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    Theo




    I could see him waiting for me outside the steel school gates.




    Roy.




    He was leaning against a lamppost, his arms folded. From the second-floor window behind my desk I couldn’t make out the expression on his face. But the way he was slumped against that lamppost suggested he was bored.




    Good. Bored was good. If Roy was bored, he wouldn’t be suspecting anything.




    ‘Hey, Theo,’ Jake hissed.




    I turned away from the window. The last lesson of the day was almost over. History. Something to do with the Second World War. I wasn’t really paying attention.




    ‘Twenty seconds until Operation “Liberate Theo” commences,’ Jake whispered. His eyes were fixed on the stopwatch function on his phone – he’d synchronised it with the school bell earlier.




    I rolled my eyes, pretending I was way too cool to be excited. But the truth was my heart was pumping like it might burst. This was my first serious attempt to escape from Roy. I mean, I’d tried – and failed – to run away from him before. But this was the first time I’d planned out an actual escape route.




    ‘Fifteen . . . fourteen . . . thirteen . . .’ Jake said under his breath.




    I glanced towards the front of the classroom.




    ‘Eleven . . . ten . . .’




    The teacher was writing on the white board.




    ‘Eight . . . seven . . . six . . .’




    My books were already in my bag. I picked it up off the floor and slid it silently onto my back.




    ‘Three . . . two . . . one.’




    The school bell cut through the squeaking of the whiteboard pen.




    I leaped to my feet.




    ‘You are go. Repeat. You are go.’ Jake’s voice rose above the commotion that filled the room.




    I stormed towards the door. Wrenched it open. Sped down the corridor. Other doors were opening. Other classes spilling out. I pounded down the stairs. Down, down to the ground floor. A huge group of Year Sevens and Eights were jostling and shoving their way across the entrance hall.




    But I was bigger.




    Faster.




    Stronger.




    The younger boys shrank away as I barged through, my eyes on the fire door at the end of the corridor.




    I reached it. Shoved it open. Burst into the tiny courtyard at the back of the school – a patch of concrete surrounded on three sides by the school building and on the fourth by a high brick wall. I raced towards the large tree next to the wall. As I ran, I glanced over my shoulder. No one was following me. I looked up at the windows overlooking the courtyard. No one was watching me.




    I reached the tree. Jake and I had dragged a school chair outside at break and stashed it behind the trunk. I hauled it out and climbed up, steadying myself as the chair wobbled on the uneven tarmac. The nearest branch still looked a long way up. I bent my knees. Jumped. Yes. My hands gripped the branch. My arm muscles tensed, straining to hold my weight. I swung for a moment, the bark cutting into my palms. Do it. Using all the strength in my arms and shoulders I hauled myself up. Up. I gritted my teeth. Hooked one elbow over the branch. Then the other. I was scrabbling up with my legs now. Locking a knee over. Kneeling up. Reaching for the branch above. Yes.




    I stood up, panting, catching my breath.




    The air was cold, despite the sunshine. A gust of wind blew my fringe across my eyes. Mum’s always nagging me to get it cut. It is sometimes a bit irritating. Still. Her being annoyed about it is worth any amount of irritation.




    I took a deep breath and pushed the hair off my face. I gripped the branch above me more tightly. Hauled myself up again. Jesus. Even a few months ago, there was no way I could have done this. Back then my escape attempts depended on distraction techniques. But now I was tall enough and strong enough to overcome any physical obstacle. Well, that’s how it felt. That’s how I felt.




    Powerful. Unbeatable. Invincible.




    I’m Theo Glassman. I need no one.




    I scrambled up and up. It got easier as I climbed, the branches closer together. Soon I was level with the top of the wall. I looked down. My stomach tightened. The ground was a long way beneath me – maybe four or five metres. I edged across the branch until I reached the wall.




    ‘Oy! You there! Boy!’ The voice was deep and male. One of the teachers. Shouting from a school window.




    Crap. I didn’t have much time. If whoever that was realised it was me out here, he’d be straight down to tell Roy. I stepped onto the wall, carefully avoiding the spiky shards of glass poking up at intervals along its surface.




    ‘GET DOWN FROM THERE!’ the teacher yelled.




    My plan exactly.




    The wall was three brick widths across – enough room for me to stand on both feet and turn right round. I’m good at balancing, and I don’t mind heights. But this was way high. I held tightly onto the branches above my head as I shuffled round. The grassy park on the other side of the wall was littered with heaps of blown leaves – all reds and browns. A long way down. Don’t think about it.




    I jumped. Whoosh. Through the air. Through the leaves. Wham. The impact jarred all the way up my legs. I fell over onto my side, breathing heavily for a second. Then I pushed myself up. Tested my legs. They were fine. I was fine. Yes, I’d done it.




    I’d escaped from Roy. I’d escaped from my bodyguard.




    I smiled to myself as I started running across the grass. My plan was to head for the nearby high street, meet Jake in Starbucks and go to the cinema.




    Maybe that sounds weird to you. That I’d risk getting detention, falling out of a tree, cutting myself open on glass and the rest of it, just to hang out in the high street for a bit and catch a movie.




    All I can say is: you’d understand if you lived my life.
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    Rachel




    ‘See you later, then, Rachel.’




    ‘Bye, Dad.’ I switched off the call and turned my key in the front door. As I shut it behind me my phone beeped. No. School had only ended ten minutes ago and I was getting hate texts already. That was quick, even for Jemima Robertson. I hesitated, then pulled the mobile out of my bag. 1 MESSAGE RECEIVED. I switched it off.




    I couldn’t bring myself to read the text. Not yet.




