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			Dear Ms Blythe

			We are dealing with an estate of which you may be a beneficiary.

			Please send any documents in your possession that relate to your birth and adoption.

			 

			September is at her wits' end. There's never enough money to support her boyfriend and herself. September has nothing to look forward to.

			 

			Then the letter comes. September has inherited a house from a great-aunt she never knew she had. It would make sense to sell it. But when she sees the place – the orange gate, the garden, the tree, the bumble-bee door knocker – she doesn't want to let it go. Not yet. Then the members of the book club arrive, and she begins to discover the story of the family she didn't know. And to make new friends.

			 

			September feels safe here. But money alone can't bring contentment. September is just at the start of a journey full of surprises, shocks – and opportunities, if she's brave enough . . . 

		

	
		
			
			

			

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			For Lou,

			my best friend

			
			

		

	
		
			
			

			10 October 1990, London

			April is holding a soundly sleeping baby in her arms when she opens the door. Lucia feels the love inside her double, treble, at the sight of them.

			‘Auntie L!’ April says. ‘I’m so happy to see you!’ And then she hands baby September to her. She is just a few weeks old, and wrapped in the blanket Lucia knitted to welcome her.

			Although Lucia has come to meet the baby, still the fact of her is the most glorious surprise. Her head is fuzzy, her skin clear, her nose the best little nose Lucia has ever seen. ‘Hello, little one. Welcome.’ Then she looks at her niece. ‘Oh, April.’

			‘Isn’t she the most perfect thing you have ever seen in all of your life?’ April looks tired and her hair is unbrushed, but she glows with happiness.

			‘She’s one of the two most perfect things.’ It’s twenty-­one years since Lucia held April for the first time.

			April leads the way up the stairs. The flat she shares with Rex, when Rex is around, is a tiny one-­bedroomed nest of a place, and it might have been dingy, but April has decorated it with sequinned scarves and bright lamps. September has started to make little mewls and stretch her mouth. April sits on one end of the sofa, unbuttons the shirt she’s wearing and holds out her arms for her baby. Lucia kisses the perfect little head before she hands her over.

			
			

			‘Should I make some tea?’

			‘That would be lovely.’ April glances up from watching September at her breast. She seems so serene. Lucia exhales. This is what matters.

			‘You look so happy,’ Lucia says.

			April laughs. ‘Rex is surprised too. I think I’m supposed to be an emotional wreck. But all I’m doing is sleeping when she sleeps and feeding her when she’s hungry and it feels . . . easy. If she cries and she isn’t hungry and doesn’t need winding or a nappy change I just sing her a bit of Madonna.’

			‘I think that’s exactly what the baby books say you should do. They might not specify Madonna.’ Lucia thinks of when April was born, and how her sister, Mariah, had a long and difficult labour followed by a long and difficult transition into motherhood. Maybe it’s just as well that she couldn’t persuade her to come and meet this new baby. She puts a mug on the floor by April’s feet, and sits at the other end of the sofa with her own tea. In the quiet she can hear September’s soft breath against her mother’s skin.

			‘How are things in Harrogate?’ April asks.

			Lucia says, carefully, ‘Much the same.’ The news of April’s pregnancy was not well received by her parents and grandparents. It seemed to act like a magnet for all the anger and dysfunction of their family. Lucia has refused to have any part in it.

			April shifts September so she is leaning against her shoulder. ‘I’m not going to let them spoil anything for me, Auntie L,’ she says. ‘I’m going to live my life. I’m going to do every single thing that I’ve planned. I’m going to finish my degree and go travelling and get an amazing job, and I’m going to share it all with Rex and September. If my parents don’t want to be part of it then it’s their loss.’

			
			

			‘Yes,’ Lucia says. She looks at September, who is dozing again already, the skin of her eyelids so fine that the blue of her veins is visible. She thinks: what a lucky child you are.

		

	
		
			
			

			April 2024

			September uses her hair straighteners to tidy up the collar and cuffs of her uniform: it saves a bit of ironing and they’re still hot, anyway, from sorting out her hair. Shaun says she looks like a sheepdog when she doesn’t straighten it, and it’s almost funny, but lately she’s been wondering whether he was always so keen to point out what’s wrong with her. Still, six of one and half a dozen of the other. She’s threatened to bin his old band T-­shirts often enough.

			The banging on the door makes her smudge her eyeliner. There’s only one sort of person who knocks like that: hostile, demanding. Maybe they learn how to do it at bailiff school. But if she hides and waits until they go, she’ll be late for work.

			September buttons her blouse, puts on some lip gloss and picks up her bag. She opens the door with a smile. ‘I’m just on my way out, I’m afraid. And Shaun’s not here.’ She steps on to their scrubby front path and closes the door behind her. Debt collectors are like vampires: if you don’t invite them in, there’s nothing they can do to you.

			But: ‘It’s September we’re looking for.’

			
			

			He’s a smiling one, this one, but still twice as broad as September is, and a good head taller. Best to be nice.

			‘That’s me. What’s it about?’

			The bailiff licks his thumb, riffles the grubby pages attached to his clipboard. Some debt collectors have iPads now. The paper makes her anxious. More anxious. There’s something old-­school about it, and that means not much of a chance of negotiation.

			September hates that she knows enough about debt to think in this way. The thought of her parents flits across her mind; she closes her eyes against the memory of their careful saving, their horror of owing money.

			‘Moped, it says here. Three months behind on payments. Three hundred and ninety due today.’

			‘Moped? Are you sure?’

			‘I’m sure.’ Of course, a bailiff is going to be used to people denying they’ve ever bought something. He might even expect it. But not only is September certain she hasn’t bought a moped – Lord knows, she wouldn’t be walking to work in all weathers if she had – but she hasn’t seen Shaun with one, either.

			She shakes her head. ‘I promise. I don’t know anything about a moped.’ She hates that her voice sounds panicky.

			‘Not what it says here, love.’ The man in front of her looks almost disappointed, as though such an obvious lie is a mark of disrespect to him, a deliberately lazy step in this dance they are doing.

			September tries a smile. ‘Look. This is the first I’ve heard of it. Honestly. And if I don’t get to work I’ll have nothing to pay anything off with, anyway.’

			
			

			It’s as though turning her smile on has turned his off. ‘You should take this seriously, love.’

			Her gut clenches. She’s tempted, for a moment, to tell him just how seriously she takes it. How she wakes in the night from nightmares of choking. How she eats her discount cereal with water. That her boss at the supermarket thinks she’s keen because she doesn’t mind working an extra few minutes at the end of her shift, but really it’s because if she goes out of the back door alone she can sometimes pull something that’s still good out of the top of the rubbish storage bins, unseen. She’s tempted to tell him how she doesn’t know how her life has turned into this struggle; how she wouldn’t have believed that it was possible to work and work and still feel as though everything you have is sliding away from you. That no matter how hard you try, you cannot seem to ever get on top of things.

			But of course, September doesn’t tell the bailiff any of this. Instead, she smiles again. He must realise that she means it this time; or maybe he sees beyond her words to how she’s hurting. He sighs, rocks on to his back foot.

			‘Look, I’ll put you down as a “no answer”. But I won’t be able to do it next time.’

			September is so grateful at this small kindness that she almost cries. But she knows for a fact there’s no point in crying. So she says thank you, and sets off down the road a little bit faster than is comfortable. She can’t afford to be late for work.

