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			Then spake the woman whose the living child was unto the king, for her bowels yearned upon her son, and she said, O my lord, give her the living child, and in no wise slay it. But the other said, Let it be neither mine nor thine, but divide it.

			1 Kings 3:26
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			ONE

			Pete

			It was just an ordinary day.

			If this were a colour piece or a feature, the kind of thing I used to write on a daily basis, the editor would have rejected it just for that opening sentence. Openers need to hook people, Pete, she’d tell me, tossing my pages back at me across my desk. Paint a picture, set a scene. Be dramatic. In travel journalism especially, you need a sense of place. Take your readers on a journey.

			So: it was just an ordinary day in Willesden Green, north London.

			Because the fact is, before that knock on my door, it was just an ordinary day. An unusually nice one, admittedly. The sun was shining, the air was crisp and blue. There was still some snow on the ground, hiding in corners, but it had that soft sugary look snow gets when it’s all but melted, and none of the kids streaming into the Acol Road Nursery and Preschool could be bothered to get their mittens wet trying to scoop it up for snowballs.

			Actually, there was one small thing out of the ordinary. As I took Theo into the nursery, or rather followed him in – we’d given him a scooter for his second birthday, a chunky three-wheeler he was now inseparable from – I noticed three people, a woman and two men, on the other side of the road, watching us. The younger man was roughly my age, thirty or so. The other was in his fifties. Both wore dark suits with dark woollen coats over them, and the woman, a blonde, was wrapped up in a kind of fake-fur parka, the sort of thing you might see on a fashionable ski slope. They looked too smart for our part of London. But then I saw that the older man was holding a document case in his gloved hand. An estate agent, I guessed, showing some prospective buyers the local childcare facilities. The Jubilee Line goes all the way from our Tube station to Canary Wharf, and even the bankers have been priced out of West Hampstead these days.

			Something about the younger man seemed familiar. But then I was distracted by Jane Tigman, whose son Zack was already starting to thrash and scream in her arms at the prospect of being left. She hadn’t realised that the trick is to make sure they walk into nursery on their own rather than being carried, which simply makes the moment of separation more final. Then there was a note about World Book Day on the nursery door that hadn’t been there yesterday – God, yet another costume I’d have to organise – and after that I had to separate Theo from his helmet, gloves and coat, stuff the gloves deep enough into the coat pockets that they wouldn’t fall out – I still hadn’t got round to putting name tags on them – and help him hang the coat on his peg, deep among all the others, before crouching down to give him a final pep talk.

			‘OK, big man. You going to play nicely today?’

			He nodded, wide-eyed with sincerity. ‘Yef, Dad.’

			‘So no grabbing. And take turns. That’s very important. Remember we said we’d take turns to choose lunch? So today it’s your turn, and tomorrow it’ll be mine. What do you want for lunch?’

			‘Booby smoovy,’ he announced after a moment’s thought.

			‘Blueberry smoothie,’ I repeated clearly. ‘OK. I’ll make some before I pick you up. Have a good morning.’

			I gave him a kiss and off he went, happy as Larry.

			‘Mr Riley?’

			I turned. It was Susy, the woman who ran the nursery. It looked as if she’d been waiting for Theo to go. ‘Can I have a word?’ she added.

			I snapped my fingers. ‘The sippy cup. I forgot. I’ll get another one today—’

			‘It isn’t about the sippy cup,’ she interrupted. ‘Shall we talk in my office?’

			*

			‘It’s nothing to worry about,’ she said as we sat down, which of course instantly made me aware that it was definitely something to worry about. ‘It’s just that there was another incident yesterday. Theo hit one of the other children again.’

			‘Ah,’ I said defensively. That was the third time this month. ‘OK. It’s something we have been working on at home. According to the internet, it sometimes happens at this age if physical skills get ahead of verbal skills.’ I smiled ruefully, to show that I wasn’t stupid enough to believe every parenting theory I read on the internet, but neither was I one of those entitled middle-class dads who thought that, just because my son was now at nursery, I wasn’t required to put any effort into being his parent anymore – or, even worse, was blind to the possibility of my little darling having any faults in the first place. ‘And, of course, his speech is a little delayed. But I’d welcome any suggestions.’

			Susy visibly relaxed. ‘Well, as you say, it is typical two-year-old stuff. I’m sure you know this, but it can help if you model the correct behaviour. If he sees you getting cross or aggressive, he’ll come to believe that aggression is a legitimate response to stress. What about the TV programmes he watches? I’m afraid even Tom and Jerry may not be appropriate at this age, at least not until the hitting stage is over. And if you play any violent video games yourself—’

			‘I don’t play video games,’ I said firmly. ‘Quite apart from anything else, I don’t have the time.’

			‘I’m sure. It’s just that we don’t always think about the consequences of things like that.’ She smiled, but I could almost see the thought process behind her eyes. Stay-at-home dad equals aggressive kid. She wouldn’t have asked Jane Tigman if she played Call of Duty.

			‘And we’re working on sharing, too,’ I added. ‘Taking turns who chooses what to have for lunch, that kind of thing.’

			‘Well, it certainly sounds as if you’re on top of it.’ Susy got to her feet to show the discussion was over. ‘We’ll keep a close watch here, and let’s hope he grows out of it.’

			Understandably, then, I wasn’t thinking about the wealthy-looking couple and their estate agent as I left the nursery. I was worrying about Theo, and why he was taking so long to learn to play nicely with the other kids. But I’m pretty sure, looking back, that by the time I reached the street, the three of them were nowhere to be seen.

		

	
		
			TWO

			Case no. 12675/PU78B65: AFFIDAVIT UNDER OATH, by D. Maguire.

