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For my children







We shall not cease from exploration


And the end of all our exploring


Will be to arrive where we started


And know the place for the first time


—T. S. Eliot, “Little Gidding”
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SPRING













Chapter One






ITHINK EVERYONE SHOULD BE ADOPTED.That way, you can meet your birth parents when you’re old enough to cope with them. Of course it’s all a bit of a lottery. You never know who you’re going to get as parents. I got lucky. Then again, if I’d been adopted by Mia Farrow, rather than Mum and Dad, today I could be married to Woody Allen.


As far as the side effects are concerned, I discovered early on that the key to dealing with a fear of abandonment is to date people you don’t like, so if they do leave you, it doesn’t matter. Either that, or guarantee fidelity by dating people no one else wants.


Which is why, at the age of twenty-eight, while my friends are getting married to men who look like Hugh Grant, I’m still living with my sister.


Charlotte and I are sharing part of what used to be a Georgian house, before it was turned into flats, in West London, opposite Kew Gardens. The Kew famously referred to by Alexander Pope, on the collar of Prince Frederick’s new puppy:



I am his Highness dog at Kew;


Pray tell me, sir, whose dog are you?




On the morning of the day everything will change, but I don’t yet know it, I jump out of bed half an hour after the alarm goes off, wolf down a bowl of cornflakes, and scrabble about in the bottom of the broom cupboard for an umbrella. It’s raining, of course.


“Charlotte, have you seen my brush?”


“Try your sock drawer,” she says.


My sister is a buyer for Harrods. She’s looked the part since she was three. She emerges from her room, impeccably dressed, blond bob perfectly in place, handbag over her shoulder, car keys already in hand.


“Pippa,” Charlotte says, “you’re a gorgeous woman. Positively Titian. I wish I looked like you, but—how can I put this? Today you look like a plumber.”


I’m wearing overalls, which I enjoy very much. Put a different colored T-shirt under them and it looks like you’re wearing an entirely new outfit.


“I suppose you want a lift to the tube too?”


“Thanks,” I say. God knows how I’m going to get to work on time when Charlotte moves in with Rupert.


We’re almost out of our front door, which has been opened and shut by Londoners for nearly two hundred years, when Charlotte spots a tiny piece of cornflake on my shirt. She takes her hanky out of her pocket and starts jabbing at it with the precision of a woodpecker.


Ever since I can remember, my sister, friends, parents, and occasionally even complete strangers have taken it upon themselves to wipe spills off my clothes. Without asking. They simply assume I feel the same way as they do about food stains. I don’t. I think it’s absurd that anyone thinks they matter.


But I also don’t like to hurt anyone’s feelings. So when people start wiping food stains off my clothing, I act surprised that the stain is there and thank them profusely.


It’s all about what interests you. If I spend a whole day with you, and someone asks me afterward how you are, I’ll know what you’re feeling, i.e., sad, happy, preoccupied, pissed-off—whatever it might be. I’ve always been able to tune in to people in that way. But ask me what you were wearing, and I’ll draw a blank.


Charlotte will not only be able to report on exactly what you were wearing, down to the color of your socks, she’ll somehow know about the hole on the inside of your shirt, even if you’ve tucked it into your trousers. She’ll know the name of your hairstyle, the brand of your lipstick, and the make of your car.


Charlotte was born a year after me. I was adopted. She wasn’t. It happens a lot, I gather. People think they can’t have children, adopt one, and then,bam , a few months later, the mother gets pregnant with a child of her own.


Like Mum, Charlotte thinks before she speaks, makes pros and cons lists, and is content with her life the way it is. She’s practical, grounded, solid, sure.


I, on the other hand, interrupt people because my thoughts fly out of my mouth. My handbag’s full of rubbish. And I want to do something that matters with my life. Right now I’d like to write plays, sing in musicals, and/or rid the world of poverty, violence, cruelty, and right-wing conservative politics.


I’ve tried to be happy leading the kind of life that makes Mum and Charlotte happy, really I have. But pretending to be interested in things I am not is becoming more and more difficult. Take Scottish dancing.


If you’ve ever been to any kind of Scottish dancing evening in the south of England, you’ve probably met my dad. He’s the Scot at the microphone, with the shock of thick white hair, barking out orders. He’s never happier than when he’s marching up and down a drafty church hall in his tartan kilt and sporran, teaching the English a new Scottish dance.


There are more than three thousand of them. To date he’s checked off two hundred and fifty-two. He keeps his dance list in the right-hand cubbyhole of his desk, next to his spare golf balls and his paper clips.


“Set to the left!” he shouts. Dad’s lived in England so long his Scottish accent is barely detectable most of the time. Except when he’s trying to teach the English to Scottish dance. Then his Scottish burr becomes much more pronounced.


“Now set to the right! Turn your partners. Very good, Charlotte. No, Pippa! Wrong way! This isn’t the Dashing White Sergeant!”


I’ve always felt restricted by Scottish dancing. You can’t do your own thing. If you twirl to the left and jump in the air when everyone else is turning right during the Eightsome Reel, for example, you’ll spoil the dance for everyone else.


I think it’s one of the saddest things in the world—don’t you?—when people are upset because the direction they’re going in feels all wrong for you—and you know you just have to go the opposite way.









Chapter Two






CHARLOTTE’S SPENDING THE WEEKENDwith Rupert in Paris. She’s hurrying toward her light blue Saab because she doesn’t want to get her suitcase wet.


