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1969

On New Year’s Eve, while the Hiltons of Yew Tree Manor prepare to host the party of the season, their little girl disappears. Suspicion falls on Bobby James, a young farmhand and the last person to see Alice before she vanished. Bobby protests his innocence, but he is sent away. Alice is never found.

Present day

Architect Willow James is working on a development at Yew Tree when she discovers the land holds a secret. As she begins to dig deep into the past, she uncovers a web of injustice. And when another child goes missing, Willow knows the only way to stop history repeating itself is to right a terrible wrong.

For decades the fates of the Hilton and James families have been entwined in the grounds of Yew Tree Manor. It all began with a midwife’s secret, long buried but if uncovered could save them from the bitter tragedy that binds them. And prove the key that will free them all . . .




For Grace and Eleanor – my inspiration
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No one does more harm to the

Catholic Faith than midwives

Heinrich Kramer and Jakob

Sprenger, Malleus Maleficarum
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Unable are the Loved to die

For Love is Immortality

Emily Dickinson




Prologue
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Monday, 8 January 1945: Kingston

near Lewes, East Sussex

‘They’re here already.’ Tessa James looked out of her bedroom window as two police cars pulled up outside The Vicarage, their beaming lights making her flinch and turn away before rushing back to her six-year-old grandson, who was sitting on the landing shaking with fear.

‘Baba, I’m scared. I don’t want to be alone in the dark.’ Alfie stared hard at her with the James family ice-blue eyes; so hard that she felt the little boy was looking right through her.

He gripped his grandmother’s hand as she eased up the top step of the landing to reveal a small room underneath the stairs; a priest-hole, just large enough to fit a mattress and little more, which she had discovered quite by accident when she moved into the near-derelict cottage when she was pregnant with Alfie’s mother, over two decades before.

‘Climb in now, hurry,’ she urged.

Knowing he had no choice, the little boy reluctantly scuttled in, then immediately turned around to look up at her, his black hair framing his cheeks as he started to cry.

‘Alfie, listen to me, you must only come out of here if you absolutely have to; you must stay hidden. You have enough supplies to last for five days. I’ve sent an urgent telegram to Mama; she knows you’re in here. She will come for you sooner than that, maybe as soon as tomorrow.’

‘What if she doesn’t come? What will I do?’ he said, starting to sob.

‘She will come, Alfie.’ Tessa wiped away his tears, needing desperately to close the lid on the secret room before the police burst in and saw the concealed entrance. With Alfie’s mother away working as a house servant in Portsmouth, Wilfred Hilton wouldn’t hesitate to have the little boy – his illegitimate grandson – sent overseas, probably never to be seen or heard of again.

‘Do you promise, Baba? Because I know you always keep your promises.’ His tears left trails down his cheeks, muddied from playing outside in the fields earlier in the day. He had run in to escape the rain, around the time the Hiltons’ house servant, Sally, had come hammering at The Vicarage door, her clothes soaked through.

‘You have to come, Mrs James,’ she had said, her eyes wild with panic and panting from running through the woods that connected Yew Tree Manor and The Vicarage where they lived. ‘Mrs Hilton’s near having her baby and it’s stuck. The doctor says she will die if it doesn’t come soon. He said to fetch you. He doesn’t know what to do.’

Tessa felt her stomach lurch at the thought of Evelyn Hilton enduring so much suffering at the hands of Dr Jenkins. ‘Sally, you know I’m forbidden by Mr Hilton to go anywhere near his wife. I have had no consultations with Mrs Hilton; it is the doctor’s job to deliver her baby safely.’ Fighting back tears, she tried to close the door on the girl.

‘Please, the doctor begged me to make you come,’ Sally said. ‘He said he would tell Mr Hilton he had requested your presence and bear all responsibility for you being there. Please, Mrs James, there’s so much blood. He says you’re the only one who can save her. They’ll both die if you don’t. I thought I couldn’t take any more of her screams, but she’s gone awful quiet now, and that’s worse.’

‘Where is Mr Hilton?’ Tessa enquired.