			 

			It’s one of those shifts with nothing to brighten it. A woman in a coat that probably cost more than September earns in a month tears her off a strip because they don’t sell one particular type of potato. Before September got this job, she thought potatoes were only old or new. She knows better now, but she’s pretty sure it’s not worth shouting at someone about. A baby projectile-­vomits in the jams and preserves aisle, and September is the one who cleans up after it. She doesn’t get out of the way of one of their regular customers in time, meaning that he ‘accidentally’ rubs her breasts when leaning past her for a tin of marrowfat peas. The staffroom has a ‘beware’ board, with images from CCTV so the squeezers, feelers and other abusers can be avoided, though they never get barred.

			
			

			But more than all of this, today it seems that no one has a kind word for anyone. Couples bicker as they shop; children run around screaming; wherever September parks a trolley or a cage on the shop floor, she is in someone’s way. None of the colleagues she is friendly with are on shift. So September has nothing to do but think about how much she is earning, and how little it is compared to the money she needs to find to pay next month’s rent and bills. Shaun doesn’t have a regular job, though every now and then he gets a good run of gigs as a roadie, and when that happens, he’s generous to a fault. And of course, there is the question of the moped. She didn’t even know Shaun had bought it. She didn’t know about the guitar he bought himself last Christmas, either, and he swore blind then that he’d never go behind her back again. So much for that.

			This morning wasn’t the first time September has spoken to a bailiff. It’s a fact of her life that she is in debt and will never get out of it. But usually there’s a way to manage it: a weekly payment that she can just about find if she gives up taking the bus, a raid on the scant amount of money that she’s put by on the off-­chance of being able to afford a haircut or a meal out on her birthday. But this time, she has nothing left to cut away or cut back on.

			
			

			At least it isn’t raining, September thinks glumly as she heads home. The April sky is bright and she walks slowly, kidding herself that she’s enjoying the fresh air when really, she’s putting off facing Shaun, and the discussion they need to have. She knows, from experience of their many conversations about money, that he will be infuriatingly calm. Calmness is something September once thought of as a good quality, but now she wishes that he would, just once, shout back at her. At least that way the air might clear, instead of clouding even more with ill-­will and stress. ‘It’s not us,’ Shaun is fond of saying, ‘it’s our situation. We’re sweet, September, you and me. We’re good, babe. It’s just that life’s a bit tough, yeah? We need to keep on and wait for the good times to roll. We’ve survived this long, haven’t we? We’ve kept a roof over our heads?’

			Once, September had loved Shaun’s clear-­eyed ability to see beyond their circumstances and remind her how precious their relationship was. Now, more and more, she thinks that a relationship that can only exist in either a vacuum or a place of no stress isn’t really a relationship at all. Still, beggars can’t be choosers. And he’s a sweet man really, honest and true at his heart. They’ve just never caught a break.

			When she opens the door, there’s the sound of post scraping along the doormat, and her heart sinks. It can only be bills. She picks them up and adds them to the pile on top of the radiator.

			
			

			‘Hey,’ Shaun comes through from the kitchen and takes September’s bag from her shoulder. ‘I thought I’d cook. Did you bring anything we could have for tea?’

			September laughs. ‘Milk and bananas.’

			Shaun kisses her. ‘Beans on toast it is, then.’

			She sinks against his shoulder for a moment; the fact that she isn’t holding up all of her own weight is a quiet pleasure. She breathes him in. It smells as though he’s showered today, even if he has put his dirty clothes back on. She really wants to stay here, in this moment. But. ‘We need to talk about the moped,’ she says.

			The clench-­and-­release of his muscles is almost imperceptible. ‘What moped?’

			September sighs and pulls away. She slips her shoes off. ‘I got stopped by a bailiff on my way out today.’

			Maybe it’s the way she says it – she’s too tired for blame, and all out of fight – that means she gets a straight answer, for once. ‘I bought one a couple of months ago. Thought I could get some delivery work.’

			‘You put the loan in my name?’

			‘Sorry, babe.’ He looks sorry. Properly sorry. ‘I couldn’t get it in mine. I thought I’d told you.’

			‘Well, you didn’t. Because I haven’t made any payments, and the bailiffs came. A hundred and thirty quid a month, Shaun? What were you thinking?’

			‘I just said. I thought I could get some delivery work.’

			‘And?’ She touches his shoulder. This might not be so hard to solve. They can just let the moped be repossessed. That was what they did the time they bought the big TV, thinking that her Christmas overtime would be enough to cover it when the bill came in.

			
			

			‘I wanted to find the right time to talk to you about it. So I – I left it at my brother’s.’

			‘Oh, God. How could you?’

			Shaun sighs and doesn’t reply. He doesn’t need to tell her what happened next. His brother said he would look after it, and Shaun believed him because Shaun always wants to believe that his brother has really changed. Maybe Shaun’s brother also thought, in that moment, that he had changed. September laughs, despite herself; she tries to remember that gambling is an illness. ‘He sold it and put the money on a horse? Was it a dead cert?’

			Shaun laughs, in the same not-­laughing way as September did a moment ago. ‘Apparently not.’

			‘Why didn’t you tell me?’

			‘I didn’t want to worry you.’ He raises his arms: don’t shoot me. ‘I know I was stupid.’

			September picks up the stack of bills. ‘You’re not the only one with their head in the sand.’ She hears a wobble in her voice.

			Shaun pulls her in, kisses her forehead. He takes the envelopes from her. ‘These can wait, can’t they? I’ll make your tea.’

			‘I suppose.’

			‘That’s my girl.’

			September laughs. She’ll be thirty-­four this year. How long will she keep being his girl? ‘Do you think we’ll ever get ourselves sorted?’

			‘We seem pretty sorted to me,’ he says. September watches as he goes into their tiny kitchen, takes a can of beans from the cupboard, then looks in all three drawers before finding the tin opener in the utensil pot on the worktop. Where it always is.

			
			

			He can’t really think the way they live is okay, can he? Even before the moped. Though she’s the only one it’s a surprise to. He just hasn’t been thinking about it at all.

			‘I’m going to change,’ she says, and he nods, clicks on the radio and gives a little bounce of delight when he hears Blur. Because she knows he isn’t listening to her, she adds, ‘Don’t you ever get tired of all this?’

			 

			Four hours later, after beans on toast, a cup of tea for her and a can of cider for him, and a bit of reality TV that seems a lot better than their reality, September and Shaun are in bed. September is still awake. Beside her, Shaun is snoring in his uncomplicated sleep. September watches him and wonders how he does it. She’s not sure whether she envies him or is furious with him. It’s possible that it’s both.

			Knowing that sleep isn’t coming for her any time soon – so much money, almost a week’s wages, for a moped that they don’t even have! – September goes downstairs, makes a cup of tea and sits down on the sofa with the pile of bills. There’s nothing unexpected in the envelopes, just the usual statements: minimum payments due or sometimes overdue, and interest quietly ticking up. September does the monthly maths, subtracting her income from her expenditure, and works out that she should have thirty quid left over. That’s before food; and before the moped. Still, it could be worse. It’s been worse. She doesn’t examine this thought too closely, in case it turns out to be untrue.

			There’s one unopened letter left.

			The envelope is thick and heavy; if September knew anyone who was getting married she might have thought for a minute it was an invitation to their wedding.

			
			

			But the name printed in the corner is that of a firm of solicitors. It’s the second one she’s had from Briggs & Associates. The first came in January, and she’d been scared when she received it. She had thought she must be in real trouble this time. Though if anyone had noticed her shoplifting, she would have been sacked on the spot, and anyway it had been months since she’d done that; since Shaun told her, when he had that cold he couldn’t shake, that he’d rather get scurvy than see her lose her job over a bag of oranges.

