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			Adoption can damage a child’s sense of identity. It brings with it a rash of existential questions that remain un­answered. Who am I? Why am I here? Why did my mother give me away?

			Who Am I? The Adoptee’s Hidden Trauma by Joel Harris

			

		

		
			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			Now

			Luke

			London, 2000

			The woman standing in front of me, shy, hesitant, an exact mirror to my own awkwardness, is so unexpectedly beautiful that for a moment I have no words.

			‘Hello, Alice,’ I manage to say.

			‘Luke.’

			She speaks my name as if she is trying out a new language. I reach out my hand, but Alice ignores it and pulls me into a quick, fierce embrace instead. We sit opposite each other at a table laid up with knives and forks, glasses, a pitcher of water.

			‘Water?’ I offer, and when I pick up the jug, I see my hands are shaking.

			‘Wine,’ Alice says, and this first smile, revealing teeth whiter than my own and grooves around her eyes that hint at her real age, lodges itself somewhere near my heart.

			With the wine ordered and menus on the way there is nothing to do but look at each other. Alice sent recent photographs of herself along with her introductory letter, so her beauty should not have come as such a shock, not like this. But she is clearly struggling with my appearance too.

			‘You look so like your father, I’m completely … stunned.’

			‘Richard Fields? He’s my girlfriend’s favourite artist. We just couldn’t believe it.’

			There is something in Alice’s face here, a lightning flash of pain or sorrow, but she steels herself to carry on.

			‘What made you decide to find me?’

			I turn over different beginnings in my mind. The years on the rugby pitches looking at the touchline and wondering if my real mother was one of the women gathered there: the blonde in the fur coat, the lady with the ponytail. And later, the years spent locked in my bedroom, curled up in fury after another row with my parents, consoling myself with the thought that at least my actual mother, the person I truly belonged to, was someone different. And then once I’d met Hannah, the endless questioning. ‘Don’t you want to meet her?’ ‘Don’t you want to know what she’s like?’

			It’s true that my girlfriend’s persistent fascination with my real parentage was a driving force behind this sudden reunion. But the real reason – my tiny brown-eyed, long-lashed boy – lies draped in his mother’s arms several miles away.

			‘I think it was the day Samuel was born.’

			‘That would do it,’ Alice says.

			I watch her swallowing back tears, but I feel no guilt. She had a baby and gave him away. I’m a father myself now and I will never understand it. 

			‘How old is he?’

			‘Three months.’

			Alice places a hand against her heart as if she’s compressing a wound. 

			‘Oh,’ she says, though the ‘oh’ is really a gasp of pain. ‘I think this is going to be even harder than I thought.’

			We look at each other, this woman and I, both wanting to run but trapped by the glass and cutlery-lined beechwood table between us, by the polite convention of going through with our hastily arranged (leisurely repented?) lunch.

			‘It’s all right,’ Alice says with a brief, businesslike smile, as though she’s shrugging herself into the position of adult, of parent. ‘If we take it slowly, we’ll be fine. Let’s start with the easy stuff. Tell me about your girlfriend.’

			

			I met Hannah at the opening of a mutual friend, Ben, who has had the balls to dedicate his life to painting, subsisting on government handouts, sleeping on sofas and working right through the night to produce edgy, instantly recognisable portraits that have been compared, strangely enough, to Richard Fields. Hannah was filing a piece about him for her paper and I watched her walking around the gallery with her notepad, pausing in front of each painting before she scribbled down her thoughts. I wondered what she was writing. Who she was. Whether she was single. I liked the way her curly dark hair fell across her face, obscuring her eyes. She pushed it back, tucked a thick strand behind her ear, but moments later it broke free again.

			When she started talking to Ben, dressed in an unfamiliar suit with his dirty white trainers, I decided to head over and say hello. A moment’s awkwardness while I waited for Ben to finish speaking. 

			‘There’s never been any question in my mind that I’d do anything but paint. It might have been nice to earn lots of money doing something else, but that wasn’t an option. I’d never let anything get in the way of my painting.’

			He looked up and saw me.

			‘God. Don’t just stand there listening to me being a dick.’

			Our friendship goes back to prep school; two misfits in a blur of dull entitlement. 

			‘This is Hannah,’ he said. ‘She works for The Times. She does have a proper job.’

			‘What about you?’ Hannah asked me. ‘Artist or proper job?’

			‘Oh, I prefer to feed off other people’s talent.’

			‘Luke’s an A&R man,’ Ben said, with the note of pride that is always there when he tells people about my job. ‘He was running his own record label at twenty-five.’

			‘Now you’ve made me sound like a dick,’ I said, and Hannah laughed.

			Ben’s parents came over then and we were swept up in a plan to go out for dinner.

			‘There’s a lovely little Italian around the corner, we’ve booked a couple of tables,’ Ben’s father said, and Ben hissed, low-voiced, ‘Don’t worry, they’re paying.’

			I liked Ben’s parents, they were good, kind people who invited me on holiday to France with them every year, but without saying anything Hannah and I dropped back, slowing our pace until soon we lost sight of Ben’s entourage altogether.

			‘We’re right next to Chinatown,’ Hannah said, and I didn’t hesitate. Within minutes we were sitting opposite each other in a booth in one of my favourite restaurants.

			I liked her impeccable rolling of pancakes: two slivers of spring onion laid head to toe alongside a neat stripe of hoisin sauce, modest slices of duck that she took time to select, no fat, no skin. While we ate, she told me about growing up in north Cornwall in a house by the sea.

			‘Our house is on the path to the beach. When the tide’s coming in you can be swimming in the sea in three minutes flat. We used to time it. I was surfing by the age of eight. And when I was older I spent every summer working as a lifeguard.’