“He’s going to ask you to marry him, you know,” I tell her.


It really is bucketing down with rain now.


“Get in!” Charlotte says.


Her car is clean and dry and smells of leather and lavender.


I know that Charlotte will accept Rupert’s proposal, because he’s perfect for her. He loves going to dinner parties with his fellow commodity brokers in the City as much as Charlotte does. They’ll get married after a long engagement. Then she’ll give up her job, and they’ll move to somewhere like Bath. They’ll have at least two children, and go on annual skiing holidays to Verbier and Val d’Isere in the winter, and somewhere hot in the summer—as long as it has all-day child care and inexhaustible supplies of wine.


“So here’s to you, Mrs. Darrington!” I lift up an imaginary glass of champagne.


Charlotte laughs again. Her blue eyes light up just like Mum’s when she’s utterly happy.


From what I’ve told you so far, you’re probably thinking that Charlotte’s the grown-up in our relationship. The one who looks after me. But it also works the other way around. I’ve protected Charlotte for years. Without her knowing it. By not telling her what’s really going on with me.


Charlotte and I share the same parents, but we don’t share secrets. I actually don’t think Charlotte has any, and I hate to burden people. Which is why Charlotte doesn’t know the truth about Miles. She thinks I broke up with him because I’m being fickle, wanting to play the field, because that’s what I want her to think. She doesn’t know that, for me, falling in love is terrifying.


And I haven’t told her about the dream that’s started haunting me at night. The one about the mother who gave me birth. If I let anyone in my family know how much I’ve been wondering about my other mother, they might feel displaced. As if I don’t love them anymore. As if I don’t need them anymore. And I do.


Charlotte drops me off at the tube and kisses me on the cheek. “Don’t get into too much trouble while I’m gone, Pip!”


I always feel a tug when I say good-bye to people I care about. Even if it’s just for the weekend. Especially this time. Perhaps a part of me already knows that everything is about to change.


 


Half an hour later, I get off the tube at Embankment, stop at the newsstand to buy a packet of Maltesers, a box of Ribena, and some prawn cocktail crisps, and walk down the Strand to work. I work for Drury Lane Publications, selling advertising space on the telephone inInternational CEO magazine.


The setting isn’t exactly salubrious. Thirty salespeople sit in cubicles in a large room in a white building opposite the back wall of the Theatre Royal. But I don’t mind. It gives me flexibility, and I can dress however I want.


It’s probably a combination of what Charlotte calls my “absurdly un-English enthusiasm”—and the fact that I have a posh accent—that makes me the top salesperson in the company. The rest are men.


I call Europe in the morning and America in the afternoon: “Hallo. My name’s Pippa Dunn. I’m working with Tony Blair.”


This isn’t strictly true. Someone from Tony Blair’s office told our editor that of course we could reprint one of his speeches in the magazine, because it was already in the public domain. But it gets me through to the right person.


“Our current goal is to help American companies break into the European market.”


This isn’t true either. Our current goal is to make as much money in commissions as possible. But I get caught up in my own pitch and,ping: I’ve sold another double-page spread for nine thousand nine hundred and ninety-nine pounds.


Ever since I started calling America, I’ve wondered if I’m speaking to someone who knows the parents who gave me birth. Maybe my real father is the governor of Virginia? Or doing something to help the poor people in New Orleans? Or doing what he can to bring the soldiers back from Iraq? He’s a Democrat, of course. He must be. We share the same genes.


And my real mother? What about her? Maybe she’s a senator? Unlikely. There are more women in the Iranian parliament than there are in the U.S. Senate—but you never know.


In London, in 2007, people in their twenties are supposed to hate everything. Especially America. And American foreign policy. And British foreign policy. And optimistic, successful people, like Richard Branson, who I swear the British only tolerate because he consistently fails to get round the world in his hot-air balloon. But I love America. I always have done. And not just because, despite my British accent and upbringing, I am, myself, really an American. I’ve always known I was adopted. But I didn’t find out my birth parents were Americans until I was fifteen years old.


Charlotte and I were home on summer holidays from our separate boarding schools. Charlotte went to Pelsham Abbey, because she was good at sports. I went to St. Margaret’s, because I was good at music.


While sending your children off to boarding school is considered barbaric by every American I’ve ever met, in England it’s still considered a privilege. It’s especially common if your parents live abroad, as mine had ever since Dad joined the Foreign Office. Important to give the children a solid base in England while one’s moving from post to post, and all that.


Anyway, I’d gone upstairs to Dad’s office to try to find what the British call Sellotape and the Americans call Scotch tape. It wasn’t where Mum said it would be, so I started rummaging about in the drawers of Dad’s desk to look for it. In the lower right-hand drawer, I noticed a file with my name on it.


I took the file out, and, inside it, found my old school reports—the ones I used to take on the plane with me, when I traveled from England to Kenya, or Hong Kong, or wherever Mum and Dad were stationed at the end of each term.



ART 11


Instead of drawing the fruit bowl still life everyone else drew in art class this year, Phillippa drew a rain forest. This rain forest, which comprised little more than an untidy mess of orange and green flowers, has now appeared in exercise books, on note pads, and, I am sorry to say, on the inside cover ofArt History Explained.Phillippa will not be permitted to borrow any more books until she has replaced the one she defaced.