    ‘Is that you, Rachel?’ Mum’s sickly, cloying perfume wafted out into the hall. I sighed. Mum was usually home when I got back from school. She doesn’t work, you see. She dabbles. A bit of painting. A few adult education classes. The gym. Tennis lessons. And a lot of manicuring, body-wrapping and spa days out.




    I trudged across the hall, hoping I could make it up to my room without her seeing me. I reached the bottom step of the stairs just as she click-clacked out of the kitchen.




    ‘Hiya, Rachel darling.’ That’s Mum’s signature sound. Cooing and soothing and totally fake. A sweetie wrapper round an arsenic lollipop.




    ‘How was your day, darling? Mine was frightful. Giovanni completely messed up my hair. I swear he’d taken so much charlie last night his hands were shaking too much to hold the scissors straight.’




    There. Now you have my mum. Her hairdresser’s a junkie from Harlow with a fake Italian name. And she thinks it’s cool to use outdated drug slang.




    Oh yes. And she’s botoxed up to her eyebrows. Above them in fact. I guess it’s because she’s so much older than other mothers. She was forty-seven when she had me. I’m not kidding.




    That was fifteen years ago.




    ‘Hi, Mum.’ I carried on stomping up the stairs.




    ‘Darling, don’t slouch.’ I could hear her trit-trotting back to the kitchen.




    I went upstairs and lay on my bed. The day circled round and round in my head. I had a system. A way of grading each day. And today had been bad. It looked something like this:




    Fat comments: five. (The worst was Jemima Robertson saying my arse looked like two satellite dishes side by side, when we changed for gym.)




    Stupidity comments: three. (Including one from my maths teacher, who told me off for misunderstanding our homework. I still don’t get it. I mean, why would two kids, taking half-metre strides every three seconds, across a thirty-four-metre wood in the middle of the night, be doing that? Isn’t ‘why’ more interesting than how long it would take them?)




    Ugliness comments: six and a half. (Several mentions of the spot on my nose, at least two references to how I was too ugly for any boy to want to snog me at next month’s school disco, and Jemima, again, pointing out very loudly that my hair is skank. Which it is. She’s right. Still.




    The half was some guy on my way home making a comment about my legs. I didn’t understand what he said, but it didn’t sound very nice.)




    A grand total of fourteen and a half. Any day with a score over ten is a bad day. Still, at least no one hit me or stole money from me today. That happens sometimes. Not that often, I guess. Maybe once or twice a week.




    But, hey, I’m used to it. Don’t think I’m complaining. That’s just my life.




    Mum rapped at the door. She stepped inside without waiting for me to say anything.




    ‘Sweetie, don’t lie on the bed in your school uni. The skirt pleats will get creased.’




    My school uniform is a green tartan pleated skirt and a tan polyester blouse. You’ve never seen anything more hideous in your life.




    Except my body inside it, according to Jemima Robertson.




    ‘Sweetie.’ Mum’s voice was insistent now.




    I sat up and swung my legs over the side of the bed.




    ‘Piano lesson in half an hour. And it’s chicken salad for tea.’




    ‘Great.’ I tried to smile. It was easier not to resist.




    Mum sighed. ‘I wish you’d show a bit more interest, sweetie. Especially in the piano. You know how good you could be if you tried.’




    I froze. That was another way in which I graded the days. By the number of mentions of Rebecca.




    We were building up to today’s first.




    ‘What d’you mean, Mum?’ I said in this fake cheerful voice. I knew perfectly well what she meant. And I didn’t want to hear her say it. But somehow I couldn’t stop myself.




    ‘You know, darling,’ Mum cooed. ‘Rebecca took Grade Six with distinction when she was in Year Ten. It’s a shame for you not to make the best of your talents too.’




    Suddenly I wanted to cry.




    ‘Right.’ I stood up. ‘I’d better get changed then.’




    Mum nodded and backed out of the door.




    Tears leaked down my face as I changed into jeans and a loose top. Fat, shapeless, nothing clothes for a fat, shapeless, nothing person.




    I didn’t want to do anything Rebecca did. But how could I avoid it? Rebecca had done everything. Worse. Rebecca had done it all brilliantly.




    She died before I was born. A road accident when she was sixteen. There were pictures of her all over the house. Pictures of her winning school prizes for everything. Pictures of her horse-riding and swimming and coming first in piano competitions. And pictures of her looking like a model in pretty dresses with slim legs and her hair swept stylishly off her face.




    Rebecca. My sister. I used to look just like her when I was younger.




    I don’t any more.




    But Rebecca’s still here. Haunting me. Taunting me.




    The doorbell rang. My piano teacher – on time as always. I could hear Mum’s heels tapping smartly across the hall. The door opening.




    ‘Rachel, sweetie. Miss Vykovski’s here.’




    I caught sight of my phone, lying innocently on my bed.




    Maybe I should look at the message now. Whatever it said, I’d have the piano lesson to distract me.




    Heart thumping, I opened the text.




    I stared at it, not quite taking it in.




    Well, I wasn’t expecting that.
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    Theo




    I reached the high street and slowed to a stroll.




    Roy wasn’t the first. I’d had a bodyguard ever since I could remember. Always there, following me wherever I went.




    The weird thing was, I had no idea why I had a bodyguard.




    I stopped to look at the latest MP3 phones in Dixons’ window. I really wanted one. But there was no chance. You see, we weren’t rich. I mean, yes, somehow Mum found the money to pay for Roy. And I went to this private boys’ school with a posh uniform and everything. But we lived in a tiny house with all worn-out furniture. I didn’t even have a mobile.




    ‘You don’t need one,’ Mum always said. ‘You’ve got a bodyguard.’




    Right.