			She told me about warm nights spent on the beach, sleeping out in the open, first with her parents, then with friends. They’d gather mussels and cook them over a campfire, drinking hot chocolate from a thermos. 

			‘On Midsummer’s Eve the whole village goes down to the beach and builds a big bonfire. People bring food and tell stories and everyone is there, young and old. I miss it sometimes. When I’m late for work and shoving my way onto the Tube without bothering to apologise, I wonder what the hell has happened to me.’

			She laughed as she said this, but all I could think was: you’re perfect. That’s what’s happened to you. I’ve always been greedy for information about other people’s families, but I’d never felt like this, as if not just my mind but my whole body was attuned to every word she spoke.

			‘You’re very good at not talking about yourself,’ Hannah said. ‘You ask a lot of questions.’

			‘That’s because I’ve nothing to tell. I had a nice, safe, comfortable childhood in Yorkshire with parents who were quite a bit older. I’m an only child. They adopted me when I was just a few weeks old.’

			‘You’re adopted?’ Hannah said, now vehemently interested, a reaction I find peculiarly female. Men basically don’t give a shit how you came into the world. ‘I love a mystery,’ she said.

			And that was the first time she asked me about my birth mother.

			

			‘So this is Hannah?’

			Alice has laid out the photographs I brought with me like a hand of solitaire and she examines them one by one. She’s looking at my favourite photo of Hannah. In it, she’s behind the wheel of a tiny little phut-phut boat we hired on a whim one afternoon in Falmouth. It had a top speed of about ten miles an hour, this boat, and Hannah, who has a powerboat licence, who surfs and sails and could probably skipper a hundred-foot yacht if you asked her to, found it hilarious. She’s laughing so hard in this picture you can see both rows of teeth, her eyes are scrunched and her head is tipped right back. It makes my heart ache a little just to look at her and to remember that most perfect afternoon. Just this – I would be lost without her.

			‘She looks like a good person to have on your side.’

			Alice’s astuteness is a chest thump to the heart. As though this woman, this stranger, who once carried me in her womb, is still so connected to me she can read my innermost thoughts.

			‘That’s me on my seventh birthday,’ I say, pointing to an image of me and three other friends holding sausages on sticks ready to cook on the barbecue. My birthday falls in May and I can still remember the scorch from that day. We had home-made lemonade that was too bitter for my friends and a cake in the shape of the Tardis.

			‘And here I am at school playing rugby.’ I point to the adjacent photo.

			‘You went to boarding school? How old?’

			‘Eight.’

			‘That’s far too young,’ Alice says, before softening it, ‘in my opinion.’

			I wonder if I should tell her about the tearful departures, the utter desolation of the Sunday-night drive back to school. The first time my parents dropped me off I was too shocked and excited to cry much. The second time I knew what was coming and I clung to the car door handle and ran halfway down the drive with them before my father accelerated away.

			I’d hesitated before including the photograph of Christmas lunch, me aged twelve, sitting at the table with my parents and grandparents. My father is standing up to carve the turkey, my mother is handing me a plate crammed with meat and vegetables. We are all wearing paper crowns and there is cracker debris scattered across the table. When I look at this photo, I think: quiet, lonely, bored. To me it is glaringly obvious that I didn’t fit in. But Alice sees something different. She sees the way my mother is smiling at me as she hands me my plate. She sees tenderness. Familiarity. Ownership.

			‘So that’s her,’ she says, without looking up. 

			And now I understand. My adoptive father means nothing to Alice. It’s all about the woman who replaced her.

			‘How does she feel about you seeing me? Your … mother?’

			I hear how the word hurts her.

			‘She doesn’t know. I haven’t told her. I probably could, but …’

			How to explain my mother’s froideur around the circumstances of my birth. She told me I was adopted when I was eight, just before I went away to school.

			‘Why did she give me away?’ I asked.

			It is, after all, the only question.

			‘She was a young girl who got pregnant by mistake and she needed to get on with the rest of her life.’

			‘Do you think she ever wonders about me?’

			‘She doesn’t need to wonder about you. She knows you are happy, that you have a wonderful life, one she could never have given you. She knows you are lucky.’

			Lucky, so lucky, the mantra of my childhood.

			I cannot bring myself to share this detail with Alice, who seems nothing like the casual, carefree girl my mother described as she sits all broken-looking, surrounded by my childhood photographs.

			‘Luke?’ she says, and it still sounds as if she’s testing out my name, as if she expects me to be called something else. Charlie. The name she gave me.

			‘I won’t ever try to be a mother to you. That would be foolish. Shall we settle for friends?’

			She picks up her wine glass and waits for me to do the same. We clink glasses, this beautiful forty-seven-year old woman and I, two strangers in a restaurant, connected by a past I have yet to understand.

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			Then

			Alice

			London, 1972

			The hard slap of a magazine dropped from above makes me look up.

			‘This is what sex looks like.’

			The voice, strangely gravelled for a non-smoking nineteen-year-old, belongs to Rick. The face and torso now displayed beside my pseudo-Cubist still life is Jacob Earl, the dark-eyed, high-cheekboned singer of Disciples. He’s on the front page of Sounds magazine, black shirt unbuttoned, chest gleaming, objectified just like a Page Three girl.

			‘Gig at the Marquee tonight. We’re going,’ Rick says, glaring down at my canvas. ‘Think the apple might work better in blue?’

			He says it lightly, to be helpful, but with each new and perfect intuition I feel the familiar drifting to self-doubt. Am I as good as everyone else? Do I truly deserve my place here, one of only twelve students accepted on the fine arts degree at the Slade, renowned as the best art school in the country?

