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PART ONE

FINDING MARTHA


1

Who am I?

Who am I?

I sat at the computer in Mum’s office and stared at the essay heading. New form teachers always give you homework like that at the start of the year.

Who am I?

When I was younger it was easy. I’d just write down obvious stuff like: I am Lauren Matthews. I have brown hair and blue eyes.

But now we’re supposed to write about what interests us. Likes and dislikes. Who we are ‘inside’.

I needed a break.

I texted my friend Jam. hw u dng w/ stpd ‘who am i’ thng?

A minute later he texted back: We are sorry to inform you that James ‘Jam’ Caldwell died from boredom while working on his homework earlier tonight.

I laughed out loud. Jam always cheers me up. Some of the girls in my class tease me about him. Make out he’s my boyfriend. Which is like the stupidest thing ever. Jam and I have been friends since Primary.

Who am I?

I put my head in my hands.

How can anyone work out who they are, unless they know where they come from?

And I have no idea where I come from.

I was adopted when I was three.

A minute later and Mum was calling from downstairs. ‘Lauren. Tea’s ready.’

I raced down, glad to get away from the essay.

I didn’t get away from it for long.

‘How’s the homework going?’ Mum asked, prodding something in a frying pan.

‘Mmmn,’ I mumbled.

‘For goodness’ sake, Lauren,’ Mum sighed. ‘Why can’t you speak properly?’

I looked at her. Same old Mum. Short. Bony. Thin-lipped.

I look nothing like her.

I spoke very clearly and slowly. ‘Who is my real mother?’

Mum froze. For a second she looked terrified. Then her face went hard like a mask. No emotion.

‘I am,’ she said. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Nothing.’ I looked away, wishing I hadn’t said anything.

Mum sat down, the frying pan still in her hand.

‘I thought you weren’t bothered about knowing,’ she said.

I rolled my eyes. ‘I’m not.’

Mum ladled scrambled eggs onto my plate. ‘Anyway, I can’t tell you. It was a closed adoption. That means neither side knows anything about the other.’ She got up, replaced the frying pan on the cooker and turned back to me. Her face was all anxious now. ‘Has someone said something at school?’

‘No.’ I bent over my eggs. Trust Mum to assume somebody else was putting ideas in my head. It would be too much for her to imagine I might have starting thinking about it for myself.

‘What’s for tea?’ Rory pelted in from the garden, his fat cheeks red from the cold air. Rory’s eight and the spit of my dad. ‘My little test-tube miracle,’ my mum calls him. All I can say is, a lot of unpleasant things grow in test tubes.

Rory skidded to a halt at the table, then made a face. ‘Scrambled eggs stink.’

‘Not as much as you,’ I said.

Rory picked up his fork and prodded me with it.

‘Ow. Mum, he’s hitting me.’

Mum glared at us both. ‘Sit, Rory.’ Sometimes I wonder if she thinks he’s a dog. I heard her say once to a friend, ‘Boys are like puppies. All they need is affection and fresh air. Girls are much harder work.’

So why choose me – a girl – in the first place? I remembered all the times when I was little that Mum talked to me about being adopted – about how they picked me out of some catalogue. It used to make me feel special. Wanted. Now it made me feel like a mail-order dress. A dress that didn’t fit but that was too much trouble to send back.

‘Can Jam come round later?’ I asked.

‘When you’ve done your homework – if it isn’t too late,’ came Mum’s predictable reply.

‘These eggs look like your puke,’ Rory said.

Sometimes I really, really hate him.

I emailed Jam as soon as I went back upstairs.

C u l8r?

His reply came back in seconds: ill b thr @ 7.

I checked the time on the corner of the screen: 6.15. I was never going to finish my essay in forty-five minutes.

Who am I?

Adopted. Lost. I typed the words into the search engine box.

I’d been thinking about it a lot recently. Last week I’d even checked out some of the adoption information websites. You’d have laughed if you’d seen me: heart thumping, palms sweating, stomach screwed up into a knot.

I mean, it’s not as if there’s going to be some site that says: Lauren Matthews – click here for your adoption details.

Anyway. D’you know what I found out?

That if I wanted to know anything about my life before I was three, I needed Mum and Dad’s permission.

How unbelievable is that?

My life. My identity. My past.

But their decision.

Even if I asked, there’s no way Mum would say yes. Well, you’ve seen how she is about the subject. Gets a face on her like a smashed plate.

It would serve her right if I went ahead and did it anyway.

I clicked on the search icon.

Adopted. Lost. Nearly a million hits.

My heart thudded. I could feel my stomach clenching again.

I sat back in my chair. Enough.

I was just wasting time. Putting off the homework. I reached over to close the search. And that’s when I caught sight of it: Missing-Children.com. An international site for lost or missing children. I frowned. I mean, how do you lose a child and them not turn up? I can see how you might lose one for five minutes. Or even an hour. And I know sometimes children go missing ’cause some psycho’s murdered them. But Mum’s always saying that only happens like once or twice a year.

I clicked through to the homepage. It was a flickering mass of faces. Each face the size of a stamp; each stamp turning into a new face after a few seconds.

My jaw dropped. Did all these faces belong to missing children? I saw a search field. I hesitated. Then I tapped in my name. Lauren. I wasn’t really thinking about what I was doing. Just messing about – seeing how many missing Laurens there were out there.

It turned out there were one hundred and seventy-two. Jeez. The computer was flashing at me to refine my search.

Part of me wanted to stop. But I told myself not to be stupid. The flickering faces on the screen weren’t adopted children like me – with no past. They were missing kids. Kids with only a past.

I just wanted to see who was there.

I added my birth month to the search criteria, then watched as three Laurens appeared on the screen. One was black, missing since she was two weeks old.

One was white with blonde hair – she looked about nine or ten. Yeah – she’d only been missing five years.

I stared at the third child.

Martha Lauren Purditt

Case type: lost, injured, missing

Date of birth: March 12

Age now: 14

Birth place: Evanport, Connecticut, USA







	Hair: brown

	Eyes: blue





I looked at the face above the words. A chubby, smiling little girl’s face. Then at the date she’d gone missing: September 8.

Less than two months before I was adopted.

My heart seemed to stop beating.

The birth date was a couple of days out. And I was British, not from America like the missing girl.

So it wasn’t possible.

Was it?

The question seeped like a drug through my head, turning me upside down and inside out, filling me up.

Could I be her?
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Telling Jam

I stared at the little girl on the screen, searching her face for signs that she might be me.

‘Lauren, Jam’s here.’ Mum’s shout made me jump.

My heart raced as Jam’s footsteps pounded up the stairs. I reached forward and minimised the screen. I ran to the door, just as Jam got there.

‘Hi Laurenzo.’ Jam smiled. His dark hair was gelled back off his face and he smelled of soap. ‘Finished your homework?’

‘Yeah. Er … no, actually.’ I was hardly listening. ‘I need something from downstairs.’

Jam frowned, but followed me down to the living room. Mum was sitting on the sofa watching the news on TV.

‘Mum, where’re our photo albums?’

