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			One

			Gabe

			It all starts with a message on social media.

			In itself, that’s not unusual – Susie gets at least a dozen of those every day; more, if she has a gig coming up or the band have just streamed a new track. She usually lets a few accumulate, then sits down and answers them in one go. Hi – thanks for getting in touch! We love hearing what people think about our music . . .

			But this one’s different. This is like someone’s just ripped off her skin and exposed a fifteen-year-old wound.

			 

			Hello Susie. My name is Anna Mulcahy, although the name I was born with was Sky Jukes. I am 15 years old. If you had a baby girl in St George’s hospital on 6 March 2007 at about 5pm who was later adopted, could we perhaps meet? I believe you may be my birth mother.

			Best wishes

			Anna

			 

			Which in itself is devastating enough, but the kicker – the bit which causes her to run into my studio, ashen-faced and choked with tears, mutely holding out her iPad for me to see – is the final line:

			 

			ps: i am desperately unhappy  

		

	
		
			Two

			Gabe

			She had Sky long before I met her, when she was twenty and just starting to get bookings as a backing singer. It was an unplanned pregnancy, the result of a casual relationship. In those days, most of the work for backing vocalists was on long tours, and a baby would have meant giving up the career she loved. That was before she knew she had fibroids, of course. Now, after five miscarriages and umpteen anxious waits between periods, she wishes she’d made a different choice.

			Putting a baby up for adoption . . . People assume that, if you choose to do it, you can cope with the consequences. They don’t realise that you make the decision long before the baby’s born, when you’re still trying to be rational, to make plans, to get things right. When you tell yourself you could be making a childless couple’s life complete, as well as giving your child a better life. When things like careers – and, yes, the parties and fun any twenty-year-old enjoys – loom so much larger.

			They don’t realise that, when you actually do it, it can be like a death. A death you feel responsible for, because you played the biggest part in it. A death you grieve a little more every year, because your imagination torments you with the knowledge that your child is out there somewhere – that you might glimpse her in the supermarket one day as you pick up a tub of ice cream, or see her swinging her legs at the back of a bus. In some ways, it can be even worse than a child dying for real.

			I know, because that happened to me. I lost Leah to childhood leukaemia when she was almost three. It was unspeakable and devastating, and it crushed my first marriage as surely as if someone had smashed a rock on it. But it was also final – there was no going back, nothing to debate; only a slow, agonising coming to terms with it. It was different for Susie. Giving up her baby meant she always had that cruellest of emotions, hope, even if it was mixed with despair. A part of her has always wondered: What’s Sky doing today? Has she learnt her alphabet yet? Has she learnt to swim? Has she had her first kiss?

			When people ask how we met, we sometimes joke that Susie was my groupie. At the time, I was . . . well, not exactly a household name, but the band I was in, Wandering Hand Trouble (I know – it was our label’s suggestion; you’d never dream of calling a group that now), had made the transition from boy band to mum rock without too much difficulty. We were on the verge of amicably going our separate ways, keen to enjoy the money we’d made while we still could. Going, Going, Gone was our farewell tour, Susie one of the backing vocalists.

			What we don’t usually tell people was that one night I found her crying backstage and stopped to ask what was wrong. It turned out it was Sky’s sixth birthday. She told me a little of her story, I told her about Leah, and we bonded. Not exactly rock and roll.

			We do have some of the rock-and-roll trappings, though. Home is a beautiful farmhouse just outside London, with a couple of horses, half a dozen chickens and a rescue mutt called Sandy. We’ve made the interior light and modern, the walls lined with canvases by young British artists. There are six bedrooms – when we looked round, the sellers were keen to let us know what a great family home it was, and how many children did we have? Neither of us ever knows quite how to respond to that question, so the answer sometimes comes out more tersely than we mean it to. When I said, ‘None,’ they muttered something about the space being great for parties, too.

			Outside, there’s a small barn I’ve converted into a studio – for making demo tapes, not full-scale recordings; my day job now is writing songs for younger musicians. The chances are you’ve heard my work dozens of times without realising it wasn’t penned by the winsome singer-songwriter performing it. It’s a tragedy Susie and I don’t have kids of our own, of course – it’s particularly hard on her, since she’d make a brilliant mum and it’s the thing she longs for more than anything. But there’s still time, and, if there’s a silver lining, it’s that she’s finally fronting her own band, a folk-rock ensemble that’s just making the leap from pubs and clubs to being the support act at larger venues. There’s no money in it, of course – there’s no money in anything to do with music anymore – but she loves it, and I love that, when I go to watch, people hardly ever recognise me now; I’m just the supportive partner standing at the side of the stage. I wrote a ballad for them, ‘Lullaby for Leah’, that became a small hit on the streamers, and my heart is never so full of love as when I’m standing in the dark, watching her sing those words of mine, all the different sides of my life connecting in one ecstatic, emotion-laden instant.