			Rick is the kind of artist (slash sculptor, ceramicist, embroiderer; he can excel in any medium) who doesn’t really need to be here. He’s already it, the tutors’ darling, the art school’s mascot, the collector’s early hunch. Last week he sold a self-portrait – his whole face rendered in vertical stripes of green – to a man who turned out to be the owner of San Lorenzo. I can imagine Mick and Bianca eating their gazpacho while Rick gazes down at them with his sharp blue eyes. 

			This afternoon’s session, printmaking with Gordon King, is the one I dread the most. A former pop artist (he distanced himself from the movement some years ago and now speaks about it only with distaste), his work sells for thousands of pounds and hangs in the permanent collection of the Whitechapel Art Gallery. He swept into the Slade four years ago and turned its printmaking department on its head. It is said that he can make or break a career, and three of his protégés now sell on Cork Street.

			Rick is his favourite; he can stand beside him eulogising his colour choices for a full five minutes. 

			‘Gather round, people. See these pinks and greens and browns. See how the cherry blossom gorgeousness is offset by sludgy olive and shit brown? This is colour calibration at its best.’

			Today I am working on a lithograph of a favourite tree and I am hopeful that all the nights I’ve spent frying my brain reading about tonality and chromaticism might finally pay off. Once I’ve drawn the outline of my tree (a mesmerising, strangely humanised oak) onto a block of limestone, I’m going to wash over it in a restricted palette of yellow, red, black and white. I’ve been practising for this moment all week, mixing up little tubes of paint in my student bedroom until I came up with three perfect shades of skin. Soon the tree’s branches will become flesh-coloured limbs, the thick round trunk a torso, its ribs defined by hand. I’m going to call it Metamorphosis 1, a pleasingly Kafkaesque title and the first in a series of tree people. 

			But Gordon doesn’t wait to see this transformation.

			‘Surely not another tree?’ he says, arms folded, mouth tight, hovering beside me. ‘What is it with you and trees?’

			And something crumples inside me. Instead of standing up to him, as I do every day in my mind, I say, ‘I don’t know. I just like them.’

			‘Well, I like ice cream, but I don’t paint it every bloody day. Move on now. We need to see some development. This is sub-A-level standard.’

			In the pub, Rick feeds me gin and tonic and holds my hand while I cry. 

			‘I shouldn’t be on this course, I’m going to drop out.’

			We have the same conversation every week, always after Gordon King’s class.

			‘What is it with you and trees?’

			Rick can mimic Gordon perfectly, his soft Anglicised Scottish voice at odds with his bitter personality.

			‘The man’s a bully. And you’re his victim. We have to find a way of changing that.’

			He glances at my half-full tumbler of gin.

			‘Drink up, tree girl. We have a gig to get to.’

			

			There’s time for another drink before the show starts, but the bar is packed full, three hundred drinkers crammed into a tiny space, most of them smoking, the air a greenish grey. Rick holds my hand and hauls me through the crowd. 

			‘’Scuse us. Sorry,’ he says as we tread on feet and squeeze in between couples. And then, five feet from the bar, he stops dead and I smack into him.

			‘What?’ I ask, but Rick doesn’t answer. 

			Perhaps it’s his pheromones, some kind of chemical energy anyway, that makes me look where Rick is looking. Jacob Earl is standing at the bar, two elbows leant on it, a pound note held in one hand. He’s ordering drinks and there seems to be an invisible force field around him, a whole room full of people who can look but not touch. 

			He has his back to me, but even that is intriguing, the way his dark, almost black hair curls over the collar of his shirt, the skinniness of his hips in their tight black jeans, his snakeskin boots.

			‘Wait till he turns round,’ Rick says, and at that moment, Jacob does.

			The face is astonishing, it’s true, a perfect blend of male and female, though not in the Bowie way, for he is even prettier, with his curly hair and big brown eyes, his full lips. Around his neck he wears a flowered choker and several gold chains. His shirt, like in the photo, is open almost to his waist. It’s impossible not to stare.

			‘Oi, Jacob!’ Rick calls out unexpectedly, and the singer turns around. ‘Get us a couple of ales while you’re there, would you?’

			He does this, Rick, asks for the impossible with an optimistic grin, and people often fall for it. 

			‘All right,’ Jacob says, and he begins to smile slowly in return. ‘Pints or halves?’

			‘Pints. Please.’ Rick passes over a pound note.

			‘For your girlfriend too?’

			‘She’s not my girlfriend,’ Rick says, too fast, and Jacob laughs.

			‘You sure about that?’

			‘Positive. This is Alice. I’m Rick. We’re at art school together.’

			‘Art school? Whereabouts?’

			‘The Slade.’

			‘Hey, Eddie. EDDIE.’

			Another man in head-to-toe black turns around from the bar and looks at us without interest. 

			‘These guys are art students,’ Jacob says. ‘They’re at the Slade. You know the Slade, right? The best art school in the country. Remember what we were talking about earlier?’

			‘Oh yeah.’

			Whatever it was, Eddie clearly couldn’t give a toss.

			‘So maybe we should talk to them? About our idea?’

			Eddie shrugs. He looks at his watch. 

			‘There’s no time. We’re on in ten.’

			Jacob nods, reluctantly it seems to me.

			‘You’re right, we should go.’ 

			He looks at me with a final heart-shattering smile and I return his gaze, heat flooding to my cheeks.

			‘Well, enjoy the show,’ he says. ‘See you for a drink afterwards?’ 

			

			Waiting for the band to come on, the small, dark room now crammed with bodies and pulsing with the collective energy that accompanies anticipation, I am preoccupied with the beautiful singer. I am physically affected by those brief seconds of interaction, stomach tense, heart banging in my chest, whole body framed in some kind of expectation. 