			I, Donald Joseph Maguire, make oath and swear as follows:

			
					I am the proprietor and chief investigator of Maguire Missing Persons, a London-based investigative agency which traces over two hundred individuals a year on behalf of our clients. We do not advertise. All our work comes by personal referral.

					Prior to starting this business, I was a senior detective with the Metropolitan Police, a position I held for thirteen years, leaving with the rank of detective inspector.

					Last August, I was approached by Mr Miles Lambert and Mrs Lucy Lambert, of 17 Haydon Gardens, Highgate, N19 3JZ. They wished me to act for them in the matter of tracing their son.

			

		

	
		
			THREE

			Pete

			At home, I turned on the coffee machine and opened my laptop. The coffee machine is a Jura, the laptop a top-of-the-line MacBook. They were the only two bits of kit I insisted on when Maddie and I started having the difficult conversations about which of us was going to stay home to look after Theo once her maternity leave was over. The idea was that I’d work from home part-time, at least when Theo got a place at nursery. Having a really good computer and a bean-to-cup coffee maker made being a stay-at-home dad feel like a step up, a new opportunity, rather than a step down in my career.

			Though actually I hate the phrase ‘stay-at-home dad’. It’s a negative, passive construction, the absence of something. No one calls women in my position ‘stay-at-home mums’, do they? They’re ‘full-time mums’, which immediately sounds more positive. Total mums. Mums without compromise. ‘Stay-at-home dad’ sounds like you’re too lazy or too agoraphobic to leave the house and get a proper job. Which is what many people secretly do think, actually. Or, in the case of Maddie’s parents, not so secretly. Her father’s an Australian businessman with political views slightly to the right of Genghis Khan, and he’s made it clear he thinks I’m sponging off her. Though he’d probably phrase it, The boy’s a bloody bludger.

			There was breakfast to clear up, the recycling to sort and toys to tidy away, but while the Jura whirred and spluttered – grinding beans, frothing milk – I threw on a load of washing and logged on to DadStuff.

			Just seen a poster for World Book Day at my DS’s nursery. 7 March. Aargh! Ideas? Really don’t want to buy a ready-made costume at Sainos or the motherhood will judge me even more.

			Within moments I had a reply. There’s a hard core of about a hundred of us who stay online pretty much throughout the day, coming back to the forum in between our parenting duties. Once you got used to the cliquey jargon – DS or DD means darling son or darling daughter, OP means original poster, while OH is other half and AIBU is am I being unreasonable? – it was reassuring to be able to throw questions out there and see what others thought.

			The mouse from The Gruffalo, mate. Brown shirt, white vest, some ears on an Alice band. Sorted.

			That was Honker6. I typed back:

			Er, Alice band? Your DDs might go for it, but we don’t even own one of those.

			Greg87 wrote:

			What about Peter Rabbit? Little blue jacket, paper ears on baseball hat, face-painted whiskers?

			Greg being practical, as usual. Nice one, I replied, trying to remember if Peter Rabbit had ever been involved in any age-inappropriate violence that Susy the nursery manager might disapprove of. You had to be careful with those Beatrix Potter books.

			Then the doorbell rang, so I put my cappuccino down and went to answer it.

			*

			On the step was the group I’d seen outside the nursery. My first thought was that they must have made a mistake, because our house wasn’t for sale. My second was that it wasn’t the group from the nursery, not quite; the woman was no longer with them. So maybe they weren’t house buyers, after all – they could be political canvassers, or even journalists. And my third thought, the one that immediately crowded all the others out of my head, was that, now I saw him up close, I realised that the younger of the two men, the one roughly my age, was the spitting image of Theo.

			He had dark hair that spilled over his forehead in an unruly comma, a prominent jaw and deep-set blue eyes – the kind of dark, boyish looks that in Theo look heart-stoppingly cute, but which in adults always make me think of the word saturnine, without really knowing why. He was almost six foot, chunky and broad-shouldered. An athlete’s physique. There’s a picture of the writer Ted Hughes as a young man, glowering at the camera with the same lock of hair falling over his right eye. This guy reminded me of that. A chiselled, granite face, but not unfriendly.

			‘Hello,’ he said, without ado. ‘Can we come in? We need to speak to you.’

			‘Why?’ I asked stupidly.

			‘I really think this would be better done inside,’ he said patiently. ‘It’s about your son.’

			‘All right.’ And his manner was so brisk and purposeful that I found myself stepping away from the door, even though I was now thinking, Was it his child Theo hit? Am I about to get shouted at?

			‘Er – coffee?’ I said, leading the way into the lounge – which is to say, taking a few steps back. Like most people in our street, we’ve ripped out the walls downstairs to create one decent-sized room. The older man shook his head, but I saw the younger man glance at my cappuccino. ‘I make them fresh,’ I added, thinking a pause for coffee might defuse the coming row a bit.

			‘Go on, then.’

			There was an awkward wait while I frothed more milk.

			‘I’m Miles Lambert, by the way,’ he added, when I was done. ‘And this gentleman is Don Maguire.’ He took the cup I offered him. ‘Thanks. Shall we sit down?’

			I sat in the only armchair and Miles Lambert took the couch, carefully moving some toys out of the way as he did so. Don Maguire sat in my swivel desk chair. I saw him cast an admiring glance at my MacBook.

			‘There’s no easy way to do this,’ Miles said, when we were all seated. He leaned forward, lacing his fingers together like a rugby player about to take a penalty. ‘Look, if it was me, I’d want to be told straight, with no bullshit, so that’s what I’m going to do. But prepare yourself for a shock.’ He took a deep breath. ‘I’m sorry to have to tell you that Theo isn’t your son. He’s mine.’