			So when she runs into the studio without even looking through the soundproof glass first to see if I’m in the middle of a take, I know instantly that something’s happened – something big. It’s with a feeling of dread that I start to scan the message. And although when I look up and meet her eyes I can see there’s actually a mixture of emotions there – fear, yes, as well as shock and concern, but also overwhelming elation that this moment has finally come – my own feeling of dread doesn’t lessen. Children or no children, we’ve achieved a fragile contentment, and I’m terrified it’s all about to come crashing down.

		

	
		
			Three

			Susie

			Gabe’s first question was, ‘Are you sure? It’s definitely her?’

			I nodded – all I could manage.

			‘But . . . how does she know? All these details.’ He read the message again. ‘Your surname. Even the time of birth.’

			‘They have this . . . document.’ I took a breath. ‘It’s called a Later Life letter. The social worker writes everything down – about me, the birth, the adoption process – so the child knows where they came from. It’s given to them when they’re old enough to understand.’

			‘But she isn’t meant to get in touch with you, is she?’

			I shook my head. ‘The birth certificate’s sealed until she’s eighteen. But let’s face it, I’m not exactly hard to find. Particularly if the social worker mentioned that I’m a singer.’ Like any band, being active on Instagram, Facebook and Twitter is how we drum up publicity.

			Gabe frowned. ‘So presumably we’re not meant to reply, either?’

			‘Well, I’m not going to ignore it.’ I spoke more sharply than I’d meant to. But Gabe, big-hearted though he is, has surprisingly law-abiding instincts for a musician. ‘Apart from anything else, she needs my help.’

			‘Well . . . she’s asked for your help. Which may not be quite the same thing.’ He caught my look. ‘She’s a teenager, Suze. Being melodramatic is what they do. I know I was, at that age.’

			‘She’s contacted me. Like you say – she’s not meant to, so it must be something massive to have made her do that. Besides . . .’ I stopped, too overcome for a moment to go on, then said quietly, ‘I’ve waited fifteen years for this. There’s no way I’m letting her slip through my hands now.’

			 

			It was a strange grief, because it got worse with time.

			There was the initial devastation, of course – the feeling of having something you love torn from you. That ache gradually dulled, though it never entirely left. A therapist told me once that the pain of loss doesn’t shrink, but sometimes we’re able to let our lives expand around it, the way a tree can grow around a nail. I think that’s what happened with me. As my career took off – not a glittering career, certainly not stardom, but, by the standards of the music business, solid and rewarding – my life started to feel fuller. And, I admit it, I was a wild child for a while, working hard and partying harder, and perhaps that was part of the coping mechanism too.

			Then I met Gabe, and at pretty much the same time my bio­logical clock kicked in. Or maybe it kicked in first, and without fully realising it I was starting to look around for the kind of man I could start a family with. Someone more steadfast and thoughtful than my previous partners – those clichéd rock-and-roll bad boys I’d been having fun with, until suddenly I wasn’t.

			A year after we got married, we decided I’d come off the pill. And that was when the pain started. It’s often the way with fibroids, apparently – contraceptives mask the symptoms. Ironically, you start to feel discomfort during sex just when you’re trying to have more sex to get pregnant.

			By the time we went to a specialist, I’d already googled the symptoms, so I knew what to expect. Even so, hearing it spoken out loud made it real, in a way the internet hadn’t. Increased period pain. Reduced fertility. Possible increased risk of miscarriage. So I opted for surgery, and was overjoyed when I got pregnant three months later. It felt like I’d beaten the odds.

			My first miscarriage was quick and early – a pain in my lower back that sent me scuttling to the loo, where I found spotting in my underwear that for one confused moment I thought was a period. Agonising cramps. And then a dark-brown gush, a sludge like wet coffee grounds. It lasted a couple of hours, but the crying lasted on and off for days.

			Each subsequent miscarriage came later and later in the pregnancy. Which was doubly cruel, because every time I’d think, Maybe I’m out of the woods. The second time, I was nine weeks. I rang the hospital, who told me to stay at home unless the bleeding became unmanageable. It was as if they were talking about a bloody nose. It took me ages to go out after that – I was avoiding anywhere I might see a mother with a baby. Even folding back the little seat on a supermarket trolley reduced me to a quivering wreck.

			The third time, the sonographer broke the news at my twelve-week scan. I’m so sorry. There’s no heartbeat. Seeing Gabe weeping uncontrollably was almost the worst thing about it. I was given meds to induce me, and after four hours of agonising cramps I passed the baby in our bathroom. It was the size and colour of a plum, but fully formed.