She stared at me. ‘End of the cupboard.’ She pointed to a pair of wooden doors in the corner of the room. ‘Why the sudden interest?’

I raced over and started pulling out albums, flicking through the pages. ‘Where’re the oldest ones of me?’ I said.

Silence.

I glanced up. Mum and Jam were both looking at me as if I was mad.

‘What’s this about, sweetheart?’ Mum’s voice sounded tense.

I put down the album I was holding.

‘It’s for this “Who am I?” essay,’ I said slowly. ‘It’s finished, but I thought it would be nice to put in a picture of me when I was younger, alongside one of me now. I’m only hurrying ’cause Jam’s here.’

Mum’s face relaxed. ‘That’s a good idea,’ she said. ‘Though I think I told you to get everything done before he came round. Try the green album at the end.’

I pulled it out and opened it at the first page. There I was. Serious little face. Wispy brown bob. I showed Mum. ‘When was this taken?’ I asked, trying to sound casual.

‘Just after we got you,’ she said. ‘Christmas time.’

This was the best I was going to get. ‘Can I take it?’

‘Sure,’ Mum said. ‘But make sure you bring it back.’ She smiled. ‘Those pictures are precious.’

I stood up. ‘I’ll be back in a minute.’ I looked from Mum to Jam. He stared back at me suspiciously. ‘I just want to scan this in.’

I raced back up to Mum’s study and pulled up the Missing-Children.com site. I held the photo of me next to the picture on the screen of Martha Lauren Purditt. I think I’d expected this would prove things one way or the other.

It didn’t.

Martha Lauren was chubby and dimpled and laughing.

In the photo from Mum’s album my face was thinner and I wasn’t smiling.

And yet there were similarities: the shape of the eyes, the crease under the lips. It could be me. It all, almost, fitted.

I felt like I was on one of those funfair rides that spin you round in so many directions at once that you can’t tell which way is up.

If that was me, I wasn’t who I thought I was. I had a different name. A different nationality. Even a different birthday. None of the facts of my life were certain.

‘What are you doing?’ Jam was staring at me from the doorway, a puzzled expression on his face.

‘Nothing.’ I quickly minimised the screen.

I was being ridiculous. The whole thing was too bizarre. Jam would laugh at me if I told him – tell me to beam back up to planet Egotrip or something. And yet I wanted to show him. I wanted to know what he thought.

‘Don’t give me that.’ Jam narrowed his eyes. ‘You’ve been freaking out since I got here. All that crap with the photo albums. You just wanted me out of this room.’

‘No I didn’t, Jam.’ I tried to smile. ‘It was just this weird – thing …’ I tailed off.

Jam walked over to the computer. ‘What kind of weird thing?’ He grinned, but the grin didn’t quite reach his eyes. ‘Like some weird guy asking you out? What did you say?’

‘What? No. Ew. No way.’What was Jam going on about? He knew I was, like, totally uninterested in dating and boys and all that stuff.

‘Then why … ?’ Jam’s eyes focused on the minimiser lozenge at the bottom of the screen. ‘Why are you looking at a missing children site?’

‘Promise you won’t laugh?’

He nodded. I clicked on the minimiser lozenge. Martha Lauren Purditt appeared on the screen. Jam glanced from her to the photograph of me on the desk beside the computer.

He frowned. ‘What?’ His eyes widened. ‘You don’t think that’s you, do you?’

I looked away, my cheeks burning. ‘I don’t know,’ I whispered.

I looked up. Jam was clicking on a link marked: age-progressed photograph.

‘Wait,’ I cried out.

But it was too late. A new picture was on the screen, showing Martha Lauren Purditt as she might appear now. I didn’t want to look at it and yet I couldn’t stop myself.

It was me. But at the same time, it wasn’t. The face was too long and the nose too cutesy and turned-up looking.

‘Mmmn,’ Jam said. ‘It’s hard to say, isn’t it? I mean it looks a bit like you. But …’

My heart was beating fast. OK, so he wasn’t any more certain than I had been. But at least he wasn’t laughing at me.

I wasn’t sure whether to be relieved or disappointed.

Without looking at me, Jam clicked back to the first picture and pressed the print icon.

As the printer spewed out the page, Jam held it up to show me. ‘It’s like a “missing” poster,’ he said. ‘And look – there’s a phone number at the bottom here. Maybe you should call up and—’

‘No. No way.’ I jumped up and tore the paper out of his hand. This was all moving too fast. Jam was being too practical. Too logical about everything. ‘I need time to think,’ I said.

‘Chill out, Lazerbrain.’ Jam rolled his eyes – like he does when his mum and sisters start screaming at each other. ‘I was only trying to help. Don’t you want to find out if that’s really you?’

‘Maybe.’ I shrugged. The truth was that I didn’t know. I didn’t know anything any more.

‘I guess your mum and dad might be able to tell.’ Jam put his head to one side and studied the picture.

‘I’m not showing them,’ I gasped.

‘Yeah. S’probably not a good idea, anyway.’

‘What d’you mean?’

‘Well.’ Jam hesitated. ‘If that Martha Lauren girl is you, how d’you think it happened? I mean, back then when you were three, how did you go from being in America in September to being in London by Christmas?’

I shook my head. Trust Jam to start asking all the practical questions. I couldn’t even get my head around the idea that I might be a completely different person.

‘Think about it, Lazerbrain,’ Jam smiled weakly. ‘Children don’t just vanish for no reason. You must have been taken deliberately.’

‘What’s that got to do with my mum and dad?’ I asked.

Jam took a deep breath. ‘I think you have to consider the possibility that your parents were somehow involved.’
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The secret

I was sure Jam was wrong. Mum and Dad are interfering. And annoying. And old. But there’s no way they could have done anything as illegal and wrong as kidnapping a little girl.

Still. When someone plants an idea in your head, it stays there. You can’t unthink it.

Was I Martha Lauren Purditt?

I thought about it all the time. I kept the ‘missing’ poster Jam had printed out under my mattress. I took it out every night and read it over and over until I knew every line of that little girl’s face. Every date and detail about her life. Not that there was much to go on.

Several times I picked up the phone to call the number at the bottom of the poster. But I never had the guts to make the call. What was I going to say? Hi there. I think I might be a missing girl on your website, only with a different birthday and a different first name – oh, and from a different country.

They’d laugh at me. So would the police.

A week went past. Jam swore he wouldn’t tell anyone. It was our secret. But it burned inside me like one of those trick birthday candles you can’t blow out.

And then – by accident – I learned something that changed everything for ever …

Dad has a bit of a routine when he gets in from work. He doesn’t like anyone to speak to him while he changes and pours himself a drink. Then he and Mum have dinner before Dad falls asleep watching TV.

They’re always nagging me to eat with them. Mostly it’s the last thing I want to do, but it shuts Mum up. And it massively annoys Rory, who has to go to bed before we eat.

That night, Rory appeared in the doorway just as Mum was putting a big casserole dish down on the table.

‘Mum, I’m still hungry,’ he whined.