			I gaped at him. Thoughts crowded in on me. That can’t be right, followed by, So that’s why this man looks like Theo. Disbelief, shell shock, horror – all paralysed me. I’m not fast in a crisis, unfortunately; Maddie’s the one who thinks on her feet.

			Maddie. Oh my God. Was this man telling me they had an affair? Is that what this is? That I’m a—

			The word cuckold, with all its medieval ugliness, crashed into my brain like a rock. Maddie and I have had our problems, we’re like any couple in that regard, and there have been times over the last year or so when I’ve sensed her drawing away from me. But I’ve always put that down to the trauma of Theo’s birth—

			Theo’s birth. Think straight, Pete. Theo was born just over two years ago. So it would have been almost three years ago when this supposed affair happened. Which was nigh on impossible. Maddie and I only came back from Australia, where we met, three years back.

			I realised both Miles Lambert and Don Maguire were looking at me, waiting for me to react, and I still hadn’t said anything. ‘What are you trying to tell me?’ I said numbly.

			Miles Lambert simply repeated, ‘Theo isn’t your son. He’s mine.’ His blue eyes held mine, concerned. ‘I’m sorry. I know it’s a shock. Please, take your time.’

			It was Don Maguire who coughed and added, ‘You both have sons who were born prematurely, I understand, who were both separated from their mothers briefly when they were transferred to the Neonatal Intensive Care Unit at St Alexander’s. It’s conceivable that, at some point during that process, the wrong tags were put on the wrong babies. That’s our working theory, anyway.’

			Double negative, the editor shouted at me. The wrong tags got put on the right babies, you cretin. Which only goes to show that, at moments of crisis, you think the most bizarre things.

		

	
		
			FOUR

			Pete

			‘So you think you have our son. Our birth son, that is.’ In all this chaos, it was the one thing I could grasp.

			Miles Lambert nodded. ‘David. We called him David.’

			‘And what . . . ?’ What happens now, I wanted to ask, but my brain just wouldn’t go there. ‘How do you know? That the babies got switched, I mean?’

			Miles indicated Don Maguire. ‘This man’s a private investigator. He finds missing people.’

			‘But how do you know?’ I insisted.

			‘I took the liberty of removing an item with Theo’s DNA on it from his nursery,’ Don Maguire said. ‘I very much regret having to do that, but we didn’t want to put you through the strain of this approach if there was any chance we could be wrong.’ As he spoke, he was removing something from a padded envelope. It was Theo’s sippy cup, the one the nursery told me had got lost.

			‘The tests came back yesterday,’ Miles added. ‘There’s absolutely no doubt.’

			Don Maguire placed the sippy cup on my desk carefully, as if it were fragile bone china. ‘We’d like to return this to you now, of course.’

			‘Jesus. Jesus. You tested my son’s DNA without my permission—’

			‘Well, technically my son. But, yes, we apologise that it was necessary,’ Miles said.

			My son. The words thudded in my head.

			‘This is a copy of the test results for you,’ Don Maguire added, taking an envelope from his folder and placing it next to the cup. ‘As Mr Lambert says, there really is no doubt. Theo is his biological son.’

			Theo. I couldn’t comprehend what this might mean for him. I put my head in my hands.

			‘What are you suggesting we do about this?’ I managed to ask. ‘What do you want to happen now?’

			Again, it was Maguire who answered. ‘Please understand, Mr Riley. Nothing specific is being suggested here. Cases like this are so rare, there’s very little precedent – legal precedent, I mean. There’s certainly no automatic requirement for the family courts to get involved. It’s best for the parents to work out a solution between themselves.’

			‘A solution?’

			‘Whether to swap back, or stay as you are.’

			The words, so stark and binary, hung in the air.

			‘Like I said, it’s a shock,’ Miles added apologetically. ‘It was for me and Lucy, too, but obviously we’ve had longer to absorb it. You don’t need to say anything right now. And, of course, you should get your own advice.’

			I stared at him. The way he said it made it clear he’d already consulted lawyers.

			‘We’re suing the hospital,’ he added. ‘Not St Alexander’s – the private one where Lucy gave birth. You may want to join our action, but . . . like I said, that’s all TBD. To Be Discussed. There’s no rush.’

			My eye fell on some pieces of red Duplo by his foot. Only that morning, Theo had assembled them into a tommy gun that promptly fell apart under the force of his overenthusiastic shooting down of my attempts to get him to clean his teeth. A wave of love for him washed over me. And terror, at the abyss that had just opened up beneath us.

			‘Would you like to see a picture of David?’ Miles asked.

			Unable to speak, I nodded. Miles took a photograph from an inside pocket and handed it to me. It showed a small boy sitting in a high chair. He had a fine-featured face, fair hair, light-brown eyes. I could see instantly that he looked a lot like Maddie.

			‘You can keep that, if you like,’ he added. ‘And if I could take one of . . . of Theo.’

			‘Of course,’ I heard myself say. I looked around, but all my pictures were on my phone. The exception was one that someone had sent us after a birthday party, which I’d stuck to the fridge with a magnet: Theo dressed up as a pirate, complete with an eyepatch, tricorn hat and a cardboard cutlass that was raised towards the camera, his eyes alive with mischief. I took it down and handed it to Miles.

			‘Thanks.’ He studied it for a moment, his eyes softening. ‘And this is me,’ he added briskly, handing me a business card. ‘Mobile and email. Get in touch when you’ve had a chance for it all to sink in, yes? And discussed it with Madelyn, of course. Absolutely no pressure, but – I’m here. We both are.’ He glanced at Don Maguire, then clarified, ‘Me and Lucy, I mean. Don’s part in this is over, I guess.’

