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         I can’t believe it’s happening.

         When my mums first suggested we meet up with Hari in person, I was surprised.

         Really it was Mum’s idea. But even though Mumsha gets all jittery and her knee starts bouncing whenever we mention Hari, she’s going along with it. I know they’re both worried about me. To be fair, I can understand why. It’s been a tough year.

         I hadn’t really thought about meeting Hari much before, but Mum says – usually with her life 2coaching head tilt move – meeting Hari might help me understand myself better.

         Who knows if she’s right? I guess there’s no harm in trying, and there are some things I want to know about him.

         Hari is the guy my mums asked to be their sperm donor to help make me.

         Yes, I have two mums.

         I have Mum, who gave birth to me, and I have Mumsha, who is my other mum. Her name is Ayesha, but they didn’t want me calling her that, because who calls their parent by their first name? So they came up with this random combo of Mum and Ayesha, and it kind of stuck.

         Having two mums is all I’ve ever known. But when I started secondary school, this annoying idiot, Isaac Brooks, kept making a big deal about it.

         Isaac took every chance he could to make me feel different and rubbish, just because my family doesn’t look like everyone else’s. At least I had my best friend from junior school, Oskar, in my form 3as well. He’s never cared about the fact I’ve got two mums, but even he couldn’t always shield me from Isaac and his nonsense. The more Isaac did it, the more I didn’t want to go to school. That’s when my mums started to worry and contacted my teacher. Things got better once our forms were mixed up and I didn’t have Issac in every lesson, but something in me changed and I’m still trying to find a way to change it back.

         Mumsha’s on the phone to Hari right now. They’re really old friends. That’s why they asked him to be their sperm donor. Hari’s also got brown skin, a bit like Mumsha. I think his parents are from the same country as my grandad, which is another reason Mum and Mumsha chose him. I’ve ended up looking like a mix of my mums, which is cool.

         I can’t hear what Mumsha’s saying. Mum is boiling the kettle, making a cup of her herbal tea of the week. She says it helps calm nerves. I hope it isn’t for me; they always taste gross.

         I’d be less nervous if I could hear what was being 4said in the room next door. Hari and I have been messaging over the summer, but Mumsha sorting out an actual meet-up makes it feel like a massive deal. I try and channel the super-hearing of a dog, by angling my ear against the door.

         “Come away from there, Max,” Mum says. “She’ll fill us in when she’s off the phone.”

         CLICK.

         Finally, the boiling water stops making a racket, and Mumsha’s voice from the sitting room becomes loud again.

         “Thanks so much, Hari,” Mumsha says, her voice sounding squeakier than normal. “It’s a great opportunity, seeing as you are all going to be nearby anyway.”

         Does that mean we are going to meet this weekend?

         “Oh, I see,” Mumsha continues. “As long as we’re back in time to get Max to his Bandathon gig that afternoon it should be fine. But if it’s too much of a rush, we can always find another date for us all to meet up.”5

         What does that mean?

         I crack my knuckles repeatedly, making Mum grimace. I always do that when I’m nervous. She grabs my hands, placing a cup of disgusting green water between them.

         “Don’t worry,” Mum says. “I know it’s been a while since we’ve been in touch with him, but Hari’s brilliant. He’s the kind of person who moves mountains to help others. He’s even found a way to include us in their plans this weekend.”

         I nod, still staring at the door to the sitting room, waiting for it to open.

         “I mean, this was why we decided to use a known donor in the first place,” Mum continues. “In case you ever wanted to get to know him. I know starting secondary school has been a lot, and that Isaac boy didn’t make Year Seven much fun for you, but we’re so proud of how you ended the year. And I love that you’ve agreed to do Bandathon with Oskar. And maybe meeting Hari might give you that extra boost to bring the old Max back, who used to love the spotlight, instead 6of shying away from it.”

         Mum’s still talking about confidence and understanding myself better, but I can tell she’s trying to listen to the phone call next door just as much as me.

         “Of course, no problem,” we hear Mumsha say. “It’ll be lovely to see Becs and Ella as well.”

