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For Mum and Dad, and for Katy




Author’s Note

I always knew I was adopted. I had a loving and grounded upbringing and feel lucky for it. As my friend Martin Rowson, a fellow adoptee, says: ‘the fact that I’m adopted / Hums constantly, so constant / That almost always / I’m left blithely unaware.’

There’s a lot in that ‘almost’. After my divorce and some turbulent years as a single parent I met a social worker called Katy and fell in love. One night she worked past midnight writing later life letters for the children in her care. These letters contain vital, illuminating information about an adopted child’s birth family, and are often treasured. I have my own letter, which contains a couple of photographs of my birth mother and brothers. When I saw the care and attention Katy put into her work it made me go back and look at my letter again.

This began a journey into my past that resulted in the poems in this book. They are my attempt to hear the hum, to understand it.

After a long wait I received a few court documents relating to my adoption and my time in social care, but nothing amounting to a proper social worker’s file. These documents have provided me with some information about my biological family. In the poems ‘Baby Baxter’ and ‘Mrs Keon’ I quote from them directly, changing names and addresses. I have been able to track my biological family down on social media, but I have not reached out to them. I’m not sure if I ever will. This journey might end here, or it might not.

Many of these poems are addressed to my family: to Katy, to my two sons Aidan and Sam, to my brother Scott, who has lived in Australia since he was twenty, and to my mum and dad, John and Annette. Some of the later poems are addressed to my biological family: a mother, a father about whom I know almost nothing, and two brothers who grew up with the life I might have had.

LW




Later Life Letter

For Katy

Your last day as a frontline social worker

and you’re still up writing later life letters:

a few pages for an adopted child to read

when they are old enough to understand,

a voice to speak across the years. I have

my own. I first read it aged eighteen.

My social worker wrote in her own hand,

to tell me that I have two brothers; that my father

was a stonemason; that he went fishing

with his dad; and the two families

sometimes shared a Sunday roast. It tells me

that my parents split and that my mother

didn’t know she was pregnant. My birth

was a surprise. I’m not sure if I believe

that, but like the absence of the kind

of horror stories you bring home from work,

I was glad of it. I wish you’d rest and come

to bed but you write on, hunched over

your desk, sweat beaded on your forehead

as you speak softly across the years:

she tried her best, she loved you very much.




I am Adopted by Susan Lapsley

I google it and when the soft umbers

of the cover appear I am flooded. This

little book is buried deep inside me

like the tin talismans ancient thatchers

used to place in the first fresh layer

of straw. How many times did I curl up

on your lap to read these thirty-two pages

about Charles, the little boy who looked

a bit like me and was adopted too?

Sometimes I’m asked to name my influences

and I’ll reel off the usual list of lyricists

and novelists who I aspire to but none

could claim as great a sway as Susan Lapsley,

who ensured which direction I walked. She

showed me my own life was so normal

it could be in a book, and on the final page –

Adoption means belonging. Yes, I thought,

of course it does.




Miss Kemp’s Play School

You forget that I’m going to Simon’s

house and his mum is to pick me up

from the dusty chapel at noon. And when

I see you standing there, embossed

against the other parents, a comic

rolled up ready for me in your hand,

my heart surges for home and I hide

myself in the pleats of your skirt

until they leave. But you’re cross with me

as we walk home down Stoneham Street.

I have embarrassed you, it’s not OK

to change my mind, to let people down.

At our front steps I’m choking on hot tears,

screaming at you, so you shut the inner door

on me. Leave me in the stuffy lobby to thrash

around and tear my comic up into little bits.

Why can’t I make you see what this means?

O! the way you’d smiled at me

before you realised your mistake.




Brother

I’m not yet three, perched

on the stairs of our house in Highgate

as Dad gets through the door

from work. His cheeks are cold,

he smells of trains. Mum and I

have news: something special enough

to ambush him before he puts

his briefcase down. There is to be

a baby. A brother. Like everything

else in my little life, none of it

will happen at the speed I want

and the names I suggest won’t do

but I remember feeling safe

up there on my crow’s nest of stairs,

the flood of light through the door,

the promise, Scott, of you.
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