			I looked down at the card: Miles Lambert, Chief Executive Officer, Burton Investments. An office address in central London.

			Miles reached down and plucked a foam football from the floor, squeezing it in his hand experimentally. ‘Sportsman, is he?’ he asked conversationally. ‘Can he catch this yet?’

			‘Most of the time he can. He’s quite advanced, physically. A bit too advanced, in some ways.’

			Miles raised his eyebrows, and I explained. ‘He sometimes gets a bit physical with the other kids at nursery. It’s something we’re working on.’

			‘Does he, now? Well, I wouldn’t worry too much about that if I were you. I was the same at his age. It came in quite handy on the rugby pitch, later. Didn’t hear anyone complaining then.’ Something about the way he said it – fond, almost proprietorial – made me realise that, despite the surreal calmness of this conversation, I wasn’t just making small talk with another dad at a party. I was talking to my son’s father. His real father. My world had just turned upside down, and nothing was ever going to be the same again.

			‘We should get you round,’ Miles was saying. ‘Make some proper introductions. When you’ve had a chance to digest it all.’

			I tried to reply, but the words wouldn’t come. There was an awkward moment where I thought I was going to break down. Miles affected not to notice. He raised the picture I’d given him. ‘Anyway, thanks for this. Lucy will be thrilled. Something to be going on with.’

			He tucked the photo inside his suit jacket, then held out his hand. His handshake was dry and decisive. ‘And try not to worry. We’re all reasonable people. It’s a terrible thing that’s happened, but it’s how we handle it that matters now. I really believe we’ll figure out the best way forward. But for the time being, we’ll get out of your hair.’

			Don Maguire shook my hand too, and suddenly they were gone. Miles Lambert hadn’t touched his coffee. I poured it down the sink. The washing machine beeped and I went to pull it open. Automatically, I pulled the wet things out. It was as if I was in a kind of trance. On top of the pile was one of Theo’s T-shirts – mustard yellow, with I’M TWO, WHAT’S YOUR EXCUSE? across the front. For a moment I could almost feel his hot little body in my hands, the familiar shrug and wriggle of his tiny ribs as I hoisted him over my shoulder, the kick of his legs. Tears pricked my eyes and my chest heaved, but I knew I couldn’t fall apart, not yet. I had to call Maddie.

		

	
		
			FIVE

			Case no. 12675/PU78B65: AFFIDAVIT UNDER OATH, by D. Maguire, cntd.

			
					Together with my client, Miles Lambert, I visited Mr Riley at home. There we served notice that the child he believed to be his son was in fact the son of my clients, and that, conversely, the child my clients were bringing up was believed to be Mr Riley’s.

					Mr Riley was understandably distressed by this news. At several points during the subsequent discussion he broke down in tears.

					While he recovered his composure, I took the opportunity to make some observations of my surroundings. This was facilitated by the fact that it was a small space, the sitting room, playroom, kitchen and dining room all being combined in the area in which we were sitting.

					There were several indications that Mr Riley was struggling to cope with his domestic routine. The table bore a number of soiled dishes, plates and other kitchen utensils. Unwashed laundry was strewn over the furniture, and there were two empty wine bottles on the floor in the kitchen area. When I glanced at Mr Riley’s computer, I noticed the browser was open at a men-only internet forum on which he appeared to be making an appeal for help with his parenting. (Subsequent investigation confirmed that, under the pseudonym Homedad85, Mr Riley had made over 1,200 posts of a similar nature.) Another tab was open at a video game, which was paused. Although Mr Riley’s LinkedIn profile states that he is a freelance journalist, there was no evidence of this, nor of any journalistic work in progress.

					My client reiterated several times to Mr Riley that he and his wife wished to try to resolve this situation by means of discussion and reasonable compromise. Mr Riley did not respond to these assurances. When his manner started to turn hostile, we left.

			

		

	
		
			SIX

			Maddie

			I’m in a meeting, going through the casting tapes for a Doritos commercial with the clients, when my phone flashes. We’re in the middle of a heated discussion – the director wants edgy, independent, moody teenagers, the client wants wholesome and smiley, a debate I must have chaired at least a hundred times – and we’re just starting to get somewhere by focusing on the director’s third choice, who’s also the client’s second, when the call comes. I glance at the screen: Pete. Or rather, Peter Riley. The first time we met, four years ago, I put his name and surname into my Contacts at the end of the evening, and somehow I’ve never got round to changing it to something less formal.

			The phone’s on silent, so it goes to voicemail. But he instantly disconnects and rings again. That’s our signal something’s urgent, so I make an excuse and slip out of the meeting to call him back.

			‘What’s up?’

			‘It’s all right, Theo’s fine. He’s at nursery. It’s . . .’ There’s the sound of a couple of deep breaths. ‘There was a man here just now with a private detective. He claims our babies somehow got mixed up in the NICU. So he thinks the little boy he’s got at home is ours and Theo . . . Theo . . .’

			It takes a moment for what he’s saying to sink in. ‘It could be tested,’ I say. ‘A DNA test.’

			‘They’ve done that. He left us a copy. Mads, this guy looked exactly like Theo.’ There’s a pause. ‘I think he’s telling the truth.’

			I don’t reply. Despite what Pete’s just said, I don’t really believe it. That sort of thing simply doesn’t happen. There must be some other explanation. But Pete’s clearly devastated, and he needs me to be there. I make a quick decision. ‘I’m coming home.’