         I gulp, turning to Mum.

         “I didn’t realise we’d be meeting Hari’s family too,” I say.

         It’s a big enough deal meeting him for the first time, but to meet his whole family too makes my stomach squirm.

         “Well, yes,” Mum says. “This weekend is part of some family hiking challenge they’re doing. You’ll love Becs. She’s awesome and has the coolest job out of all of us. Although, she can’t really tell us anything about it… It’s all top secret, like in the movies!”

         I hear the creak from the sofa next door. Mumsha must be on the move.

         My heart starts thumping like a drum roll.7

         Finally, the kitchen door opens. Mumsha comes in, phone still in her hand as she joins me at the table.

         “Well,” she says, making the table vibrate with her bouncing knee. “It’s definitely the only weekend they can make before the summer ends, as it’s the only one Becs will be back in the UK between work trips.”

         “She’s still away a lot with work, then?” Mum asks.

         “Yeah,” Mumsha replies. “It sounds like Ella’s a bit upset, though. I think she was meant to be on a trip with a friend this weekend.”

         “But they’re still coming?” I ask, pushing the gross tea towards Mumsha.

         “Yes,” Mumsha replies, giving Mum a small smile.

         I thought I was up for this when my mums mentioned the idea, but now all the moisture in my mouth has disappeared. I’m meeting the donor THIS weekend.

         I struggle to swallow.8

         “Are you OK, Max?” Mumsha asks. “You look a little pale.”

         “Yup,” I manage to get out, while cracking my knuckles until there are no cracks left.

         I think this is what I want… I mean, it’s not like I’m looking for a dad or anything. Mum and Mumsha are awesome. But I haven’t felt great about myself over the past year, and maybe that’s because I don’t really know everything about myself yet. Meeting the donor can only help with that, can’t it? At least then if Issac throws any more comments my way, I might be able to shut him up with a response.

         “But remember,” Mumsha says, squeezing my hand. “It’s OK if you want to change your mind. If you think it’s too soon, we can rearrange another date. Hari will understand.”

         “Hang on a minute,” Mum says, joining us at the table.

         She gives Mumsha one of those looks parents give each other when they want to say something they think kids shouldn’t hear. “Remember, this 9is the whole reason we decided to use a known donor in the first place, Ayesha.”

         “I remember,” Mumsha sighs. “But I just want Max to know that if he’s having a change of heart, then that’s OK too.”

         Oh, wow, Mum’s giving Mumsha the single eyebrow lift. I think I’ll leave them to it.

         “Thanks, Mumsha,” I say, pushing my chair out from the table.

         Mumsha opens her mouth to speak, but as Mum’s eyebrow almost flies from her forehead, she stops.

         “I’m just going to do some drumming,” I say.

         “OK,” Mum says. “We’re leaving for the Pride picnic soon.”

         I dig my phone out of my back pocket as I walk upstairs to my room and see a bunch of messages from Oskar. He loves a bit of drama.

         I told him about possibly meeting Hari this weekend, and he’s been texting all morning for updates.

         I send him a quick reply to tell him we’re heading 10out soon and flop on top of my bed.

         My head is spinning.

         I thought I was fine about meeting the donor, but now it’s happening, I feel all twitchy.

         Hanging my head off the bed seems to help. I don’t know why, but it does.

         Looking at my room upside down, I feel my face warm as the blood rushes to it.

         Am I about to do something that will turn my world upside down forever?

         I roll on to my stomach, with my hands hanging towards the floor. I start pulling at a thread from my duvet cover. As I tug, it lifts up and I can see all the junk stashed under my bed. One thing catches my eye.

         Behind a drumstick that must have got kicked under here somehow is an old black shoebox. Dragging it out, I immediately sneeze. The layer of dust on the lid is so thick, my fingers leave marks all across the top, like when you write your name in the sand.

         Wiping the lid, I reveal the faded sticky label with 11the words The Donor Box in Mum’s handwriting.

         I haven’t looked at this in years.