    Still no sign of Roy as I sauntered up to Starbucks. I peered through the glass door. There was Jake. Oh crap. He was chatting to a group of girls at the counter. My heart sank. What was the matter with him? I mean, don’t get me wrong. Girls are fine. Girls are great, in fact. But recently Jake had got completely obsessed with them. Not girls in magazines or on the internet – everyone’s obsessed with them. But real girls. Girls our age.




    Trouble was, Jake acted all weird when he was around them, like he was trying to impress them or something.




    He came across like a complete idiot.




    I hesitated, my hand on the door. The last thing I wanted was for Jake to haul me over and start mouthing off about my climbing over the school wall. He’d exaggerate the whole thing. Make out I was some kind of action hero. And then I’d end up looking as much of a prat as he did.




    ‘Gotcha.’A huge fist gripped my shoulder. Spun me round. Slammed me against the door. My heart pounded. I looked up.




    Roy’s purple, snarling face loomed over me.




    He grabbed my arm and dragged me over to the car. It was clearly taking every ounce of self-restraint he had not to punch me.




    ‘Wait till your mother hears about this. You little . . .’ He swore loudly, calling me pretty much the worst thing you can call someone.




    ‘She’s not going to want to hear that.’ I grinned.




    I was guessing that appearing unbothered about being caught would wind Roy up more than if I got angry. Anyway, after the initial shock, I realised I wasn’t that bothered. I mean, I was disappointed he’d caught me so quickly. And I had been looking forward to seeing a movie. But I was also relieved that I hadn’t had to go inside Starbucks and deal with Jake on the pull.




    And I’d got away. Roy knew it as well as I did. If I’d gone straight to the tube instead of dawdling on the high street, Roy would never have found me.




    He called Mum from the car. Told her what had happened. She was waiting by the front door when we got back.




    ‘What the hell is the matter with you?’ she shouted. ‘You could have been hurt or killed.’




    I watched Roy disappear into his room. He had, like, a bedsit in our house – with his own kitchen area and bathroom. I hated that. He took up half the downstairs.




    ‘Theodore?’ Mum dragged me into our tiny living room and slammed the door. ‘What has got into you?’




    I focused on her. Mum’s small – the top of her head only comes up to my chest. But don’t let that fool you. She’s fierce, my mum. Got a hardcore temper.




    ‘Are you listening to me, Theodore?’




    I grunted. I hate her calling me Theodore. I mean, okay, it’s my name. It’s just so poncey. But she refuses to go with Theo. Just like she refuses to let me do anything.




    ‘Theodore.’ Mum held up her thumb and forefinger so they were almost touching. ‘So help me, I am this close to grounding you for the rest of the year.’




    I met her eyes. ‘Whatever,’ I said.




    ‘Theodore.’ Mum shook her head so furiously that her pointy, silver earrings stabbed at her neck. ‘Promise you’ll never run away from Roy again. He’ll resign if you do.’




    ‘Good.’ I shoved my hands in my pockets.




    ‘For goodness’ sake.’ Mum crossed the room to the kitchen area in the corner and pulled open the fridge. ‘Roy is here for your protection. Why won’t you grow up and accept that?’




    ‘If you want me to act like a grown-up then treat me like one,’ I snapped. ‘Tell me what it is I need protecting from?’




    Mum groaned. ‘Not this again.’ She took a bottle of wine out of the fridge and uncorked it. ‘I can’t tell you. You just have to accept that you—’




    ‘No.’ This hot rage filled my head. ‘It’s not fair,’ I shouted. ‘I can’t do any—’




    ‘Do not raise your voice at me!’ Mum shrieked.




    We glared at each other. Then Mum took a wine glass out of the cupboard above her head and set it on the counter. ‘I’m getting a migraine,’ she said. ‘I can feel it.’




    ‘Right.’ I rolled my eyes. Mum was always getting migraines.




    Mum slammed her hand down on the counter next to the wine glass. ‘That’s enough, Theodore. There’s clearly only one punishment that you’re going to take seriously. From now on Roy comes into school with you and waits outside the classroom during every lesson.’




    ‘No,’ I gasped. No way could I handle Roy following me everywhere I went at school. I’d have even less freedom than I had now.




    ‘You can’t do that, Mum.’




    Mum’s lips narrowed into a line. ‘Watch me,’ she said. ‘I’m going to speak to school tomorrow morning and insist.’




    Fury surged up from the depths of my being. Less than an hour ago I’d climbed a huge tree, scaled a glass-strewn wall and risked a massive jump onto the ground. I’d been powerful. Unbeatable. Invincible.




    ‘No!’ I yelled. I strode right up to Mum so my face was centimetres from hers. ‘NO.’




    Mum started. And for a moment, for one tiny moment, I saw fear in her eyes.




    The feeling of power I’d had earlier on, climbing the tree, flooded back. ‘I don’t need Roy. I can look after myself,’ I yelled. ‘You’re just imagining there’s a threat.’




    ‘No,’ Mum gasped. ‘No, Theodore. I’m not.’




    I suddenly saw how badly she needed me to believe what she was saying. I drew myself up. I was powerful. I could do whatever I liked, whenever, wherever and however I wanted.




    I turned and strode out of the room. I ran up to my room, went straight to my desk and took out the fifty quid I’d saved up. I tore off my school jacket and tie and grabbed a jumper from a pile of clothes on the floor. I headed to the door as Mum appeared in the doorway.




    She put her arm out. ‘What are you doing?’




    ‘Leaving.’ I pushed the arm out of my way, then raced down the stairs, my heart pounding.




    ‘No. Theodore.’ I could hear the panic rising in Mum’s voice. Then she yelled out: ‘ROY.’




    He shot out into the hall so quickly that I knew he must have been listening. This made me even more furious. How dare he be here. How dare he interfere in my life.




    ‘Get out of my way,’ I yelled.




    Roy shook his head.




    I barged past him. He blocked me with his shoulder. I ducked, tried to dart round his other side.