Dad rolled his eyes. He gets well narked with Rory’s attention-seeking ways. I could see him building up to saying something. (He doesn’t exactly operate at the speed of light, my dad.)

But Mum – so strict when it comes to my bedtimes – had already taken Rory’s side.

‘I can’t let him go to sleep hungry, Dave.’

And before Dad could say anything, she’d grabbed the fruit bowl and was shushing Rory out the door.

Dad stared at the casserole dish as if he was hoping the stew inside would somehow leap out onto his plate.

‘She spoils that boy,’ he muttered under his breath.

I grinned to myself. Dad’s the supreme master of the blindingly obvious comment. He’s an accountant – good with Maths homework but a bit slow when it comes to words.

Which is what made his next sentence so jaw-droppingly, outstandingly incredible.

‘Mum tells me you were asking about your … about when you were little,’ he said.

I nearly choked on the slice of bread and butter I’d been stuffing into my mouth.

‘Well?’ Dad had his serious face on. Not an easy one for him to pull off as he’s short and bald with round, pink cheeks.

I could feel the heat creeping up round my neck. I looked away and nodded.

Dad cleared his throat. ‘I think …’ he said. Long pause.

Come on, Dad. Before we both die of old age. Please.

‘I think … that if you’re old enough to ask—’

At that moment Mum reappeared. She took one look at my red face and I knew she knew what was going on.

‘Old enough to ask what?’ she said.

Dad mumbled something totally incoherent. Mum put her hands on her hips.

‘I thought we agreed, Dave?’ she said in a threatening voice.

The atmosphere in the room stretched out tight, like a Croydon facelift.

I pushed back my chair and stood up, my hands balled at my sides. If she was going to stop Dad from talking to me, she could forget about me eating her stupid stew.

‘Sit down, Lauren,’ Mum snapped.

Anger surged up from my stomach. ‘No,’ I shouted. ‘Who put you in charge? Why d’you always, always think you know what’s best for everyone else?’

Mum’s face clenched up.

‘Sit down and eat. Now.’

Tears of rage and frustration welled in my eyes. How dare she order me about like that – like a little kid. ‘I won’t sit down,’ I shouted. ‘You can’t tell me what to do. You’re not even my real mother.’

I ran out of the kitchen, slamming the door behind me. Tears streamed down my face as I raced through the hall, heading for the stairs and the small privacy of my own room.

Rory was sitting on the top step, munching on an apple.

‘Why’s everyone shouting?’ he said.

I stopped just below him and took a deep breath. My hands shook as I wiped my face. ‘Get out of my way,’ I muttered.

‘Wanna see a Martian train wreck?’ Rory opened his mouth and stuck out a tongue full of pale-green mush.

I closed my eyes. What had I done to deserve such an uncool family? I bet Martha Lauren Purditt’s family weren’t like this. I could just imagine them: understanding, glamorous mother; sensitive, fun-loving father; and not a brother or sister in sight.

The sound of Mum and Dad’s angry voices drifted towards the stairs.

Rory shuffled down a couple of steps towards me. ‘Are Mum and Dad going to get divorced?’ he said.

‘Yeah,’ I snapped. ‘They’re arguing over which one of them has to live with you afterwards.’

Rory stuck his tongue out at me again but didn’t say anything. A few seconds later he stomped off to his room.

The shouting was getting louder, Mum’s high-pitched shriek piercing through Dad’s thundering rumble. And then I heard my own name. I walked back across the hall, trying to separate out what they were saying.

‘Stop shouting,’ Mum was yelling. ‘This is your fault. You promised me—’

‘For Chrissakes!’ Dad yelled back. ‘I’m only saying we can’t ignore her asking about it.’

I’d never heard him sound so angry. I mean, they bicker all the time, but mostly about trivial stuff – like Dad working too hard. This was different.

I shivered, and crept closer to the kitchen door.

There was silence for a few seconds. Then Mum spoke again. Her voice was quieter now, almost pleading.

‘She’s too young. Her head’s still full of homework and … and … pop songs.’

Yeah, right, Mum – you know me so well.

‘Then why’s she so angry? Why’s she been asking questions?’ Dad said.

‘Some stupid school project got her started. But she’ll lose interest.’

There was a pause.

‘You mean you hope she’ll lose interest.’

There was a longer pause. Then I could hear Mum sniffing. Her voice sounded muffled.

‘If we tell her one thing, she’ll want to hear the rest.’

Dad murmured something I couldn’t catch.

‘I know, but not now,’ Mum said. ‘When she’s sixteen, I’ll show her my diaries. That’ll put it all in context for her.’

I heard footsteps coming towards the door and scurried away, up the stairs. My heart was beating fast. So much for all Mum’s ‘closed adoption’ crap. They did know something about my life before they got me.

My stomach twisted into a knot. What could it be that was so terrible they didn’t think I could handle yet? Could it have anything to do with Martha Lauren Purditt?

I lay on my bed sure of only one thing. There was no way I could wait until I was sixteen to read Mum’s diaries.
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Marchfield

Break time the next day. Jam and I were out on the high street, buying our lunch. It’s something school only lets you do once you get to Year Ten. Three weeks in and Mum’s already complaining about my eating rubbish food – and spending too much money on it.

I told Jam about the diaries while we waited to order our pizza from the takeaway bar.

‘Why don’t you just go and read them?’ he said.

‘Because Mum keeps all her old stuff in these locked trunks up in our attic.’

A gust of wind whipped round my legs as a group of girls from another school tottered into the pizza bar. They stood in a cluster at the opposite end of the counter from us, giggling over a menu.

Jam ordered our usual – a ham and pineapple pizza with double extra pepperoni for me to pick off – then we sat down to wait on the metal bench in the corner.

‘Well, get the keys and go up there,’ he said.

I stared at him. Jam always made everything sound so simple.

‘What about Mum?’ I said. ‘I’ll need someone to keep her out of the way for at least an hour.’

Jam frowned. ‘Doesn’t she ever go out?’

‘Not much.’ It was true. While Dad often doesn’t get in until nine or so, Mum works from home and spends most weekends and evenings in her office too.

She isn’t exactly a party animal.

After a few minutes Jam wandered over to the counter to see where our pizza was. While he waited, one of the girls from the other school went up to him. She was dead hard-looking, with spiky blonde hair and her school skirt hitched right up her legs.

‘My mate reckons you’re really fit,’ she said, jerking her thumb towards a short redhead on the edge of the group of girls.

I grinned as Jam blushed. He was always getting hit on by girls. I guess he is quite good-looking. Tall, with regular features and lovely smooth, golden skin.

The hard-faced blonde put her hand on her hip. ‘So d’you wanna go out with her? She’s free tomorrow night,’ she said. There was a burst of giggles from the group at the other end of the counter.

Jam was smiling, trying to be nice as he said no. He looked really embarrassed. The man approached with our pizza.

I stood up and took the box. Then I turned to the girl. ‘Sorry.’ I touched Jam’s arm. ‘But he’s busy tomorrow night.’

I let go of Jam and swept out of the shop. There was a chorus of sarky ‘Ooooo’s at my back. I smiled to myself again.