Valerie Eason, Art teacher





MUSIC


Pippa rose to the position of head of Junior Choir because she has an unusually beautiful voice and clearly has a gift for performance. When she asked if she could teach the choir a song from a musical, as a surprise addition to the end-of-term concert, I agreed, assuming we would be treated to a song from one of the musicals Pippa is so fond of singing. “Oh, What a Beautiful Morning,” perhaps. Or “How Are Things in Glochamorra,” which she sings quite beautifully.


Fortunately I attended the dress rehearsal and was able to stop the theme tune from the television programShaftfrom being performed on Parents Day. These are not suitable lyrics for twelve-year-old girls, even if the song is performed in six-part harmony, and with perfect pitch.


Miss Dunk, Music teacher





LATIN


Phillippa’s essay on “My Family Tree, How I Came to Be Me” was not supposed to be a work of fiction. Even if it were true that Pippa is adopted—a popular fantasy amongst girls in the Lower Fourth—her real father could not possibly be King Lear. Even if King Lear were not a fictional character, he only had three daughters. And Phillippa was not one of them.


On the eternal subject of Phillippa’s untidiness, I’m sorry to say her essay on the fall of the Roman Empire had more crossings than the Waterloo Line. She is, at times, very immature.


Miss Possum, Latin teacher




Well, of course I was immature. I was ten.


 



HOUSE REPORT


Phillippa drives us to the point of despair in her dormitory—and by leaving her belongings scattered abroad. Alas, she will never make a needlewoman—and her work suffers because of her appalling untidiness. The universal distribution of her belongings entails much work for other people. Please note, when I say she is appallingly untidy, I am not exaggerating.


Miss Steel, Housemistress




The reports of my untidiness alarmed my neat-as-a-pin parents far more than anything else. Ashamed of myself for disappointing them so terribly, I’d return to school at the end of the holidays, determined to be tidy. No matter how hard I tried, I never managed it. Within days I’d be hauled up before the headmistress with ink on my hands, or my uniform, or both, and told, once again, that I was a grave disappointment to the school.


I blocked out memories of the aptly named Miss Steel and kept flipping through.


There were papers from the British school I went to in Hong Kong before boarding school, and from my prep school and nursery school in Zimbabwe. Then my baby weight, height, that sort of thing.


Then I came across a thin file with a label on it. It read: “As supplied by the adoption agency, non-identifying information about Phillippa’s biological parents.”


I’d always known I was adopted. But we’d never talked about who from. I held on to the file tightly. There, in my hands, fifteen years since I was born, I was holding a file that held the facts about my long-lost mother. I was holding the key to my true identity.


Feeling like a criminal, but unable to stop myself, I got up and shut the door. Then, guiltily, heart beating extra fast, I opened the file and I started to read.


 


For Phillippa when she is ready:


Non-identifying information about Pippa’s biological parents



Mother: 5' 8", 110 lbs. Very pretty. Writes excellent poetry. High achiever. Well-spoken, lively, highly intelligent. Born in[image: image]
 . Educated at[image: image]
 . American.


Father: 6 ft., 180 lbs. Born in[image: image]
 . Varsity football team. Excellent speaker. Politically ambitious. Married. American.


Mother relinquished baby so as not to ruin father’s political career.




I held my hands to my heart, which was still beating at double speed. I shut my eyes.


I knew it. I just knew it. My real parents were brilliant people. They were remarkable people. They were famous people.


And they were American!


I took a deep breath.


“Relinquished baby so as not to ruin father’s political career.”


Of course. This explained everything. No wonder I had been given up for adoption. Why, if the press found out about me, it could cause a nationwide scandal, maybe even bring down an entire American administration! Why else would the adoption agency black out all the details?


I carefully put the file back in the drawer, exactly as I had found it, left Dad’s office, and ran down the stairs.


“Couldn’t find the Sellotape anywhere,” I said, in as casual a tone as I could manage.


“I’ll go and look,” Mum said. She returned a minute later. “Oh Pip, you are a silly billy. It was on top of the desk. Right under your nose!”


“Sorry,” I said, somehow managing to hide my excitement.


Thank God I found the papers. Now that I knew the truth, I would never have to upset anyone by asking questions.


I mulled over the information I now had until it sunk in, repeating it to myself, over and over again.


I’m descended from remarkable people.


I’m an American.


My father was in politics and unfaithful to his wife.


I have red hair…


Of course. I am a Kennedy.


I selected the people I told this information to very carefully. With my best friends I’d say, “I’ve got a secret to tell you. I am not what I seem. I was adopted at birth, and my real father is a famous politician, probably a Kennedy.”


I’d wait for the fascinated expression that invariably followed this revelation.


“And,” I’d say, “there is evidence to suggest that my real mother is Emily Dickinson.” Or, when I readThe Bell Jar , Sylvia Plath. Or, when I decided my true vocation was to become a playwright, Wendy Wasserstein.









Chapter Three






IT’S STILL RAINING ASILEAVE WORK ,and London smells of damp coats and bus fumes and cigarettes. A thousand feet are walking along the Strand, and down the hill toward Embankment tube. I’m high as a kite after winning top salesperson of the week again, and for the first time in the three months since I ended things with Miles, I feel my usual optimism return. I hold soft, sweet-smelling daffodils, my prize for selling the most, which dance against my face, kissing me as I walk. I’m full of joy and I feel light again.