			I assume I’m going to like the band, everyone else seems to, but when they finally come out onto the stage, all of them in black, the density of their opening chord – simultaneous drums, guitar and a long-drawn-out vocal – leaves room for nothing else. I am immersed in the music in a way I never have been; my eyes scan each musician – the drummer, the bass guitarist, the backing singers, two girls, one guy – before returning each time, as if magnetically pulled, to Jacob. Never have I seen someone so effortlessly at ease with himself. Singing so close to the mic that his lips almost touch it. Dancing across the stage between vocals, though dancing is not the right word for this strange, hip-swinging side-shuffle. It might look odd on anyone else, but not him, with his pretty-boy thinness and his cool, jerky moves. 

			But it is the words he sings that tip me head-first over an invisible line to a place where I can no longer remember a time when Jacob wasn’t the headline in my thoughts.

			The first song, ‘Sarah’, about breaking up with a girl, is the embodiment of sadness. I want to be Sarah, I want to immerse myself in Sarah’s sorrow. 

			‘Does he write his own songs?’ I ask Rick without taking my eyes off the stage.

			Rick laughs, also without shifting his attention.

			‘Of course. He’s a god.’

			What to say about the next hour, the two of us rapt in sound and visuals and private fantasy? As a whole – an all-male three-piece consisting of singer/guitarist, bass player and drummer, plus for tonight the trio of backing singers – the band seems to exist in permanent frenzy, explosive riffs, each one longer than the last, extended drum solos that are exhausting in their demand for focus. But it’s the quieter moments I like best, the slow, somnambulant drift into ballad, lyrics that pierce the heart with their compelling sadness. For the final, tortured love song, Jacob sits on the edge of the stage, singing into the microphone with his bluesy Americanised voice – honey flecked with gravel.

			He walks from the stage first, one hand raised in salute, guitar slung around his neck – even his casualness is arresting – and then, in turn, the bassist and drummer both take a final solo before following him.

			No encore, just the explosive sound of audience rapture. 

			‘Christ, they’re bloody amazing.’

			‘His voice,’ Rick says. ‘David Bowie, but better.’

			‘His face. Mick Jagger, but cuter.’

			Rick raises his brows and tilts his head to examine me.

			‘And finally,’ he says, ‘the girl made of ice begins to thaw.’

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			Now

			Luke

			We live in a four-bedroomed Victorian terrace in Clapham, bought with a legacy from my father. None of our friends live in a house like this, but then our friends still have both parents intact; my father died from spleen cancer two years ago, a hard, horrible ending that left my mother and me alone. Ours has always been the tricky relationship, and now we no longer have my father’s childish jokes and penchant for expensive wine to take the edge off. When my mother discovered Hannah was pregnant after only three months of our being together, she begged us not to ‘make this mistake’.

			‘Don’t put so much pressure on your relationship when you hardly know each other. I’ll pay for you to go to a private clinic; it’s all so easy these days.’

			Recommending abortion to an adopted person – well, the irony is writ pretty large. Don’t make the same mistake your mother made. There’s that. And then the rather devastating underpinning: kill this embryo, scrape away this nucleus, before it has a chance to wreck your life. Don’t get me wrong, choosing to have a child with Hannah was no mercy mission, a debt repaid for the life I was given (I was born in 1973; abortion was front-street and fully available by then). Simply that the prospect of beginning a life with this cloudy-haired girl, with her pink Cornish cheeks and the optimism that precedes her into every room, was an adrenaline shot to the heart. And I wanted a child, this child, in a way I’d never wanted anything before.

			This afternoon, arriving home after my momentous lunch, the front door is wrenched open even before I have my key in the lock, as if my girlfriend has simply been waiting the other side of it.

			‘Oh my God,’ she says, grabbing my hand and pulling me into the house. ‘How. Are. You?’

			The way Hannah cares about me, her concern, her interest, sometimes I feel I can never get enough of it. I try to be nonchalant, never to show how much I crave the full beam of her attention. But inside I’m just like a child. Look at me, Hannah. Look at me.

			‘I’m good, I think,’ I say, kissing her. ‘Where’s the baby?’

			‘He’s asleep. Come on, he won’t wake for a while and I want to hear everything.’

			Sitting across the table from Hannah, holding hands, I feel the first small rush of elation. I’ve found my real mother. I like her. I like having her in my life. 

			‘Start at the beginning. What does she look like?’

			How to describe another beautiful woman to your girlfriend? With honesty, I decide.

			‘She’s tall and dark and sort of amazing-looking. People were staring at her. It was like having lunch with Helena Christensen. And before you ask, no, I do not fancy my own mother.’

			Instantly, Hannah is laughing. 

			‘I’m not surprised she’s beautiful,’ she says, getting up from her side of the table and walking round to mine. She presses her lips to my mouth; a quick pinch to my inner thigh and my groin fires in response.

			‘Shouldn’t we be making the most of him being asleep?’

			I slide both hands inside her T-shirt, inch by inch moving up her belly towards her breasts.

			‘Oh God,’ she says.

			What I love about Hannah is that our passion is equally matched. One expert touch and she’ll drop everything, the burn between us mutual and instantaneous. Harder with a baby, of course, especially when that baby sleeps sandwiched between you at night. 

			She pushes my hands away.

			‘Later,’ she says. ‘I need to hear about Alice.’

			I tell her the few details my birth mother shared about her life. She lives in Chiswick, she’s single with no other children, she’s an artist. She paints portraits of pets for rich old ladies.

			‘What about Richard?’

			Hannah is a diehard Fields fan. We have a print of one of his most famous paintings – The Exhibitionist – on the wall opposite. It’s a portrait of a show-off dancing for her enraptured parents. She’s overweight and dressed in a sequinned purple leotard and top hat; you can tell she isn’t very good by the gawkish positioning of her limbs.