         Flipping it open, I make myself comfy on the floor.

         There’s a bunch of folded papers in this box, full of medical history, family tree and a questionnaire my mums asked Hari to fill out for me, with things like his favourite foods, movies and flavour of ice cream. Really important, big questions!

         What’s lying on top, though, is a pile of old photos.

         The first few look so old the colour has started to fade around the edges. One of these is of a smiley, chubby toddler squeezing a rabbit toy. I remember liking this photo when I was little, because at the time, I had a rabbit toy as well.

         Flipping over the photo, there’s Mum’s handwriting again, saying: Hari – aged three.

         There’s another photo underneath, this time of a boy about my age smiling with a basketball under his arm. On the back it says: Hari – aged twelve.12

         I was right, he is my age!

         There are a few photos of Mumsha in a restaurant with some friends and Hari sitting on the end laughing towards the camera.

         Do we laugh the same?

         I think that’s the last of the photos, until I realise one of those old-style instant photos is stuck to the back of the last one. I carefully peel it away, trying not to damage either of them, and when I turn it over, I do a double-take.

         It’s a photo of Hari, on a stage. The lights are beaming down on his sweaty long hair, and he’s playing guitar like a proper rock star.

         One of the hardest moments of last year was the Year Seven autumn concert. I was all ready for my drums section, but just before I went on, Isaac saw me wave to my mums in the audience and made some comment. I don’t know why it got to me so much, but it really threw me.

         By the time I got onstage, I couldn’t remember the intro. I ended up embarrassing myself in front of everyone and turned into an ice sculpture and 13couldn’t play. After that, I haven’t wanted to put myself in that position and I stopped volunteering for things and just kept my head down, too afraid of the same thing happening again.

         When Oskar got all excited about this charity gig with the band to save our local music venue, it was hard for me to say no. Playing the drums was always my thing, but if I haven’t got that, I’m not sure who to be any more.

         I look at Hari’s photo. Maybe he’ll have some tips for me. Maybe he knows exactly how to stop worrying about what people think. Maybe my mums are right and meeting him will help me enjoy being in the spotlight again, like I used to.

         I guess we’ll find out.
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         My mum lives inside a screen. At least, that’s what it feels like.

         She’s not an AI Mum. I don’t think they exist. Yet. But her top-secret, ever-so-important job means she spends chunks of time away from home in different countries.

         So, instead of being here every day in the flesh, she pops up on my phone. It’s always been this way, as early as I can remember.

         I like to think, because she works for the military, she’s basically a superhero, working hard 15to keep us all safe.

         If Wonder Woman had kids, they would have had to manage with their mum spinning off around the world rescuing people too. But I bet it bugged them sometimes.

         Mind you, that’s not the thing that’s bugging me right now.

         BEEP BEEP.

         There goes my reminder.

         Five minutes until my morning catch-up with Mum. Maybe I should make her wait for once or change our plans last minute without discussing it with her.

         But I can’t do that. I know it’s not her fault really. I clip my phone into the new tripod light Dad bought for my birthday, so my hands are free to show Mum the info I’ve prepared for our hike.

         “Argh,” I yell, as the tripod crashes on to my desk for the third time as I try and put my phone into it. “This thing is so annoying!”

         I take a deep breath and remember what Mum 16always says, Don’t focus on the problem; focus on the solution.

         So, with the help of a ton of Blu Tack and some string, I get it to stand up just in time.

         INCOMING VIDEO CALL FROM MUM.

         My finger hovers over the green phone button.

         Shall I answer first time, or make her call back, like she sometimes does to me?

         I stare at the phone as it flashes, but I soon realise it’s a pointless silent protest, so I hit the button and answer.

         “Hi,” I say, shuffling through my pile of maps instead of looking at the screen.

         “Hey, Ella,” Mum says. “Wow, you’ve done a lot of work on this one.”