If I were hip I wouldn’t tell you that I can whistle the tune to just about every musical ever written. The great ones uplift me as no other music can. But I’m not hip. I care even less about my hip factor than I do about the stain status of my clothing.


So I leave work whistling “Singin’ in the Rain” and walk at a healthy pace toward Trafalgar Square. Dad spent hours teaching me how to whistle when I was about eight. I’ve been a world-class whistler ever since. As I whistle, people on the street around me start to smile.


Today I look at each face as I pass by. Who are these people sharing the street with me? What is going on in their worlds, inside their heads? Are they in love? If so, is it the kind that Mum and Dad have? Based on having things in common, like raspberry picking and a love of dogs, and Shakespeare, and long country walks? Or is it the knock-you-out, eat-you-up, set-you-on-fire kind of love that I have longed for—and avoided—all my life?


Are they looking at me and wondering the same thing? Or are they just going home, not thinking about much in particular? Is it quiet inside their heads? Still? Peaceful?


A thousand thoughts compete with one another in my head, every day. They always have done. I sometimes wonder what it would be like to have just one thought at a time. Like Mum and Dad and Charlotte.


When I get to Villiers Street, where you turn left off the Strand to get to the Embankment tube, I stop at the light. There’s a woman next to me. I can tell, from the way she is standing, and the look in her eyes, that she’s terribly unhappy. She’s about thirty, I think. Tall and thin, like me. In her shiny black boots with big silver buckles she looks like an elegant buccaneer.


It’s impossible to smile and whistle at the same time, so I turn my face to her and whistle the rest of the song in an attempt to cheer her up. The tune is almost lost in the traffic, but not quite.


Her response to my whistling is quite different from everybody else’s. The woman turns her pale, tightly drawn face toward me. Then she says, in a voice that’s both shaking and sharp: “People like you—Christ! You just have to draw attention to yourself, don’t you?”


Then she turns her head away and gets ready to move as soon as the traffic light turns green.


She seems so miserable, and I know what that’s like, because I’ve been feeling unhappy recently too. Bursting with the desire to make everything all right for her, I turn to her and say, “I’m sorry you’re having a horrible day. I’m sorry for annoying you. I—well, I hope these will cheer you up.” Then I hand her my bunch of daffodils.


The woman holds the flowers slightly away from her, her attention on the traffic light, which is about to change. Then, as a London bus revs up its engine, puffs warm exhaust into our faces, and rattles on down the famous London street, she drops the flowers on the ground and walks away.


If this happened to Charlotte, or just about anyone else I know, they’d brush it off and carry on with their day. But for me it hurts terribly. For me, any kind of rejection hurts terribly. It always has done. I’m even sensitive to little rejections—like the butcher giving the last chicken to the lady in the gray coat, even though she was behind me in the queue.


It’s the real reason why I’ve never actually auditioned for a singing job of any kind—or applied for a job somewhere like Amnesty International. I’d rather be accepted for a job I don’t care about than risk being rejected by one I do.


It’s the same with men.


When I’m on my own with a boyfriend, everything’s wonderful. But when we go into the outside world, I find myself on red alert, terrified the object of my affections will be making a date with the waitress if I so much as go to the loo. I never let on, of course. Because everybody knows the bloke stays with you if the chase is still on.


I thought I’d found the solution by dating the men least likely to leave me: Dull Blokes Only. That’s why, when Charlotte introduced me to Miles, I thought he’d be ideal.


He absolutely wasn’t my type. He loved to spend hours looking at old buildings, and he thought Benny Hill was funnier than Ricky Gervais, for God’s sake. He was big and spotty and laughed too much at his own jokes. Miles, I knew immediately, would never leave me. I would be the one to leave him. Thus I accepted his invitation to dinner with absolute confidence in my ability to stay in emotional control.


But Miles was kind, and even sexy in his own way. Before I knew it, to my surprise and dismay, I was in love again.


We settled down. In the morning, Miles rode his yellow moped to work and spent the day designing corporate websites. We made love in the evenings, sometimes on the floor of his office, sometimes at my flat, once in the ladies’ room at the Tate.


The more time we spent together, the more afraid I became that he would go off with somebody else. And, as usual, everything became about trying to make sure that didn’t happen.


Once we bumped into an attractive friend of mine on the street, and she invited us to a dinner party. I couldn’t make it because it fell on the same night as Hanif Kureishi’s playwriting workshop at the Royal Court. I’d been looking forward to it for months.


“Why don’t you come anyway, Miles?” she offered.


“Not without me!” I said, instantly on the alert.


“Why on earth not?” they said together, turning to me in unison. My heart was beating twice as fast as it had been seconds before, but I smiled quickly, pretending to consult my diary.


“What an idiot,” I said. “Got the date wrong. The playwriting workshop isnext week. I am free on Friday after all.” And so Miles and I went to the dinner party together, and I spent the evening checking to see if he showed any interest in other women, but pretending not to. And, even though I knew we weren’t really “right” for each other, I flirted conspicuously with the bloke sitting next to me, to make Miles jealous. So he’d love me more. And never leave me.


When we got back to his flat Miles held me tightly, all night, his bearlike body wrapped around mine. I felt utterly at peace. But in the morning, when his body left mine…All I can say is that it’s all-consuming, the panic that sets in. And I know it’s all in my head, because no bloke has ever gone off with someone else.