			‘She and Richard are still best friends. They talk every day, see each other most weeks. She didn’t tell me much about them being together; I got the impression it was just a fling. He’s gay, after all.’

			‘Do you think he might be up for an interview?’ Hannah has the grace to laugh as she says it.

			At the Sunday Times Culture section where Hannah works, there is an unwritten hit list of ultimate but almost impossible-to-get interviewees. Richard Fields is at the top of that list and Hannah has been trying to get a profile piece with him for years.

			‘You’re a hard and ruthless woman. Doesn’t my twenty-seven-year heartache mean anything to you?’

			‘Your heartache is the perfect in. Surely he wants to meet his son? You’ve a lot of catching-up to do.’

			‘I get the feeling it’s just me and Alice for now. She didn’t mention Rick much. That’s what she calls him, not Richard.’

			‘Can I meet her?’ Hannah grabs hold of my hands. She kisses one, then the other. Her excitement is so different to mine: pure, uncomplicated. She sees Alice as the plot twist in my story, the beginnings of a mystery solved. ‘We could ask her for lunch. She can meet Samuel. Her grandson.’

			‘It might be too soon for her,’ I say, thinking it’s definitely too soon for me.

			‘Did she tell you what happened? Why she couldn’t keep you?’

			‘Not really. I got the feeling it was too painful for her to talk about. I guess he – Richard – didn’t want to go through with it. They weren’t in love or anything.’

			Hannah smiles and reaches for my hand. The parallels in our stories – albeit twenty-seven years apart – are uncannily similar. Except that we chose to have the baby, to keep the baby, to treasure the baby. I’m sad suddenly for Alice and for myself, for the life we were never allowed to have. 

			I remember so well the day Hannah turned up on my doorstep, red-faced from crying. Instantly, I feared the worst. Here it comes, the ending I project over and over. Rejection that burrs in my veins no matter how hard I try to ignore it. 

			But it was the exact opposite of what I thought.

			‘I’m pregnant,’ she said, and it was all I could do not to laugh, for those seemed like perfect, shimmering words to me. I wondered why she was crying.

			‘Is that so bad?’ I asked her, and she stared at me, confused, for just one moment before her face slid into a grin that cracked my heart in two and we springboarded into a future neither of us had anticipated.

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			Then

			Alice

			I love the life drawing class, it’s the highlight of my week. I love Josef, the Spanish model, who sits huddled in his blue dressing gown, waiting for the lecture to finish and the drawing to begin. I love Rita Miller, the life tutor, who speaks so passionately at the beginning of each class and always fills me with renewed confidence for my time here. Gordon King takes me down, Rita Miller builds me back up, week after week. And I also love the fact that within thirty seconds of seeing Josef stark naked, I am able to scrutinise and measure his genitals as if sketching an arrangement of fruit. 

			Every week Rita tries to teach us about observation.

			‘Beginners think freedom is the greatest thing,’ she says. ‘But most beginners don’t have any freedom because they are in bondage to their limitations. Before you can be spontaneous, first you must learn to see and have a command of the language that enables you to express what you are seeing.’

			She flicks her hand towards the small platform at the front of the class.

			‘Josef, I think we’re ready for you.’

			The life model removes his dressing gown and folds it carefully on the chair before ascending the platform. He drapes himself over a green hessian screen, notes of a crucified Jesus there, a posture that has clearly been pre-designed by Rita. Head turned to the side and tilted down, each arm stretched out, wrists limp, hands dangling. He is rather Jesus-like, with his beautiful, sculptured face, and his thin, impeccably defined body. Flat stomach, those strong, muscular thighs, hands with long fingers, curved now into the position of claws. 

			‘Think about what you see,’ Rita says. ‘Think. Not gawp. I’m not talking about folds of skin or the underlay of bones.’ She points to Josef with a flourish and he gazes back dispassionately. ‘What we’re looking for are those links and underlying patterns, those insights and sensitivities that at first seem hidden. Without observation you have no content.’

			When I look at Josef, I imagine his backstory. A young man who was tempted away from a traditional life in provincial Spain by the wild hedonism of seventies London, a place where sex shops and pornography cinemas and strip shows and prostitutes line the grimy, litter-strewn streets and marijuana is smoked like cigarettes (right now there will be four or five students on the roof of the Slade sharing a joint). Perhaps he is gay. Or he’s ardently heterosexual, here for his promised sexual revolution, in a city where women – drunk, stoned women – dance topless at parties and engage in acts of defiant promiscuity. Perhaps, though, he is neither of these things. Perhaps I just have sex on the brain.

			True to say I went to bed and woke up thinking about Jacob, the beautiful singer with his pencil-thin cheekbones, and the poetry of his songs. Never before has music affected me in this way. Yes, I collect the albums of the day – T. Rex, The Doors, The Rolling Stones (Sticky Fingers, released last year, played so often the grooves of the record have stretched and turned a whitish-grey). But something happened to me as I stood in that densely packed, smoke-saturated room watching Jacob sing of endings and premature goodbyes. I think it’s that I comprehended – physically, rather than intellectually – the unity of sound and voice, the notes of each instrument, as though my entire physiology was absorbing it. And still it was more than that. The words Jacob had written, the words he sang, he believed in them, he knew them to be good. Self-assurance was the drug that drew me to him.

			Now when I gaze at Josef I want to import these new sensations from last night, a feeling of longing, lust, envy, admiration. While I draw Josef’s eyes – haunting and mesmeric they seem to me now – I hear Jacob singing his lament to a girl named Sarah.

			The sketch turns out to be the best thing I’ve ever done. This time when the students are told to gather round, it is my drawing they come to see.