			When she’d opened that letter, her initial relief – no one was taking her to court – had been replaced by utter disbelief. The letter had read:

			 

			Dear Ms Blythe,

			We are dealing with an estate of which you may be a beneficiary. Please send us any documents in your possession that relate to your birth and adoption, along with proof of identity (passport or driving licence). At this stage, copies will suffice, although if the matter progresses we will need to see and verify the original documents. You may also have relevant artefacts in your possession, in which case, please send detailed photographs in the first instance.

			We look forward to hearing from you.

			 

			Then a scribble of a signature and beneath, ‘Marina Mulhaney’ followed by a lot of letters.

			September had puzzled over ‘artefacts’. The only thing she thought it might mean was the bracelet she was found with: impossibly tiny, a gold chain with a long gold plate and her name engraved on it. She had photographed it, front and back, and added those printouts to the envelope. There was no way she was letting the only thing she had from her birth family out of her sight.

			
			

			Shaun had said the whole thing was a scam. September had laughed at the idea, and told him that if anybody wanted her identity and her shitty life they were welcome to it. She had photocopied the documents – such as they were – in the manager’s office at work, addressed an envelope, and put it in the post tray. She had assumed she would hear nothing else.

			But here she is, holding another thick envelope.

			There’s only one way to find out what it’s all about.

			September takes a deep breath and opens the flap. She unfolds the single sheet of paper, then closes her eyes to put the moment off a little longer. She didn’t realise until now how much she was hoping that something – anything – would come of this.

			The letter isn’t what she was expecting.

			No brush-­off, no ‘thank you and goodbye’.

			Something else, entirely.

			 

			Dear Ms Blythe,

			We wrote to you in January, when you were kind enough to provide us with copies of papers relating to your birth, adoption and identity, and photographs of a bracelet found with you.

			We have now concluded our research and due diligence and would be grateful if you could come into our offices to discuss the matter of the estate of Ms Lucia Dawson of which you are a beneficiary.

			Please contact us to make an appointment, and bring the originals of all documentation, as well as the bracelet.

			Yours,

			Marina Mulhaney

			
			

			September folds the letter back into the envelope. Looking at it makes an old, old scar ache. She was abandoned when she was barely walking: found at a hospital in Nottingham. Her adoptive parents had told her this in a way that made her feel special, chosen, blessed: they had been unable to have a child of their own, but they had hoped, and on the day that they got the call from social services, they had seen a rainbow when they had looked out of the kitchen window, even though there hadn’t been any rain. Her parents adored her, and she them: they had told her that if she wanted to look for her birth parents, they would help and support her. When she was eighteen, she had applied for her adoption file, not from any need for a family – she had one – but for the sake of knowing her own story.

			The file was thin. And reading it, the important fact of her childhood became not that she had been a miracle given to loving parents who longed for her, but that she was a baby so unwanted that she was abandoned at a hospital; not even put into the care of a nurse, but left in the waiting area of an A&E for someone to find. When September read this, she imagined the screech of tyres as whoever left her there drove away. She read about how doctors, nurses, social workers had decided things about her, based on the quality of her clothing (high), the state of her teeth (good), the way she interacted (well, though she asked for her mama a lot). Someone had made a list of the words she knew: Mama, Daddy, Nana (assumed to be banana, which she ate very happily), woof, sun, bus. She liked to play with crayons. There was a note about how when others said their names and put their hands on their chests, Child A would put her hand on her own chest and say ‘Bebemba’. Put together with developmental milestones and the bracelet in her pocket, it was assumed that her name was September, and she was allocated a birthday of 25 September, as she was found on 25 January. There were notes about how parents were looked for, connections sought out, but no one could be found with a connection to her and no one came to claim her. So she was put up for adoption.

			
			

			Since she got her file – since she went through it, line by line, with her adoptive parents, who did all they could to reassure her that, whatever had happened, none of it was September’s fault – September has tried very hard not to think about it.

			Until now.

			She tucks the letter into her bag. Whatever this is all about, it’s nice to have something in your life that isn’t the cheapest possible version of itself. She goes back to bed, where Shaun is still snoring. Her feet always seem to be so cold.

			 

			September makes an appointment to see the solicitor, three days from the day she received the letter, which she reads, sometimes, on her breaks, if there’s no one else in the staffroom. She still thinks it’s a mistake; it has to be. But she imagines inheriting something beautiful. Another bracelet, maybe, with diamonds along the chain, or the sort of china you see in period dramas, so fine you can almost see through it. Whatever it is, it will tell her that she was never forgotten.

			That Thursday, she makes her way to the solicitor’s office. It’s a lovely day, and her shift finished at two o’clock. The bailiffs have been back twice about the moped, so she’s in no hurry to go home; Shaun just keeps on watching TV, ignoring the knocking at the door. He has no ideas about how to find the money and is so unbothered that September wants to scream. Walking into town is a good idea anyway, in case there are any sales on and she can replace her work shoes, which have split along the side. ‘Buy cheap, buy twice,’ her adoptive mother used to say. September is glad, every day, that her mother – both of her mothers – can’t see her now. Not that there’s anything to be ashamed of in the way that she lives. She works hard, she does her best. But still. Her life is not the life she would wish for anyone’s daughter.

			
			

			The solicitors’ office is on a street off Neville Street, and has a set of five stone steps leading up to a grand old door. September seems to remember from school that doors had to be this big, once, for women to get their skirts through them, though surely that can’t be right. There are five bells; the third has the same name as the envelope. September rings it before she can think about it. She’s buzzed in and makes her way up the stairs. The receptionist looks pleased to see her, in that professional way that September recognises from the times she has to cover the customer service desk.

			She pulls the letter from her bag. It’s got grubby at the corners. ‘You sent me this.’

			The receptionist – apparently you don’t have to wear a name badge in this sort of customer service – unfolds the letter and reads it. ‘You’re September Blythe?’ She looks at September, gaze searching her face, as though her name might be written on her forehead.

			‘Yes. I have an appointment. I brought my original papers, like you said.’ September takes the file from her bag and holds it out. The bracelet is in her purse; she’s holding on to it for now. The receptionist takes the file without opening it, smiles, and says, ‘You took a bit of finding.’

			
			

			‘I assume there’s a mistake. I don’t have any relatives left. And anyway, I was adopted.’ Her voice, unexpectedly, stumbles at the word ‘adopted’. It’s not as though it was ever a secret from her, just a fact of her life. She ploughs on. ‘I mean, I suppose my birth parents could be alive. But I was—’ September cannot bring herself to say the word ‘abandoned’ out loud – ‘I was found on my own at a hospital. I’m thirty-­three and no one has ever tried to find me. I’ve never heard of Lucia Dawson.’

			She has said it ‘loo-­see-­a’. The receptionist corrects her without seeming to, pronouncing ‘loo-­chee-­ya’: ‘Lucia Dawson was one of our oldest clients. I’ll see if Marina is ready for you. Please, have a seat.’

			The receptionist disappears through a door. September hears the words ‘Marina, she’s here!’ before it closes behind her. She sits down to wait. The chairs are comfortable. Everything smells clean. There’s a low coffee table with magazines on it; they are all the current issues, and they look as though no one has opened them. September leaves them where they are and looks out of the window. The buildings opposite are just as grand as this one, with the same old-­fashioned windows and built of the same uneven yellow-­brown stone. September is comfortable and uncomfortable, all mixed up together. She will be glad when this is over.

