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1

The end





She was old. And this was her wedding day. 

As it always was.

A day of devotion and promises.

A day of endings and beginnings.

She only had to make it to the rock. The bright isle.

She wore her dress as before, the veil across her face. Silk voile, translucent, moved against the dryness of aged cheeks.

When she was young she walked upon moors like these.

When the thorn trees bloomed like cherry flower; when the sun shone and the winds were mild.

She had walked in the shadows of ancient tors and marvelled at the empty sweep of rust-coloured downs, her head against another’s shoulder.

Now, this was no landscape she recognised.

It was a corruption, a nightmare that might drag a devil from its sleep.

Above, the sky churned; blood stirred into boiling pitch. It swirled in maddening eddies of purple, crimson and black.

Stunted trees of wych-elm and hawthorn, bent and beaten by the wind, hung uprooted in the air, revolving slowly – dark shapes trailing dark roots.

Behind the brooding clouds the lightning flashed.

The wind was filled with whispers. A chorus of the damned hissed curses in her ear.

She lifted a leaden foot in the direction she must go.

Sharp fingers of gorse and briar clutched at her hem of white silk.

Her bare feet slid in cold mud, her soles numb and bleeding.

Then, through the mist of the veil, she saw it gleam in the distance. From a sapphire sea the island rose. Towering cliffs of dark granite glistened, slick with seawater. At the very top a rounded space of thick grass shone in blinding sunlight.

There her love, her betrothed, waited. A hand beckoning.

There it was, the holy place. She saw the tumbled stonework and the altar of the Anchorite. The place of joining.

How far? One mile? Ten?

From her throat she hitched a sob, stepping onward.

‘I follow,’ she said. Her eternal promise.

From behind, a voice called her.

‘Emma!’

She stumbled forward and the world tilted. Rearing up, it struck her hard against the head and shoulder. She lay on her side in the wet briar and marsh grass while energy, strength and hope ebbed.

‘Emma!’

It was a voice she knew and trusted. A kind voice. Dr Passmore?

She felt warm hands around her own. Comforting hands. Electric torchlight flickered all about. More voices.

‘Dear God Emma, what have you done?’ begged Dr Passmore.

She lifted a finger towards the shining vision in the distance.

‘I follow…’ she said.

Her final words were stolen by the cold night. Her last breath escaped her in a long, low susurration.

Then, in her ears and on the moor, the whispers in the wind fell silent.








  
  

2

‘There’s something wrong with you’





Setting down her book, Suze looked towards the ceiling. 

They must be asleep by now, surely?

She was half-asleep herself.

Please let them be asleep.

She rose from the sofa and crept upstairs in bare feet. Opening James’s door, she saw the boy sprawled across his bed, the covers pulled back. She tiptoed inside and arranged the sheets and blankets over him. Leaving him, she walked along the hall, straightened one of the limited edition Hockney prints on the wall, and peeked inside Juliet’s room. The little girl’s doll-like face was framed by ringlets, her eyes closed. She was fast asleep.

Further along the hall was the master bedroom. Suze slipped inside and thumbed the light switch. The immense, walk-in wardrobe was filled with hanging gowns and dresses. She leafed through them and selected a simple, long-sleeved dress in greys and blues. Draping it across the bed, she spread the sleeves wide and smoothed out the creases. She pulled the hem towards the foot of the bed. It looked for all the world as if a woman had lain there spreadeagled, then had somehow been spirited away from inside her own clothing. Suze studied the arrangement for a moment, brows gathered. She could add something more. Stockings perhaps? Jewellery?

No.

This was enough.

Just a few minutes. That’s all she needed.

With care, she crawled onto the bed and into the middle of the dress. She lay on top of it, letting the dress’s outline frame her own.

She pulled the long arms around her, curling up in their embrace.

Then she closed her eyes.


      [image: ]The slap landed hard across Suze’s face, waking her in an instant.

Panic clawed at her.

She’d fallen asleep. How could she be so stupid?

The woman’s face hovered above, purple with fury. Suze could make out the swollen veins in her neck and forehead, the dishevelled curls of her coiffure, matted and stiff with hairspray. Her breath stank of wine and cigarettes.

Suze’s ears rang from the searing impact of the blow. The woman above her was screaming. Her mouth moved and Suze felt the spray of spit, yet the woman’s voice was elsewhere, raging in a vacuum of silence.

Another blow landed. Sound rushed in, a runaway train, a meteor falling from the sky. It exploded in Suze’s hearing.

