt like the odd one out and this explains why. My whole life I’ve been thinking there was something wrong with me, that this feeling was self-indulgent and I was mad.’

Her mother reached across for her hand. ‘Ally, your mother has been so desperate to see you.’

‘You’re my mother, Mum. You were there for me. She abandoned me, why would I want to meet her now?’

‘Ally, you know well enough that motherhood is never that simple.’

Ally felt her phone vibrating in her pocket. Outside the sky was darkening, stained with orange street lamps. She plucked the phone out of her pocket. We’re out, Rob said. No charge.

She felt a wave of appreciation for her mother’s wisdom. She leaned forward and patted her arm. ‘You were right; they didn’t charge them.’ But her mother didn’t smile. Ally felt a weight descend, the memory in Brighton pushing for attention, a feeling of loss she didn’t understand that had followed her about, through her childhood and into her adult years. She actually believed there was something wrong with her.

‘In a way I’ve always known – often felt this sense of rejection and I need to know why. Why did she abandon me, Mum? I need to know.’

Her mother nodded.

‘Do you want me to meet her?’ Ally asked. That’s when she saw the grief her mother had carried. The pain registered on her face.

‘It’s not up to me,’ her mother said. ‘Let me tell you the story. Then you can decide.’
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