“Oh Pip,” Miles said one morning, “I don’t want to do anything else. I just want to be with you. Always.”


For a second, my heart eased. But as soon as it did, I started worrying about the next time. So I said, “I think we need a break.” I told Miles, and myself, we were completely wrong for each other, returned the matching yellow moped he’d given me for my birthday, and took up smoking again.


It’s awful. I’m awful. And it’s been going on for years.


Recently I’ve begun to wonder if it might have something to do with the fact that I was adopted.


Maybe if I found out that my mother gave me up for adoption because she had to—and not because she took one look at me and went “yuck”—I’d no longer have a fear of rejection. And then I might finally be able to fall in love totally, absolutely—maybe even honestly—without the panic that sets in. Like normal people.


When the woman rejects my flowers, the feeling of joy disappears. By the time I get to the ticket counter at Embankment, the sense of despair that’s been haunting me recently returns. London isn’t beautiful anymore. It’s dirty. The smell of stale piss that I didn’t notice the first time I came through the tunnel hits me, now, as strongly as the stench of rubbish on the street and the vomit on the wall. I can see, now, that the other people are just tired and want to go home. I no longer care who they are or what’s going on in any of their lives. I just want to go home too.


I don’t know where my long-lost mother is. Or who she is. Or how she is. Or whether or not she’d want to have anything to do with me. But in my mind’s eye, she’s with me on the tube, which is thundering through the underground tunnel toward Kew.


She has a lovely, serene face. She’s singing to me now. Soothing me.


She understands the joy. She understands the terror. She understands everything.









Chapter Four






IGET OFF THE TUBEand walk up the ivy-covered stone steps to my flat and into my room. I wade through piles of clothes, some dirty, some not, and climb up onto the window seat in my bedroom.


The Abbey looks almost ethereal at night, bathed as it is in murky yellow light from the street lamp on the corner.


A group of Benedictine monks lives on one side of the Abbey, and a group of Benedictine nuns lives on the other side. I used to tell people that if you looked very closely, in the middle of the night, you’d be able to see the monks and the nuns sneaking up onto the roof of the Abbey and dancing together in the shadows.


I lie down on the comfy maroon and cream window-seat cushion that Mum made me for Christmas and fall asleep. I dream that the nuns and the monks are dancing their nightly dance. The wind is up and the branches of the huge oak tree at the end of the road are swaying furiously. The dancers have a wildness about them I’ve not seen before.


Then one of the nuns and one of the monks lift their habits and become the parents who gave me birth. I’m watching them from inside my room. All the lights have gone off, and it’s pitch black. They can’t see me, but I know they’re there. They come to the bay window in my bedroom. In unison, they reach out their hands and open the heavy curtains. Then I wake up and, in that state between wake and sleep, make the phone call that changes everything.


The call itself doesn’t last more than five minutes. But it has the power to catapult me out of the world I know, into an in-between world, from which the “me” I thought I was can never return.


It’s nine thirty. I dial international directory enquiries and ask the operator for the telephone number for the adoption agency in New York City where my parents collected me when I was six weeks old.


I’m not expecting anyone to pick up. I’m expecting an answering machine.


“Post-adoption services, can I help you?”


“Oh. Hallo,” I say. “Um—my name is Pippa Dunn. I’m calling from London. In England.”


Shut up, Pip. Of course they know that London’s in England.


There’s a pause and the sound of rustling paper.


“Yes, Pippa, I remember you well.” The woman’s voice is nasal and efficient and American. “You called a few years ago, didn’t you?”


“Well, yes, I did,” I say.


The last time I called the adoption agency I was in the same state I’m in today, when I just do something, without planning to. It usually happens when I’m tired either due to lack of sleep or to the sugar crash that follows an excessive consumption of Maltesers, chocolate buttons, or if I’m particularly hungry, a large bar of Cadbury’s Fruit and Nut.


About three years ago I’d called to make a general inquiry about what I would need to do if I ever decided to trace the woman who gave me birth. The woman at the other end of the phone asked me if I had any siblings and I’d said, “No, I’m not married.” And then I felt like a complete idiot later when I realized what she meant.


“Oh yes,” she’s saying now. “It’s Judy. I remember you well! We don’t get beautiful British accents calling here every day, you know!”


She sounds excited.


“Something unusual happened,” she’s saying. “The day after you last called, your birth mother came into the agency. The very next day! Isn’t that something? We all thought it was just such an extraordinary coincidence…”


There’s a long pause, this time at my end. Mum’s maroon and cream curtains are moving slightly in the breeze.


I was expecting a bland recorded message, on which I would probably have hung up. I wasn’t expecting this. Sparks of adrenaline are shooting off, like tiny fireworks, inside my chest.


“So she’s all right?” I ask. “My mother…she’s all right? I mean she’s alive? And…and real?” I sound like an idiot again.


“Oh yes,” Judy says. “She’s certainly real. And it says here—yes—she’s open to contact.”


I take a deep breath in a futile attempt to calm myself down.


“Why?” I say. “Um, why did she come into the agency? And what should I do, if I wanted to maybe meet her? Or find out more about her? Or reassure her she did the right thing, and thank her, for…for giving me up to the most wonderful life?”


“I’m sorry. I can’t disclose any information over the phone,” Judy says. “You need to write us a letter.”