‘Get off my dress, get off my bed, and get the fuck out of my house!’ screamed the woman, stabbing a scarlet fingernail at the door.

Suze sprang from the bed, cheeks burning. In her periphery she saw James appear at the bedroom door, dressed in his pyjamas. He rubbed his eyes.

‘What’s all the noise?’ he asked, his voice thick with sleep.

‘Back into bed, darling…’ said the woman with feigned nonchalance, then, lifting her voice to the ceiling she shouted, ‘Harv, get up here, now!’

There was a clumping of footsteps on the stairs and a man wearing a tuxedo and an expression of alarm appeared in the doorway behind the boy.

‘Harv, look after the kids!’

‘But what’s happening?’ insisted the boy.

Harv swept James up, explaining. ‘Nothing sport. Just grown-up stuff.’

As they walked away, Suze saw the boy grin over the man’s shoulder. ‘Has Susanna done something bad?’

The woman waited until the boy’s bedroom door closed, then she came at Suze in a storm of bristling chiffon and vehemence. Suze felt a hand grip her wrist, fingernails like a dog bite. She was dragged from the master bedroom along the hallway, past more Hockneys and hauled from landing to landing down the staircase. She stubbed her toes against the Poggenpohl kitchen and ran her shins against Parker Knoll furniture all the way to the front door. The woman released her grip to struggle with the locks, giving Suze time to gather up her coat and boots. The front door was flung open to reveal the cold night beyond. ‘Out!’ commanded the woman.

Suze escaped through the doorway.

‘Stop!’

Suze did as she was told and turned back. The woman retrieved her handbag from an antique lowboy beside the door and rummaged through it. She produced a purse and began pulling out banknotes, one at a time. Each of these she screwed into a ball and threw at Suze.

‘I’m paying you for looking after the kids tonight because I want everything square,’ spat the woman.

With her coat and boots in one arm, Suze caught a five-pound note and a couple of ones. The rest were snatched away by the chill October wind.

‘But I’m calling the agency first thing Monday,’ declared the woman. She stood for a time at the threshold with a judgemental expression, chin lifted, eyes narrowed in scrutiny. ‘I never liked you,’ she said. ‘I always knew there was something wrong with you.’ Then she slammed the door so hard that the Hockneys rattled.

Suze padded down the stone steps of the terrace in bare feet. She crossed the road, splashing in shallow puddles. The wind cut through her thin T-shirt. The sharp crescent of a new moon was a grin in a cold, cloudless sky. She’d put her coat and boots on later. She just wanted to be out of range. She’d avoid the exposure of streetlights and hug the shadows all the way to the Edgeware Road. From there she’d take the night bus home to her draughty attic flat in Finchley.

And to consequence.
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‘We were never there’





The Littlelands Crèche and Babysitting Agency  was located in a converted house in Bayswater, its sole owner, architect and administrator being the deportment-schooled bundle of propriety known as Odette Mason. Odette had spent years and a great deal of her own money in building her business but, with the Falklands War over, the trade unions brought to heel and Thatcher firmly ensconced in Downing Street, Britain had seen the rise of a new middle class. The yuppies and muppies had poured into West London. Perhaps they’d always been here and it was just the tax cuts and the widening divide between the haves and have-nots that put more money in their pockets and made them more conspicuous. Whatever the reason, they needed somewhere to shelter their entitled offspring while they worked and played. Littlelands appealed to their newfound sense of snobbery. The crèche now had a waiting list and the mere mention of its name was a valuable credential in gaining admission to many desirable prep-schools. Littlelands was a cause célèbre and Suze knew that Odette would fight tooth and claw to protect its reputation.

‘We should count ourselves lucky that the Crawfords won’t take this any further,’ said Odette. She was bouncing a distraught little boy on her knee, perhaps a little too physically. She could bounce a toddler on her knee while she interviewed new staff, took a phone call or completed her tax return. Odette was a paragon of multi-tasking. ‘Bad press could ruin us,’ she added.

Odette’s eyes bored into Suze. Her eyes always protruded slightly. They had a bulbous quality. Together with her high, pencilled eyebrows it gave her the appearance of being continuously appalled by everyone and everything she encountered. ‘They’ve agreed to let their children stay at Littlelands. On one condition.’

Suze knew what was coming. The Crawfords needed the kudos Littlelands would bestow on their progeny. Littlelands needed this whole thing swept under the rug. A deal had been struck.

‘I can’t keep you on my books,’ said Odette. ‘Not after this. I’m sorry.’