			I used to mark my due date on my iPad calendar, but I stopped after that – it was too depressing to have to delete it, or, even worse, forget and have a reminder pop up on my screen months later. By the time I was getting D-and-Cs at sixteen weeks to cut out unpassed tissue, I dreaded getting pregnant as much as I longed for it. Though, as it turned out, a D-and-C isn’t what they call it anymore. It’s now an ERPC – Evacuation of Retained Products of Conception. If ever there was a crueller-sounding name for a procedure, I can’t imagine it.

			It was one particularly bleak Mother’s Day, soon after my third miscarriage, that I started thinking about Sky again. Because, however difficult it was to get pregnant, however much of a failure I felt, I couldn’t help reminding myself that I already was a mother. My child was out there somewhere. She was mine, or had been. And, somehow, all the pent-up love and expectation I’d been ready to attach to a new baby started to float towards her, to the adorable little face and light-as-air body I’d cuddled for such a short while before she went to her new parents. (In the UK, you can’t formally agree to an adoption until the baby’s at least six weeks old, although some people place them with a temporary carer before then.) I tried to imagine her in her school uniform. What kind of sports would she do? Would she have my strawberry-blond hair, and if so, would she wear it long and straight, the way I did when I was young? Would she be a rebel like me, or would that gene have passed her by? Would she be musical?

			And sometimes, after one too many glasses of wine, I’d find myself on social media, obsessively trawling the web for any sign of her. It was all too easy to finish writing some glossily inviting post – Wow! Can’t believe our new single has had over five hundred plays already! – and let my fingers drift upwards to the search box.

			To begin with, whenever I thought I’d found her, I told Gabe. The first few times, he even shared my joy. It was only when he took my iPad, scanned the feed of the teenage girl who was making me so excited, and said nothing, that I realised he thought it was just wishful thinking. Which, of course, it always was. And I didn’t even tell him about the really bad nights, the ones that still bring a hot flush of shame to my cheeks – the drunken messages on Instagram or Snapchat beginning, Hello, you don’t know me, but . . .

			I stopped those when one fourteen-year-old turned my private DM into a public post and added, How creepy is this?

			I was looking for girls called Sky, of course. It didn’t occur to me that her new parents might have called her something ­different, not least because preserving a child’s original identity is considered incredibly important now and social workers always get would-be adopters to agree to keep the child’s birth name. I’d read in my endless googling that some get round it by changing the middle name instead and using that, but it’s certainly not common.

			Discovering they’d changed it made me wonder what sort of people they were. The sort who think Anna is so much nicer than Sky, I supposed.

			And that’s what Gabe failed to understand at first, when I showed him her message. It wasn’t just my elation at the fact we’d found each other. It was my fear – fear that I’d made a terrible mistake fifteen years ago. My life had a huge child-shaped hole in it that was only made bigger by knowing I’d given away the very thing I now craved. But at least I’d been able to tell myself that I’d done something good – that Sky was loved, that she had a stable, fulfilling family life.

			But what if that wasn’t true? What if she was with people who didn’t truly appreciate her? Who – perhaps – didn’t even really love her? I’d lurked on enough adoption forums to know that it happened, sometimes.

			And that was why there was absolutely no doubt in my mind about replying. I had to find out if she was all right, even if it was technically breaking the rules. Even if – and this worried me far, far more than the legalities of it – all the secrets and evasions that my marriage had up to then comfortably accommodated could end up being swept away.

		

	
		
			Four

			Anna

			Shit shit shit.

			The moment I press Send, I look at the message and realise it’s terrible. That PS – I sound like a stereotypical whinging teenager, just another self-obsessed snowflake who’s upset because her parents won’t let her watch Love Island or something. I should have been less needy, trusted that she’ll want to meet me anyway.

			Or will she? Maybe she hasn’t given me a moment’s thought in fifteen years. Maybe she’s got her own happy family now, cute-looking kids half my age who she hasn’t put on Insta or Facebook for privacy reasons. Maybe her response is going to be some curt, chilly put-down. Thank you for your enquiry. Please do not contact me again.

			I am sure it’s her, though. The stuff in the social worker’s letter made her easy to find. And when I saw her band’s feed, there was no doubt. Wow. She looks just like me. A much cooler version of me, if I’m honest – her strawberry-blond hair cut in a stylish short fringe, her teeth white and straight as she almost swallows the microphone reaching for a high note, her discreet diamond nose stud glinting in the stage lights. I look at the butterfly tattoo on her tanned, toned shoulder and think, My God, is that really my mum?

			She couldn’t be more different from the woman I’ve been calling Mum if she tried. She’s about twenty years younger, for one thing. But it’s her smile that takes my breath away. In almost every picture, she’s beaming. Mum doesn’t have to do anything to make an expression of sour disapproval settle on her face – it’s there all the time, at least when I’m around.

			Ever since I told her what’s really been going on with the man I’m forced to call Dad.

			Susie Jukes. I roll the name silently around my mouth. She’s married now, but she hasn’t taken his name. He looks even cooler than her – Gabe Thompson, short for Gabriel. If you google him, you get page after page of hits, fans gushing over how good-looking he is. Mostly from about twenty years ago, but still.