			Then another door opens and a woman about the same age as September erupts through it. She is all gleam and curve, from her black wavy hair to her emerald-­green shoes, and as September stands to greet her she has the fleeting thought that no one has ever been as pleased to see her in her entire life as this woman is now. Marina beams a welcome. Her teeth are a perfect line. ‘September Blythe!’ She extends a hand, and September shakes it. ‘Come through, come through.’

			
			

			September says yes to coffee and then wishes she hadn’t, because it’s clear that she isn’t going to be able to get things cleared up until the receptionist – Marina calls her Hilary – has made it. When it comes it’s creamy and smooth, and there’s a biscuit in a little packet on the saucer. The longer she stays here, the grubbier she feels. She’s still in her uniform, which was clean on this morning, but a split yoghurt pot means she has a white mark on her thigh, and she can smell sourness coming up from it. She puts her bag in her lap.

			‘Well,’ Marina says, ‘I’m so glad you’re here. I acted for your great-­aunt—’ September’s face must say something, because she hesitates, ‘What do you know about your birth family?’

			‘I don’t know anything,’ September says, channelling her best, no-­sir-­I-­cannot-­sell-­you-­any-­more-­alcohol voice. ‘My adoptive parents died in 2014 and 2015. I was abandoned as a toddler. Social services tried to find my birth parents but they couldn’t, so I was put up for adoption. I’ve always assumed that I wouldn’t have been left if there was anyone in the family who could have taken me in.’ She wonders how often she will have to repeat this – these four painful things, strung together like something as inconsequential as a shopping list – before she can be excused from this cocoon of comfort and plenty, and go back to her life.

			Marina’s gaze is fixed on September. ‘That is a tough start in life. I’m sorry.’

			
			

			‘Yes.’ September thinks about saying how she is lucky; she cannot remember anything before her life with her adoptive parents, she probably got a better deal with them, anyway. But she doesn’t. Because it seems she had a family all along, and they chose not to keep her.

			Marina continues, ‘So you don’t know anything about your birth family?’

			‘Nothing.’

			‘Nothing at all?’

			‘No.’ September hears irritation in her voice. ‘I sent you my adoption papers. That’s all I have.’

			‘Right,’ Marina says. She gets up from her desk and comes to sit in the chair next to September. ‘First of all, I’m so glad we found you.’

			September nods. Should she be glad, too? She supposes so. It seems it’s too late to go back to being September Blythe who has one, occasionally rubbish, boyfriend. Except this previously unknown great-­aunt, who is dead.

			Marina takes a deep breath. She looks as though she might be nervous. ‘I’m about to give you a lot of information. It might be a shock to you. You’re my last appointment today, so we can take as much time as you need, and go over things as much as you need to.’

			September nods. She is nervous too, now. This isn’t going to be about jewellery, or a tea-­set. It isn’t going to be a mistake.

			‘I acted for your aunt. She was a lovely woman. Always immaculately dressed.’ September curls her feet with their broken shoes under her chair, out of sight. ‘She was smart up here, too.’ Marina taps her temple, twice, then continues, ‘She came to see us in 2020, after her older sister Mariah died. Mariah was a widow and she and Lucia had what are called mirror wills, where they left everything to each other in their lifetimes, and then they had a list of charities that would be beneficiaries when the surviving sister died.’

			
			

			Marina looks at September. Something seems to be required of her. She says, ‘My parents did the same thing. Mirror wills.’

			Marina nods. ‘When Mariah died Lucia became a very wealthy woman. She was anyway, in that she and Mariah shared their parents’ estate. But Mariah and her husband were wealthy people too, in their own right.’

			September hears Shaun, in her head, saying something about the well-­off sticking together or if you’re born into it you’re all right, Jack. She brings her mind firmly back to what she’s being told. Mariah. Lucia. A will. ‘I still don’t see what this has to do with me.’

			‘Lucia came to see me because she wanted to make a new will. She said she wanted to leave everything to her great-­niece, September.’

			‘I don’t understand,’ September says. ‘I told you. I was adopted because I was abandoned.’ The words are bitter in her throat. ‘No one came forward. No one came to find me.’

			‘Mariah was your grandmother. Lucia was your great-­aunt.’

			‘But—’ Somewhere deep inside September, the child left in the hospital A&E department in January 1992 starts to sob. Adult-­September realises how cold she is, all through. She laces her fingers into a cradle. She waits.

			‘Lucia told me that there had been a rift in the family, not long after you were born. Lucia believed that your mother had taken you travelling. Her sister Mariah was – difficult – and Lucia believed your mother had made the decision to take you and make a clean break. She was also sure that your birth mother and father had split up. She always hoped to hear from you, one day.’

			
			

			‘Hoped?’ That feels like not enough effort. And then something else occurs to September. ‘What do you know about my mother?’

			Marina takes a deep breath and looks directly at September. She touches her arm. ‘As I said, your aunt believed that she had taken you to start a new life—’

			‘No,’ September says, ‘that’s not what I mean. I mean, is she alive?’ She can tell immediately, from Marina’s face, that she isn’t. That there isn’t going to be the smallest doubt. Suddenly she realises that the smallest doubt has sat in her heart for all of these years, a seed ready to spring to life.

			‘I’m sorry, no. She died shortly before you were found. In January 1992.’

			‘What happened to her?’

			‘The cause of death was meningitis.’ Marina hesitates. ‘I have her death certificate, if you want to—’

			‘No,’ September says. Part of her whispers that anything, anything would be better than nothing, but she doesn’t want a death certificate to be the first thing she sees of her mother. She realises that Marina is waiting for her to speak. She doesn’t know exactly what she’s going to say until it comes out of her mouth, but of course, it’s the only question that her heart wants to be answered.

			‘What was my mother’s name?’

			‘Oh, God.’ Marina’s eyes shine with tears. ‘I’m so sorry. Yes. We think your father was called Rex – we don’t know his surname – and your mother,’ she steadies herself, ‘your mother’s name was April. April Alice Jane Merriwether.’

			
			

			‘April.’ September starts to cry. Her name means more than the month she was born. It means a connection. It means belonging. It means – surely, it means being wanted.

			‘Do you want to stop?’ Marina says. ‘We can make an appointment for another day, or you can take a walk around the block, come back in half an hour. Do you want to call someone?’

			‘No,’ September says. She wants to gobble down her history, as fast as she can. She wants to know. She wants to fill up the spaces that have been empty for thirty-­three years. Her coffee is cold, but she drinks it. She eats the biscuit, for something to do with her hands, her face. She’s shaking.

			‘It’s a lot to take in,’ Marina says.

			‘They thought my mother and I had – gone?’

			‘Yes. As I say, there was an argument. Lucia said it was on New Year’s Eve of 1991. April said she was going and never coming back. Lucia tried to find you both – she went back to the place where you and your mother had lived – but then a box of your mother’s things arrived at her parents’ and Mariah took it as proof that she had gone off somewhere and would come home in her own good time.’

			September bites back the questions: where did we live, where did we go, what was the argument about, why now? She thinks about the grandmother who said something so terrible that her own daughter, September’s mother, left and never came back. September had four good, kind adoptive grandparents of her own, and she’s grieved them all. They would have given her anything. And all the time, she had another grandmother, one who had money, and who was determined she should go unfound. The shaking grows. It’s as though it’s coming from her bones, her belly, her heart.

			
			

			‘When did she die? Lucia?’ September says it carefully, correctly.

			‘In September 2022.’