It was funny how alike Jam and I were. Not interested in going out with anyone, just wanting to be friends. Well, friends with each other.

Jam caught up with me as I set off up the high street.

‘What did you mean?’ he said. ‘About tomorrow night?’

I grinned at him. ‘I was hoping you’d help me get Mum out of the way so I can look through those diaries.’

My plan was simple. Jam’s mum, Carla, was always saying she and my mum should get together, what with me and Jam being such good friends. So that night, after school, I asked her if Mum could visit her the very next day.

‘She’d really like to get to know you,’ I lied.

Carla was typically enthusiastic, if a little vague: ‘How lovely, darling, but tell her to come before seven, that’s when I start seeing clients.’

Of course Mum didn’t want to go. Partly because she hates going anywhere. And partly because she thinks Jam’s mum is a total nut. She’s right, in fact – but that’s another story.

‘What does “come before seven” mean?’ Mum said. ‘Suppose they’re having tea when I get there?’

I sighed. ‘They don’t “have tea” like that. They all just drift in and out, getting food when they want it. Come on, Mum. Please. It’ll be really embarrassing if you won’t go.’ In the end Mum agreed.

I reckoned Carla would keep Mum talking for at least an hour. Plenty of time for me to find the diaries in the attic and have a good look at them.

Mum left our house at quarter past five the next day, still grumbling and issuing instructions about Rory not having chocolate before tea. Ten minutes later, Jam rang from his house.

‘The package has arrived,’ he said.

I giggled. ‘Don’t forget to ring me as soon as she leaves again,’ I said.

As soon as Jam hung up, I raced down to the kitchen to grab as much chocolate as I could carry. I panted back up the stairs and into Rory’s room. His pudgy little face was bent over his PSP. Jam – in a heroic gesture of friendship – had lent him his Legends of the Lost Empire game.

‘Here.’ I thrust the chocolate bars at him. ‘Now keep quiet.’

I picked up my mobile and charged into Mum’s office. All her keys hung neatly on a row of hooks behind the desk. I shoved the set marked ‘attic’ in my pocket, then ran into Mum and Dad’s room, pulled down the loft ladder and climbed up.

I’m guessing, of course, but I imagine most people’s attics are a bit of a mess. Bin bags, bits of old equipment, suitcases. That kind of stuff.

Not ours.

Mum has everything organised in trunks. Labelled trunks. Clothes. School. University. Letters. There. Diaries.

My hands were shaking as I fumbled with the keys, trying one after the other in the lock. At last one of the keys turned with a satisfying click. I opened the trunk and peered inside at the neatly stacked rows of black notebooks. They were labelled in quarter years: Jan–Mar, Apr–Jun and so on.

All disgustingly well-organised.

I rummaged around and found the year I was adopted. I picked out Sep–Dec: the three months that covered Martha’s disappearance and my own adoption.

Heart pounding I scanned the pages, searching for my name.

There were references to me on Sept 25 and 30. But at that point I was just a possibility. An idea of a child they hadn’t met. Then . . .

Oct 7 – We met Lauren at Marchfield. She smiled at me. At least I’m telling myself it was a smile. Dave said it was more of an accidental curl of the lip. Lauren doesn’t smile much. Not surprising, I suppose. With Sonia Holtwood involved, everything’s very tense and I’m sure she picks up on it.

I put the diary down. For the first time since I’d found the information about Martha Lauren Purditt on the net, I wasn’t sure if I wanted to know any more. My stomach twisted into a knot. Who was Sonia Holtwood? And what exactly were they all involved in?

I sat there for a few moments, the diary in my lap.

Then I picked it up again. It was too late to turn back now.

Oct 14 – I daren’t hope. I don’t want to be disappointed again . . .

Oct 20 – Sonia’s attitude is unbelievable. But we’re going to go ahead anyway. Nothing’s going to stop us getting Lauren. Nothing.

Oct 30 – Lauren. My Lauren. After all this time, it’s really happening. We’re bringing her home from Marchfield in two days.

That was it. No more references to Sonia or Marchfield. Just loads of stuff about what it was like when they got me home.

So what and where was Marchfield? I flicked to the back of the diary, to a clear plastic sleeve containing a selection of business cards. I saw it instantly – a yellowing card with the words Marchfield Adoption Agency embossed across the front.

The doorbell rang – a long continuous screech.

I leaped up and raced to the trapdoor.

‘Hi, Jam,’ I heard Rory saying.

‘Lauren! She’s almost here.’ Jam’s yell echoed urgently up from the hall.

I pocketed the Marchfield Agency business card, tossed the diary back in the trunk and raced down the stepladder. Jam pelted into Mum and Dad’s bedroom in time to help me push the stepladder back up into the attic. It clicked into place just as the front door shut.

‘I’m home,’ Mum shouted.

‘Why didn’t you call me?’ I said to Jam, as I carefully replaced the keys on their hook.

‘I did. Your phone kept going to voice mail. I had to run all the way here – the long way round, too.’

I checked my mobile. The volume was turned right down.

Rory was standing in the study doorway, grinning at me. ‘I did it while you were getting my chocolate,’ he said.

‘You little . . .’ I lunged for him, but he slipped out of my grasp.

‘Do anything and I’ll tell Mum you were looking at her things,’ he said.

I stared at him. ‘Fine.’ I’d get him back some other way.

We went downstairs. Jam slipped out, unnoticed by Mum. She was in a good mood, clattering about in the kitchen. I suspected Carla had given her more to drink than a cup of tea.

‘Totally chaotic,’ Mum said. ‘Poor Jam. They live in the most unbelievable mess. Frankly, the place could do with a damn good clean as well. But of course, Carla’s too busy with her hypno-flexology-colour-in-your-own-aura nonsense.’

I nodded without really listening. My mind was on the Marchfield business card in my pocket. I slipped out of the kitchen and went up to my room.

Hands shaking, I took out the card:

Taylor Tarson, Director

Marchfield Adoption Agency

11303 Main Street

Marchfield, Vermont, USA.

America. I was adopted from America?

The ‘missing’ poster from the website flashed into my mind. Martha Lauren was American too. My skin erupted in goosebumps, sending a shiver snaking down my back.

I was getting closer and closer to the truth.

Part of me wanted to run back downstairs, burst into the kitchen and confront Mum with what I’d found out. But what good would it do?

She’s too young.

Mum still wouldn’t tell me anything.

Plus – she would totally freak if she knew I’d been nosing through her diaries.

Whatever I was going to find out from the Marchfield Adoption Agency, I would have to find out alone.


5

Carla

The last week of September was hot and sunny. With the weather like that, I much preferred being at Jam’s house to mine. The grass in his back garden was always long and soft – perfect for lying out on.

The day after I’d read Mum’s diaries, we rushed back there after school. I reckoned we should be able to sit outside for at least an hour before Mum rang to demand I went home and did my homework.

As I sat down on the grass, Jam emerged from the kitchen carrying a bunch of bananas, three vegetarian sausages and several packets of biscuits.