			Will they want to talk to me?

			Will they believe me?

			Might they even love me?

			Try not to get ahead of yourself. The fact you’ve made contact is massive enough.

			Plus, she’s really busy right now – they’ve got a big gig at the Roundhouse tomorrow. As support act, admittedly, but the last time they played in Camden it was at a pub called the Dublin Castle. I know all about her music. I’ve scrolled right back to the beginning of her feed, when Silverlink was formed, two years ago.

			I’d love to show my support by clicking on the event – 371 people are interested – but if I do, the monster will see it. That’s right: he insists him and Mum are my friends on social media. So we can keep you safe, Anna. So we can see when you start to indulge in risky behaviours.

			Of course, that isn’t the real reason. He doesn’t want me posting about anything to do with home.

			The way he handled the social worker’s letter was typical. On the very first page she put, The exact timing of when you’ll get this is up to your parents, but I’ve written it assuming you’re about twelve. Some parts you may find upsetting, so I recommend you show them once you’ve read it, so you can talk about it together . . .

			About twelve? So apparently it never crossed her mind he might wait another three years, then just walk into my room – he does at least knock now, but he barely waits for an answer – and toss the papers on to the bed as I was doing my homework.

			I looked at it. ‘What’s this?’

			‘A letter. From the social worker you had at the time of your adoption.’

			There was no envelope, just a thick sheaf of folded pages. ‘I see you’ve read it.’

			‘I’ve checked it through, yes. To make sure there’s nothing that might cause you harm.’ His eyes were cold. ‘In any case, there wasn’t anything I didn’t already know.’

			‘Why didn’t you give it to me before?’

			‘It was never appropriate.’ Which was another way of saying, Because I wanted to exert maximum control.

			‘Well?’ he asked impatiently, when I didn’t pick it up. ‘Aren’t you going to read it?’

			‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I am.’

			I waited for him to leave. He waited for me to pick it up. Pointedly, I put my earbuds back in and picked up my homework.

			He shrugged. ‘In your own time, then.’

			It was a crap last line, but it clearly mattered to him that he’d been the one to deliver it. Out of the corner of my eye I watched him go, careful to keep my expression blank until the door was completely closed. But already a surge of excitement was coursing through me.

			Maybe I can use this to find her. Maybe she can help.

		

	
		
			Five

			Gabe

			I suggest that Susie adopts the twenty-four-hour rule – write a reply, but don’t actually send it until she’s had a chance to sleep on it. This is too important to rush.

			To my surprise, she agrees. She composes something and then, after we’ve talked about it, lets it sit in her drafts folder, unsent.

			 

			Dear Anna,

			I think you are right and I may be your birth mother. I would love to meet you, assuming your parents are happy with that. There’s so much to talk about but of course you mustn’t feel any pressure from my side.

			Best wishes,

			Susie

			 

			Actually, there’s quite a lot of my input in that. Dear Anna – because to call her Sky now, if it’s a name she hasn’t used in fifteen years, would simply come across as weird. Assuming your parents are happy – we debated whether to say adoptive parents, but, when you look at adoptee forums, the people on them generally say using that term is not only insulting, but flies in the face of the legal position, which is that the new family take on all parental rights as soon as the Adoption Order is made. As for checking they’re OK with it, that just seems like the responsible thing to do, given her age. Susie only shrugged when I said so, though she did put it in. I suspect she thinks that, since she made her own decisions about what to tell her parents long before she was fifteen, Anna probably will as well.

			The tone was my suggestion, too – underplaying the emotion. Too much too soon might scare her off. Best wishes instead of what Susie originally put, With all my love.

			In the meantime, ravenous for more information, she scours the internet. She has Anna’s name now, and of course she can simply click on the profile next to the message. But, oddly, that reveals very little – everything’s set to Private, including About and Location, and the profile picture is just a greyed-out circle. Even the account name is only her initials, AM.

			‘Tell me this isn’t all some horrible scam,’ Susie says anxiously, showing me.

			‘Maybe this is what a teenager’s Facebook looks like, these days. They’re all on TikTok and Discord now, right?’ We get attempted scams a lot – it comes with having a reasonably high profile – but this looks more like the Facebook account I set up for myself when the band was still active: a private, almost secret account for friends and family, completely separate from my public-facing page. ‘Maybe she has another one as well.’

			Susie types Anna’s name into the search box. A moment later, she says, ‘This might be her. Yes – it must be. Oh my God, Gabe – look.’

			She turns the iPad towards me. The privacy settings are still blocking almost everything except the name, Anna Mulcahy, but you can see the profile picture. It shows a teenage girl waving a ­sparkler at some night-time party. She’s wearing a beanie that hides the shape of her head, but there’s no doubt. The strawberry-blond hair spilling down to her shoulders, the green eyes, the cheekbones – it’s like looking at a coltish, half-formed version of my wife.