    He grabbed my arm and pushed me back. ‘You sodding little brat.’




    Something snapped inside my head, like a firework exploding. Before I could even think, my hand was a fist and my fist was driving forward, hard, into Roy’s face.




    Contact. My hand stung. My whole arm jarred with the pain of it. Roy staggered backwards, clutching his jaw. His eyes widened. And then he grabbed me round my throat and pinned me against the wall.




    Blood pounded in my ears. All I could see was Roy’s furious face. All I could hear was my own voice, spitting out swearwords.




    And then, dimly, I became aware of Mum shouting beside us.




    ‘Stop it, stop it.’




    Roy let go of my throat. He stepped back, panting. Mum moved across and whispered furiously in his ear.




    I bent over, my breath all jagged. My hands were shaking. A door slammed. I looked up. Roy had disappeared back into his own room.




    Mum stared at me. Again, I could see the fear in her eyes.




    I took a step to the front door. The powerful feeling surged through me. Nothing could stop me leaving now. Not Mum. Not Roy.




    Nothing.




    I reached out for the door handle. Twisted it. Pulled open the door. I looked over my shoulder. ‘Bye, Mum.’




    ‘Please, Theodore.’ Her eyes filled with tears.




    When I was younger this would’ve really got to me. Back then all I wanted was to look after her. To do what my dad would’ve done if he’d been alive. But now . . . now I was sick of her trying to manipulate me.




    I turned back to the front door. I had a bit of money. Enough to find somewhere to sleep tonight. I’d go into town. Get a job.




    I took a step outside.




    ‘Please.’




    Something in Mum’s voice made me look round again. Tears were streaming down her face. For the first time since I’d got home doubt crept into my mind. And guilt.




    I didn’t want to hurt her. If I was honest, I didn’t want to go away either.




    All I wanted was the truth.




    I took a deep breath. ‘Just tell me why I need a bodyguard.’




    There was a long pause. Right up until that moment I thought she was making it up. That me needing a bodyguard was based on some stupid imaginary fear of hers that came out of the same place as her endless migraines.




    Then she nodded.




    ‘Okay,’ she said. ‘Come inside and sit down. I’ll tell you everything I can.’
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    Rachel




    GODDESS STILL SAFE IN HEAVEN. RICHARD.




    I had to read the text twice before I took it in. I’d been so sure it was going to be some toxic message from Jemima that it took a full minute before I realised it wasn’t. I checked the caller I.D. – a number I didn’t recognise. So, no one on my contact list.




    I breathed a sigh of relief. Just some random message. A wrong number. Nothing that made any sense.




    I almost skipped down to my piano lesson.




    The lesson itself wasn’t too bad. My fingers wouldn’t move like they’re supposed to, and the more they wouldn’t move, the more embarrassed I got. Still, Miss Vykovski was really nice and we ended up having a laugh. So I was in a good mood when Mum called me for supper. Mum likes it when we eat together, though Dad doesn’t often get home in time. He manages a cosmetic surgery clinic in central London. I reckon that’s why Mum married him, to be honest, so he could get her free treatments.




    ‘Richard!’ Mum yelled up the stairs as I scurried past her to the dining room. ‘Richard. It’s on the table!’




    I stopped, a spoonful of salad leaves midway between the bowl and my plate. Richard. My dad had the same name as on the text. It hadn’t occurred to me the message could be from him. No, that didn’t make sense – we’d been speaking just seconds before I received it. Anyway, why would my dad send me some weird text about goddesses in heaven? The name had to be a coincidence. Plus, surely he’d sign off Dad. Which also proved the message couldn’t be from him – his number is logged on my mobile under Dad. So, if he’d called me, that name would have shown up.




    Still.




    ‘Hey, Dad,’ I said as he sat down. ‘I just got this weird text.’




    ‘Mmmn,’ Dad said, helping himself to a slice of chicken breast. ‘Nothing X-rated, I hope.’




    ‘Just weird,’ I said. ‘It—’




    ‘How was piano, sweetie?’ Mum bustled in, a bowl of potato salad in her hand.




    ‘Fine.’ I reached for the potatoes.




    Mum gave a little cough. ‘Are you sure you want to do that, sweetie?’




    I stared up at her blankly.




    ‘Carbs weigh very heavy on the stomach overnight,’ she smiled. ‘I’m just saying.’




    My mind flashed back to Jemima’s comment about my double-satellite-dish bum. I swallowed, torn between knowing Mum was right and really, really wanting the food.




    ‘Oh, let her eat a sodding potato.’ Dad rolled his eyes at me and grinned.




    ‘I’m not stopping her,’ Mum snapped. She set the bowl down on the table. ‘I’m just pointing out the consequences.’




    The consequences: being fat. Being ugly.




    This was about Rebecca too. That was what Mum was really saying. Rebecca didn’t eat too much potato salad. Ever. She had a marvellous figure, sweetie.




    I gritted my teeth and hauled as many potatoes as I could onto my plate.




    ‘So tell me about that text, Ro?’ I could hear the kindness in Dad’s voice. It just made me feel worse.




    I shook my head and stuffed a potato into my mouth.




    Dad sighed, then started chatting to Mum about his day. Dad does that a lot – acts like a big cushion protecting me from Mum. I kept my head down, shovelling in one potato after another. After a couple of minutes I stopped. Now I’d made myself even fatter. I felt so miserable that, for a second, I seriously thought about going upstairs and making myself sick. Some of the girls at school have done that. Cassie Jones swears by it. Eat what you like then just chuck it up before it makes you fat.




    She calls it: Having your cake and hurling it.




    Cassie Jones is stupid though. I know that making yourself sick over and over is a majorly bad idea. It’s bad for your body, bad for your heart, bad for your teeth even.