‘So how far away from each other are Marchfield and Evanport?’ he asked, ripping open one of the biscuit packs.

‘Not far – just a few centimetres on Rory’s atlas.’ I tipped my face to the sunshine. ‘They’re in different states, though.’

Jam carefully placed a veggie sausage between two wholewheat digestives. ‘What’re you going to do?’ he said.

‘I don’t know,’ I sighed.

What options did I have? I couldn’t talk to Mum and Dad. And I already knew no adoption agency would tell me anything without their approval.

Marchfield wasn’t even in this country, for God’s sake.

Everywhere I turned was a dead end.

I detached a banana from the bunch and broke off the tip.

‘That all you’re having?’

I shrugged. It’s not like I’m a diet freak or anything. But I hate being so much bigger than the rest of my family. I mean, Mum’s basically a bony elbow on legs. I’m even taller than Dad.

Jam stretched out across the grass and bit into his sausage and biscuit sandwich. ‘You know, Laurenzo. It’s a shame you can’t remember all this stuff about your adoption. It would save an awful lot of time.’

I stared at him. For some reason it had never occurred to me that the one place all the answers to my past could be found was inside my own head.

The front door slammed. Jam sat up and groaned. ‘The lunatic has re-entered the asylum.’

A minute later Carla poked her frizzy head round the back door. ‘I’m back from my colonic, darlings.’

I blushed.

‘Gross, Mum.’ Jam made a face. ‘Way too much information.’

Carla stepped out into the garden and fluffed up her hair. ‘Don’t be so uptight, darling. I’m sure Lauren’s heard it all before. What are you guys doing?’ Her eyes twinkled.

Jam’s face went red. ‘Mu-um,’ he muttered.

Carla winked at me.

‘Just so you know,’ she said, ‘I have a new client at seven-thirty, for which I will need Absolute Quiet.’

She padded inside again.

Jam flopped back onto the grass. ‘Could she be more embarrassing? Last week I caught her telling that new games teacher how she’d unblocked some woman’s energy through her big toe.’

I giggled. ‘Sounds painful,’ I said. Then my eyes snapped wide open. ‘Maybe your mum could help me remember my early life? I mean all that stuff she does – rebirthing, reflexology, hypnotherapy – it’s got to—’

‘No way.’ Jam stared at me. ‘My mum’s a nut job.’

‘Come on, Jam,’ I wheedled. ‘It’s worth a try. She might help me.’

‘Help you go insane, you mean.’

There was no convincing him, so I wandered into the kitchen by myself. Carla was standing at a cupboard, pulling out a baking tray.

‘Can I ask you something?’ I said.

‘Sure.’ She indicated I should sit down, then placed a bowl full of an oily, orangey sludge in front of me.

Last time I was here, Carla had made nut cutlets in the shape of parts of the body. We had to guess which they were. ‘A little Biology homework, darlings.’

I wondered what the sludge in the bowl was.

‘Homemade hummus,’ Carla announced, handing me a wooden spoon. ‘Go on, stir,’ she said.

I picked up the spoon and looked at her, hesitantly.

‘So you’ve been thinking about your birth parents?’ Carla said, sitting down beside me.

My jaw dropped. ‘Did Jam say something . . . ?’

‘Oh for goodness’ sake.’ Carla shook her head so hard all her frizzy curls trembled. ‘He’s a man. Strong and silent, God love him. No. It was Mrs Worrybags.’

For a second I had no idea who she meant. Then my eyes widened.

‘My mum told you?’ I said, incredulously.

‘Not exactly.’ Carla shook her bangles down her arm. ‘But I use my intuition for a living. I can see the signs.’

I picked up the wooden spoon and stirred the slimy, orange hummus. ‘What signs?’

Carla waved her hand vaguely. ‘Oh, darling. The point is, how can I help?’

I could feel my face reddening. I loved the way Carla treated kids like adults – but the truth was, I was just a teensy bit scared of her. She was so different from my mum.

I took a deep breath. Then it all tumbled out in a rush: ‘I was wondering if you could hypnotise me and I could find out about my real mother, my real family. About before I was adopted.’

Carla arched her eyebrows. ‘And what d’you think Mrs Worrybags would say to that?’

I blushed.

Carla stared at me. She seemed torn, unsure what to do. ‘I suppose I could put you in a state of deep relaxation,’ she mused. ‘It couldn’t hurt.’

I stared back at her, now torn myself. What had seemed like the obvious thing to do, in the glare of the afternoon sunshine, now felt a bit silly. Scary, even.

I opened my mouth to say perhaps it wasn’t such a good idea, but Carla jumped up impulsively. ‘Oh, come on then. If we’re going to do it, let’s do it now.’

My heart leaped into my throat. ‘No,’ I squeaked. ‘Not right now. Not yet.’

Carla tossed back her hair. ‘Better now than when you’ve had a chance to create internal blockages. Come on.’

She strode out of the kitchen. I had no choice but to follow.
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The memory

I realised I was in deep trouble when Carla started introducing me to her candles.

‘This is Evie, this is Elsie and this is Tom,’ she said, pointing to three stout wax balls, ranged in saucers across a low shelf. ‘At least this is the home of their spirit-flame. They are drawn to the fire, here in my Room of Utter Peace. Let their spirits enfold you, take you into another space and time.’

Carla’s Room of Utter Peace – or Room of Utter Piss, as Jam liked to call it – was at the top of the house, a converted attic. There was one tiny window and the walls sloped down to the floor on both sides, giving the room a cosy, shadowy feel.

The downstairs noises – TV and Jam’s sisters arguing – fell away as Carla shut the door. She indicated I should sit on one of the low, purple-cushioned chairs in the corner.

‘Don’t look so nervous,’ she smiled. ‘I’m not going to brainwash you.’

‘What are you going to do?’ I said. I was totally regretting having said anything to her. What was I thinking? I didn’t want anyone poking about inside my brain, seeing all my secret thoughts – especially not Jam’s weirdo mum.

‘I told you. I’m going to put you in a state of deep relaxation where you’ll be able to remember things that are buried far down in your psyche.’

‘Will I know what you’re doing?’ I asked.

‘Of course. I’m just helping you relax. You’re in control the whole time.’

I sat back in one of the chairs. Carla began by getting me to imagine I was lying on my back in an empty field.

‘Feel the touch of the grass under your hands; smell the sweet, fresh air . . .’

Sounds weird, I know. But actually it was kind of fun. After a while, I found myself really getting into it.

Carla cleared her throat. Her bangles jangled like wind chimes. ‘I’m going to count backwards from ten,’ she said in this low, soothing voice. ‘With each number you’re going to let go, feel your body sink into a deep sleep. But your higher consciousness will stay awake and alert. Ten. Nine. Eight . . .’

With each number my body sank lower and lower into the chair. I felt deliciously soft and relaxed.

‘. . . Three. Two. One.’

My whole body sank down, deep against the chair. It was the strangest feeling. My body was asleep. But I was, like, totally awake.

‘Good, good,’ Carla’s voice was a soft drone. ‘Now you are three years old. What do you see?’