			‘Observation is fed by the imagination,’ Rita says. ‘What Alice has done wonderfully here is capture a sense of character that she can only have imagined. See the look of sadness in Josef’s eyes? A sort of yearning, wouldn’t you say?’

			After class there seems to be some kind of commotion on the ground floor. The high-pitched voice of Muriel Ashcroft, the Slade’s receptionist, shrieks up towards us as Rick and I walk down the spiral staircase.

			‘I’m sorry, but if you don’t have an appointment then I really must ask you to leave.’

			‘But I’m here to talk to two of your students about a potential commission.’

			‘Which students?’

			‘A girl and a guy; the girl was called Alice.’

			‘But which Alice? We have two.’

			‘Oh well, this Alice is very – how shall I put it? She’s a girl that stands out.’

			Rick and I arrive on the ground floor and Jacob Earl is standing there, his whole face breaking into a smile as soon as he sees me. There is no time to prepare, and this first sighting causes another chemical reaction: bones, cells, blood, heart clamouring and craving beneath my skin. And I find that I’m grinning back at him, stupidly I should imagine. If I could freeze one moment in my life, perhaps it would be this.

			‘There you are. This is my Alice,’ Jacob says to Muriel, who is looking really quite flustered in the presence of this beautiful man. Perhaps she’s human after all.

			And how that ‘my’ sounds on his lips …

			‘Very well,’ Muriel says. ‘Perhaps you’d like to take your “business meeting” outside?’

			Jacob is taller than I’d realised and dressed again in black, a shirt with flowing sleeves, a long scarf patterned with brown and cream feathers, flared black jeans and the snakeskin boots of last night.

			The three of us walk out of the front door, down the steps and into the courtyard. 

			‘Thought you guys were going to stick around for a drink?’ Jacob says.

			‘The bar was packed,’ Rick replies. ‘The bell for last orders had rung, we wouldn’t have got served. Not much point sticking around when you can’t get a drink.’ He laughs, and Jacob does too.

			‘So. I wanted to talk to you about a potential project. A drawing project.’ He nods at our sketchbooks. ‘I’m guessing you’re pretty good at drawing?’

			‘Alice is the star,’ Rick says. ‘You should see what she’s just drawn in class. What’s the project?’

			‘Potentially our next album cover. Eddie and I had this idea of having a sketch of the band on stage, but very posed, a bit like a still life.’

			‘Rick is who you need,’ I say, hoping Jacob doesn’t notice the tremor in my voice. ‘He’s the most talented artist we’ve got. He’s already selling his work.’

			‘Sweet, you two. Like a couple of newly-weds. Buy you a coffee and we can talk about it?’

			In the flesh, in the mid-afternoon light, Jacob looks older than he did on stage, around thirty, I’d say. But still hauntingly beautiful. Eyes, cheekbones, mouth. Slim neck, pronounced collarbones, the dip between them around the size of my thumb. 

			‘You go, Alice,’ Rick says, unexpectedly. ‘You’re the best at drawing and it’d be good for you.’

			‘Wait. No. Hang on.’ I try to stop him, but Rick just smiles and walks away. 

			‘I’m meeting someone,’ he throws back over his shoulder, which is obviously a lie. 

			‘Don’t worry, Alice,’ Jacob says. ‘Strictly business.’

			Though the way he says it, with eyes that are serious, a twisted mouth that isn’t, makes me wish it wasn’t just business.

			‘Do you like coffee?’

			‘Yes, sure, coffee, tea, Coke, anything.’

			Jacob leans in, his face now only inches from mine.

			‘I meant real coffee. Italian coffee. Coffee that’s more of a religious experience. Coffee to blow the mind.’

			‘I’m not sure I’ve ever had one like that.’

			‘Then we’re going to Bar Italia.’ He nods at the sketchbook under my arm. ‘Bring your etchings.’

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			Now 

			Luke

			The psychological wound of an adoptee is internalised at the very beginning of life. There’s a prevailing sense of ‘there must be something wrong with me, I am a disappointment, I am not worth keeping’. Over time, these hidden insecurities can develop into something potent and perilous.

			Who Am I? The Adoptee’s Hidden Trauma by Joel Harris 

			

			Hannah has a new title for me.

			‘The man with two mothers,’ she said last night in the darkness, stretching out across the baby to place her hand on my thigh.

			Today, with the arrival of my mother Christina for the weekend, it feels particularly apt.

			I return home from work and see her navy-blue Golf parked up outside the house with a complicated cocktail of feelings. There is, I always feel, an undertow of resentment on both sides: mine in having to feel gratitude for my rescue, hers for me not being the child she actually wanted. Her own flesh-and-blood baby was stillborn in her last month of pregnancy and I don’t think she will ever get over it. 

			I find her pacing around the kitchen in tight little circles with Samuel draped across one shoulder. She is winding him maternity-nurse style, or so I imagine, having never actually come across one of these mythical creatures (I picture someone large and humourless in a starched white cap).

			‘Hello, darling,’ she says and we attempt an air kiss with the baby lodged between us.

			Hannah is sitting at the kitchen table with about one quarter of her normal presence. This is the thing I notice first when the two women in my life get together, how my mother saps my girlfriend’s energy until she becomes almost someone I can’t recognise. She says hi, limply, and immediately I know something is up.

			‘When did you arrive?’ I ask Christina, trying to piece together potential disaster. 

			‘Oh, just after lunch. I found Hannah asleep in that chair with Samuel virtually sliding off her lap. So I persuaded her to go to bed while I looked after the baby.’

			There’s a small silence, which my mother breaks with, ‘I cannot believe it was Samuel’s first time in his cot. You two are hilarious. He screamed the house down.’