         “Erm, yeah!” I reply, my eyes popping out towards the phone. “This is the big finale to our family challenge, so to finish on a high we need a plan to stick to. It’s been a bit of a rush to get all the info together, though, after your last-minute change means we’re off this weekend! I know we’ve only got a few miles left but I want to do it properly.”17

         “Well,” Mum says. “If anyone can work to a tight deadline, it’s you.”

         I roll my eyes, still focusing on stapling my route maps together rather than looking at the screen.

         “Can you believe it’s been a year since I suggested this thousand-mile challenge?” Mum asks. “I’m gutted I’ve missed some of the big hikes. But I can’t wait to finish on a high this weekend with you.”

         I chew the edge of my lip. I know Mum feels bad about having to miss stuff, but changing everything for her this time means I’m missing out on the epic camping weekend I’d planned with my best friend Izzy!

         Mum starts tapping at her phone screen.

         “That app you found to track our progress is great,” Mum says. “Our family total is nine hundred and seventy miles so just ten miles each left to walk. Show me the route you’ve found for us.”

         Even though I’m upset about the camping weekend, I still want to show Mum the research I’ve done; I know she likes this kind of geeky stuff like me. “Well, the whole reason we chose this as 18our final challenge was because of the two peaks there. We climb one and then the other. There are a couple of routes that could work going up. One looks trickier so will probably take a bit longer. That’s the one I originally wanted us to do. But Dad’s worried it might make Max late for whatever thing he’s got on that afternoon.”

         I can’t help wrinkling my nose when I say Max’s name, but I mean, seriously. At the start of the summer, when Mum and Dad first told me about Dad being a donor for his friend, I thought I was pretty cool about the whole thing. They said nothing was going to change, and for a while, they were right. But soon, the text messages between Max and Dad turned to video calls, then Dad started including him in our family Battle of the Biscuits game, and now, before I know it, we’re all meeting up!

         It feels like we’ve gone from no change, to a lot of a change, which is not my favourite thing!

         What with Max popping up into our life and Mum’s work schedule changing every five minutes, 19why hasn’t anyone asked if I’m even OK with having to give up what I want to do?

         Because if they did, they’d know I’m not.

         “We could always count Max and his family in our mile count? That would make the hike shorter and easier,” Mum suggests.

         I shake my head.

         “Erm, no!” I reply, my mouth hanging open. “They’re not family.”

         How can she even ask me that? It’s bad enough that I have to miss out on being with Izzy. We should be enjoying our last days of summer together before going to different secondary schools. But instead – as well as Mum changing the weekend she can be home – our final family hike, to finish our thousand-mile challenge, has turned into some weird getting to know you walk with a bunch of strangers. Mum and Dad keep telling me that meeting Max won’t change our family, but if these people have nothing to do with me, why do I need to even go?

         “Look, I know these changes haven’t been ideal,” 20Mum continues. “But it does seem silly not to meet Max and his mums when they live so close to where we’re already doing our last hike. It’s really important to Dad.”

         What about what’s important to me? A silence hangs between us through the screens. I want to shout so many things, but I just say, “Why did it have to be this weekend? You knew how much I wanted to go away with Izzy.”

         Mum blinks quickly, like she has a fly trapped in her eye.

         “Oh, El,” Mum begins. “I really am sorry about the Izzy trip. But, remember, you two have been best friends since the day you were born – missing one weekend isn’t going to change that.”

         My eyes immediately flick up towards the screen.

         “You don’t get it,” I say, louder than I meant to. “Being at different schools IS going to change things.”

         Mum stares back at me, her eyebrows scrunched as though I’m speaking a foreign language that she’s trying to translate into parent speak.21

         “But,” Mum tries again, “you know some of the girls going to her school, don’t you? And she knows lots of the girls you’ll be with, so can’t it be one big group of friends who can all hang out?”

         I wince any time a grown-up tries to use a phrase they think kids use.

         The truth is, she might be right. I do know a couple of the girls going to Izzy’s new school. We used to do a drama club in the summer with them.

         But when Izzy talks about them now, my skin prickles. I can’t help it. I don’t want to hear about her shiny new friends. I’m already nervous enough about secondary school, and starting Year Seven without Izzy is too much for me to handle.