    It’s bad for your head, too.




    And my head’s screwed up enough as it is.




    Anyway, I hate how it feels when you vomit. Maybe that’s the real truth. I’m just too scared to stick two fingers down my throat and feel that acid burn up into my mouth. Ugh.




    ‘Ro?’ Dad’s voice was insistent. ‘Ro, earth to Ro!’




    I jerked back into the real world. Mum had vanished into the kitchen. Dad was smiling at me.




    I tried to smile back. Dad doesn’t realise I know it, but he calls me Ro when he’s trying to make me feel better about something. Trouble is, I’m sure that’s what he used to call Rebecca, too.




    ‘Hey, Ro,’ he said. ‘You were saying something before Mum came in?’




    ‘It wasn’t anything major,’ I said. ‘Just a text. A wrong number. It said something about a goddess being in heaven. From some guy with the same name as you.’




    ‘Oh.’ Dad paused for just a second too long. ‘Well, that is weird,’ he said.




    ‘Dad?’




    ‘What?’ He smiled at me, but his eyes were all wary.




    Mum bustled back in. ‘Homework, Rachel, sweetie.’




    ‘Yes, I’ve got loads of paperwork to check over.’ Dad stood up so abruptly he knocked his chair and had to steady it to stop it from falling over.




    He left. I helped Mum carry the plates and stuff out to the kitchen. She was chattering away about her tennis again, but I wasn’t listening.




    Why had Dad acted strange like that? Was I being paranoid or had he practically run away from me just then?




    A few minutes later he was back, holding a bundle of papers, completely normal again. ‘Hey, Ro?’ He kissed my forehead. ‘Give us a shout if you need any help with your homework.’




    He wandered through to the living room and switched on the T V.




    I trudged upstairs. Back in my room I pulled out my phone.




    Dad knew something about the message, I was sure. But if he’d sent it to me by mistake, why not just say so?




    My heart beat faster. Was I imagining this whole thing? Before I could think about it any more, I pulled my mobile out of my pocket and scrolled through to the last logged message. I clicked on the number and pressed call.




    I wandered out to the landing. Dad was downstairs, through two open doors. If his phone rang I was sure I’d hear it from here.




    Nothing.




    I turned to go back into my room. And then I caught it. A faint, muffled ringtone.




    It was coming from across the landing.




    From Dad’s study.
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    Theo




    It took Mum several glasses of wine to get going. But when she did, I felt like asking for a glass myself.




    ‘There are people who . . .’ She hesitated. ‘. . . People who might harm you.’




    ‘Why?’ I frowned. I’d heard all this before and it didn’t make sense. ‘What people? Why would anyone want to harm me?’




    Mum took a deep breath. ‘People from a long time ago. From when you were born.’




    ‘Is it to do with Dad?’ I stared at her. I didn’t know much about my dad. Just that he’d been a soldier. Killed abroad before I was born. Before he and Mum had even known each other that long. I knew his name – James Lawson. In fact, I’d often wished I was called Lawson, instead of Mum’s name, ‘Glassman’. And I had a photograph. Nothing else. Mum said he had no family.




    Mum nodded. ‘Some of the things I told you about your dad weren’t true.’ She leaned back against the kitchen counter. ‘What things?’ My heart thudded. I don’t know why it mattered so much. It wasn’t like I knew a lot about the guy. Just that he’d been a soldier, killed abroad before I was born. Maybe that was it. Maybe I didn’t want to have what little I did know taken away from me.




    ‘He was a soldier, but not in any conventional army. He was a scientist. A geneticist.’ Mum looked down at the floor.




    I stared at her. Not a soldier? All my life I’d pictured him in some British Army camouflage uniform. With a gun and a determined face.




    A hero.




    And now the hero was a man in a lab, wearing a white coat.




    ‘A scientist?’ My voice sounded hollow and small.




    ‘A geneticist,’ Mum repeated. ‘He worked for a fertility clinic, researching ways of manipulating genes so that people who wanted children and who couldn’t have them were able to. He saw himself as a soldier. Fighting bigots who thought his work was unethical. Immoral.’




    ‘What’s so bad about helping people to have kids?’




    ‘Some people just think it’s wrong. Especially when it involves messing about with embryos outside the womb and people’s genes and stuff.’




    ‘Okay . . . but . . . but you said he was shot abroad, being a soldier.’




    Mum touched my arm. ‘He was,’ she said, softly. ‘He knew people were after him and his colleagues, but he didn’t take the threats seriously until you came along. Then he got worried. He tried to hide you, tried to organise security . . . but the clinic he worked at was firebombed a couple of weeks after you were born. That changed everything. He was listed as dead, but he got away. Then . . .’ She looked away, her voice all shaky. ‘Then, later, they found him . . . people from this organisation. It’s those people who . . . who would take you . . . hurt you, if they found you.’ She poured herself another glass of wine. Her hand was trembling so much some of the wine splashed onto the counter.




    ‘I don’t understand,’ I stammered. There were so many things I didn’t understand it was hard to know where to begin.




    Mum picked up her glass and drew me across the kitchen and onto the couch. I sat down, trying to absorb what she was saying. My dad had been a scientist. Some organisation had killed him because they thought his work was immoral.




    ‘But why would the people who hated Dad want to hurt me?’




    ‘Because you’re your father’s weak point. His only family. The one way people can get to him.’




    ‘Get to him?’ I frowned. With a sick feeling I wondered if she was actually mentally ill. You know, suffering from paranoid delusions or something. ‘How can anyone “get” to him now? He’s dead.’




    Mum just sat there, looking into my eyes. And slowly the truth dawned on me.




    She nodded. ‘That’s right, Theodore. Your dad’s alive. In hiding still, but very, very much alive.’