			‘She had a lot of time to find me.’

			Marina looks unsure. ‘I feel as though you might have had enough for one day.’

			September wills her shaking hands to stillness. ‘No way,’ she says. ‘I want to know everything. Now. Please.’

			 

			Marina tells September how Lucia came to the office, not long after her sister died, with April’s death certificate. Until then she had believed April to be alive and well somewhere in the world. She had thought that April had made a decision that she was better off without her family, though she hadn’t really believed this until Mariah told her April had sent a box of her art and other possessions to her parents’ house, for storage. At that point, Lucia said, she had accepted that April must have decided, for her own reasons, to sever contact with her family entirely. After Mariah’s death, Lucia had found the box, and discovered April’s death certificate in a sealed envelope in that box. The box had contained April’s ashes in a wooden casket, and her identity bracelet, which matched September’s.

			Lucia believed that Mariah didn’t know that her daughter was dead. Once she had absorbed the shock of the discovery – she had always hoped April would come home one day – she had wanted to know what had happened to September. She had asked Marina to find her. Marina spreads her hands. ‘So we did.’

			
			

			September cannot imagine finding a death certificate and a casket of ashes in a box. She hopes Lucia wasn’t alone. She asks a question that she can cope with the answer to. ‘But how? How did you find me?’

			‘Unusual first names are a bit of a gift. We have someone who traces people. Because we knew from Lucia that April lived in Notting Hill Gate and gave birth in London on the seventeenth of September, we had someone go through the birth records. Then we had them look for people called September of about the same age. Of course, if your name had been changed, it would have been harder.’

			‘Seventeenth of September?’ It’s as though she is becoming a new person, right here in this office. She has a mother with a name. A different birthday. She has always celebrated on the twenty-fifth, the birthdate on her adoption birth certificate.

			Marina nods. ‘Yes.’

			‘But Lucia died before you found me?’

			‘She did.’

			‘Why didn’t you tell me all this in January?’

			‘This firm is named as the executor of Lucia’s will, which stipulates that her estate goes to you, if you can be found, and if not, to her charities. So we had a legal duty of care to ensure that we had found the right person. By the way, did you bring the bracelet?’

			‘Oh – yes.’ September takes it out. Marina goes to her desk and takes something from a drawer. She puts it on the table. It’s another bracelet. It’s bigger. It says, ‘April’, in the same script. Mother-­daughter bracelets.

			September picks up the bracelet that her mother must have worn.

			Marina says, ‘The hallmarks tell us they were made at the same time, by the same maker. And they have the same lettering style.’

			
			

			‘So, you think it’s definitely me.’ September’s voice feels – sounds – as though it isn’t hers.

			Marina nods. ‘We do. I wouldn’t have told you all of this otherwise. And,’ she says, with a smile, ‘you look like her. You have the same eyes.’

			Before September can even begin to absorb this, Marina looks down at her hands, then back at September. ‘And I know this is going to be another shock, but as you’re the sole beneficiary of Lucia’s will, you own a four-­bedroomed detached house in Harrogate and all that it contains, and you have several hundred thousand pounds in the bank.’

			 

			September decides to walk from the station. Harrogate is the sort of town that’s pleased with itself: there are fancy stone buildings and flowerbeds everywhere, and the tourists look every bit as delighted to be there as the buildings seem to expect.

			She had hoped that Shaun would change his mind about coming, but he’s remained steadfast in his position: he doesn’t need to go and see a house that September is going to sell, and neither does she. It’s funny – by which September means, it’s not funny – that they have argued and bickered more in the week since she got the news of her inheritance, and her long-­lost family, than they have in all of the eight years they’ve been together. Well, maybe they haven’t argued more, but there’s been an intensity to it, an unpleasantness, that September doesn’t like. She hopes Shaun doesn’t, either. It seems as though they aren’t on the same side any more. Before, their rows were about managing their situation, mostly, about being tired and skint and trying to find their way along together. It isn’t like that any more.

			
			

			September checks the map on her phone and sets off. It’s about a half-­hour walk; there’s a bus that gets her almost-­there, but she wants to be quiet and think. Her route takes her along the edge of the town centre, past broad and leafy streets. The gardens are tidy, the doors painted in shiny dark blues and greens. The cars parked on the drives and by the kerbs have child-­seats and bike-­racks and generally speak to this being a good place for a family to be. Soon she comes to a park, which is called the Stray according to her phone, and heads across it. Lucia might have walked this way.

			The entrance to Lucia’s house – September’s house – is down a lane on the other side of the Stray. The gates here are far apart and the houses barely visible; there are winding paths, trees in bloom, and a general sense of keep-­away meant to deter passers-­by from invading the privacy you can buy with a place like this.

			When Marina told September how much the house was worth, the number had seemed impossible. It was almost ten times the price of the house she had grown up in, when she sold it almost a decade ago, after her parents died. And her childhood home had been a happy, solid, semi-­detached house in a part of Leeds that the estate agent had described as ‘desirable’, in a way that had made September want the whole sale over with as quickly as possible. When Shaun asked her what the Harrogate house was valued at, she said she didn’t know.

			In deference to Lucia’s reported immaculate dress sense, September has put on her best jeans, the blouse she saves for best, and the leather jacket that was her twenty-­first birthday present from her parents, and still looks great. She bought a notepad and pen at the station, because this feels like the sort of day when you might need to write things down. There are going to have to be lists, September thinks, though she doesn’t know what of, yet.

			
			

			Unlike the other gates in the road, the one to number 5 is painted a cheerful orange. When September swings it open and steps into the garden, the first thing she notices is the smell. It’s the scent of spring. It smells warm, and it smells . . . the only word September can think of, in that moment, is ‘safe’. Which is ridiculous. But also feels true.

			A gravel path leads September around the edge of a lawn, which is not square and scrubby with a set of football goals, like the garden she grew up with, but soft-­edged and curving, with bushes and plants all around the border. It’s a garden that begs for the sort of picnic you’d see on TV, with a hamper and red-­and-­white checked linen, and a white parasol for laughing under.

			There are pink tulips under a tree. September doesn’t know what sort of tree, but that doesn’t matter. She steps up to it, placing her feet carefully so as not to squash the tulips, or anything that might not be a weed, and puts one hand on the trunk. Then the other. Then she leans her face against it. The tree feels – warm. Slightly scratchy.

			The idea of owning a house is strange enough. But the idea of owning a tree – a tree that must be older than she is, a tree that has grown for all of these years without her – severs the last of any hold that September had on her emotions.

			Tears start to run down her face. There’s a cast-­iron bench, painted white, on the other side of the tree and she sits down and gives herself to crying.

			
			

			It feels the closest to grief that she’s been since those first weeks after her mother died of a heart attack, less than a year after her father’s fatal stroke. The tears come, and come, and keep coming, and September lets them. Her sobs are small and ragged, her breath not deep enough. She realises that she’s on her own; that no one can hear her. Not Shaun; not the neighbours, who would bang on their thin party wall at any noise at all; not one of her colleagues, who might tap on the toilet stall door and say, is that you, September? I’m right outside if you want to talk. September never talked to them, though she said thank you, and meant it. There’s no point crying over spilt milk, as her mother used to say. And she was right: there was no point in crying over things you couldn’t fix. September was usually crying over how tired she was, how sick of everything being a struggle. She used to cry because her life would never be anything other than work and worrying. It wasn’t as though she wanted to be rich. She just wanted the occasional night unbroken by anxiety, or to buy soft fruits, sometimes, even though you got twice as many apples for the price of four peaches. If she tried to talk to Shaun about these things or if her tears woke him in the night, he would soothe her; but then he would talk about how they had so much, each other and a roof and food on the table. September knew he wasn’t wrong. And yet.