         “It’s not like that, Mum,” I say, rolling my eyes. “Anyway, if you wanted me to hang out with these new friends, you should have let me go on the camping trip as we’d already planned. But instead you’re making me climb a mountain with a bunch of strangers!”

         More silence fills the room.

         “Shall we talk about something else?” Mum asks. 22“Is that a new hairstyle?”

         Clearly nothing I say is going to make a difference about this weekend, so I go along with the change in subject.

         “Yeah,” I reply, running my hands over the side braid I managed to do earlier. “I was bored, so I started looking up the best hairstyles for hiking. They’re a bit tricky to do without you, but I think I just about managed it.”

         “Looks good to me,” Mum says. “I’m sure Dad would give it a go if you needed help.”

         “I know Dad would give it a go,” I say, giving a pointed look at Mum. “But that’s not what I meant.”

         Another overly long pause hits. I’m about to end the call before I start to get really cross when Mum pipes up with, “I need your help with something actually.”

         “OK, help with what?” I ask.

         “The pool on the base are offering taster sessions in a couple of sports,” she begins.

         A genuine smile sneaks across my lips, as I wait to 23hear what bizarre new sports Mum might be about to throw herself into.

         “What is it this time?” I ask.

         “Synchronised swimming or water polo,” Mum says.

         I was right. Both pretty random.

         “Well, I think the only way to decide is with the quick-fire question game,” I say.

         Mum nods.

         “OK, here we go,” I say. “Red or blue?”

         “Blue,” Mum replies.

         “Summer or winter?”

         “Winter.”

         “Apples or pears?”

         “Apples,” Mum replies, with a slight hesitation.

         “Polo or synchronised?”

         “Polo,” Mum says. “Well, there you go. Looks like that’s the one. Why not give it a try, hey? Thanks for that, El.”

         If Mum was a TV presenter, the words why not give it a try would be her catchphrase.

         “Guess who gave something else a try here,” I 24say, the cloud of crossness lifting for a moment. “Dad promised to take me to a theme park if I beat him at chess. And I did!”

         “But Dad hates rollercoasters,” Mum says, playing with the necklace I gave her. “He normally leaves that job to me.”

         “Well,” I reply. “He promised and we couldn’t wait for you this time.”

         Mum rubs her forehead, as though smoothing out worry lines across her skin.

         “And do you know what?” I say quickly, trying to remove the worry lines I may have just caused. “He even went on that scary new one, THE DROP.”

         “He never went on that,” Mum yells.

         “He did!” I reply, grabbing the phone out of the tripod. “He’s in the kitchen. Let me go down so he can tell you himself!”

         Holding Screen Mum in my hand, I make my way downstairs.

         The sound of rustling packets and cupboards opening and shutting echoes along the hallway.25

         “Ella,” Dad says. “Have you finished every biscuit in the house?”

         Dad’s standing in the middle of the kitchen with the empty cookie jar in his hands.

         “Maybe.” I smile towards Mum but her attention has switched from our call to her laptop screen. “Homework makes me hungry.”

         “OK,” Dad says. “But Ayesha has just hit us with a new round of Battle of the Biscuits for us to all vote on this weekend, so we need to fill up our stash.”

         “Anyway,” I say, ignoring Dad’s biscuit rambles. “Can you tell Mum that you went on the Drop, because she doesn’t believe me!”

         And because she should have been there too!

         I hand the phone to Dad.

         “Yes, it’s true,” he says into the handset. “Becs?”

         “Sorry,” I hear Mum say through the screen. “I’ll have to call you back later. Something urgent has popped up. Love you.”

         And just like that, the screen goes blank.

         Before the disappointment kicks in from Mum 26cutting another phone call short, the doorbell goes.

         “I’ll get it,” I yell.

         “OK, please tell me my wellies are here,” Izzy pants at me from the doorstep, her blonde messy hair bun looking more lopsided than usual.