			I look through the glass wall into the meeting room. On the TV monitor, an impossibly rosy-cheeked fourteen-year-old is miming awed excitement at the contents of her packet of corn chips. Professional etiquette demands that I go back in and make my excuses, explain to the clients that there’s a family crisis; no, nothing life-threatening, but I’d really better pop home. But I don’t. Almost without being aware of it, I prioritise. I send a text to one of my colleagues, asking them to take over, and walk out of the building.

			*

			When I was pregnant, I always assumed it would be me who’d be the primary carer. After all, the fact we were having a baby at all was ultimately down to me – the pregnancy was an accident, the timing bad in all sorts of ways. We even discussed termination, although I could tell Pete was uneasy about the idea, and eventually I admitted I was too; I’m not always as hard-nosed and practical as my friends like to make out. But the international advertising agency that paid my relocation costs from Sydney to London included a year’s private health insurance in the package, and, when I checked, it included maternity. Instead of having a baby on a crowded NHS ward, I could have it in the comparatively luxurious surroundings of a private hospital in Harley Street, complete with dedicated midwife, C-section on request, twenty-four-hour consultant care and post-birth recovery programme. Of course, the possibility of a pampered, luxurious birth would be a pretty terrible reason to have a baby – but as a reason to have a baby that already existed, why not?

			Looking back, I think I’d already decided to keep it and was just looking for some kind of justification. Telling work was awkward, of course – I’d been in my new job less than four months, and now here I was announcing I’d be taking a year off – but they were grown up enough to realise that, since they had no choice in the matter, they might as well sound pleased for me and emphasise that the job would still be there when I came back.

			In short, it looked like everything was working out ridiculously well. But the gods had other ideas.

			I was twenty-seven weeks when Pete and I went to Andy and Keith’s wedding. If you can’t let your hair down at a gay wedding, when can you? Later, I’d torture myself about that. Was it the glass of champagne I allowed myself with the speeches? The exuberant dancing to Aretha Franklin and Madonna on the packed dance floor afterwards? (I still can’t hear ‘Respect’ without flinching.) The tumble I took on my way back from the ladies, tripping over that marquee rope in the dark? The consultant told me it probably wasn’t any of those, but since he couldn’t say what did cause it, how could he be sure?

			Next morning I had a terrible headache, which I put down to the glass of champagne, now I wasn’t used to it. But I also realised I hadn’t felt the baby move for a while, and when I threw up, it somehow felt different from my first-trimester morning sickness. So – since it was a Sunday, and we had a private hospital in Harley Street on tap, staffed by experienced midwives we could go and see any time we liked – Pete suggested we get the baby checked out, then have brunch on Marylebone High Street.

			As it turned out, that brunch plan saved our baby’s life.

			‘I’m just going to do a quick scan,’ turned into ‘I’m just going to get the doctor to take a look,’ and then suddenly a red cord I’d barely noticed in the corner of the room was being pulled and I was surrounded by people. Someone shouted, ‘Prep for theatre.’ I was bombarded with questions, even as they were stripping me of my jewellery – I never did get my Vietnamese bracelet back – and putting in a catheter. Someone else was measuring my legs for stockings, of all things, and Pete was being told to scrub and change into a gown if he wanted to be present at the emergency C-section they were about to perform because of my sudden-onset pre-eclampsia. I was given an injection to help the baby’s lungs and a drip to help with something else, I never caught what. And then a surgeon appeared, took one look at the trace and said just one word: ‘Now.’ After that, it was a blur of corridors and faces and gabbled explanations. There was no time for an epidural, another doctor told me. Seconds later, I was unconscious.

			I came round in the recovery room to silence. No crying baby, no Pete, just the bleep of a machine. And a doctor looking down at me.

			‘Your baby’s alive,’ he said. ‘A baby boy.’

			Thank God. ‘Can I see him?’ I managed to say.

			The doctor – I think he was a doctor; he was just a pair of anonymous eyes over a surgical mask – shook his head. ‘He’s gone straight to the NICU in a specialist ambulance. He’s very small and very poorly.’

			NICU, pronounced nick-you. The word meant nothing to me at the time, but I was soon to become all too familiar with the different levels of emergency infant care. A Neonatal Intensive Care Unit was the very highest.

			‘Poorly? What with?’

			‘Babies who are this premature struggle to breathe unaided. He’ll probably be put on a ventilator to help his lungs.’ He paused. ‘It’s possible he might have hypoxia.’

			‘What’s that? Is it fatal? Is he going to live?’

			All I can remember about this man, who I’d never seen before and would never see again, is his kind brown eyes, even though he politely pulled down his surgical mask before he said gently, ‘It’s when the baby’s brain is starved of oxygen. But the NICU at St Alexander’s is the best place for him, and it’s very close. If anyone can help him, they can.’

			I stared at him, horrified. I was just realising that, far from being a great place to give birth, this smart hotel-like clinic was actually completely ill-equipped to deal with an emergency like mine.

			Everything had gone wrong. I had an overwhelming feeling of having failed my baby. I was meant to be keeping him safe inside me for another thirteen weeks, for God’s sake. I was his life-support system. And instead, my body had rejected him, spat him out into a world he wasn’t ready for.

			‘Where’s Pete?’ I croaked.

			‘Your husband will have gone with the baby. I’m sorry – there was no time for goodbyes.’

			I don’t need to say goodbye to Pete, I wanted to say, and, anyway, we’re not married. But then I realised. The doctor meant no time for goodbyes to the baby. The first time I saw my son, he’d be dead and cold.

			I began to weep, tears running down my face even as the doctor checked my womb at the other end; tears of rage and regret and loss for the tiny person who’d been inside me and who was going to die before his own mother had even held him.

		

	
		
			SEVEN

			Maddie

			I come out of the Underground at Willesden Green with a million questions churning round my head, so I call Pete again as I walk the last quarter-mile to our house.