			‘She’s beautiful, isn’t she?’ Susie says at last.

			I nod. ‘You gave her good genes.’

			‘All I did give her.’ But she says it gently, the moment full of emotion.

			‘Why do you think she used a fake account?’

			‘I don’t know,’ Susie says slowly. ‘But I think maybe she wanted to make absolutely sure no one else knew she was contacting me. Whatever this is about . . . she wants to keep it between us.’

			 

			Next morning, it takes her a while to gear herself up to press Send. ‘Done,’ she says at last. She stares at her iPad for a moment. ‘Not that I’m expecting a reply any time soon. She’ll have school, right?’ She sounds like she’s trying to convince herself.

			After lunch, we load the car, then drive to the Roundhouse to set up. Susie’s quiet on the way in. She’s often like that before a performance, resting her voice, but today she seems different. Or perhaps it’s just because I’m quiet too, thinking about Anna and what this contact might mean.

			As we drive through Chalk Farm, Susie says suddenly, ‘Gabe – pull over.’

			I do, then look across at her. There are tears on her cheeks.

			‘What is it?’ I ask, concerned.

			She gestures at a couple strolling along the pavement. The man has a papoose strapped to his chest, the baby just old enough to be facing outwards. Its little knitted hat has become lopsided. The mother reaches out and adjusts it, and it looks up and gives her a smile of pure contentment.

			‘Sorry.’ Susie’s voice is choked. ‘But it fucking hurts sometimes.’

			‘I know.’ Which, I’ve learnt over the years, is all I can say. There’s nothing that will make it better, nothing that will give her hope. I can only be there for her, someone to acknowledge what she’s going through. What – if I’m honest – we’re both going through. The first few times she told me she was losing our baby, I wept like a child myself. And the truth is, we’re both tired of it. Grief is exhausting. Trying again is exhausting. Susie puts a brave face on things – she’s a performer, after all – but, inside, I know she’s only just coping.

			After a moment I say, ‘Suze . . . is there a chance that meeting Anna again could make this worse? You know – that seeing what you’ve missed out on might make the fertility issues even more painful?’

			Fertility issues . . . Even between ourselves we use the careful euphemisms of medical professionals. Not childlessness or, God forbid, infecundity, as a thoughtless nurse once called it, as if we’d been smitten with barrenness by some vengeful deity.

			‘Yes,’ Susie says quietly. ‘I think it probably could. But we need to do it anyway. For her sake.’

			I’m grateful, in that moment, she says ‘we’.

			 

			We drive round to the back of the venue, passing the big vinyl banners at the front with her band’s name, Silverlink, just below the headliner’s, and get the gear set up. Gradually, the rest of the band turn up and they do a soundcheck. It won’t be a lucrative evening – even at these mid-size venues, support acts only get a few hundred pounds, and the agent and promoter will take most of that – but it’s an important one in terms of their profile, even though the place is still two-thirds empty when they eventually walk out to a thin smattering of applause.

			It’s two numbers in, during ‘Red Rusty Mountain’, that Susie falters mid-song. For a moment I think she’s forgotten the lyrics – which is ridiculous; a pro like Susie never does that – then I see that she’s staring into the audience, frozen. I’m at the side, waiting to hand her a guitar for the next song, so I can’t see what she’s looking at.

			Then I move forward, and I do see.

			Anna. The girl from Facebook is in the crowd, looking up at Susie. In person, she’s even prettier than her profile picture – the fringe shorter, the hair pulled back with a scrunchie, just the way Susie used to wear it – and even more like a younger version of Susie, who’s staring back at her, transfixed.

			For a long moment, they hold each other’s gaze, as if everything and everyone else has melted away. Then the bass drum kicks in, Susie somehow finds the next line, and the song continues as if nothing has happened.

			Concerned, I keep my eyes on Susie for a second or two. When I turn to look at the crowd again, Anna’s vanished.

		

	
		
			Six

			Anna

			Hi Susie,

			I’m so so sorry I surprised you out of the blue like that at the gig. I wanted to see you in the flesh and I never thought you’d be able to see me too with all the bright lights! I went to the back as soon as I realised I might be a distraction.

			I’m also sorry I couldn’t stay for the whole thing or come and find you afterwards. The truth is, my parents didn’t know I was there. They would never have given permission for me to go to a concert, let alone one with you in it, and if I’d stayed any longer they’d have found out where I was.

			If you still want to meet I could do tomorrow at 3pm? There’s a café called Bustos on Varley Parade in Colindale, North London. I’ll only have half an hour though.

			Anna x

		

	
		
			Seven

			Susie

			I wasn’t surprised to discover she lived in London – the original adoption had been handled by Barnet Social Services, where I was living at the time. Nor was I very surprised that she didn’t mention asking her parents. It seemed pretty clear to me that they were the cause of the unhappiness she’d referred to.