         Without saying a word, I lean down and pick up her wellies, which she left at my house at the end of term and never got around to collecting. She lives around the corner but more of her belongings are at our house than hers.

         “Oh, thank you!” Izzy says. “Mum was about to blow up at me!”

         “It’s OK,” I say, still holding the wellies. “Do you want to come in for a bit?”

         “Yes,” Izzy says, walking towards the stairs. “Anything to get away from Mum making me pack.”

         I put Izzy’s wellies down right in front of the door and follow her up the stairs.

         “Hi, Hari,” Izzy calls towards Dad in the kitchen.

         “Hi, Izzy,” Dad replies. “Ella, I’m just going to pop to the shops.”27

         Dad heads towards the door, patting down his pockets.

         Hmm, I wonder what would happen if Dad can’t find his keys?

         I feel my cheeks lift into a slight grin. No keys means no car. And no car means no hiking trip and then maybe I can go camping with Izzy after all.

         As I swallow my usual helpfulness, Izzy moves back downstairs and I’m too slow to stop her.

         “Aren’t they normally in this drawer, Hari?” Izzy says, as Dad smiles.

         “I swear you know this house better than I do,” Dad says. “Thanks, Izzy. I’ll be back soon.”

         As we get to my room, Izzy flops down on my bed, with her feet on my pillow. At least she’s taken her shoes off this time.

         “Why did you give me the wide eye back there?” Izzy asks.

         “Because if Dad couldn’t find his keys, then maybe we wouldn’t have to go hiking and I could come camping!” I reply.

         “Oh, soz,” Izzy replies. “I missed that. But it’s 28a pretty big deal meeting your surprise brother for the first time, isn’t it?”

         My nose scrunches at the word brother.

         “He’s not my brother,” I reply. “Our families are totally separate. But, yeah, I know it’s a big deal for Dad, and Mum, I guess, but I don’t see why I need to be there too.”

         “Well, at least hiking up a mountain means you’ve got something to do,” Izzy says, grabbing her phone from her back pocket. “Better than staring at each other around a table for lunch like I had to do when I met Mum’s boyfriend for the first time. Wow, that was awkward.”

         “Yeah, I know,” I reply. “But this final hike was meant to be just the three of us. And the whole challenge was Mum’s idea too.”

         I run my thumb over the interlocking silver circles on my bracelet. Mum bought it for me from the visitor centre after the first walk we did together as a family.

         Looking at Izzy, I wait for her usual don’t worry, it’ll be OK response, but she’s too busy looking at 29her phone with a big grin on her face.

         “What are you looking at?” I ask, half dreading the answer.

         “Sorry,” Izzy says. “Anna just sent me a photo of the pile of marshmallows she’s bringing for the campfire on Friday. Check it out!”

         I look at her phone, wincing when I notice the photo is in the group chat I’m not on any more. I left the group when I knew I couldn’t go on the trip, because I knew I’d hate seeing photos of them having fun without me. But now I realise my FOMO will strike anyway, and I wish I hadn’t left.

         I scroll through my phone to find the last playlist we made, when Izzy suddenly gets up. She shows me a message from her mum asking where she is.

         “Argh, I’ve got to go,” she says, putting her phone back in her pocket as we head downstairs.

         “Oh, sorry,” Dad says, as he comes in from the shop and almost knocks Izzy over opening the front door. “Are you off already?”

         “I’ve got to finish packing for the trip tomorrow,” Izzy replies.30

         “Oh, yeah, have a good time,” Dad says, giving me his sad-eyes look. “Sorry we had to steal Ella back this weekend, but I’m sure you’ll fill her in on any goss.”

         No one says goss!!

         Izzy shoves her feet in her Crocs and spins around, grabbing me into a hug.

         “Bye, you,” she squeals in my ear. “See you next week.”

         She’s halfway down our drive when I call her back.

         “Haven’t you forgotten something?” I ask, holding up her wellies.

         “What am I like?” Izzy laughs, slapping her forehead with her hand. “How am I going to survive secondary school without you?!”

         I’ve been thinking the same all summer.
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