‘I know,’ said Suze.

‘Do you have anything to say?’

Suze didn’t answer.

‘Anything at all?’

‘Not really.’

‘How many times have I told you all? We sit on their sofas, we watch their TVs, and use their toilets if we have to. Then we leave everything as it was. We leave no trace of ourselves, we were never there.’

Suze had heard this mantra before. All Odette’s babysitters had.

‘What on earth possessed you to do such a thing? And with one of our regular customers? After everything I’ve insisted upon, after all I’ve tried to teach you, why would you do this now?’ Odette’s eyes narrowed. ‘This is the first time?’

Again, Suze didn’t answer.

The bouncing stopped. Odette gave a laboured sigh and closed her eyes. When they opened, she turned them to the child on her knee. ‘Alexander, I think you’re all right now, and I want you to go play with Evelyn.’ She placed the boy on his feet. He stopped blubbing, sensing the force of her will. Dutifully, he turned and ran off. Odette’s gaze now fell on Suze. ‘How many times?’

Suze shrugged. She hadn’t been counting.

‘My God.’ There was no judgement in Odette’s voice. Only shock.

‘I don’t do it to hurt anyone,’ said Suze.

Odette drew a long breath. ‘Then why? Why do you do it Susanna?’

Suze remained tight-lipped. The explanation lay buried deep inside her. To her it was a simple hurt, a simple need. Yet for others it was such a hard thing to understand. To speak of it would make it trivial, stupid.

Odette leaned forward, her voice calm. ‘Look, I know, I understand. You were raised as an orphan…’

‘A foster child,’ corrected Suze.

Odette’s eyes bulged. ‘Either way, did you know your parents?’

Suze shook her head.

‘That’s very sad. But it doesn’t give you permission to live vicariously through other people’s families.’ Odette sat back. ‘Is that why you work here? Why you want to work with children? Is it because you never had a childhood yourself?’

This was the kind of amateur psychoanalysis that irked Suze. It was true in a way, but not conscious or premeditated. She hadn’t planned her life to be like this, it wasn’t a scheme. It was something she was drawn to, a deep-down longing.

‘I think you should seek out help, Susanna. This kind of behaviour, well, it’s damaging.’ Odette’s bulbous eyes rested on Suze. ‘And, for your own sake you probably need to reassess, to step back and think about whether this is the right kind of work for you.’

Suze frowned in question. ‘But this is the only job I ever wanted.’

Odette’s expression saddened. ‘I don’t think it’s for you.’

‘I like looking after children.’

‘Perhaps, but frankly, they find it hard to relate to you. Look, you’ve been great with the day-to-day stuff. But with the finger-painting, the storytelling, and the games – well, you don’t laugh, you don’t smile or display any kind of joy.’

‘Is that so important?’

‘Children need these things. In truth, they find you a little – scary.’

Suze felt herself falling into a familiar abyss of self-doubt.

‘Susanna, what happened? Why don’t you smile?’

Suze stayed silent. She could never explain. The answers were too many, too complicated.

‘Open up for once. Tell me. What’s this all about?’

Suze shrugged again.

‘Do you ever cry?’

Suze shook her head.

‘You should try sometime. It helps.’

Suze knew that Odette had a good heart and that her advice was well-intended. But for people like Odette it was always easier to give advice than try to understand. They only saw things from outside. If they ever saw things from Suze’s side, from inside, then they’d realise no advice in the world could help.

‘Are you going to be okay?’ asked Odette. ‘Do you have enough to get by?’

‘Sure,’ lied Suze. ‘I’ll be fine.’

Odette stood and crossed the room to a filing cabinet. From this she produced a petty cash tin. She counted out three twenty-pound notes and handed them to Suze. ‘Here,’ she said, ‘this’ll help until you find something.’

Suze nodded in thanks.

‘You’ll need this, too,’ said Odette, holding out some paperwork. ‘Your P45. If you want to sign on.’

Suze took the documents. The government form was her admission to the ranks of the unemployed. Her ticket to the dole queue. There was a letter too, addressed to Suze, care of Littlelands. Printed on the envelope was a government seal and the sender’s address: St Catherine’s House, Aldwych.

‘That arrived this morning,’ confided Odette, nodding at the envelope in Suze’s hand.

‘What is it?’ asked Suze. The government seal looked ominous.

‘Haven’t the foggiest,’ said Odette.
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A suitcaseful of sorrow





Evening pulled its autumn gloom across London while Suze sat in her draughty attic flat. 