‘He drove off after the two of you quarrelled about your tenancy here at The Vicarage. You see, they had a telegram this morning to say that Master Eli has been killed in action. Mrs Hilton was terrible upset; she went into labour soon after Mr Hilton left. I called Dr Jenkins, just as I was told to, but it’s a breech baby and the doctor said he weren’t expecting it. He keeps shouting at me to find the master. I’ve been looking for him everywhere in Kingston village – at the Rose and Crown and the stables. I looked all over, but he’s vanished.’ The girl was frantic and began to sob. ‘Please don’t let her die, Mrs James. Please!’ She pulled at Tessa’s arms, easing her towards the door. ‘Richard is only six; he’ll be left without a mother.’

Eli Hilton was dead. Tessa still couldn’t believe it. Bella’s beloved, Alfie’s father, killed in a war that was so nearly over. She had been there when Eli came into the world, and soon after had given birth to her own baby, Bella, and the two had been inseparable their whole lives. Eli was like a son to her, and as the servant girl stood staring at her in the rain, she found it hard to breathe. But there was no time to react, no time to scream and cry and weep. She was needed.

‘Alfie, stay here in the warm, keep the fire topped up,’ she had said, pulling on her heavy black boots and wrapping her shawl around her shoulders before venturing out into the storm.

She had delivered Evelyn’s previous two babies safely – Eli and his younger brother Richard – but both births had been tricky. Evelyn was a woman whose labours never seemed to end. She was tiny, her birth canal was small, and attending her required a great deal of patience, which Tessa felt sure Dr Jenkins was lacking. She needed to be able to move around during labour, and had given birth to both babies on all fours on her bedroom floor at Yew Tree Manor. She feared Dr Jenkins would have her in stirrups on the bed, using forceps to try and heave the baby out.

As they ran from the edge of the woods down the stone driveway of the huge Georgian mansion, the memory of her quarrel with Wilfred Hilton that very morning filled Tessa with sadness. ‘I want you and that bastard child out of The Vicarage and off my land,’ he had told her. ‘You bring shame on the Church and shame on my family. I see you trying to hide those women whose miscarriages you induce; do you think that by bringing them here in the dead of night we won’t notice? You are a disgrace, Mrs James, with your secrets and herbs and organic medicines. We need real doctors like Dr Jenkins, not God-hating charmers like you, spreading your hatred of proper medical practices like a cancer in our community.’

Ever since she had become a midwife, women had asked how to get rid of the babies growing inside them. She had always listened sympathetically, but she knew it was illegal: people were sent to prison for bringing on a miscarriage. But the law wasn’t as much of a deterrent as her instincts – she had devoted her life to saving babies’ lives, not ending them – and so instead she offered comfort. She listened and she didn’t judge, because she knew that a woman had her reasons for not wanting a baby. She might have too many to care for already, or was so sick from bearing babies that another might kill her – and without her, what would become of her other children? She gave such women herbs that were recommended to bring on their monthlies, but they mostly didn’t work. A few women were so desperate they threatened to kill themselves. Those were the ones who troubled her the most. If she didn’t help them, they would drink bleach, or do it themselves with a needle or a crochet hook, or by any number of means that often had horrifying consequences. It was a man’s world, and few knew what pain a woman suffered for his pleasure.

‘And what did they teach Dr Jenkins at medical school?’ she had replied to Wilfred Hilton. ‘How many babies has he delivered? You don’t learn in medical school how to soothe a mother barely old enough to have a child, who’s near dying from the pain of childbirth. Or a woman who cannot get her baby out because her birth canal is too narrow.’

‘Shame on you, Mrs James. You’ve bewitched the women of this village with that tongue. I want you out tomorrow.’

As she walked through the house and up the stairs towards Evelyn’s bedroom, it was the thought of the bleeding that spurred her on. The baby had turned, and Evelyn would be weak from loss of blood, maybe unable to push the infant out. However Tessa felt about Wilfred Hilton, she had to try and help her friend.

But as she stepped into the bedroom, nothing could have prepared her for the scene. Never in her thirty years as a midwife had she seen so much blood. The white sheets on which she lay, and Evelyn’s ivory nightdress, were dyed completely red. Evelyn lay in the centre of the four-poster bed, pale and lifeless, her legs in stirrups, the doctor heaving and pulling at the baby’s legs, its head still inside her.