			And now, here she is, sitting under a tree that is hers (she really isn’t sure you can own a tree, or should want to, but still) on land that is hers, on which stands a house that is hers. She has hardly dared look at the house, except to note its solidity out of the corner of her eye. ‘Georgian’, Marina had said, as though that should mean something. Marina had shown her a picture which suggested that ‘Georgian’ meant square. It was a house from a book, with evenly spaced windows and chimney pots and some sort of plant growing up the walls. Marina had said something about roots and brickwork, but to September, the plant had been the best thing about the house. Imagine being so solid that a plant lives on you.

			
			

			September cries for the fact that she will never have to cry about these things again. She cries because, sitting here, she knows she is safe.

			 

			There’s a moment, half an hour later, when September puts the key into the front door and it won’t turn, that she thinks it has all been a mistake – of course it’s a mistake, this could never really be hers. But when she tries another key, the door – orange, to match the gate, with a knocker in the shape of a bumblebee – swings open, and she steps inside. September wonders whether she should take off her shoes, but she isn’t sure where she would leave them, so she wipes her feet on the mat and steps on to the dark, polished wood floor.

			The hallway is broad and long. There are doors leading off it, and a staircase that is not quite the sort you see in grand houses in period dramas, but definitely from the same family. There’s a sideboard with a mirror over it, and an embroidered cloth on top. September opens one of the drawers and sees five pairs of gloves laid out in a row, all different colours. Another drawer contains a hairbrush, a stack of handkerchiefs and four lipsticks. September has never owned more than one pair of gloves or two lipsticks at a time, replacing them as they were lost or ran out. Then again, she’s never owned a sideboard with an embroidered cloth on top and a mirror over it. She looks at her reflection, runs her hand through her hair, which has frizzed a little in the damp of the garden, and watches herself blink. This is all going to be very different. ‘An adjustment’, as Shaun said, though he said it as though he was having a dig at her.

			
			

			September walks quietly through the house, barely aware when an hour has passed, and then two. She discovers that she owns a grand piano, which lives in a room that can only be described as a library. There’s a living room (maybe she has to call it a sitting room or a parlour?) with three leather sofas and an unfeasible number of small, spindly tables, each of which bears a lamp. The kitchen is big enough to house a big, round table and four chairs, and there’s a separate dining room. The kitchen has a door leading to a utility room that leads to a garage. September wonders how many motorbikes Shaun would put in there. Not that they are going to live here: that would be ridiculous. Upstairs are four bedrooms, two of which have their own little bathrooms; an airing cupboard which smells faintly of lavender – from the garden, September thinks; it doesn’t have that air-­freshener smell about it. It seems that there are more towels, sheets and duvet covers stacked here than September has owned in her entire life. Until now, anyway. There’s a room that’s lined with more bookcases, though these hold mostly files and papers, and contains a spiral staircase which September assumes goes into the attic. (This house feels too grand for a loft.) And there’s a bathroom with one of those baths that have feet. Well, claws really, September thinks, as she sits on the chair and looks at it. (Who has a chair in their bathroom? Who has the space? And why? Do wealthy people have someone to sit next to them while they have a bath?) She hasn’t tried to count mirrors or pictures, which mostly seem to be paintings of some sort of nature or another. She hasn’t opened any cupboards or drawers since the sideboard. It feels a bit like snooping, and anyway, she is having a hard enough job absorbing that she owns the outside of all the things in this house without delving into their contents. She closes her eyes. Even though she didn’t know anything about her great-­aunt – not even that she existed – this time last week, it’s impossible to walk around the house without getting a sense of her. She imagines a woman who never wears trousers, who smells of something floral, who is kind to animals and goes to church. She is sure that somewhere in the kitchen there’s a hand-­written recipe book, that the books in the library are in alphabetical order.

			
			

			When September has wandered through the house, downstairs and upstairs and downstairs again, she finds herself back in the kitchen. The cupboards there feel okay to open. They are mostly bare, though there’s salt and pepper, a tin of tea bags, a cafetière and a teapot, and a shelf full of mugs so fine you can see the light through them. They are gold-­edged and covered in flowers. If there’s one thing – one manageable thing – that September knows for sure from today, it’s that her great-­aunt really liked nature, as well as books. Two things.

			She takes out her phone to call Shaun, but the air feels so full of silence that she can’t bring herself to touch his name on the screen. So she checks the balance of her bank account on her phone – the reception is terrible, maybe it’s the thickness of the walls – and decides to walk to the supermarket that’s two streets over, according to the map she downloaded. She dials Shaun as she closes the gate behind her.

			
			

			‘How’s the great heiress?’ he asks, when he answers.

			She’s told him she doesn’t like it when he calls her that, but he either hasn’t listened or hasn’t remembered.

			‘I’m – I’m okay.’ She’s surprised by the wobble in her voice. ‘It’s . . . a lot. To take in.’

			‘Of course it is, babe. It’s life-­changing, isn’t it?’

			‘I know. But it wasn’t till I came here that I really got it, you know? In my belly.’ It’s the only way she can think of to explain it. ‘Shaun, the garden. There are trees. I own trees.’

			‘Nobody owns trees.’

			She laughs. ‘That’s what I thought. But you know what I mean.’

			A sigh down the line. ‘I know what you mean. So. Have you rung any of the estate agents?’

			‘Not yet.’

			‘I thought you were going to do it on the way.’

			‘I was, but—’ September takes a breath, ‘All of her stuff is in there, Shaun. Gloves. Tables. Towels.’

			‘So call a house clearance company. Actually, no, you should get some proper people. You know. Antique dealers. It’s old, yeah?’

			‘Yeah. It’s all old. But it’s nice.’

			‘Course it is. I’ve been thinking. We can do all those things we talked about now, September.’

			But September feels as though all they’d done until this last week was talk about how life never cut them a break.

			‘What things?’

			‘Buy motorbikes and do an American road trip. Get a guitar and some decent amps and a van for the band.’

			‘Pay everything off,’ September says.

			
			

			‘Well, yeah,’ Shaun says, as though it’s barely worth mentioning.

			‘Buy a place, maybe.’

			Shaun laughs. ‘Buy two or three, by the sounds of it.’

			September is outside the supermarket now. She is thinking of bedding that smells of lavender, the tree that held her up, a piano. ‘I’m going to stay over tonight,’ she says. ‘Just to have a proper look round. My shift doesn’t start until four tomorrow.’

			 

			September has been back in the house for half an hour when she hears the rattle of keys in the door and jumps up so quickly that the kitchen chair she was sitting on tips over. Her desire to run is overcome – just – by the need to stand her ground. This is her house. She is entitled to be here. And – an uncomfortable thought whispers in – if she runs now there is nowhere for her to go, except home, to Shaun.

			So she walks down the passageway towards the front door. She is barefoot now. Already she knows that this house, its carpets, wood and tiles, will be kind to her feet.

			The door pushes open, and September sees a figure silhouetted in the doorway. She reasons that a burglar is unlikely to have a key, and to be humming to themselves.

			‘Hello?’ she says. ‘Can I help you?’

			The woman clutches at her chest, surprise propelling her backwards on to the step. ‘Oh!’ she says, when she has recovered enough to speak. ‘I do not need to ask who you are. I see you are the relative of our dear Lucia. You have her eyes.’