    

       

    




    6




    Rachel




    I opened Dad’s study door. The muffled ringing grew louder. I looked round the room. The sound was coming from Dad’s desk in the corner of the room.




    I walked over, my heart racing.




    The ringing stopped as I reached the filing drawers under the desk. I reached for my phone and dialled the number again.




    Ring, ring. The sound started again.




    I sank to the floor in front of the drawers. They were shut. Locked. The message had come from Dad. From a phone he kept hidden in a filing cabinet.




    ‘Rachel?’




    I spun round.




    Dad was standing in the doorway, a look of guilty confusion on his face.




    We stared at each other for a second. The ringing stopped again. Silence filled the room.




    ‘That message,’ he said. ‘The one on your phone. It wasn’t for you.’




    ‘I don’t understand.’




    Dad sighed. He rubbed his chin. ‘I sent a text to you by mistake, that’s all. It was a work thing. Nothing mysterious.’




    I scrambled to my feet. ‘What have goddesses in heaven got to do with your work? And why do you have a separate phone, anyway?’




    ‘I told you, it’s work. It’s a work phone.’ Dad’s face was red. ‘The message was just code for something. A work thing. Honest, Ro.’




    He was lying. I was sure of it.




    ‘Right.’ I didn’t know what to do. ‘Fine.’




    I walked out and went to my room. Dad started to follow me, but then must have thought better of it. He went downstairs. I lay on my bed, thinking. Maybe I was wrong. Maybe he wasn’t lying. Maybe it was just some work project after all, some coded message he’d texted me by mistake – though why, I couldn’t imagine. Dad works in the cosmetic surgery business. It’s not exactly MI5. But he’d still lied to me before, when he pretended not to recognise the message he’d sent.




    I turned over and buried my face in my pillow. Mum was one thing, but I couldn’t handle it if Dad was going to start being weird with me too.




    I pushed down the sob that rose up from my chest. I wouldn’t think about it, that was all. I’d pretend it had never happened.




    It was only a stupid text anyway.




    Meaningless.
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    Theo




    I was tired the next morning. I’d hardly slept, my mind full of what Mum had told me. Trying to take it in.




    My dad was still alive.




    I couldn’t stop thinking about it.




    About him.




    I got out the picture of him Mum had given me years ago. I’d looked at it so often the edges were curling and the colour faded. I stared at the smiling face, the dark blue eyes, the dimpled chin. Not for the first time I wished I looked more like him. James Lawson – a scientist, not a soldier.




    Well, that kind of made sense. I’d always liked science, especially when we did experiments. Maybe I was more like him than I’d thought. And my dad was no ordinary scientist . . . even if he wasn’t a proper soldier, he was still brave. A hunted man.




    Alive.




    Mum had refused to tell me anything else. I tried again while she was getting ready for work.




    ‘But doesn’t he – my dad – want to know me now?’




    ‘Of course.’ Mum looked up from her handbag and sighed. ‘It’s just too risky. He’ll come for you one day, though. When he’s ready. When it’s safe. Until then you’ll just have to be patient.’




    She had no idea. How could I be patient? All I had was a photograph and a name. And a million unanswered questions.




    Where was he?




    What was this group that was after him?




    When was I going to meet him?




    Mum begged me to keep the whole thing secret, but even as I promised her I would, I knew I was going to tell Jake.




    He was my best friend, after all.




    Of course, when we met up in the playground before school, Jake was full of what I’d missed yesterday afternoon in Starbucks. Apparently he’d got well into some girl while he was waiting for me.




    ‘She was way fit, dude,’ he said. ‘All over me, as well.’




    I rolled my eyes. I’d seen girls be ‘all over’ Jake before. It usually just meant they hadn’t told him to piss off in the first ten seconds of him trying to chat them up.




    ‘Listen.’ I told him about my dad still being alive.




    ‘Whoa, man. That is wild.’ Jake stared at me intently.




    I suddenly felt embarrassed. ‘So d’you get that girl’s number?’




    ‘Maybe.’ Jake grinned. ‘D’you get your dad’s?’




    I explained what Mum had said about it being too dangerous to contact him. How she didn’t know exactly where he was, but that he sent money every few months to pay for school. And Roy.




    We crossed the playground, heading for the main entrance. We stopped behind the crowd of boys struggling to push their way inside.




    ‘So what you gonna do then?’ Jake tilted his head to one side thoughtfully. ‘Just wait for your dad to get in touch one day?’




    I looked at him. Jake isn’t anything like me. He’s shorter, for a start, with blond hair. And masses more outgoing. He’s always saying it’s good how different we are. How it means between us we’ll attract a wider range of girls. But in spite of the differences, Jake knows me really well. I could see in his eyes that he knew I wasn’t prepared to wait years to meet my dad. And suddenly I knew it too.




    ‘I have to do something,’ I said. ‘I have to find out more about him at least.’




    ‘Won’t your mum tell you anything?’




    ‘Nope.’ I shook my head. ‘And they don’t email or speak on the phone and there’s no information on our PC either. She told me.’




    The queue eased and we pushed our way inside.




    ‘Why don’t you ask Max to help?’ Jake said.




    I considered this for a moment. Max is my other best friend and an amazing hacker. But I had no idea what would be helpful to hack into.




    And then it struck me. The obvious place to start – and something I could easily do by myself.




    Roy stared at me suspiciously. ‘The library?’ he said.




    I nodded, as innocently as I could. It was after school and we were standing on the pavement outside the school gates. I’d already apologised to Roy for trying to run away yesterday.




    And for punching him.




    He’d shrugged it off, neither accepting my apology nor demanding that I was punished. I was grounded for a week, but at least Mum had climbed down from her earlier decision to have him wait outside all my lessons.