“What sort of letter?”


Judy has gone back into practiced mode now.


“Oh, you know, a letter saying who you are and why you want more information. It may take some time for us to respond. There are only two of us here at post-adoption services and we’re getting requests like yours every day.”


Poor Judy, she sounds tired. I feel guilty taking up her time.


“I’ll write to you,” I say. “Thank you so much—thank you, thank you, thank you.”


I put down the telephone. I’m shaking, and my heart feels tight.


The mother I have dreamed of and wondered about all my life is alive, and real, and—oh, best of all—“open to contact”!


The excitement is accompanied by a thud of guilt. How can I do this to Mum and Dad? The maroon and cream bedspread that Mum made to go with the curtains reproaches me from the floor.


I look around my room. My orangutan washing bag is still stuffed full of dirty laundry. The Oriental carpet I brought back from Kashmir is still desperately in need of a clean. The Abbey is still standing in the shadows under the moon, which is still full. Everything looks the same and yet it is not the same.


Minutes ago my mother was a ghostly figure, asleep in the back of my mind.


Now she has become real.


I sit down and write the letter Judy asked for. Miraculously I find an envelope, stick far too many stamps on it—better safe than sorry—and run down the end of the road to post it before I can change my mind.


The next morning, I clamber into Typhoo—my beaten-up old Renault 5, named after my favorite tea—and drive along the familiar road to Mum and Dad’s house. My mind is still racing.


I was afraid she wouldn’t want to see me.


But she does want to see me!


As I drive, badly and fast, past the house Mum lived in as a child, which is now a teashop, I try to think of moments in my life that might have caused the feeling that has overtaken me. I can’t describe it as anything other than longing.


Mum first told me I was adopted when I was about six years old. We were living in Hong Kong at the time, in a lovely, light four-bedroom apartment that looked over the Star Ferry. I could watch it chugging back and forth across Hong Kong harbor from my bedroom window. Mum had just finished readingThe Hundred and One Dalmatians, and I’d asked Mum how the puppies were born, and she was explaining that they came out of Perdita’s tummy.


“Is that how human babies come?”


“Yes,” Mum said. “Human babies grow inside their mummy’s tummies too. Only with human beings, there’s usually only one baby at a time.”


“I see.”


I loved this time of day, just before bedtime, when Mum tried to bring some kind of order to my unruly red hair, by brushing it and brushing it, with her cool, carefully manicured hands. I secretly wished I had smooth blond hair, like Mum’s and Charlotte’s, despite the fact that Mum was always telling me how pretty mine was. I bent my head back so she could brush from the top of my head down.


“So Charlotte and I came out of your tummy?”


The brushing stopped for a second, and then started again.


“No, darling.”


“No?”


“Charlotte came out of my tummy.”


There was a pause in the brushing. Then it started again.


“Didn’t I come out of your tummy too?”


“Well, no, darling. Before Charlotte was born, we thought there was something wrong with Mummy’s tummy. We thought we couldn’t have a baby. We wanted a baby very much, so we came and got you from the adoption agency. As soon as we saw you, we knew you were the perfect baby for us. And so we brought you home. You were chosen, darling,” Mum said gently, smiling at me in the mirror, with tears in her eyes.


Within a second my worldview shifted. I was special. I had been chosen. But my poor little sister. She wasn’t chosen, like me. She just came. From that moment on, I was as kind to Charlotte as it’s possible for a six-year-old to be.


 


The first time I remember actually picturing the mother who gave me birth was in the middle of a freezing February night at boarding school. I was eleven years old and in deep trouble for shoving the clothes under my bed that I was supposed to have folded and put away.


I was sent to see Miss Steel, who was not at all happy at being called out of bed to discipline a student. Especially Pippa Dunn, again. The phrases Miss Steel used in her school reports were tame in comparison with how she spoke to me in person. Miss Steel’s face was almost as white as the pictures you see of Queen Elizabeth the First.


“Your punishment,” she said, standing ramrod straight in her buttoned-up dressing gown, “will be to stand under the clock in the cloakroom until it strikes twelve. You will not speak. You will not move. Upon the stroke of twelve, you may return to bed.”


It was dark under the clock, and the cloaks took on scary shapes. I shut my eyes tightly. There was a draft coming through the cloakroom door, so I pulled the sleeves of my dressing gown over my hands like mittens.


I tried to think of anything but the scary gray cloaks, which looked like monks’ habits. The harder I tried not to think about the scary cloaks, the more like faceless, heaving monsters they became: hanging on their hooks in menacing rows, waiting, challenging me not to look at them.


So I looked above the cloaks, not at them. And when I did, I thought I saw my long-lost mother, looking down at me from above the racks. She was there and yet not there. She was sort of transparent, and she was smiling right at me.


She was beautiful, and delicate, with red hair, like mine, only hers wasn’t springy. It was long and smooth and cascaded down her back like a mane. And her eyes were gentle and kind. The sight of her filled me with warmth and made all the fear go away.


And that’s how she’s come to me, over the years. Until now.


I’m driving through Fenhurst now. The Spread Eagle Hotel—yes, that’s its real name—stands in all its glory, bridging the road in the middle of town, as ugly today as it was when it was first built over six hundred years ago. I spent a night there with Miles once. Wooden beams, white walls, a bed covered in a pink floral bedspread that sloped too far to the left, karaoke in the bar the night before, and no air-conditioning.