At first I didn’t see anything. I tried imagining being three. Teddy bears. Ball pits. Playing with dolls. Nothing.

Jeez. This was a total waste of time.

I stopped trying and just let myself be heavy in the chair.

Then, without warning, an image popped into my head. I was little. Very little. I had a red plastic bucket in my hand. The ground was yellow. It moved under my feet.

‘Where are you now?’ Carla said.

In my memory I wriggled my toes. Sand. I was on a beach. The sun shone. The sea roared behind me. I waved at a woman further up the beach. The sun glinted on her hair, on her white dress. She looked like an angel. But she was real. She waved at me. She laughed. Then she turned away and ran towards some rocks. Her long black hair streamed down her back. I dropped the bucket. I had to follow her. Find her. See her face.

‘Lauren, Lauren.’ As Carla’s voice brought me back to the present, the woman in my memory vanished. A sense of terrible, swamping loss flooded through me.

‘I’m going to count up to ten,’ Carla said. ‘With each number your body will awaken. By the time I reach ten you will be fully awake.

‘. . . Eight, Nine, Ten.’

I opened my eyes. I was back in the Room of Utter Peace. Evie, Elsie and Tom were winking at me from their shelf.

There was a crushing weight on my heart.

Carla smiled encouragingly. ‘How do you feel?’ she asked.

Empty. Sad. Alone.

‘Fine,’ I said. ‘Nothing happened though.’

Carla fluffed out her hair. ‘Never mind, darling. We can always try again another time.’

I curled the memory up in my hands. I was Martha. And the dark-haired woman on the beach was my real mother. I had no proof. But in my heart I was sure.

I couldn’t stop thinking about her. Before, I’d wanted to know about my past. Now I totally needed to know.

I lay awake most of that night, trying to decide what to do. It all came down to the Marchfield Agency. I checked on the net – it was still in Vermont. Taylor Tarsen was still director.

I knew my adoption file would be stored there. Surely that would contain clues about what really happened?

Yes. That file was my starting point. And if the agency wouldn’t show it to me, I was just going to have to go to Marchfield and steal a look at it for myself.

Whatever it took.
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Holiday

Rory was in the living room, whirling about with a toy sword. His current obsession is Legends of the Lost Empire. Not just the film, which he’s dragged Dad to three times, but the book (on audio CD, natch) and the PC game. We even have to have this revolting cereal so he can collect all the Legends of the Lost Empire plastic characters.

‘Show me your moves, Rory,’ I said.

Rory’s eyes narrowed. ‘Why?’

‘Go on,’ I smiled. ‘I want to see. Who are you being now? Is that the troll?’

Rory shot me a look of utter contempt. ‘Trolls don’t carry swords. This is Largarond, the elf king of Sarsaring.’ He raised the sword above his head. ‘This is him in killer mode.’

‘Fantastic,’ I enthused. ‘You look way cool doing all that.’

Rory said nothing. But as he did the move again, a smile curled across his mouth.

I sat and watched for another minute or so. I felt a pang of guilt for what I was about to do. But then I reminded myself how Rory had deliberately turned down the volume on my phone the other day.

He deserved what he got.

I moved in for the kill.

‘There’s an awesome Legends of the Lost Empire ride just opened at the Fantasma theme park,’ I said.

Rory stopped his sword in mid-swing. ‘What’s it like?’ he said.

‘Wicked.’ I knew the ride existed but I was a bit hazy on the exact details. I thought fast. ‘There’s this big, dark forest and you go through it really fast, spinning round. And . . . and if you’re sitting up at the front you get to fight all the main characters.’

Rory frowned. ‘But the main characters should all be fighting the troll army and the goblin hordes of Nanadrig.’

‘They do,’ I said quickly. ‘I meant you’re with all the main characters, fighting the baddies. Jam told me about it. He says its awesome.’

Though I say it myself, that last bit was massively clever of me. Rory adores Jam. And anything Jam thinks is cool, Rory wants to do too.

‘I want to go on the ride,’ Rory said, lunging forward with his sword.

‘Well, you’ll have to ask Mum,’ I said, trying to hide a smile. ‘The Fantasma theme park’s in America.’

It was in New Hampshire to be exact, near the capital, Concord. I’d spent the whole of the previous evening looking for a holiday destination which was as close to Vermont as possible. Fantasma was perfect – a newish theme park specialising in indoor rides connected to fantasy stories. Lots of fairy-tale type stuff, plus a brand new ride celebrating the massive success of the Legends of the Lost Empire film, book and revolting-cereal franchise.

Once I’d sorted Rory, Mum was the next step. I reminded her casually how she’d been saying for months that we should take a family holiday.

‘I know, but we’re planning on buying a new car this year,’ Mum said. ‘We can’t afford that and a holiday.’

‘But a holiday where we can all be together’s more important,’ I said. ‘Who cares if our car’s a bit old?’

Mum raised her eyebrows. ‘Well, you did the last time I came to pick you up from a party in it. You said it was so old it was embarrassing. Which you also said made it remind you of me.’

‘I’m sorry I said that,’ I muttered. ‘I was being stupid. It’s just, well, there won’t be that many more family holidays will there? I mean, soon I’ll just be too old. Don’t you want to make the most of it while I still really want us all to be together?’

She looked up at me. And I knew I had her.

The rest was easy. What with Rory going on and on about the Legends of the Lost Empire ride, and me quoting whole passages out of the New Hampshire tourism website about the extraordinary and sublime beauty of the area’s autumnal landscape, Mum quickly came to believe that a trip to the north-east coast of America was the ideal half-term break.

‘It’s still going to be expensive,’ she said grimly.

I was ready for this. ‘Doesn’t need to be,’ I said. ‘I’ve checked. They’re doing special offers at the theme park. And Jam and I were looking into cheap flights on the internet last night.’

Mum nodded, thoughtfully.

‘You know, Dave, we could all do with a holiday,’ she said to my dad that evening. ‘It’s been two years since we went anywhere as a family.’

Dad mumbled a bit about his holiday allowance at work. But I could see that if Mum wanted to go, he wasn’t going to put up much of a fight.

I showed them the travel research Jam and I had done. ‘We’ll have to wait a couple of hours to change planes in Boston,’ I said. ‘But the flights are really cheap.’

It had taken us ages to work out all the connecting flights. Boston was the closest big place to Vermont that I could see on the map. While Mum and the others were waiting for their flights up to New Hampshire, I could get a flight from Boston to Burlington in Vermont, and then a bus to Marchfield.

All I needed was money.

For the next few days I worked my butt off, running errands for our neighbours and doing all the food shopping for Mum. We were due to fly out early on the Friday morning that half-term started – missing one whole day of school. Jam came round to see me on the Tuesday evening before. I was in my bedroom, sorting out the backpack I was going to take with me to Marchfield.

I knew something was up as soon as Jam appeared in the doorway. His face was red and he was, very selfconsciously, holding something behind his back.

‘What’s going on?’ I said.

Jam held out his hand. There, in the palm, were two crisp hundred-dollar bills.