She was counting out her hurts at the tiny kitchen table. The place was just a single room big enough for a single bed and a single window above the kitchenette sink, with a shared bathroom one floor down. In winter the plumbing would freeze and the lack of insulation in the roof made the place impossible to heat. The plates and cutlery on the sink buzzed and rattled from the persistent drone of traffic on the North Circular. As cold and comfortless as the place was, she’d always considered it her own. Now she didn’t recognise it. It wasn’t really hers. Never had been. And now she had no idea how she’d cover the rent. Tomorrow she’d trudge to the DHSS, stand in queues, fill out their forms and place herself at the mercy of all the usual inquisitions. How quickly you could move from gainful employment to poverty. From taxpayer to burden.

She hadn’t claimed the dole in over eight years. She’d been a model citizen of sorts. Of course she’d look for work, but without a reference from Littlelands, from Odette, it would be hard to prove any kind of consistent record of employment – at least, one where her work had been valued. She might have to put childcare behind her and look for something else. This grieved her. It’s all she’d done since leaving school. She needed it in a way, it kept her in one piece. Now, at thirty years of age she’d have to retrain, start over. Back to square one.

Suze sighed.

The most painful thing was that Odette was probably right.

Suze didn’t laugh.

She didn’t cry.

She was probably unsuited to the work.

She’d lived a life of constraint, of numbness. She’d hid herself from the world because the world hurt.

And where had that got her?

What did she have to show for it?

She had nothing. A flat that wasn’t hers, a job she couldn’t go back to. She’d never been in a real relationship. Her only experiences were a few clumsy, fumbled encounters. She’d never had the time or energy for another person. She had no friends, no social life to speak of. The world had gravitated away from her, away from her inability to laugh, to smile, to cry. If she suddenly dissolved into atoms, melted into the universe right here at this table, there’d be no record. No one would know.

She counted out each little hurt. She knew where to put them, where to hide them.

In her memory was a suitcase. It was a cheap one made of some compressed cardboardy material. Outside, it was a glossy aquamarine colour that creased and scuffed easily. Inside, it was pale grey, adorned with motifs of soaring aeroplanes and ocean liners cruising through tropical waters. It had a single, turquoise handle with fake stitching moulded into the hard plastic and silver latches freckled with rust. The locks were always difficult to close but, if she sat on the lid long enough and reached down, she could click them into place. Then she’d lock them with a pressed-metal key.

Suze couldn’t remember who’d given her the suitcase. The Children’s Home? One of her foster families? She could still picture her first surname written on the surface in permanent marker, then crossed out and another surname written below. Paper stickers with different addresses had been pasted on top of each other: her different homes. Her different pasts. Her different lives.

She’d pushed that suitcase beneath so many beds. Everything she’d ever owned was inside it. To open it up was to see her for who she really was. But she kept it locked and hidden from everyone.

What happened to that suitcase in the end, Suze couldn’t recall. Had the flimsy locks given up? Had the hinges failed or the compressed cardboard torn? Somehow she’d been parted from it.

Yet it was still with her, still in her mind.

Inside it lay all the secret stuff she never wanted the world to see.

All the bad feelings, all the bad memories.

She’d taken each one and, in her imagination, she’d placed them inside. Then she sat on the lid, reached down and pressed the rusty silver latches into place. She locked them away so they couldn’t hurt her. And she’d never let them out.

Now, she’d take the memories of her dismissal, Odette’s parting words, the slap from Mrs Crawford, the disgrace, the shame, the desperation and the loneliness, and she’d lock them in the aquamarine suitcase of her childhood. If the Odettes and the Crawfords of the world could only see the hole inside her, the one begging to be filled, they’d never regard her as damaged or perverse. She wasn’t wicked. She’d done no harm. She was just a person in pain.

Lock it away, Suze.

Lock it all away.

The suitcase was already filled to bursting.

But it wasn’t a real suitcase after all.

And there was so much more Suze could hide inside it.
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A grey area





The DHSS was as tortuous as Suze expected. She spent the entire morning standing in lines and talking to people behind glass screens. A prison visit. The place was unheated and smelled of vagrancy and despair. She filled out the last of the forms and slid it through the gap at the bottom of one of the screens. It was checked and double-checked, then grudgingly accepted. With relief, Suze headed straight for the kicked-in doors and out into the cold, clear air. 