‘For God’s sake, do something!’ the doctor yelled when he caught sight of Tessa. ‘The shoulders are stuck, I can’t get the baby out. I’ve cut her, but it still won’t come.’ He was glaring up at her, panting with exertion, blood caked up to his elbows.

Tessa rushed to Evelyn and gently took her legs down from the stirrups. She knew just from the sight of her, and all the blood, that it was too late to save her. But the baby’s legs were moving; there could still be hope for the child. Quickly, she felt Evelyn’s abdomen for the baby’s shoulder and then pressed down on Evelyn’s tummy just above her pelvic bone.

‘What are you doing?’ the doctor panted, his face still puce and caked in sweat.

‘Dislocating the baby’s shoulder,’ Tessa replied. ‘Help me get Evelyn on all fours.’

The doctor looked at her wide-eyed. ‘I will not! I want nothing more to do with this!’ He picked up his bag and rushed from the room, his white shirt spattered with Evelyn’s blood.

Tessa watched him go, knowing what it meant: that he would blame her for what he had done and her work as a midwife would be over. She looked down at Evelyn, then at Sally cowering in the hallway, weeping quietly.

‘Help me!’ she snapped, frozen to the spot with terror. ‘Sally, you begged me to come. Please, Mrs Hilton needs you.’ The girl looked up at Tessa, then nodded and walked over to her.

Together they eased Evelyn over, then Tessa reached inside her womb and with a great deal of effort turned the baby.

‘Push, Evelyn,’ she whispered in her friend’s ear as the next pain came. Evelyn used the last of her strength to push, while Tessa pulled as hard as she could, and out the baby came: a beautiful little girl, her long limbs white, her rosebud lips tinged blue.

Long minutes passed as Sally sobbed in the corner and Tessa sat on the floor blowing into the baby’s mouth and rubbing her soft belly, trying desperately to breathe life back into the child. Finally she gave up and looked over to see that Evelyn had stopped breathing.

She didn’t know when exactly Wilfred Hilton had walked into the room, as Dr Jenkins lurked behind him, but there was no shouting, no raging; he ignored her entirely and walked slowly over to his wife, looking down at her porcelain skin, then at his lifeless child, before pulling the sheet over Evelyn’s face. Tessa got shakily to her feet and laid the dead baby in the crib by the door.

‘What is Tessa James doing here, Dr Jenkins?’

‘She forced her way in, Mr Hilton. When I left, Mrs Hilton and the baby were very much alive,’ said the doctor.

‘Sally, call the police,’ Hilton said.

Fear had gripped Tessa’s heart. She thought only of Alfie sitting alone by the fire in The Vicarage, the grandson Wilfred Hilton disowned, and would do anything to be rid of.

‘Stay here, Mrs James!’ shouted Hilton, but she didn’t hesitate; knowing what she had to do, she pushed past the men, running down the stairs and out onto the driveway. Not stopping until she reached the post office in Kingston village, her clothes and hands still stained with Evelyn’s blood, she wrote an urgent telegram to her daughter in Portsmouth.

My darling Bella. Come home immediately. Alfie is waiting for you in our secret place. Mama. X

On shaky legs, she’d then hurried home to The Vicarage, and to Alfie, sleeping soundly by the fire.

Bang bang bang. ‘Police, open up!’

‘Baba, promise me and I’ll believe you,’ said the little boy as he looked up at her from the secret room, his eyes pleading.

Tessa paused, fearing that to promise would be a lie, but worse, far worse, was to leave a six-year-old boy alone in the dark for days, fearing no one was coming for him.

‘I promise,’ she said finally, deciding that if Bella had not returned to the village in five days, she would tell the police where Alfie was. Any longer than that was a death sentence for the child. She would do everything in her power to keep him out of the orphanage that Wilfred Hilton no doubt had planned for him, but she would not risk his life.

She leaned in and cupped the child’s face in her hands. ‘Alfie, if anyone sees you, they will take you away. And Wilfred Hilton will see to it that they hide you somewhere Mama won’t be able to find you. This is our only hope.’