‘Where d’you get that?’

Jam shrugged. ‘Paper round, birthday – plus my nan sent me a bit. And I was saving up for a computer.’

I bit my lip. I knew how much Jam wanted a computer of his own. He hated having to share the family PC with all his sisters.

‘You are such a friend, Jam,’ I said. ‘I’ll pay you back, I promise.’

He smiled. ‘Maybe, when you get back—’

Then Mum started shouting downstairs.

I ran out of my bedroom.

‘You can’t do this, Dave,’ Mum yelled.

I’d worked out what was wrong before my feet hit the bottom step: Dad was saying he was too busy at work to go on the holiday.

Sure enough, as I raced into the kitchen I caught the words: ‘But it’s the biggest client the firm’s ever had.’

Mum and Dad both looked at me.

Mum wiped her hands furiously on a tea towel. ‘You tell her,’ she spat.

Dad hung his head. He mumbled something about work pressure and a big new contract, but I wasn’t listening. I had worked so hard to be ready for this trip. And now here was Dad telling us he couldn’t go.

Mum was watching me, twisting the tea towel round her hand.

When Dad finished speaking I turned to her. ‘But you, me and Rory can still go, can’t we?’ I said.

Mum’s jaw tightened. ‘If Dad can’t come, then it won’t be a proper family holiday.’ She glared at him. ‘So no, we can’t go.’

‘But . . . but we’ll lose all the money if we cancel now.’ I couldn’t believe it. Simply could not believe that all my plans were falling apart.

Mum pursed her lips.

‘This is so totally unfair.’ I stormed out of the room. The shouting started again before I got back up to my bedroom. I slammed the door shut and sank onto my bed. Jam was still there, looking out of the window.

The rucksack I had already packed stood in the corner. I could see the edge of my pink purse sticking out the front pocket. I thought of all the money I’d saved up and about Jam, giving me his savings too. Tears welled up in my eyes.

Jam turned round. I didn’t need to ask if he had heard what had happened. They’d probably heard three streets away.

‘Maybe you could persuade your mum to let someone else take your dad’s place,’ he said, ‘so the money wouldn’t be wasted.’

I stared at him. It seemed like a long shot, but it was worth a try. ‘Who though?’ I frowned. Who would Mum be prepared to take instead of Dad? A brother or sister, perhaps? Except she didn’t have one. Maybe a friend?

Jam grinned at me, as if he was waiting for me to get a joke. And then it dawned on me. I rushed back downstairs. Dad was disappearing out the front door. ‘Wait,’ I shouted. But he didn’t stop. Mum was standing at the sink, scrubbing hard at an already sparkling pan. She didn’t turn round when I came in.

‘Why can’t Jam come instead of Dad?’ I said.

Mum rubbed her eyes. ‘I don’t think so, Lauren. It’s supposed to be a family holiday. We should reschedule it.’

‘We can’t. Like I said before, if we pull out at this point we won’t get any of the money back.’ I paused. ‘Oh, Mum, of course it would’ve been better with Dad, but you know how responsible Jam is. He can help out in all sorts of ways.’

Mum put down her washing-up brush and turned round to face me. She sighed. ‘I know how much you were looking forward to the holiday. And you’re right, Jam is grown-up for his age, though that’s because Carla puts way too much on his shoulders.’ She paused. ‘But it’s probably too late to change the tickets. Anyway, Jam may not want to come.’

‘It isn’t and he does.’ Every muscle in my body was tensed, ready to swat her arguments away like flies.

Mum sighed. ‘OK, OK, but . . .’ Her face hardened. ‘What about the sleeping arrangements?’ she said, her cheekbones pinking. ‘I mean you’re fourteen. Jam’s just had his fifteenth birthday. I don’t want . . . I mean I won’t have you . . .’

I looked at the floor, heat flushing my throat and face. ‘Mum,’ I said hoarsely. ‘It’s not like that. Jam and I are just friends.’

Mum put her hands on her hips. ‘Is that what Jam thinks?’

‘Of course. Anyway, I’ll come in with you. Jam can sleep with Rory. Rory’ll love it.’

‘OK,’ she said at last. ‘I’ll call Jam’s mum.’
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America

My stomach was already in my throat before the steward announced we were beginning our descent into Logan Airport.

The last few days had been beyond hectic. Our tickets were non-refundable, so we had to pay an admin fee to get Dad’s ticket switched to Jam’s name. This took seven long, frustrating phone calls with Mum muttering pessimistically the whole time that it wouldn’t work out. Then there was a nasty panic on Thursday evening when Jam couldn’t find his passport. But once we were on the plane, there was nothing to do except think.

And my thoughts led to one, inescapable conclusion: I was utterly, totally mad.

I was planning to find my way round a strange airport, buy a ticket to another strange airport, then take a bus to a place I had never been, to find out information I was sure no one wanted to give me.

I looked across the aisle, to where Jam was explaining some Legends of the Lost Empire PSP move to an enraptured Rory. He must have sensed me watching him, because he looked up and smiled.

No way would I have admitted it to another living soul, but the truth was I’m not sure I’d have had the guts to go through with my plan if I hadn’t had Jam with me.

Don’t get me wrong. I’m no wussy little airhead needing some big strong guy to look after her. I’m used to travelling around London on my own. And I’ve been on aeroplanes before.

It’s just this was a big deal. And I needed a friend to share it with. My best friend.

It took ages to get through customs and immigration. After queueing for nearly an hour we reached the counter and an unsmiling official. He asked us to place our forefingers into a groove on this little box, so there’d be a record of our fingerprints at the airport, then made us stand in front of a tiny camera to have our pictures taken. Every time he looked at me I felt guilty.

Mum was in a right state. She worried about our luggage getting lost. She worried about one of the officials stopping us and dragging us off to be interrogated. And she worried about what she had forgotten and left at home.

By the time we were out in the airport lounge, free to hang out until the connecting flight an hour later, I don’t know which of us was more strung out. At least that made it easier for me to persuade Mum to give us some money.

‘Jam and I want to have a look round,’ I said. ‘We’re not going to buy anything, but imagine if something happened to you and we couldn’t find you later. You’d want us to have some cash on us, wouldn’t you?’

Mum pulled a wodge of dollar bills out of her purse and handed them over. ‘Emergency use only,’ she said sternly.

I nodded, trying to ignore the pinpricks of guilt that stabbed at my conscience.

To me, this is an emergency.

‘And for goodness’ sake put it in your shoe.’ (This is her anti-mugger hiding-place of choice.)

‘Can I come with you?’ Rory whined.

‘No,’ I snapped. All of a sudden my nerves felt like they were strained to breaking point.

‘But later we’ll go and look at the games in the Duty Free shop,’ Jam added pacifyingly.

‘Much later,’ I muttered.

So, with a worried sigh, Mum pecked me on the cheek and reminded me for the tenth time where we were to meet up for the New Hampshire flight.

As I walked away from her I realised my hands were shaking.

‘Let’s count the money,’ Jam said.