			‘The thing is, I just don’t believe two babies could get mixed up like that in the NICU,’ I tell him. ‘Theo was in an incubator the whole time, attached to all those lines. And he had an electronic tag on his leg. It just couldn’t have happened.’

			‘Miles said something about it not being St Alexander’s he’s suing, it’s the private hospital where his wife gave birth. So maybe that could explain it.’

			That seems more possible. If two very premature babies arrived at St Alexander’s at the same time, perhaps they got mixed up before the tags were even put on. This might be real, after all.

			‘But weren’t you with him the whole time? Hang on, I’m at the front door.’

			Pete opens the door, lowering his phone as he does so. ‘Not all the time. There were so many people working on him – getting the tubes in, taking blood . . . And later, they found me a room to sleep in. I didn’t even notice when the tag appeared on his leg.’

			He gnaws his lip, his eyes haunted. I know what he’s thinking. ‘You had to sleep sometimes, Pete. We were there for weeks.’

			‘I keep wondering, though – how come I didn’t notice? How could our baby have been switched with a different one and I didn’t spot it?’

			‘Because the truth is, none of them looked like babies to begin with,’ I say flatly.

			Pete glances at me. He still doesn’t like to talk about my reaction to the NICU. ‘But you sensed it, Mads,’ he says quietly. ‘You felt no maternal attachment to Theo. You even wondered out loud if he was really our baby. On some level, you knew.’

			I hesitate, then shake my head. ‘I didn’t have trouble bonding with him because he wasn’t ours. It was because he was nothing like the baby I’d always imagined having. None of them were. I’d have felt the same about any baby in that place. They . . . they disgusted me, somehow.’

			At least, that’s what I’ve always told myself. Along with, You’re a terrible mother and, There’s something wrong with you. But now, despite what I’ve just said to Pete, I can’t help wondering – had I known something else was wrong, all along?

			*

			My first image of my baby was a grainy shot taken on Pete’s phone that he sent while I was still in the recovery room. Blurry, taken over the shoulder of a nurse or doctor, it showed a small, pale shape in an incubator, a Christmas tree of tubes and valves attached to a tiny body. There was what looked like bubble wrap encasing his chest, with more tubes coming out of it – I found out later that the doctors had been freezing him, deliberately causing hypothermia to reduce any swelling in his brain. Yet another tube was taped to his nose. He looked scrawny and sick and barely human.

			When I was nine, my parents had a litter from the family Labrador, Maya. Five were born alive and well, but then there was a long gap, so long we’d have thought she was finished if she hadn’t so obviously been in distress. Finally, one last puppy popped out – a tiny, hairless fledgling of a thing. It soon became clear it wasn’t strong enough to haul itself through the scrum of other puppies for one of Maya’s teats, and for her part she never seemed to nudge it into position as she did the others. I kept pulling other puppies off the best teat and putting the runt to it, trying to get it to suck, but it just couldn’t get the idea. Two days later, it died.

			When I saw that picture on my phone, I was even more convinced that by the time I joined Pete at St Alexander’s, our baby would be dead. The doctor’s words kept spinning around my brain: He’s very poorly.

			I was still looking at the picture when Pete called. ‘I’ve stepped outside – they don’t allow phone conversations in the NICU,’ he said breathlessly. ‘I just wanted to check you got the photo.’

			‘I got it.’

			‘Are you OK?’

			‘He’s going to die, isn’t he?’ I said numbly. It felt surreal to be saying those words out loud. Twenty-four hours before, we’d been helping our friends celebrate their marriage, with three months to go before my due date, and now here I was, the mother of a child on its deathbed.

			Pete’s voice was calm, but I could tell what an effort it was costing him. ‘Not necessarily. Mads, there are babies here even smaller than he is. They say the next three days are critical. If he gets through that, there’s a good chance.’ A long silence. ‘Do you want me to come back?’

			‘No. Stay with him. One of us should be there.’

			‘OK. They want me to get some colostrum from you, though. I’ll be over in a couple of hours with a breast pump.’

			‘Oh God.’ I hadn’t even begun to think about the mechanics of breastfeeding when me and my dying baby were in two separate hospitals. But Pete was ahead of me.

			‘They’ll freeze it for now – he’s got a tube going in through his umbilical stump, with a drip hooked up to it.’ Another pause. ‘They’re asking what we want to call him.’

			A name to go on his grave. The thought slipped into my brain, unbidden. Suddenly, all the names we’d thought of – quirky, fun names like Jack and Sam and Ed, names that were snappy and bouncy and full of vigour – felt wrong. I couldn’t picture them carved on a headstone with his dates underneath. ‘What about Theo?’

			‘I thought you didn’t like Theo.’

			‘I thought you did.’

			‘Well, I do.’

			‘Let’s go with Theo, then.’ Because I don’t want to give a name I like to a child who’s going to die.

			*

			I was in shock, of course. And as it turned out, Theo didn’t die. As each day went by, and the syringe pumps were taken off him one by one, we allowed ourselves to hope a little more. And finally, after five days, the doctors did a brain scan and announced they were now cautiously optimistic.

			Which isn’t to say that from then on it was plain sailing. Pete’s updates from the NICU, when he came over to sit with me, were full of references to desats and apnoeas and braddies – the weird terminology of the baby unit, now becoming all too familiar. Desaturation, low oxygen in the blood, because a premature baby’s lungs don’t work properly on their own. Apnoea, absence of breathing, because sometimes, despite the machine that blew air up his nose, Theo forgot to inhale. Bradycardia, a dangerously slow heartbeat, because every so often his heart would just stop for no reason, and then the nurses would gently scratch his foot or rub his shoulders to get him started again. It was like magic, Pete said wide-eyed, seeing them bring him back to life like that.