I drive toward my parents’ house in Peaseminster heavy with guilt. The adoption thing was something that happened a long time ago that Mum and Dad put right. But now here I am, about to bring up the one thing that can only cause pain to the people I love most in the world.









Chapter Five






MUM ANDDAD’S HOUSE WAS BUILT IN1470 and used to be a farmhouse. It still has parts of its original thatched roof and all its dark wooden beams, a long oak staircase, and large, lovely windows that look out onto a massive maple tree, a glorious green lawn, and a large greenhouse, inside which are rows of tomato plants and a small swimming pool.


The house, called Little Tew, sits alone, surrounded by wheat-fields, about three miles from Peaseminster. If you climb up the stone path to the hill at the back of the house, you can see Gately Castle nestled amidst miles and miles of Sussex countryside—flat farmland, with bales of hay neatly dotted around in squares, green trees and hedges on yellow ground in the summer.


There’s a chalk pit on the South Downs, behind the house, where I used to go and smoke cigarettes when I was sixteen. Men in checked caps and green Wellington boots breed pheasants up there in the spring, so they can shoot them dead in the winter.


The house itself is surrounded by a four-hundred-year-old gray stone wall, with moss growing between its bricks. The wall is high enough to block out the occasional car that drives past on the country road outside. But it’s not high enough to block out the horseback riders, who can be seen from the neck up, trotting up and down, backs straight, hard hats perfectly in place.


I drive down the last two miles of narrow country lane and through the wooden gates into my parents’ driveway. It’s a warm day and I’m not wearing any shoes. When I get out of Typhoo, the sharp gravel stones hurt my bare feet, as they always do.


Mum and Dad are on the porch, talking to my cousin Neville, who is staying for the weekend.


It’s Neville who will think nothing of making an eight-hour drive up to Scotland because I have a sudden longing to stand on the ramparts of Edinburgh Castle and take a walk up Arthur’s Seat. It’s Neville who bought me a keyboard with volume control when I was at university so I could get out of bed and play without disturbing anybody in the middle of the night.


Neville’s parents are currently living in Pakistan, and we’re the only family he has in England, so Mum and Dad have practically adopted him too.


“Hallo Pippadee!” Neville says, hacking away at a fat, stubborn carrot. He’s been helping Mum with the vegetables for tonight’s beef stew. “I heard you had a spot of engine trouble on the M25,” he says, referring to my latest car fiasco. I’d called the tow chap, insisting the engine had fallen out, because I heard a clunk. It turned out I’d run out of petrol.


“I need to talk to Mum,” I say.


“Oooooo. Boyfriend troubles.”


“Maybe,” I say. “Whatever it is, it’s private.”


Mum laughs. Her eyes light up when she laughs. “Go on. Off you go,” she says, pushing her six-foot nephew off the porch.


“Miles, Miles, it’s always about Miles,” he says. “He loves you, you siren, he hasn’t eaten in weeks…”


“Goaway !”


Neville makes a kissy-kissy face and retreats into the sitting room.


Mum brings two cups of tea and a plate of Swiss rolls on a tray from the kitchen. My heart is beating wildly. I have no idea how to begin.


“I can’t believe how warm it is,” I say.


“Daddy and I nearly went swimming last week,” she says. “Unbelievable.”


The teacup clicks back in the saucer. I can hear the low hum of the swimming-pool heater in the corner of the porch. I can smell sweetly scented wallflowers through the screen window.


I devour a Swiss roll, crumple the wrapper into a little gold ball, and flick it into the plant pot.


“Oh darling, I do wish you wouldn’t do that. Boris knows exactly where to find your wrappers, and you know silver foil isn’t good for dogs.”


“Sorry,” I say.


“Well, take it out. Honestly.”


“Sorry,” I say. I reach to take the wrapper out of the plant pot and send my teacup flying.


“I’m sorry!” I say. “Oh God, I’m so sorry!” The tea has spilled all over the carpet. Mum rushes into the kitchen to get a cloth, as she has so many times before.


“I’ll do it!” she says. “Just sit down, Pippa, so you can’t do any more damage.”


I sit in the red armchair that belonged to Granny H. before she died. I watch Mum clean up the mess, feeling guilty and incompetent.


“I’m sorry,” I say again.


“It’s all right, darling,” she says. “Really.”


It’s not. I still drive Mum crazy with my clumsiness. I hear Charlotte’s favorite quip in my head: “Pippa can’t walk across a room without spilling at least something.” It’s said with affection, and without exaggeration.


The tea cleared up, Mum and I sit for a moment, looking out over her lovely pink and yellow rose garden. Every third evening or so, Mum deadheads the roses. Then she puts them in a red plastic bowl and throws them on the compost heap, in the northeast corner of the garden, where the stone walls meet.


I’ve never been so nervous. Mum looks so content, sitting on the porch in her sunglasses, taking the tea cosy off her Brown Betty teapot, and pouring in more hot water from the stainless steel jug she’s used for this purpose ever since I can remember.


“Gemma! Gemma!” Dad’s voice calls in from the sitting room, where he can often be found, earphones on, conducting an imaginary orchestra with a pencil when he thinks no one is looking. Today he’s watching the rugby. “It’s Scotland five, Wales nil!”