			I don’t look at Hannah; I know her tragic eyes will break my heart. One of the many things we are united on is our attitude to parenting. This baby – our son, no one else’s – will never be allowed to cry, not if we can help it. He will be cocooned in safety, a nest of reassurance, powered by our heartbeats. No need for psychoanalysis – I was wrenched from my natural mother’s arms and deposited in an alien environment, where, as Christina loves to recount with a seeming lack of perception, ‘you cried and cried and cried for the first few weeks’. Let’s just say I am physiologically programmed to detest the sound of a baby crying.

			‘Mum, I’ve told you that Samuel doesn’t sleep in his cot.’

			I fight the instinct to grab my son back and go instead to the fridge, where I take out a bottle of beer. 

			‘Drinks,’ I say. ‘What would you like, Mum? I think we’ve still got gin from last time you were here.’

			My mother is here for forty-eight hours and already I am struggling to think of things to say to her. The conversation never flows the way it does when Hannah’s parents come up from Cornwall – those lovely, semi-drunken, laughter-filled nights when everyone talks at once. When I first met her family, I was stunned by what I initially saw as a lack of respect. Don’t they ever listen to each other? I thought, as the sisters interrupted and vaulted from one topic to the next, no sentence finished, gravity, whenever possible – even the saddest of tales – traded for their easy laughter. And the touching – my God. I’d never seen anything like it. Knee-sitting and hair-stroking and hand-holding; these people were so goddamn tactile, and not just with each other, but with me too. Maggie, Hannah’s mother, hugged me the first time I was introduced, a sluice gate, it seemed, for cheek-pinching and hair-ruffling and the regular chest punches from Peter, her father, the slightly alarming knee-sitting from her younger sister Eliza. If you wanted the North and South Pole of families, then mine and Hannah’s could step up as the perfect candidates.

			I realise as I mix a gin and tonic and begin chucking ingredients from the fridge onto the kitchen table that I have slipped into my default position of high alert, a state I assumed throughout my childhood. Keep busy to stay out of trouble was the maxim I lived by. The trouble, I think, was simply my mother’s notice and the likelihood of being forced into worthy pursuits I couldn’t bear. ‘Why don’t you cycle over to Andrew’s and see if he’ll go blackberry-picking with you? We could make a pie later.’ (I was around fourteen at this time.) ‘Let’s ring up the girls from the Grange and invite them over for a game of cards.’ (A pair of sisters so beautiful and cool I’d rather have cut off my own testicles than make that phone call.)

			She is a good woman, my mother, and I do love her, albeit a textbook kind of love that is layered with guilt, gratitude and frustration. Complex, like I said. 

			There are more shocks over supper when it transpires that she has rung up a nanny agency on our behalf and invited two prospective au pairs for interview tomorrow. Interfering doesn’t quite cover it. 

			‘Don’t be cross with me,’ she says, correctly interpreting our shocked silence. ‘Hannah, it’s really not that long before you go back to work and it can take time to find the right person. I thought it might help if I was here for a second opinion.’

			‘Oh Christina,’ Hannah says, instant tears in her lovely eyes. ‘I can’t bear to think about leaving Samuel, not yet.’

			My mother reaches out to pat her hand.

			‘If you change your mind about going back to work, I’ll make sure you don’t suffer financially.’

			For the best possible reasons, Christina thinks Hannah should be a stay-at-home mum. She doesn’t perceive the raging torment, the utter wrench, that is the choice for Hannah between leaving our beautiful boy and returning to a job she loves. 

			And so next morning to the prospective au pairs, the first one arriving at 10.15. My mother has spent the morning cleaning, and the house looks as if it belongs to someone else. She has found a home for every piece of clutter – a new cupboard for nappies, trainers rehoused in neat rows beneath the stairs – and she has even been out to buy flowers (lilies, which Hannah dislikes on account of their overpowering smell).

			The way Hannah and I take against Nicole, the first interviewee, before she’s even taken her coat off, is pretty comical. It’s as if she marks a cross in every box on the way down.

			First thing she does is marvel at Samuel sleeping on his sheepskin rug in the middle of the floor. She looks at her watch.

			‘This is his mid-morning nap, isn’t it? Do you think he might sleep longer in his cot?’

			‘They don’t allow the little thing to sleep in his cot,’ says my mother, laughing. ‘They cart him around everywhere they go and then wonder why they’re all exhausted!’

			There follows a terse little discussion about Gina Ford, whose childcare manifesto was published last year. First present my mother gave us was The Contented Little Baby Book, an advocate of early starts, rigid routines and controlled crying, that last the most heinous in our minds. Nicole swears by Gina Ford, so there’s little point her even sitting down.

			My mother asks the questions, the au pair provides the correct answers – certified first-aider, recent, impeccable references, experience with newborns – while Hannah and I commune with our eyes. And I realise, looking at my girlfriend slouched in her chair, punishing Nicole with her feigned indifference, that none of this really matters. Hannah, me and Samuel, our tribe of three versus the rest of the world. 

			We actually like the next au pair, Carla, who grew up in Buenos Aires looking after her six siblings while her parents went to work. She falls upon Samuel, now awake and tentatively smiling, and asks if she can hold him.

			It’s me and Hannah asking the questions this time – equally coded – and Carla aces every one. 

			‘Do you think it’s good to let a baby cry sometimes?’

			‘My babies hardly ever cry. I wrap them up in a papoose and keep them close to me. They are happy.’

			She laughs a lot, which reminds me of Hannah, and she kisses Samuel’s cheek without asking us if it’s all right (it is).

			But even so, after Carla has left, my mother says, ‘I could tell you liked her,’ and Hannah shakes her head.

			‘Yes. But not enough. I can’t imagine leaving Samuel with her. I can’t imagine leaving Samuel full stop.’

			And seeing Hannah’s closed-up face, my mother has the good sense to leave it there.