			Prolonging the inevitable, I’d thought at the time.

			It was a whole week before I was able to join them. My C-section hadn’t healed well and I’d had a virus; even if I’d been able to move, they wouldn’t have let me into a ward full of premature babies until it had cleared up. But eventually I was put in a wheelchair and sent by taxi to St Alexander’s, the expensive private hospital offloading me on to the NHS as casually as if it were scraping a piece of dog shit off its shoe.

			I’d thought I was prepared for the NICU. After all, Pete had described it and I’d seen pictures on my phone. But nothing could have prepared me for the reality. Instead of beds, there were pram-sized electronic pods. It made me think of those science-fiction movies where people are transported through space – but while those movies tried to make their incubators look sleek and futuristic, here each pod was surrounded by a chaotic jumble of wires and equipment. Some were bathed in ultraviolet. Those babies were being treated for jaundice, Pete explained later. But it was the noise that hit me the hardest. There was no crying – little lungs couldn’t, only mew, and, in any case, most of the babies had tubes that went up their noses and down their throats, preventing them from making any sound. Instead, the NICU was a cacophony of electronic bleeps and chimes and bongs. Later, I’d come to realise that many weren’t even alarms, just machines making their ‘everything normal here’ noises, and that each was different for a reason. Like ewes recognising the bleat of their particular lamb across a noisy field, the nurses could recognise their patients’ sounds and respond to any change.

			I had no idea which incubator contained my baby. But then I saw Pete, over in a corner. Most of the pods had see-through covers with holes in the sides, like machines for handling hazardous material, but he was standing next to one that had the top removed. He was attaching a syringe of what looked like breast milk to one end of a tube.

			‘Over there,’ I said to the porter who was wheeling me.

			Pete looked up and gave me a tender smile, but didn’t stop what he was doing. ‘Mummy’s here,’ he said to the incubator. I got there, peered in, and saw Theo.

			It should have been a big moment. The way people talk about the maternal bond – that bottomless pit of gushy love you’re supposed to feel – if you don’t make an immediate, overwhelming connection with your baby there must be something wrong with you. But I didn’t. I simply recoiled. I’d somehow expected from Pete’s positive updates that Theo would look like a real baby now. But this stranger’s wizened little face seemed a hundred years old rather than newborn. Dark, downy hair covered his shoulders, like a little monkey. He was wearing the tiniest nappy I’d ever seen, and he was tucked into a kind of ramshackle nest of comforters and bedding. Electrical pads were stuck to his chest, and a cuff around his left foot glowed red – that was the oxygen sensor, I learnt later. His arms and legs were stick thin, the limbs of a famine victim.

			A clear plastic tube went up one tiny nostril – the same tube Pete was gently squeezing breast milk into the other end of. ‘Shouldn’t a nurse be doing that?’ I said anxiously.

			‘They’re busy. Besides, I like doing it for him. It makes me feel useful.’

			‘Did you check the pH, Pete?’ an Irish voice called. I looked up. A nurse, dark and pretty, was speaking to him from across a nearby incubator.

			‘Two point five.’

			‘Good man,’ she said approvingly. Then, to me, ‘Are you Mum?’

			I’ve always found the way medical staff call every mother Mum and every infant Baby, instead of the mum and the baby, slightly grating, but I know that’s pedantic of me. ‘Yes. Maddie.’

			‘Welcome to the NICU, Maddie. I know it must seem a bit overwhelming at first, but little Theo’s doing really well.’ With her Irish accent, his name came out as Teo. ‘And Pete’s been a total star. If only all husbands were that handy with the NG tube.’

			‘We’re not actually married,’ I said automatically.

			‘Sorry – my bad. All partners. Don’t let him get away, though. He’s a catch, that one.’

			It was just the friendly banter of someone trying to put me at my ease, I knew. But something about it irritated me, perhaps because I still felt a failure for not being able to carry Theo to term. Plus, there was the realisation that, while I’d been lying in a cushy private room, Pete had been quietly coping – no, more than coping, excelling – here in the brutal environment of the NICU. Generally, I’d say Pete isn’t brilliant in an emergency. But put him in a situation like that, a situation that requires steadfastness and determination, and he comes into his own. It should have made me feel proud and grateful. But actually, it just made me feel even more guilty.

			Pete saw me looking at the monitors. ‘They start to make sense eventually,’ he said.

			It hadn’t even occurred to me to try to make sense of them. ‘What do you mean?’

			He indicated the nearest one. ‘The wavy line is his heartbeat, and the big number is beats per minute. Anything less than a hundred is a braddie – if that happens, try to get his heart going again with a stroke or pat. The one that goes off most often is oxygen desat. If you see that number starting to fall, check the prongs up his nose before you call the nurse – sometimes they work their way loose.’

			I couldn’t imagine doing any of those things. ‘Have you held him yet?’ I asked.

			Pete nodded. ‘Just once, this morning – his temperature was too unstable before. It’s an amazing feeling, Mads. You have to be careful because of all the tubes and wires, obviously. But when he stretched out on my bare chest and opened his eyes at me, I choked up.’

			‘I think we all did.’ That was the Irish nurse again. She looked up, smiling, from the other incubator. ‘That’s one of the best parts of doing this job – seeing a baby get skin-to-skin for the first time.’

			Once again, I felt a small, unworthy flicker of irritation at the thought of a bare-chested, weeping Pete, with this pretty, dark-haired nurse kneeling next to him, crying too. I was careful not to let it show, though. Getting on with the staff here was clearly going to be important. So all I said was, ‘I can’t wait.’