It wasn’t far to the bus stop but she strayed into suburban streets just feeling the need to walk awhile. Time was no longer a concern for her and there was nowhere she had to be. She walked without purpose along a path through a neighbourhood park, a square expanse of grass bordered by the fences of back gardens. Patches of mud marked out the goal mouths and centre spot of an impromptu football pitch. Elm trees stood bare, their autumn clothing piled in browns and yellows on the ground beneath them. In one corner was a fenced playground where toddlers played. Suze found a bench and sat to watch. The children stumbled about, overdressed in layers of warm clothing, hats and scarves. They seemed less at the mercy of the weather and more at the overprotective nature of their mothers. Dads and mums pushed their offspring on swings, or sat on the opposite ends of seesaws, hamming up their excitement and overacting to every little laugh or squeal. Suze always found such scenes magnetic. They brought her comfort, but also pain, and a longing that bordered on jealousy. She was looking at the foundation of all life and it fascinated her: the family unit, that self-replicating, base building-block of creation. Each little family had its own language, its own way of doing things, its own likes and dislikes. At each family’s core lay its own kind of strength; they were better together than on their own, more resilient. They looked after each other, protected each other, and closed their lives to all but a few outsiders. It’s us against the world, each family seemed to say. Family first, everyone else comes second.

What would happen if she got up right now and made her way over to the fenced playground? What if she opened the gate and walked inside? How would they react? She’d be treated with suspicion and even hostility. There’s no place for a single woman on the other side of that fence. It’s a no-go area. For families only. That’s the reason the fence is there. It’s not to keep the children inside, but to keep the orphans, the loners and the unloved out.

She’d been on the wrong side of that fence all her life.

Suze frowned and thrust her hands deeper into her pockets. Her fingers closed around an envelope.

Pulling it out, she read the sender’s address once again: St Catherine’s House, Aldwych. It was official and it worried her. But she drew a breath and tore it open. On a single leaf of paper was the heading: Registry of Births, Marriages & Deaths, St Catherine’s House, Aldwych.

The letter was addressed to her. Below was written: Notice of Intestacy – Estate of the Late Emma Geraldine Lacey.

Her brain was a muddle. The letter made no sense. A mistake perhaps?

She looked around for a litter bin.

What if it wasn’t?

She sighed and glanced at the address. Three changes on the Tube. She could be there in what, forty minutes?

Suze pocketed the letter.

It wasn’t as if she had anything better to do.


      [image: ]St Catherine’s House was a short trudge from Holborn Tube station to the corner of Aldwych. The building had an official stateliness to it, but lacked the grim overtones and unsightliness of the DHSS offices.

The queues were shorter, too.

‘I received this. But I think it’s a mistake…’ said Suze, handing the letter to a studious young man at the reception counter. Over his shirt and tie he wore a colourful, chequered tank-top as if in quiet rebellion to his surroundings.

The studious young man seemed sceptical. This wasn’t a place where mistakes were made. ‘It’s just a form letter. They get sent out to notify people of intestacy,’ he explained.

‘What does that mean, exactly?’

‘Well, intestacy occurs when someone passes away without leaving a will.’

Suze shook her head. ‘So?’

‘So, without a will, their estate passes to the Crown unless relatives or beneficiaries are identified. Once the death certificate is filed with us, we search our records and contact any interested parties who may wish to make claim to the estate under law.’ He looked at both sides of the letter, then back to Suze. ‘That’s why you got this.’

‘But why me?’ pressed Suze, pointing at the paper in his hand. ‘I’ve never heard of this person.’

He glanced at the letter again. ‘You’re saying you’re no relation to this Emma Geraldine Lacey?’

‘Not that I know of.’

The young man flipped the letter over in his hand, as if looking for something he’d missed. ‘How odd,’ he said. His scepticism seemed to fade a little as if something had just occurred to him. ‘I wonder, would you mind waiting?’ He asked his colleagues at the counter to cover for him, then he locked his drawer, swept up his papers including Suze’s letter and disappeared into the bowels of the building.

Suze looked around for somewhere to sit. There wasn’t a stick of furniture. She paced, she walked outside until a thin mizzle of rain forced her back into the dry. She loitered by the door, she leaned against walls. After almost an hour she decided enough was enough. This was never going to be important. It was a glitch, a case of mistaken identity. She’d be told it was an error and there might even be a short, insincere apology. Nothing worth waiting for.

She lifted her head, letting a long sigh drift up towards the ornate plaster of the ceiling. Then she turned for the exit.

‘Miss Newman?’ The words carried a degree of urgency.