			‘You’ll find someone when you’re ready,’ she says. ‘And if you want me to help out to begin with, you only have to say.’

			An afternoon at the park, a garlicky roast chicken for supper, an intense evening watching our latest LoveFilm offering, American Beauty, with its opening masturbatory shower scene at which none of us laugh.

			Towards the end of the film, my phone pings with an arriving text and I pick it up, idle, scarcely even curious until I see who it is from. ALICE. Name in lights, in red, inferno-esque flames. My heart on the floor. My mother oblivious. My adoptive mother. My real mother, despite the confusing terminology. Guilt I am used to, but this is something else. I feel like a cheat.

			Luke, the message reads, shall we have lunch again? It would be so lovely to see you!

			Back in our bedroom, I show the message to Hannah and she says, instantaneous reaction, ‘Fantastic, let’s invite her over!’ and then claps her hand over her mouth. Christina, the mother who has brought me up for the past twenty-seven years, lies just feet away in the bedroom next door. 

			When I was young, the facts of my birth and adoption were rarely mentioned. But I do remember hearing my mother telling one of her friends, ‘Oh, Luke has absolutely no interest in finding his birth mother. He isn’t curious about her at all.’

			My story was mapped out for me, carefully drawn and plotted like an Ordnance Survey map. Here you are, Luke, the blueprint for your life, no need to deviate. Questions? Why on earth would you have any of those? On my first day at prep school, my mother said, all nonchalant and casual, ‘By the way, I wouldn’t mention that you’re adopted. People tend to make such a big deal out of it.’

			I could read between the lines. Keep your adoption secret, she was saying, and mostly I did. I was biddable back then, and desperate to fit in.

			‘Oh God,’ Hannah says, ‘this is so complicated.’ I feel the flat of her hand resting on my thigh. ‘You know you’re going to have to tell her, don’t you?’

			What, tell my mother about my mother? Impossible to even consider it.

			Christina, I fear, would be totally displaced by the presence of Alice in my life. For within her is the same instinct that festers in me, the same unanswered question. Is the genetic flesh-and-blood connection different? Is it better, deeper, more natural? Deep down, we both suspect that it is.

			Hannah’s title has never felt more appropriate. The man with two mothers, that’s me.

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			Then

			Alice

			Walking through Soho with Jacob, mind like a snowstorm. I’m relieved he doesn’t try to make conversation as we pick our way through the litter of Berwick Street, polystyrene cartons spilling out the remnants of lunch – flaccid baked potato skins, bits of burger – stallholders calling out to one another as they pack away their crates of apples and oranges and pears. Jacob walks fast, fractionally ahead of me, with his feathered scarf flapping behind him, and I spot the stares as we cross Brewer Street and turn into Wardour. Is it his beauty that makes people look twice, or do they recognise him, this boy, this man I barely know?

			He points out Bar Italia. There are tables outside crowded with men wearing suits and drinking coffee from little white cups; all around us the undulating, fast-paced rhythm of Italian.

			‘I know this place,’ I say as we walk into the café with its terracotta floor and the vast chrome coffee machine behind the bar. At one end of the long, thin room there is a television, a crowd of customers sitting on stools in front of it, shouting. ‘They come to watch the football.’

			‘For the football, the coffee, the chat. It’s a kind of religion.’

			At the counter, a man wearing a waiter’s white shirt and bow tie greets Jacob.

			‘Hey, Luigi. This is Alice.’

			Luigi extends a hand over the top of the counter.

			‘Two espressos?’

			‘Alice would like a cappuccino,’ Jacob says, and Luigi rolls his eyes.

			‘Cappuccino is for breakfast. Espresso now.’

			‘She’s never had one. She has to try it.’

			‘OK, Alice. But is not good for your digestive system.’ He waggles his finger like a schoolteacher. ‘Milk in the afternoon will make you sick.’

			Sitting beside Jacob at the little red and white Formica table, I fight through a wave of self-consciousness. When he looks at me with a small smile, I wonder if he can read my mind. 

			‘Come on, then. Show us your etchings.’

			I open up the sketchbook halfway through. I won’t bore him with the early staged tableaux: the solitary pear on a carefully pleated tablecloth, the vase of flowers, the basket of apples. As it happens, the page I show him is a portrait of Rick, drawn in the first week at college. He is sitting at his desk, chin propped in his hand, staring straight at me; it makes me smile just to see him.

			‘Your friend is right. You’re very good. It’s exactly like him.’

			‘It’s the first time I drew him and still the one I love best.’ 

			‘Really not your boyfriend?’

			‘No. Everyone thinks we’re together, but we’re not. Sometimes I wonder if Rick might be gay.’

			It comes out before I can stop myself.

			‘I shouldn’t have said that.’

			‘Why? I don’t care.’

			‘I might be wrong. I probably am.’

			He smiles and says, ‘Alice, I believe you,’ and I feel foolish for protesting so much. But I am as confused as everyone else that nothing has developed between Rick and me. He’s indisputably handsome, he is the funniest, kindest person I have ever met and since day one we have been inseparable. We are as close as any lovers but, so far anyway, without even the tiniest spark of chemistry.

			Jacob flips a few more pages and then he comes to my oak tree.

			‘A tree that’s actually a man. Or a man that becomes a tree?’

			And suddenly I’m telling him about my fascination for all trees, but particularly oaks. When I was a child, growing up in Essex, I spent every spare hour in the fields behind the house. And the trees, especially in the dusk light, seemed to take on their own characters. I don’t feel stupid telling him that they were like my friends. Or that even as I’ve grown older, the character of a tree – the oaks in Battersea Park, the cherries and limes lining the streets of Notting Hill – has remained visible to me, as if I perceive trees in a way that no one else does. 
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