    ‘Jake and I are doing a project on the Second World War,’ I said. ‘Air battles. We need books.’




    ‘What’s wrong with your school library?’




    ‘Not big enough.’




    That was a lie. The school library was out because I needed to go online and, at school, that was impossible without some teacher nosing into what you were looking at. And our PC at home was no good in case Mum tracked my internet search. She’d done that once before. Luckily all I’d done was take a look at this dodgy – okay, well, illegal – gaming website. Nothing too embarrassing, though she still went ballistic when she realised what I’d been doing.




    Roy made the call to Mum. She said I could have half an hour at the library. Roy drove us as close as he could, then we walked the rest of the way. It was cold and the light of the day was already fading. Roy walked slightly behind me, as usual, his eyes darting about, looking out for any trouble.




    ‘How long d’you reckon before he puts his sunglasses on?’ Jake whispered.




    I grinned. This was a standing joke between us. Roy never went anywhere without his shades, even in the depths of winter – or today, chilly and grey and autumnal.




    ‘Give it ten seconds,’ I whispered back. I heard Jake counting under his breath. Then he turned round and looked over his shoulder. He suppressed a snort.




    ‘Yup. Mr FBI Special Agent is looking cooool,’ he said. ‘I reckon he only wears them so he can stare at girls without them noticing.’




    I shook my head. ‘He’s supposed to be looking out for me.’




    The library was busy, but there were still a few free computers in the Young Adult section.




    ‘I need to check something on the internet,’ I said to Roy. ‘Jake’s going upstairs to look for the books we need.’




    Roy grunted and positioned himself a couple of metres away from me at the foot of the staircase that led up to the library’s first floor.




    Five minutes later I was logged on and clicking on my Google search terms: clinic and firebomb.




    I glanced over my shoulder. Roy was gazing around the library.




    I looked back at the computer and frowned. Hundreds of hits. I scanned quickly through them. Most of the results appeared to refer to abortion clinics in the United States. I added the words genetic and research and my dad’s name, Lawson, to the search. Pressed ‘go’.




    Yes. There it was. That had to be it.




    My heart thudded. I clicked on the hit.




    A sharp prod in my ribs made me jump. I whipped round. Jake was grinning at me.




    ‘What?’ I snapped.




    ‘How’s it going, dude?’ Jake sprawled into the chair next to me, his arms full of books. ‘Hey there’s a couple of babes upstairs looking at the CD section. Crap taste in music but . . .’ He caught my eye. ‘What?’ His voice dropped to a whisper. ‘You found something?’




    I nodded and pointed at the screen.




    We stared at it together.




    It was a newspaper article, from The Times archive, dated from early September fifteen years ago, two weeks after I was born at the end of August.




    

      

        

          RAGE firebomb kills ten at genetic research clinic




          The bodies of ten scientists have been recovered from the wreckage of the Assisted Conception and Genetic Research Centre in central London, a police spokesman said yesterday.




          Extremist right-wing group, the Righteous Army against Genetic Engineering (RAGE), has claimed responsibility for the firebomb, which exploded on the premises at 8.32 a.m. yesterday.




          Richard Smith, an administrative officer at the Centre, heard the blast from nearby Elizabeth Price Maternity Hospital, where he was attending the birth of his daughter.




          ‘I rushed over to the window,’ said Smith. ‘From the hospital I could see smoke rising. I knew at once it was a firebomb.’


        


      


    




    ‘Hey, a firebomb, dude. That’s hardcore.’ Jake sat back in his chair. I could feel him staring at me. ‘How did your dad get out, then?’




    I shrugged, trying not to show how much finding out what had happened mattered to me. I scanned the rest of the article quickly, looking for my dad’s name.




    

      

        

          The ten victims of the firebomb include Elijah ‘the Gene Genie’ Lazio, the maverick geneticist and owner of the centre.




          According to Smith, Lazio had received a number of death threats from RAGE in recent months.




          ‘He thought they were empty threats,’ Smith said. ‘I was not directly involved in what he was working on. In fact, Lazio knew I was morally against his cloning programme. I gave notice I was leaving last month.’




          Argentinian-born Lazio, 44, gained his nickname, the Gene Genie, two years ago after he claimed to have successfully cloned Andy – a rhesus monkey and the world’s first cloned primate. However, Lazio has consistently failed to produce any evidence to substantiate his claims, and his results have never been published in a peer-reviewed journal or scrutinised by independent experts.


        


      


    




    At the very end of the article was information about RAGE and a list of the other victims of the fire. There. The list included my dad – J. Lawson. Except that it wasn’t true, of course. He had survived the firebomb. He was out there somewhere.




    I let out a long, slow breath.




    ‘Now what?’ Jake said.




    I glanced over at Roy. He was looking at me, tapping his watch and mouthing the words ‘two more minutes’.




    ‘I have to find this Richard Smith guy,’ I said. I wasn’t yet sure what I was going to say to him – how much of the truth I dared tell – but he knew my dad. That was what mattered. He’d known him fifteen years ago. Maybe he still did. Jesus. Maybe they were still in touch. My heart was hammering, just at the thought of it.




    ‘Whoa.’ Jake shook his head. ‘First off – what makes you think he’s going to tell you any more about your dad than your mum has? And second off – how are you going to track him down? Richard Smith’s not exactly an unusual name.’




    I thought for a minute. ‘Look.’ I pointed to the article. ‘This gives us the exact date when his daughter was born.’




    ‘So?’ Jake frowned.




    ‘So that means . . .’ I paused, working it out in my head. ‘That means she’d be fifteen, like us, but born in September, so probably only Year Ten. If we can find out where she goes to school, get hold of her . . .’ I sat up, excited. ‘Yes. In fact it’ll work better that way. I can talk to her, use her to help me get to—’




    ‘What are you talking about?’ Jake frowned. ‘How are you going to find out where she goes to school?’