“Wonderful, darling,” Mum says. Then, turning toward me, she asks, “What is it, Pippadee? What’s wrong?”


“Well, nothing’s wrong exactly,” I say.


“Is it Miles?”


“Oh no,” I say. “I’m over that. Really.” And I am. Sort of.


“Scotland seven, Gemma! Can you believe it? Scotland seven!” Dad’s voice again. Mum stands up, gently shuts the door, and sits back down again.


She is waiting for me to speak. I’m trying to relax, but in truth I can hardly breathe. Mum takes a sip of her tea and waits.


“Last night…,” I say, finally. There’s a pause.


“Yes?”


I can’t speak.


“Last night…?” Mum repeats, looking at me intently over the rim of her teacup.


“Well,” I manage to say, finally, “last night, on a sort of impulse, I called the adoption agency you got me from in New York.”


I take in a deep breath and let it out again.


“Oh yes,” Mum says, utterly unruffled.


“Well, I called just to find out what I’d have to do, if ever I wanted to find out who my biological parents were. And, well…” I don’t want to hurt her. God, I don’t want to hurt her. “Well…,” I say.


And then it comes out. All of it. I tell her about my conversation with the agency and about the non-identifying information they said they’d send. Mum sits there, listening carefully. I can’t see into her eyes. She’s still wearing sunglasses.


“Oh, Mum, I won’t do any of this if you’d rather I didn’t. If you’d be upset by it in any way. But I did want to tell you what happened,” I say, unable to stop the tears.


“It’s fine, darling,” she says. “Don’t worry. It’s fine.”


“I won’t do it if you have any problem with it…”


“Of course you must do it,” she says. “Of course you must! If you and—and this woman…Darling, listen to me. Good heavens, there isn’t enough love in this world as it is, Pippa. Why would it matter if you and this woman love each other? Nothing can replace the years we’ve had together.”


“Of course not!” I gush. “Of course not! And, anyway, I might hate her, if she’s still alive…which it appears she might be. Oh Mum!” I look at my mother across the porch. “Is it really okay with you?”


“Of course it is, darling, don’t be silly. Anyway,” she says, pouring another cup of tea, “it shouldn’t really matter what Daddy and I think.”


“But it does,” I say.


“Well that’s nice, darling. But you’re a grown-up now. You can do what you want. And it’s fine. Of course it is.”


The next day, we go on a walk around Siddenton, a small fishing village by the sea. I walk on ahead, along the path by the sea, looking out over the Mirrors and Lasers and Toppers sailing about in the harbor. I’ve never liked sailing or had much in common with the people who love it, including my father, who is now walking beside me.


He’s wearing the light green Pringle sweater I gave him at Christmas, his favorite shorts, and dark green socks, pulled up to just under his knees. Despite the fact that he’s two inches shorter than I am, he walks fast, in long strides, like I do. But there the similarities end.


“Mummy told me about your decision last night, Pippa.”


My heart feels tight.


“Have you really thought this through? I mean, think about it, Pip. What kind of a woman would give up her child?”


I look at my father’s worried face. I want to cry and tell him it has all been a dreadful mistake and I don’t want to pursue it at all. But I can’t.


“You’re opening Pandora’s box,” Dad says.


“I know, Dad,” I say. “But unless I do this I’m never going to know why I am who I am.”


He looks at me in the slightly baffled way he usually looks at me.


“But you’re Pippa.”


“Oh Dad, you know I’m different from you, Mum, and Charlotte. I always have been.”


Before he can answer, something wet and smelly dashes past us.


“No, Boris!” Dad says, chasing after the dog. “Not in the mud! No, Boris! No!”


As Boris and Dad charge along the path above the sea, I walk behind them, breathing in the sea air as deeply as I can. A gull swoops past us and out over the ocean. Dad returns, holding Boris by the collar.


“I had a dream last night,” he says, straining to keep Boris at his side. “I dreamed that Mummy had her head chopped off.”


“Oh Dad!” I say. “Dad! I’m not looking for a replacement mother! Nothing could replace Mum, ever! I just need to know.”


Dad pulls Boris toward the car.


I know he’s right. I will be opening Pandora’s box. But I’m utterly relieved he hasn’t asked me not to do it, despite his obvious misgivings.


Because I know that, for me, not doing this would mean a kind of death.









Chapter Six






FULL OF GUILT,I return to London and wait with intense anticipation for news from the adoption agency in New York.


Days, then weeks pass.


I can’t make any sort of order out of the chaos in my head, my heart, or my room. Each night I have to slog through piles of clothes and chocolate wrappers to get to my bed. As each day passes, the waiting gets more and more difficult and the stacks of debris get higher and higher.


Always trying to drag me into his and Charlotte’s never-ending social life, Rupert invites me to a drinks party. I go, because, as I predicted, he’s asked my only sister to marry him, and she’s said yes. When she calls me with the news I tell her I’m thrilled for her. Because that’s the appropriate response, and she seems so happy about it.


Actually to me the whole concept of marriage is even more alarming than falling in love. I don’t want to have to spend my precious life doing everything I can to make sure the man I’ve married doesn’t leave me. Looking at Rupert and Charlotte holding hands under the chandelier, I try to imagine what it might be like to be able to trust someone completely. But I can’t. I try to picture myself having children. But I can’t. It does occur to me that it might be nice, one day, to produce children with someone. Children that come from you. And him.
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