			At any rate, that was how I read it. Gabe was less certain. ‘It was a school night,’ he pointed out. ‘Most parents wouldn’t let their fifteen-year-old go to a gig in the middle of the week, especially on their own.’

			‘There’s something odd about the way it’s worded, though. You just said, “let their fifteen-year-old go” – that’s normal, right? But she says, “permission”. Like it’s something she has to ask for formally. Doesn’t that sound a bit authoritarian to you? And then there’s that bit about them finding out where she was. How would they know?’

			‘I think you may be reading too much into it,’ he said gently. ‘So you are going to meet her?’

			‘Of course.’ I looked at him, willing him to understand. ‘When I saw her in that crowd, Gabe – it was like an electric shock. A connection. As if we were plugging back into each other again after all this time. I couldn’t undo that now, even if I wanted to.’

			He nodded. ‘OK. I get that.’

			I picked up the iPad. But something made me hesitate. It was just too momentous. ‘I’m terrified, though. What if I don’t like her? What if she doesn’t like me?’

			He reached out and squeezed my shoulder. ‘I think you have to trust your instincts. I think it’s going to be fine.’

			But he still looked worried.

		

	
		
			Eight

			Anna

			I have exactly forty minutes when the monster thinks I’m in drama, not knowing it’s been cancelled because they can’t get a supply teacher. Or not caring, more likely, drama being not a proper subject. Somehow I know she’ll be early, so I hurry, and sure enough, when I look through the café door I can see her, over at the back where it’s quiet – just the table I’d have chosen.

			And him. She’s brought her husband. For a moment I freeze. What the hell does this have to do with him? 

			But then I realise it’s a good thing. If I’m to get anything out of this, it’s better they’re united. 

			Besides, I remind myself as I go inside, my stomach full of butterflies, not all husbands are like the monster.

			‘Hi Susie,’ I say nervously. ‘And you must be Gabe.’

			She jumps up. There’s an awkward moment when we don’t know whether to hug or kiss or shake hands. We kind of clasp our hands together and squeeze instead, but it’s good, it feels like she’s showing me how nervous she is, but also how much she wants us to get past the nerves and reach something more meaningful.

			God, she’s so beautiful.

			Gabe and I shake hands more formally, but he’s nice too, his eyes crinkling round the edges when he smiles hello. Bethany at school always says that’s how you know a man’s had plastic surgery, but that can’t be right, he’s so boyish-looking still. And sensitive enough to pick up on my surprise, as well.

			‘I hope you don’t mind me being here,’ he says. ‘I can leave the two of you alone, if you’d prefer.’

			‘I asked him to come,’ Susie adds. ‘To be honest, I wasn’t sure if I’d simply go to pieces. Still not sure I won’t, actually.’ She sounds dazed, but in a happy way, and it takes me a moment to realise, That’s because of me. It’s an amazing feeling.

			So I say, no, it’s great to meet him. And it’s actually useful too, as it turns out, because he busies himself taking our orders – flat whites for them, tea for me – and going to the counter while Susie and I get over our nerves.

			Glancing at him as he queues up for the drinks, I think how even the coolest boy at school would kill for those jeans and trainers.

			She and I don’t say much at first, just ‘Wow’ and ‘We look so alike’ and ‘Where do you live?’ But soon we’re sharing details like who my grandparents are (her parents are divorced and remarried, but both of them live abroad – I get the impression she’s not particularly close to them) and whether I have any half-siblings (no, though from the wistful way she says it I sense she’s not ruling it out). She asks if I’m left-handed like she is. I’m not, but when we put our hands together they look eerily similar – same short fingers, same double-jointed thumb. Just then Gabe comes back with the drinks and she laughs happily and I realise we have the exact same laugh too, a kind of honking snort that Henry always says makes me sound like a pig. Now that I hear her, I can tell it’s actually the opposite – it’s the laugh of someone who’s free and fun and exuberant.

			We chat for a bit, then Gabe asks, ‘Do your parents know you’re here, Anna?’ And I realise it was him who put that bit in the DM about assuming your parents are happy.

			Perhaps if she’d come on her own I’d have told her everything. But that might have been a mistake. I have to assume that anything I tell them might get back to the monster. No one ever believes the adopted girl – I know that for a fact.

			But I also need to say enough to make it clear to these nice, intelligent, open-minded people that he is a monster.

			I look at my tea, which I realise I have no intention of drinking. There’s too much riding on this.

			‘My parents are why I’m here,’ I say at last. ‘They’re the reason I’m unhappy.’

		

	
		
			Nine

			Gabe

			So it all comes spilling out, slowly at first but then faster and faster. Her family are religious – some strict Irish church. They say grace before every meal, and if Anna forgets and starts her food without waiting, it’s taken away from her. They serve their biological son, Henry, second helpings before her, on the grounds that he’s bigger and in the swimming team. Only last week, her father told her she was lucky to be there and not in a children’s home.