		

	
		
			EIGHT

			Pete

			While Maddie was on the Tube, I’d done some quick research on my laptop. I briefly considered posting on DadStuff, which was my usual way of finding things out, but thought better of it. Instead, still reeling, I googled Miles Lambert + Burton Investments. Miles’s LinkedIn page came up, although it didn’t tell me much except that he was three years older than me, he’d been to Durham University, his office was located in Berkeley Square and his professional skills had been recommended as ‘excellent’ by sixteen people. But at least it confirmed this wasn’t some kind of terrible prank. The DNA test, when I looked at it, seemed authentic, too – rows of numbers and technical language culminating in the words, Probability of paternity: 98%.

			Next I searched swapped babies. It was clearly very rare – or at least, it was very rare for a swap to come to light. It was the switching of identical twins that was discovered most often, presumably because the resemblance between two apparent strangers was more likely to be noticed. In 1992, a Canadian, Brent Tremblay, bumped into his identical twin, now called George Holmes, at university. In 2001, a similar thing happened to identical twins in the Canary Islands, and, in 2015, two sets of identical twins were reunited in Bogotá. From these and other cases, combined with the incidence of twins in the general population, someone had calculated that mix-ups of less discoverable infants, i.e. non-twins, could be as many as one in a thousand births – about the same as Down’s syndrome.

			Other switches were discovered as a result of paternity testing after parents separated, as happened in Charlottesville, Virginia. The children involved in that case were three years old; the ensuing custody battle went on for years.

			In 2006, two newborn girls were accidentally switched in Czech Republic, with the mix-up discovered a year later. The girls were gradually reintroduced to their original families, by agreement of all four parents.

			The son of a UK citizen was switched in a hospital in El Salvador in 2015. He too was reunited with his parents after a year.

			In countries where switches had been discovered, there was often a public outcry leading to more stringent precautions, such as double tagging. That wasn’t the case in the UK, but there had been some similar problems with attempted baby abductions, and, as a result, security on NHS wards was considered above average.

			There was no mention anywhere of what it was like in British private hospitals.

			The thing that immediately jumped out at me, though, was that the decision to swap the children back or not was largely dependent on their age. If they were over three when the switch was discovered, they usually ended up staying with their existing families. If they were twelve months or less, they were usually returned to their birth parents.

			But two? Two years and two weeks, to be precise? That seemed to be a terrifyingly grey area.

			Don Maguire’s words came back to me: There’s certainly no automatic requirement for the family courts to get involved. It’s best for the parents to work out a solution between themselves.

			If we couldn’t work something out, did that mean a court would have to decide? Would Theo’s fate ultimately rest with some dry legal bureaucrat? The very thought made my blood run cold.

			All of this I explained, or rather babbled, to Maddie when she was barely through the door.

			‘But is that what this man was suggesting?’ she asked, getting straight to the most important point as usual. ‘Does he really think we should swap them back?’

			‘He didn’t say. But neither did he say we shouldn’t.’ In fact, now that I thought about it, Miles Lambert had said remarkably little. ‘He was pretty vague.’

			‘Perhaps he knew it would be a lot to take in and didn’t want you to feel he was railroading you,’ she pointed out. ‘What was he like?’

			‘He seemed all right,’ I admitted. ‘That is, as all right as it’s possible to be when you’re breaking news like that. Said he knew what a terrible shock it must be – it affected him the same way, when he found out.’

			‘Well, that’s something. But how did he find out? I mean, what made him look at his child in the first place and think, That’s not my son?’

			I thought back. ‘He didn’t say that, either.’

			‘And he really didn’t give you any clue as to which way they’re thinking?’

			I shook my head. I wasn’t feeling any better as time passed since our encounter. ‘But he took a picture of Theo, to show his wife. And he left us one of David.’

			‘Can I see?’

			I went and got her the photograph. I saw Maddie’s face change as she looked at it – first with surprise, and then involuntarily smiling.

			‘He looks just like you, doesn’t he?’ I said gently.

			‘A bit. And he’s the spitting image of Robin at that age.’ I didn’t really know Maddie’s brothers, who were all in Australia. Robin, the youngest, was the one she missed most. She took a deep breath. ‘Wow. I guess this is real, isn’t it?’

			My laptop pinged. Automatically, I turned towards it. It was a notification from LinkedIn, which I still had open. Miles Lambert wants to join your network.

			I showed Maddie. ‘Should I accept?’

			‘Why not? Whatever happens next, we’ll need to be in touch.’

			I clicked Accept. Moments later, there was another ping as a message appeared in my inbox.

			Pete,

			Thank you for talking to me today, and once again my apologies for crashing into your life with what can only have been disturbing news. I’m sure you’ll want to talk things over with Madelyn before you make any decisions, but now that you and I have got the initial contact out of the way, Lucy and I were wondering if the two of you would like to come and talk it over at our house – and meet David at the same time? It would be entirely up to you whether or not you bring Theo, but of course we would love to meet him.

			This is a difficult and horrible situation, one that none of us chose or ever expected to find ourselves in. But hopefully we can work out what’s right and best for all concerned – and, particularly, for our children.

			Kind regards,

			Miles

			‘It’s a good email,’ Maddie said, reading over my shoulder. I could hear the relief in her voice. ‘It really sounds like they don’t want to pressurise us into anything.’

			‘Yes,’ I said uneasily. Despite the email’s agreeable tone, I had a sense that events were already starting to move, and that I wasn’t in control of them. Once we’d met David, and the Lamberts had met Theo, everything was going to become much more complicated. The train was leaving the station, and I wasn’t the one driving it.
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