Bang bang bang. ‘We know you’re in there, Mrs James. Open up!’

‘You must be brave. Take the key now and lock yourself in.’ She removed the ornate key from around her neck, its head engraved with a willow tree, and handed it to the boy. ‘Let yourself out whenever you must, but try not to,’ she added firmly.

She began to lower down the roof to the room, remembering the day she had discovered it. She had been planning to varnish the dark mahogany stairs, and had been sanding them, pushing hard against the top step, when something had clicked and it had released on a spring. She had taken a candle and climbed in. It was only a small space, barely big enough to lie down in, but somehow it didn’t feel claustrophobic. There was a little window at the end, made of blue glass bricks the same piercing colour as Alfie and Bella’s eyes, and the room had the feeling of a tree house, a den, a haven. It had immediately occurred to her that, in her line of work, it could prove useful for women who needed somewhere to hide while their bodies recovered from the ravages of childbearing or miscarriage. Women who couldn’t bear to go home to their ashamed families or violent husbands.

Bang bang bang. ‘Open the door, Mrs James, or we will break it down. You have ten seconds. Ten . . .’

Tessa looked at her grandson, only six years of age, tears streaming down his pale cheeks.

‘You are a James, Alfie. I love you. You must be strong.’

The little boy gazed back at her, and suddenly, as if from nowhere, a strength overcame his terror, his tiny frame lifting from despair, trust and courage propping him up as he sat straight and began to let go of his beloved grandmother.

‘More than all the stars?’ he said quietly, wiping his tears away with his sleeve.

‘Five . . .’

‘More than all the stars and the moon. Hold on, Mama is on her way. Be silent, my darling.’ She kissed his face over and over, his tears salty on her lips.

Bang bang bang.

‘I’m coming!’ she shouted. She closed the priest-hole door and waited until she heard the little boy turn the lock. Click.

‘Three . . .’

‘I’m coming; please don’t break down my door,’ she called out.

‘Two . . .’

It was less than an hour since she had stood by Evelyn’s bedside, since her friend had bled to death in front of her eyes. Since she had laid Evelyn’s lifeless baby in the cot beside her bed.

‘One!’

She opened the front door and was immediately blinded by the lights of two police cars as four policemen stormed past her into her small, fire-lit kitchen.

‘Tessa James, I am arresting you on suspicion of the manslaughter of Evelyn Hilton. You do not have to say anything, but anything you do say may be given in evidence in a court of law.’

‘Where is the boy?’ one of the officers demanded as his colleagues charged past them towards the stairs.

‘With his mother,’ Tessa replied quietly.

‘We have instructions to take him to his guardian, Wilfred Hilton,’ the policeman snapped.

‘Well, you can’t, he’s gone,’ Tessa said.

‘When? We know your daughter works in Portsmouth. How did you get the boy to her so fast?’

‘There’s no sign of him.’ Another policeman appeared next to them, out of breath from searching the house.

‘I put him on the train.’

‘He’s six years old.’ The officer, who had a moustache and pungent breath, leaned in, fixing her with his stare. ‘You’re lying to us, Mrs James. He’s here.’ He turned to the other policeman. ‘Take her to the station, put her in the cells for the night and I will question her in the morning. I can wait here all night if I have to for the child to come out of his hiding place.’

Tessa felt her legs give way from shock and exhaustion as she stepped for what she knew would be the final time over the threshold of her beloved home. It was Dr Jenkins’ word against hers, and Wilfred Hilton would be falling over himself to back him up.

She would never be coming back to The Vicarage.

Alfie watched through the blue glass window, silent and terrified as the police car left, carrying his grandmother away from him. He sat in the dark for hours, barely daring to breathe, as the police thundered around, shouting his name, stamping on the floors and banging the walls, until they finally went quiet.

But still Alfie stayed silent, knowing from the small glass-brick window in his secret room that there was still a police car parked outside.

He lay in the dark, thinking of his mother. As the sun came up, he prayed with all his might that the telegram Baba had sent would be handed to his mother that morning, that she would rush to pack her bag then catch the first train to Kingston and get to him before another long, terrifying night arrived.
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