			Marina said that too. Until then, no one had ever told September that she looks like someone else.

			
			

			Well, that’s not quite true.

			People who didn’t know she was adopted said she looked like her mother; and she and her mother would smile at each other, secretly, as though they had played a great trick on the world.

			But that is nothing compared to knowing what Lucia’s eyes looked like, when she checked her lipstick in the mirror in the hallway.

			Oh, how it hurts, to be so close to a living relative – to stand, literally, where they stood – and yet to have lived her entire life thinking there was no one living who shared her blood.

			September starts to cry. Not a storm of tears; more an overflow of the well of sadness and strangeness that’s inside her.

			‘Now, now,’ says the woman. ‘Please do not cry at me. I am Esin. I am Lucia’s cleaner. May I come in?’

			‘Yes. Please.’ September swipes at her eyes.

			‘Good, good.’ The woman steps inside the house and stands, waiting; September realises it’s up to her to lead the way. She walks back into the kitchen, wondering about the state of the soles of her feet.

			‘I didn’t know there was a cleaner,’ she says, sitting down. She has no idea of what she should do. Does she offer to make tea? Should she go out until the cleaning is done?

			‘When Lucia died, Marina asked that I would look after the house. She said Lucia left money to take care of it. Until someone comes for it. Have you come for it?’

			‘Yes,’ September says, and then, ‘I have.’ Saying so makes her realise that it’s true.

			Esin takes off her coat and hangs it on the hook on the back of the pantry door. She bows her head for a moment, and September notices that her dark grey hijab is fastened with a pin that is the same yellow as her dress. ‘Always, it is a little difficult to come here, and to remember again that Lucia is not here,’ she says.

			
			

			September nods, though she is thinking of her childhood home, when her parents had died. ‘I’m September.’

			‘I know who you must be,’ Esin says. ‘Lucia told me all about you, though of course you were . . .’ she mimes rocking a baby, ‘so very small, then. And your mother was April.’

			‘Yes,’ September says. Her throat is closing at how easily her mother’s name – a name she didn’t know until a week ago – is spoken by Esin.

			Esin nods. ‘Your great-­aunt, she missed you both very much,’ she says.

			September can feel the tears coming again, but she decides not to cry any more. Not here, in this old-­fashioned kitchen where her great-­aunt heated soup and made tea. Not now, in front of a woman who knows more of her family than September herself does.

			Esin puts on an overall, then hesitates. ‘I am sorry. Is it convenient for me to clean today?’

			September, to her own surprise, laughs. It feels good; loud, in this quiet house. Rich people have it so easy. ‘This is the cleanest place I’ve ever been. But sure.’

			Esin smiles. ‘This house has been lonely. The first few times I came, with no Lucia here, it was hard for me. So hard. But then Marina gave the permission for the book group to continue to meet here, and now I feel that Lucia lives on. And now, you have come, and I can see it with my own eyes.’

			
			

			‘Book group?’ September asks.

			‘Yes, we meet every three weeks. We are Lucia’s friends. When she was alive she would choose the books. She was a librarian, you know.’

			September nods. But she didn’t know. ‘I don’t read much,’ she says, with a shrug.

			Esin nods. ‘Some of the others, also. Really it was an excuse to be friends, I think.’

			 

			September goes back into the garden. She scrolls through her phone and finds the documents Marina has sent her: deeds for trusts, deeds for the house, bank statements. It all feels – not even too good to be true. Too strange to be true. September can have anything she wants, now. Shaun is talking good sense, about selling this place and choosing somewhere together, but September sits on the bench under the tree and thinks: I came here. When I was a baby I came here. My mother was here, and my grandparents, and my great-­grandparents, and Lucia, who loved me. That feels like too much to give up without a thought. She breathes in; it’s the smell of her garden. Hers. There is barely any traffic. She hears birdsong, the sound of children in the garden next door. Perhaps she dozes, because the next thing she knows, Esin is standing in front of her.

			‘I have made dinner for us,’ she says with a smile, ‘because book group will be here soon. This is what I used to do with my dear Lucia.’

			September checks her phone: it’s 6 p.m., and she has a missed call from Shaun and another from Marina. Marina has left a voicemail which asks her to arrange to come in and sign some paperwork; September holds her breath as she listens to the message. She has to keep reminding herself that this inheritance, this family, isn’t a mistake. And that it isn’t going to turn out to have been a mistake. Marina has looked at all the information that she had from Lucia, and found the birth records of a baby named September born to a mother called April. She has discovered that only three babies named September were born in England in 1990; two remained with their families, the third was found in a hospital in Nottingham with an engraved gold identity bracelet. Electoral records led to September Blythe, who knew nothing of her history. And now two people have said that she looks like her aunt.

			
			

			September doesn’t really know whether she is hungry or not. Strangeness, excitement and overwhelm could all feel a bit like hunger. Since she met with Marina, September has made more meals than she has eaten, and lost all sense of what, if anything, she is actually hungry for.

			On the kitchen table are two plates of beans on toast. ‘Your aunt’s favourite meal,’ Esin says, ‘though she did not know that I would put a little cheese between the toast and the beans. Just to give her a little bit of something. She was always so thin.’ Esin shakes her head, smiling.

			‘This was my aunt’s favourite meal?’ September used to dream of a life that had no beans on toast in it. But now they fill her mouth with sweet warmth; they take exactly the right amount of effort to eat. For the first time in days, her stomach feels as though it’s in the correct place in her body, and comfortingly full, and calm.

			‘Your aunt, she did not like things to be complicated. Quick to make, quick to eat, quick to wash up and be ready.’

			September laughs. She wonders if this is what Shaun is eating, too, though he won’t have a knife and fork that feel as heavy in the hand as the ones she is using. The thought of him stabs at her, though she’s not sure why. She’ll call him back later.

			
			

			 

			Esin has arranged seven dining chairs in a circle in the library. September realises she will have no chance of going unnoticed. Also, though Esin seems kind and helpful, she has very clear ideas of what is and is not correct, and what Lucia would and would not have wanted: September decides against testing her by excusing herself from book group. September herself is certain that Lucia would have Strong Views on being hospitable to guests, and would have very little time for the idea that September still feels a little like a visitor in Lucia’s – and, very possibly, her own – life.

			Esin shoos September away from her preparations. She is laying out biscuits on plates, bringing jugs of milk and cups and saucers from the kitchen.

			‘I can do everything. Except—’ she looks uncertain for the first time since she came through the front door.

			‘Except?’

			‘When everyone comes. Will you want to say something? An introduction? Everyone will want to know about you.’

			Just the thought of it is enough to make September want to lock herself in the bathroom until it’s all over, but then she reminds herself that this is her house, and that these people were her great-­aunt’s friends, and that she may as well get all the awkwardness out of the way in one go. Her heart quakes at the thought of so many more people who might say she looks like Lucia. ‘Of course,’ she says.

			Esin nods. ‘Sit, sit,’ she says. ‘They will be here soon.’

			
			

			September chooses a chair close to the window, so she can look out over the spring sky if she gets bored. Which she probably will, because she hasn’t read the book they are going to be talking about, which is called The Color Purple. She has a feeling that her mum might have read it, but her parents used the library, so there were no books for her to clear out from their home. There’s a copy of the book on the piano stool, and she reads the first page, which is a letter to God about some sort of horrible abuse. And September is no academic genius, but she knows that it’s spelt ‘children’, not ‘chilren’. The words ‘modern classic’ are on the cover. No, September just doesn’t get what’s so great about reading.