She turned. A door from the waiting area now stood open. She hadn’t noticed it until now. The same young man stood on the threshold, a manila folder tucked under his arm. He beckoned. ‘This way, please.’

Intrigued, she followed him down a long corridor into a windowless interview room. He motioned for her to sit, then closed the door and deposited himself into a plastic chair on the opposite side of the narrow desk. He placed both hands on the folder and eyed her with concern. ‘I understand you were adopted?’

‘Actually I was fostered – from when I was very young,’ admitted Suze.

‘Sorry, yes. Your name is Newman?’

‘Yes.’

‘This surname was given to you by your first foster family, the Newmans,’ explained the young man. ‘They applied to adopt you.’ He paused, uncertain. ‘Although they later withdrew that application, I don’t know why, but not before changing your name by deed poll.’

‘How do you know all this?’

The man kept his hands over the manila folder. ‘It’s all here,’ he said. Then he flipped the folder open, selected a leaf of printed paper and slid it across the desk towards her. ‘This is your birth certificate.’

Suze read the document. ‘But this isn’t me,’ she protested.

‘Afraid it is.’

‘Celeste Dorothea Lacey?’

‘Your birth name,’ said the man.

‘But how do you know this is me?’ argued Suze.

‘As I said, it’s all here. Here’s the deed poll recording your change of name.’ He slid another piece of paper towards her. ‘It gives your original name and the subsequent name your foster parents chose.’ Suze studied the document, open-mouthed, while the young man went on. ‘With your new name and NHS number it was easy to find your current place of employment.’ He inspected another leaf of paper. ‘Littlelands Crèche and Babysitting Agency, am I right?’

Suze nodded, dumbfounded.

‘If you pay tax, we can find you.’

Suze looked up. ‘My birth name is Lacey?’

The young man gave a brief nod in return.

‘Then this woman…’ Suze was struggling with the implications.

The man offered a sympathetic smile and drew her attention back to the birth certificate. He placed a finger next to the words Mother’s Name. Here it read: Emma Geraldine Lacey. The same name as in the letter Suze received. On the birth certificate, the column next to Father’s Name remained blank.

‘This is my mother?’

‘This must be a shock.’

Suze’s gaze rested on the documents, but her mind was elsewhere. ‘Why now?’ she asked.

‘I’m sorry?’

Suze looked up. ‘Do you know how many years I’ve been looking for her? How many phone calls I’ve made, how many forms I’ve filled out, how many queues I’ve stood in?’

The young man shook his head.

‘I’ve been bashing my head against that same wall of bureaucracy all my life. And in the end, it’s just, what, three or four pieces of paper that connect me to her?’ She waved a hand at the contents of the folder. ‘Why am I being told this now?’

‘Well,’ said the young man, clearing his throat. ‘When a child is given up for adoption…’

‘Fostering…’ corrected Suze.

‘Yes, well, in such cases the privacy of the parents is usually respected.’ He placed his hands back over the documents. ‘But this is a different matter, it’s about inheritance now, and different rules apply. I’m sorry, but it’s a bit of a grey area.’

‘A grey area?’ Suze felt the aquamarine suitcase strain at the clasps. ‘The only reason I wanted to find her was to look her in the eye and ask her why she gave up on me, why she gave me away. I wanted her to know the shitty kind of life I’ve had just because she was too selfish to care.’ Suze threw up her hands. ‘And the moment I find her, she’s gone. So I’ll never really know the truth. How’s that for a grey area?’

The young man fiddled with the manila folder. ‘I’m very sorry. As I said, it must be a shock.’

Suze’s finger strayed back to the birth certificate. ‘And why is my father’s name not here? Was she married?’

He shrugged. ‘We have no details. And no record of her ever being married.’ He offered another sympathetic smile. ‘These are certainly unusual circumstances and whether you have any claim to your late mother’s estate is now a legal matter. No other relatives have come to light, so I’d say you stand a good chance.’ He slid a final document across the table. ‘The first thing you need to do is contact the solicitor who filed the death certificate.’

Suze read the solicitor’s name on the death certificate aloud. ‘Carfax and Bell, Storm Bay?’

‘It might be worth giving them a call.’

‘Where the hell is Storm Bay?’ asked Suze.

‘You’ve never heard of it?’

‘Should I?’

The young man tapped Suze’s birth certificate one last time. ‘Well, perhaps you were too young to remember…’

Suze’s eyes found the words Place of Birth: Storm Bay.

‘It’s where you were born,’ he said.
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