			‘I’m not complaining about any of that stuff, though,’ she says. ‘I’m just giving you the context.’

			She shows us her phone. On the screen is an hourglass symbol and the words, Your device is resting until 20:00.

			‘Parental spyware,’ she says matter-of-factly. ‘I can’t get online until after eight o’clock. And they can track my location, read my messages and block any websites they don’t want me on. I know twelve-year-olds who are made to have stuff like this on their phones, but at fifteen? Luckily I have a techie friend who showed me how to get round it. Oh, and if I run out of credit or battery, I have to go straight home or I’m grounded for a week.’

			Susie gives me an agonised look. I know what she’s thinking. This isn’t what I intended for her.

			Anna catches it too. ‘You mustn’t think I’m blaming you,’ she says quickly. ‘It’s not being adopted that’s the problem – I could have ended up with a fairy-tale family. I just got unlucky.’

			Susie looks like she might be about to cry. ‘On the plus side,’ I say gently, ‘you seem like a really well-adjusted, resilient young woman, Anna. You’re a credit to someone.’

			‘Thanks,’ she says, giving me a sideways look.

			There’s a long silence.

			‘Can I ask – what do you want out of this?’ I say. ‘It’s wonderful to meet you, of course, but when you say your parents are the reason you’re here – is there something in particular you want help with?’

			‘Well, the main thing is just to find out a bit more about who I am. And maybe even have a relationship with my birth mum.’ She darts a quick look at Susie from under her fringe. ‘If you want one, of course. It would be so great to have someone to talk to about things.’

			‘Absolutely,’ Susie says. ‘I’d love that.’

			Anna hesitates. ‘But there is something else too. Something specific.’

			‘What’s that?’ I ask.

			‘My school.’ She looks at us seriously – those eyes, so similar to Susie’s, clear and green, that it’s all I can do not to automatically smile lovingly back at her. ‘They’ve got me at this really strict academy, Northall.’ She has the intonation many girls her age have, putting a slight question mark on the end of sentences, so it comes out as Northall? ‘For sixth form, I really want to move somewhere I can do performing arts. My passion’s music – particularly singing, but all music really. I haven’t been allowed to do it there, and I really, really want to.’

			Susie says nothing, just reaches across the table and puts her hand on Anna’s. Music is so fundamental to her that not being allowed to pursue it would be unthinkable.

			‘When you say you haven’t been allowed to . . .’ I begin.

			‘Not as a school subject, not as private lessons, not even as a hobby,’ she says flatly. ‘It would be a distraction for me and practising would disturb Henry when he’s trying to do his homework, apparently. I saved up and bought a guitar – I was going to teach myself how to play off YouTube videos – but they took it away.’

			‘OK,’ I say, shocked. ‘That really sucks – but I don’t see how we can help.’

			‘You’re both professional musicians, right? Maybe you could talk to them. At the very least, you’re proof that music isn’t just a distraction from accountancy or law or whatever the hell it is they want me to do.’

			‘Well . . .’ I’m about to point out that, really, becoming a professional musician isn’t so much a career choice these days as financial suicide, but Susie speaks before I have a chance.

			‘Of course,’ she says. ‘We’d be happy to do that for you, Anna. It would be our pleasure.’

			*

			Susie’s quiet on the way home, as if she doesn’t want to step back into the real world yet, savouring the memory of meeting Anna the way she sometimes savours the silence after a song.

			I say nothing either, reluctant to interrupt her thoughts.

			‘So,’ she says eventually. ‘What did you think?’

			‘About Anna? She seems . . . great. Really lovely.’

			And it’s true – the fears I’d had about meeting some melodramatic emo who was going to accuse Susie of messing up her life had been way off the mark. Despite what she’d told us about her home life, Anna had seemed likeable, sensible and down to earth, with a self-deprecating sense of humour that made her account all the more believable.

			And if I feel that way, I realise, Susie must feel it a thousandfold.

			‘I’m so glad you like her.’ Susie’s voice still has a far-away quality. ‘And I’m so glad she reached out to us – that I can actually do something for her.’

			I don’t reply to that immediately. Anna might be charming, but the suggestion that we contact her parents and argue she should be allowed to study music seems to me a tricky one. ‘If her parents agree . . . They may not be happy about two strangers sticking their oar in.’

			‘I’m hardly a stranger!’

			‘Of course not, but they may not see it that way.’ We’ve reached our house and I park the car.

			‘But like she said, we can bring a different perspective,’ Susie argues. ‘It’s no different from getting career advice from a mentor, is it? Maybe we could get her some work experience – in a studio, for example. They could hardly object to that, and we’ve got loads of contacts.’ 

