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T he table overfl owed 
with richness 
— plates of dainty 
sandwiches, 

sausage rolls, crackers, a 
cheese board and her 
famous home-made bread. 

In the centre of the table 
there was a China house, 
snow-covered, its windows 
fl ickering with the unstable 
fl ame of a tealight.

Eve felt a feather of breath 
on her neck as Henry leant 
in behind her for a kiss, arms 
wrapping around her waist 
and pulling her close. 

‘Happy birthday, love,’ he 
whispered. ‘It looks beautiful.’

‘Thanks, Henry,’ she said 
leaning backwards and 
feeling the strength of his 
torso against her back. 

He was her rock.
The doorbell rang, making 

them both jump. 
‘Here we go!’ Henry joked. 

‘Let the chaos commence.’
The grandchildren piled 

into the hallway, fl inging 
their scarves off and 
chattering relentlessly.

Behind them was Katy, still 
looking shockingly young to 
be a mum to 12-year-old 
twins, and Peter stood behind 
her, clutching a bottle 
wrapped in tissue paper.

Four-year-old Susan fl ung 
herself at Eve’s legs, almost 
making her trip. 

‘Gwanny!’ she cried. ‘It’th 
Chwistmas tomowwow!’

Picking the little girl 
up into her arms, Eve 
experienced the shiver of 

recognition she 
always felt when she 
clutched one of her own — 
the sensation of connection 
she’d waited 25 years to feel.

All those years of looking 
into the faces of strangers 
and searching for similarities.

Making her adoptive 
mother cry one day when 
she saw her reading the note 
once again. 

‘You know we love you,’ 
her mum had said. ‘No one 
could love you more than 
your dad and I do. Isn’t that 
enough?’

Eve had felt guilty then, 
squirrelling the note into its 
secret envelope at the back 
of her desk drawer and 
trying to do as everyone told 
her  — accept that her ‘real’ 
mother would never be 
found, not after all this time. 

There was every chance 
that she’d reject her anyway, 
just as she had on the day 
she was born. No one 
understood the feeling of 
being incomplete that had 
shaped her life.

‘Sorry, Mum,’ she 
whispered now, her mouth 
buried in Susan’s red curls. 

She knew she’d been 
lucky. She’d never wanted 
for anything. Her parents 

had loved her 
fi ercely. 

‘We waited so long 
for a baby,’ her mum 
had said. ‘Then one 

Christmas, there you 
were!’

But it was inevitable 
that she’d wonder, 
wasn’t it? 

Left on the steps of 
the maternity hospital in 
a little basket, wrapped 
in a towel. A tiny, pink 
teddy lying next to her, 
an incongruous symbol 
of love. 
And a note: I’m sorry, on 

the back of a receipt.
These days, there was 

CCTV. And there wasn’t the 
shame — or was there? — in 
having an illegitimate child.

Still, you did read about it. 
Babies being left, mothers 
putting their newborns into 
dustbins, or on the steps of 
the police station. 

She’d once caught Henry 
ripping a page out of the 
paper — to protect her, he’d 
said. 

Little girl found, the story 
had read, in the toilets at the 
leisure centre.

O h wow, this looks 
great!’ Katy smiled as 
they crowded into 

the dining room. ‘Happy 
birthday!’ She pressed a 
small box into Eve’s hand.

‘Thanks, love.’ Inside was 
an amber brooch. ‘Oh, it’s 
beautiful!’ 

Eve pinned it on to her 
blouse, its weight making the 
material pull a little. 

On cue, Henry pressed 
play on the iPod and their 
traditional Christmas CD, 
now digitised, began to play.

And Eve felt the pressure 
of her birthday ebb away  — 
the need to appear happy no 
matter how you felt — and 
the fi rst fl icker of Christmas 
spirit rise inside her. 

She raised her glass of 
sherry. 

‘Merry Christmas, 
everyone,’ she said. ‘And to 
Mum and Dad, and Benjy.’ 

They’d toasted her parents 
each year since they’d died 
— over 20 years ago now, 

followed by Benjy, their 
gorgeous golden retriever .

Her parents had been 
young when they’d gone. 
Barely 70. After Dad died, her 
mum had faded away quickly. 

‘Broken heart syndrome,’ 
the doctor had said. 

‘But what about my heart?’ 
she’d wanted to say. 

It was only once she’d lost 
them that she realised the 
time she’d wasted on a 
mother whose name she’d 
never even heard.

‘And Faver Cwistmas!’ 
Susan said insistently, 
breaking into her thoughts 
and making them all laugh.

‘And Rudolph and Prancer!’ 
Henry added.

‘Duster!’
‘That’s not one of them!’
‘Yes it is!’
Then they were all laughing. 
Looking around the table, 

her glass raised, Eve saw 
their faces as if for the fi rst 
time. Her nose, Henry’s eyes 
— a jumble of features all 
connected to her own DNA. 

That feeling of being part 
of others. Something inside 
her, long-knotted, relaxed. 
Her family.

Fifty-fi ve years of feeling 
incomplete, but surely now 
having four living, breathing 
people who were part of her, 
and the others in the future, 
was enough. 

‘I love you all,’ she said 
suddenly, and they looked at 
her as if she was going to 
make an announcement.

The doorbell interrupted, 
and she gratefully stood up. 

‘There’s change on the hall 
table if it’s carol singers,’ 
Henry called after her.

‘Thanks, love,’ she said, 
then picked up a handful of 
coins and opened the door. 

Outside, darkness had 
fallen and there was a chill in 
the air. The haloed 
streetlights glowed in the 
darkness. 

There was no one on the 
doorstep. Kids, perhaps.

But as she went to close 
the door, she saw the little 
envelope, trapped under a 
stone, with the familiar, 
scrawled writing . 

And the words: I’m sorry.
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