			She closes the book and looks out over the garden. She can see the top of her tree from here. There are so many shades of green in a garden.

			It seems as though everyone arrives in a clump. The room goes from quiet to full in moments. September smiles at everyone as they come in, and they all say hello, and September tells herself, They are only people, like me. Esin brings in a teapot and a coffee pot and two jugs of water. Everyone helps themselves to drinks and biscuits, and they start to settle themselves into chairs.

			A man who introduces himself as William takes the chair next to September. His skin is dark, his eyes brown. He smiles as though he means it. He’s wearing a pin-­stripe suit, white shirt and blue tie, and his shoes are polished. September notices that the shoes are old but the laces new. They exchange a few words and then he goes quiet, watching September, who goes back to looking at the tree. William clears his throat. ‘Ah, the ash,’ he says. ‘I’m watching it for dieback. And that lawn.’ He shakes his head. ‘Terrible for daisies.’

			
			

			September is about to ask what’s wrong with daisies when Esin stands and the room settles to quiet.

			‘Well,’ Esin says, ‘when I came to the house today I found the September that our dear Lucia looked for. She is here!’ She beams, and September takes this as her cue.

			She stands, and then immediately wishes that she hadn’t. Six serious pairs of eyes regard her. She takes a breath, straightens her shoulders, and imagines that her mother – her adoptive mother – is listening. Which may be a mistake, because now she is full of the urge to cry.

			‘Hello,’ she says. ‘My name is September Blythe. I just found out that Lucia,’ she remembers to say it properly, ‘was my great-­aunt and she left me this house. I don’t know what I’m going to do yet.’ She’s about to sit down when she realises everyone is waiting for her to say something else. ‘I’m glad you’re all here,’ she says, ‘you’re very welcome. If you can help me to learn about my aunt I’d be very grateful. I’m a bit . . . to be honest, I’m quite lost.’

			She sits down. William, next to her, says, ‘Your aunt set up this book group. She made a long, long reading list and she died before we read everything. So we kept going. We think she would like that.’

			September nods. Then he adds, ‘I have known Lucia for a long time. I cared for the garden when she was alive and I have been doing it still.’

			‘Thank you,’ September says. She’s not sure whether she’s grateful for the garden or the kindness in his face.

			A young man with sprawled legs and a goatee goes next. He’s wearing jeans and a hoodie; his trainers are immaculately white. ‘Zain. Lucia got in touch with my school and said there was a piano here if anyone wanted to come and play it. No room for a piano at my place, man. No room for me, most of the time. She said I should come to the book group, so I did. I mean, I do. I was fifteen when I started.’ He shakes his head at the idea of his own youth, though he seems like a child to September.

			
			

			‘Dan,’ says the man/boy next to him, who has a similar sprawl but a slighter frame. He’s wearing a black shirt, black trousers, black sliders. His hair is long and tied back, his eyes wide-­set and brown. ‘Same as Zain. Me and him are going music college together. After A-­levels. Our teacher said we could count book group towards our Duke of Edinburgh.’

			William laughs, and says to September, ‘The only reason to be in a room full of old people.’ September smiles, in a way that she hopes isn’t going to make Zain and Dan feel slighted.

			‘I’m Johnny,’ says a man in jeans and a check shirt who looks as though he’s always expecting it to rain. His hair is short and wavy. His skin is pale and September thinks of how easily he would burn in the sun. He could be anything between thirty and fifty. ‘I did some valuations for your aunt when she cleared her sister’s house, and helped her to clear it out.’ He pauses, as though deciding whether or not to say what he’s thinking about. September likes how everyone waits. ‘It was a hard time for her. But she was still so kind to me. People aren’t, always, when they are bereaved.’ He shrugs. ‘I suppose she adopted me.’

			September feels herself flinch. ‘I was adopted,’ she says, before she can stop herself.

			‘Ah,’ Johnny says, looking at her with a serious expression. His eyes are a washed grey. ‘Then I’m sorry. I should have said, she made me feel welcome. Like part of a family.’

			
			

			September nods. She doesn’t trust herself to speak. People talk about adoption as though it’s a trivial thing, and they shouldn’t, because it isn’t. Especially if you’ve spent more than thirty years of your life not knowing where you came from.

			Esin is next. ‘We have met, and talked a little, but I do not think I said that Lucia was my first friend when I came to this country. Until then it seemed that everyone else saw first that I was a Muslim, and many of them thought that I was a terrorist. But really I was afraid. Only afraid. Lucia helped me.’

			She looks at September expectantly. September reaches for something true and says, ‘I wish I had known her.’ Her words might have an edge that she doesn’t intend, because Johnny looks at her with a question on his face.

			‘I’m Kit,’ says a young woman in jeans and a crumpled white shirt with its sleeves rolled up. She has perfect eyeliner and dark brown hair cropped short, which shows off her chunky silver earrings beautifully. September feels dowdy, even in her best top. ‘I used to volunteer at the food bank and so did Lucia. She saw that I had a book in my bag and she invited me to this group. That was four years ago.’

			That’s all of them. ‘Thank you.’ They all look at each other for a minute, and then Esin says, ‘So, this time, William chose The Color Purple by Alice Walker.’

			William clears his throat. ‘When this book came out, my wife read it. It made her weep. I read it too. It made everything we went through in this country feel . . .’ he shakes his head. ‘The woman in this book, she was treated so badly. And so were the Black folks around her. I think at first it made us feel we were lucky. But then we talked more and we realised that disrespect is disrespect.’ William looks at his hands. ‘The way that we were treated in this country made us people we did not always want to be.’

			
			

			Kit clears her throat. ‘But you were the victims.’

			September is surprised by how heated the discussion gets. Dan, who is studying sociology as well as music, argues passionately for the story to be seen in context; Esin says that context doesn’t excuse anything. Johnny wonders how much of a fairy tale the novel is: even though a lot of bad things happen, there’s something like a happy ending that might be unlikely. Kit says that only a straight white man would think a novel in which a gay Black woman is raped, beaten and oppressed for the best part of thirty years before catching a break is a fairy tale. September holds her breath, but Johnny only laughs and says, fair point. Kit smiles at him. September is, for a moment, back in her childhood home, listening to her parents and their friends arguing about something; she would sometimes sit on the stairs and listen, half-­afraid and half-­fascinated, as words like ‘solidarity’ and ‘sellout’ and ‘power’ were thrown around with what felt like fury. Then, someone would make a joke or go to put on the kettle, and the tension would be broken, and September’s mother or father would find her on the bottom step and say, Go back to bed, darling, we’re just working out the best way to save the world.

			William talks about how things have changed, but not so long ago as you might think. He has marked a passage in which a Black character notices, with surprise, that when she went to a white family’s house she ate and drank from the same china that they did; he reads it out, and then recalls how there were times when he first came to the UK when he was given second-­class things, and expected to give way to white people in all sorts of ways. ‘Even at school,’ he says, shaking his head, ‘there were parents of my friends who would not have me in their house.’ September tries to do the maths. If William is, say, eighty, then he’ll remember things from the 1950s or 1960s. Finally, Zain observes that for an old white lady, Lucia had a lot of books about Black people and being Black. Next to September, William coughs and blows his nose, the books are put aside, and September realises she has a little stretch of headache across her eyes, where she’s been concentrating. She hasn’t worried about a single thing during the discussion. Except how a woman named Celie, who actually only exists on paper, was treated by her father and her husband, and whether Celie would ever see her sister again.
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