    ‘Annual Schools’ Census.’ I said. ‘Max told me about it. Records schools have to submit to the government. Including the surname and date of birth of every pupil. If she’s still in the country Max’ll be able to find her.’




    ‘Cool.’ Jake’s eyes widened. ‘Wait. Are you saying that you think Max could actually hack into school records?’




    ‘No.’ I grinned. ‘I’m saying that I know for a fact Max already has.’
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    Rachel




    Two days passed. I forgot about the text. I mean, I forgot about what it said. I didn’t forget that Dad had some kind of secret. I tried not to think about that. But it preyed on my mind. In fact, I was thinking about it when I arrived at school, when I would normally have been watching out for Jemima.




    I was heading for the toilets, busting for a pee. I didn’t see Jemima until I was almost at the door. She was with a couple of friends, giggling away across the corridor near the art room.




    I hesitated for a second. Maybe she hadn’t seen me. Anyway, it was too late to find another loo. I really needed to go. I pushed the toilet door open and hitched up my skirt as I scurried across to the cubicle. I was in and out really quickly, just splashing a bit of water over my hands afterwards. I reached the door. Pulled it open. And there she was. Jemima. Her pointy little face all sneering and cold. Amy and Phoebe stood on either side of her. They’re like copies of Jemima, except Phoebe’s not nearly as pretty and Amy’s got big braces on her teeth. But all of them are slim, with the same highlighted blonde hair.




    Jemima nodded at Phoebe. ‘Go on.’




    Phoebe shoved me in the chest.




    I stumbled back into the toilets.




    ‘What were you doing in here?’ Jemima sneered. ‘Trying to make yourself look pretty or something?’




    Amy giggled.




    I shook my head. I wanted to say something. To shout at them. But it was like there was a barrier between me and the rest of the world, stopping me from speaking.




    ‘Didn’t work, did it, Phoebs?’ Jemima went on. ‘She looks as ugly as ever, doesn’t she?’




    Phoebe nodded.




    I’m not ugly. I’m not. But the words didn’t sound true, even inside my own head. I was ugly. Just as surely as Rebecca had been beautiful and Dad had a secret phone.




    ‘So are you a virgin?’




    What? I stared at Jemima. Why was she asking me that? She must know I was. Tears pricked at my eyes.




    ‘Well?’ Jemima prodded my shoulder.




    ‘Maybe she doesn’t know what the word means?’ Amy giggled.




    ‘I do.’ The words ripped out of me – far too forcefully.




    I caught the gleam in Jemima’s eye. She knew she was getting to me. She knew I was nearly crying. She was loving every second of it.




    ‘So,’ she said slowly. ‘Are you or aren’t you? Just say, then you can go.’




    I clung to this. If I gave her an answer I could get away. But what was the right answer? If I said yes, I was a virgin, she would taunt me about being inexperienced. If I said no, I wasn’t, she’d call me a slut and tell everyone I’d do it with any boy who wanted.




    ‘I don’t know,’ I stammered.




    No, Rachel. Stupid, stupid.




    Jemima grinned.




    ‘I mean . . .’




    Too late. All three of them were laughing.




    ‘She doesn’t know.’ That was Phoebe.




    ‘Maybe she was drunk,’Amy giggled.




    Jemima’s eyes glinted. ‘Maybe she couldn’t tell it was happening.’




    The others laughed even harder at this.




    And now the tears really were coming. I bit down hard on my lip to hold them back, but it was no use. I pushed past Jemima and reached for the door knob, all blurry in front of me.




    ‘Hey, freak show.’ Jemima’s voice was so commanding I stopped, my fingers outstretched and shaking. ‘Maybe you’ll work it out at the school disco . . .’




    More snorts and sniggers from the other girls.




    I grabbed the door knob.




    ‘Don’t forget you’re my bitch,’ Jemima sneered.




    What’s wrong with the ones you’ve got? I so wanted to say it. But I didn’t have the courage. And I didn’t trust my voice to speak. So I just turned the door handle and fled down the corridor.
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    Theo




    Max said it would take thirty-six hours to find out the information on Richard Smith’s daughter and that any communication between us should make no reference to either Richard Smith himself or my dad. Max is like that sometimes. Paranoid. Still, maybe hackers have to be.




    The thirty-six hours crept by.




    Even though it made me late for school, I was instant messaging at thirty-six hours and one minute.




    From Big T, posted at 09:01 a.m.:




    

      

        

          Any news?


        


      


    




    From Maxitup, posted at 09:26 a.m.:




    

      

        

          I think so. There were several Smiths born that day in the UK, but only one female who’s still in London. Her name is Rachel.


        


      


    




    From Big T, posted at 09:28 a.m.:




    

      

        

          Okay. Where do I find her?


        


      


    




    From Maxitup, posted at 09:31 a.m.:




    

      

        

          Year Ten. Browning Wood. Girls’ school in South London. 186 Eastow Hill, SE26. When are you going there?


        


      


    




    From Big T, posted at 09:32 a.m.:




    

      

        

          This afternoon. Thanks. BTW, Jake thinks u r cool. Hah!


        


      


    




    From Maxitup, posted at 09:34 a.m.:




    

      

        

          Jake’s a jerk. c ya.
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    Rachel




    I spent the rest of the day drawing – a weird picture of tiny hearts, all red and bleeding, on a piece of paper which I kept transferring from one text book to another. I drew instead of starting an English comprehension essay, taking down history notes and making observations on some stupid science experiment. The only class where I couldn’t totally zone out was gym – but I pretended I had my period and got the teacher to let me take it easy. I hate gym. I’m too clumsy and awkward to do any of it right.
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