			As we go inside, she reaches for the iPad she left on the kitchen island. ‘I’m going to look up that school of hers . . . Jeepers, can you imagine having someone watching every single thing you do online? They sound like a nightmare . . . Got it.’

			I look over her shoulder. Northall Academy, the school’s website informs us, is passionately ambitious for every pupil to reach their full potential.

			More unusually, perhaps, it’s rated Outstanding by Ofsted.

			‘Which, on its own, doesn’t mean anything,’ Susie says when I draw it to her attention. She herself went – by way of expulsions from several more conventional establishments – to Jordans, one of the most famously liberal schools in the country, where teachers were addressed by their first names, lessons were optional and the pupils literally wrote the rule book. She loved it, but it is, I’ve long suspected, the reason she fundamentally believes that every regulation or law, from a speed limit through to a customs declaration, is actually only a suggestion.

			‘I’ll see what Mumsnet has to say about it,’ she adds.

			She scrolls through a few results, then stops, her eyes widening.

			‘What is it?’ I ask.

			‘It’s one of those zero-tolerance places. You know – a once-failing school turned around by a new head who insists everyone does things his way. There’s a lot of talk about a new code of conduct he’s introduced. Listen to this: You do not slouch. By sitting up straight you demonstrate respect. You maintain eye contact with your teacher whenever they are talking. If you drop something, you do not pick it up until they give the signal. You never turn round, even if you hear a noise. Between lessons, you do not talk in the corridor unless a teacher addresses you. Then you smile and reply with an upbeat, “Hello, sir!” or “Morning, miss!” You do not walk around in groups of more than two . . . It sounds appalling.’

			‘But Outstanding.’

			‘It’s wrong for her,’ Susie says firmly. ‘Just like it would have been wrong for me. And what does it say about them, that they could send her somewhere like that?’

			‘That academic achievement is very important to them?’

			She gives me a look and I realise I’m probably sounding insufficiently supportive. ‘Look, I’m not disagreeing,’ I say. ‘I just think we need to be careful about how we handle this. It could seem like we’re turning up out of the blue and criticising their parenting.’

			‘That’s exactly what we’re doing. Why let them off the hook?’

			‘Because they’ll simply tell us to get lost, and then you won’t have any kind of relationship with her. Go in a bit more tactfully and maybe they’ll be grateful. No parent likes to hear their child’s unhappy, after all – perhaps we can frame it in a way that reassures them we’re not trying to usurp their authority, we’re just concerned adults letting them know she contacted us and why.’

			Susie frowns. ‘Sneaking on her, you mean.’

			‘I just think that might be a more productive approach than if we turn up all guns blazing.’

			She’s silent a moment. ‘You’re probably right,’ she admits. ‘It’s just that – after so long – the urge to protect her . . .’

			‘I understand,’ I say gently.

			She takes a deep breath. ‘OK. Let’s do this.’

			She gets out the napkin Anna wrote her father’s number on and taps out a text on her phone.

			‘Sorry for contacting you out of the blue,’ she reads aloud, ‘but this is Susie, Anna’s birth mother. She recently got in touch about something that’s worrying her and I wondered if we could meet to discuss it.’

			I nod. ‘Sounds good.’

			She’s barely sent the message, though, the phone still in her hand, when it starts to ring.

			‘Jesus,’ she says, looking at the screen. ‘It’s them – the number I just texted. That was quick.’ She hesitates, then answers. ‘Hello?’

			I can tell it’s a man’s voice on the other end, but I can’t make out the words. I can only hear Susie’s side – ‘That wasn’t—’ ‘If you’ll just wait a moment—’ ‘I think you’re being—’ – and her rising anger – ‘No, you listen to me—’

			Then, abruptly, it’s over. She looks at me, shocked.

			‘That was Ian Mulcahy. He said we had no right to talk to her before she’s eighteen and if we do it again, he’ll go to the police. Then he hung up on me.’

			‘My God.’ I’m shocked too. ‘But I suppose . . . it must be quite hurtful for them. To discover she was trying to find you . . . That probably feels like some kind of rejection—’

			‘Will you please stop taking their side?’ Then: ‘Sorry. But it wasn’t like that, honestly. He sounded horrible. Like an angry little sergeant major who’s had his authority threatened. Who thinks bluster and shouting are the way to get me to back off.’

			‘I take it no one even mentioned schools.’

			Susie shakes her head. ‘But, you know . . .’ she says slowly, ‘I don’t think this is really about schools, or studying music, or what software’s on her phone. Not fundamentally. I think there might be something bigger going on here – something worse. Something Anna doesn’t feel able to trust us with just yet.’

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘I don’t know exactly. But he was so defensive. Like he was hiding something. What if it’s the worst thing of all? What if—?’ And here she breaks down before she can even put the thought into words, her head rolling into her hands. ‘Oh God, Gabe – what have I done?’
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