I grinned. You could always depend on Jam to get practical when needed. I checked my purse. $523, including the $200 Jam had given me. Plus Jam had $180 from his mum, making $703 in total.

My heart thumped. This was it. Make or break.

‘Seems a shame to spend it all on flights and buses,’ Jam murmured.

‘What?’ I said.

He reddened. ‘I’m just saying. Hey. Chill. I’m totally cool with this.’

‘OK.’ I took a deep breath. ‘So where do we get tickets for Burlington?’

I couldn’t have done it without Jam. Firstly, he was fifteen, and therefore allowed to travel independently. At fourteen, most airlines insisted that I had to be accompanied by someone his age or older. Secondly, Logan Airport was big. Not any bigger than the airports at home. But still really confusing. I’d researched everything on the internet – we needed a ticket each from Boston to Burlington, then another from Burlington back as far as Concord. But finding where to buy them and making sure we had all the right information with us was much harder than I’d expected.

Then there was the ticket-buying itself. We’d got this story planned – how we were cousins, meeting up with family in Vermont. How my dad had given us cash to get our tickets. The busy girl on the desk swallowed it whole, just glancing at our passports and not really listening to us, but my legs were like jelly by the time we got the tickets in our hands.

If Jam hadn’t been there, I honestly think I would have given up on the whole idea. But we made it. We bought our tickets. We found the gate. We got on the domestic flight.

As it was taxiing down the runway I checked the time. This part of America was five hours behind the UK – it was only 11am here.

We were due to meet up with Mum soon. I felt another stab of guilt. But if Mum had talked to me, I told myself, we wouldn’t need to be doing this.

I turned off my mobile and told Jam to do the same with his. As soon as we’d landed in Burlington I’d text Mum and let her know we were OK. Tell her to go on ahead to New Hampshire. We’d meet her there.

In my heart I knew there was no way on earth Mum would get on a plane without me. But what could I do about that?

It’s her own fault. She shouldn’t have lied.

Burlington was freezing. We’d seen the snowy mountain tops from the plane, but even so I wasn’t prepared for the icy blast that hit us as we walked off the aeroplane. It was the first sign that I hadn’t planned everything as well as I thought.

‘I wish I’d brought a hat,’ I said, tugging my jacket around me. The outside of the airport was all grey concrete, with a huge car park off to one side.

‘Look.’ Jam pointed to a row of buses. I knew from my internet research which line stopped at Marchfield. Unfortunately, we had to wait nearly two hours for the next bus.

At last, we pulled out of the airport onto wide, empty roads marked with green signs. Beyond the roads were long stretches of frost-tipped fields with huge, snow-covered hills in the distance.

The other cars we passed seemed bigger – longer – than cars at home. But it was the space that got me the most. The roads were so wide, and the land around them went on for ever. Even the sky seemed bigger.

I huddled next to Jam in the back of the bus. I felt strangely calm. We’d done all the difficult stuff getting here. And whatever was going to happen at the adoption agency was ahead of us.

The bus was well heated and, after a while, I felt my head drooping. I slipped into a deep, velvety sleep.

I was on the beach again, stumbling across the sand. I could see the woman with the long, dark hair far ahead of me. She was darting in and out of the rocks, laughing. The sun was shining on my face. I was happy. I scampered across the sand towards the rocks. She was there. I was going to find her now.

I woke up, disoriented. Jam was still asleep, his elbow digging into my side, his head lolling against my shoulder.

I looked out of the window. The open stretches of land had given way to a thick forest of pine trees. I checked the time. Just gone 3 pm. We’d already been travelling for nearly an hour.

Mum. I gulped. I’d completely forgotten about texting her. I fished out my mobile and switched it on. Oh no. I scrolled through something like twenty increasingly hysterical text and voice mail messages.

Guilt rose in me again. No. I wouldn’t allow myself to feel sorry for her. I quickly tapped in a text: we r ok, c u l8r.

I hesitated. I knew the message wouldn’t satisfy Mum for a second. But at least she’d know we were all right. I pressed send, then switched the phone off again.

About half-an-hour later we arrived at Marchfield. As we drove through the outskirts of town, past endless rows of low, detached houses, my stomach twisted into a million knots.

Everything depended on the next couple of hours.

The bus driver grinned when we asked if he knew which end of Main Street number 11303 was.

‘It’s the Marchfield Adoption Agency,’ I said.

‘Kinda young to be thinking about adopting kids, aren’t you?’ he chuckled.

I blushed.

Main Street seemed a bit run-down after all the big houses we’d seen earlier – lots of the shops were boarded up and litter was scattered all over the pavement.

The driver dropped us at the top of the road.

‘You OK?’ Jam said as we watched the bus zoom off.

‘Course,’ I lied. In fact my legs were shaking so much I wasn’t sure if I could even walk. What was I doing? How on earth was I going to find the courage to march into the adoption agency and follow through the plan Jam and I had made?

Jam put his arm round me. I sank against him. My head nestled against his chest. Jam’s heart was beating fast under his jumper. I hugged him. He must be feeling pretty scared too.

Somehow, knowing that helped. I pulled away, gritting my teeth. ‘OK,’ I said. ‘Let’s go.’
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Access denied

The agency was at the far end of Main Street. The road got slightly smarter as we walked. Fewer boarded-up buildings and more actual businesses, albeit with grubby windows and peeling paintwork. There seemed to be hardly any people about, though cars roared past constantly.

Back home I’d imagined the agency being a big house set in an elegant lawn. In fact it was just a shabby, concrete office block, with nothing to make it stand out from the other buildings in the road.

I stood outside, my stomach churning like a washing machine.

‘Okay, Laurenzo?’ Jam squeezed my arm.

I nodded slowly and pushed open the door.

A large woman in an elastic-waist skirt was standing beside the reception desk. ‘Hi there. How can I help you guys?’

I gulped. This is it. Don’t screw up. ‘I’m Lauren Matthews. I was adopted from here,’ I said, trying to control the shake in my voice. ‘I’d like to speak to Mr Tarsen. He did it. I mean, he organised my adoption.’

A flicker of surprise crossed the woman’s face. ‘OK,’ she said slowly. ‘Do you have an appointment?’

‘No.’ I swallowed. ‘I just happen to be here . . . on . . . on holiday, so I thought it would be . . . I wondered if I could talk to him.’

The woman frowned. ‘We close in ten, honey. Early for the weekend. Why don’t you make an appointment for Monday?’

‘No.’ Jam and I spoke at the same time. Panic rose in my throat. The plan was to get in and out and back to Burlington Airport as quickly as possible. After buying our air and bus tickets we had precisely $43 left. No way could we hold out until Monday.

‘Please let me speak to him. Please,’ I begged. I could feel tears threatening. I blinked them angrily back.

‘Well, I’ll try him,’ the woman said doubtfully. She pointed us to a couch by the desk, then spoke softly into her headset.

We waited. Five minutes passed. Then a buzzer sounded. The woman wheezed as she leaned across the desk. ‘Reception?’ she said.

She talked quietly again, for a few seconds, then looked up at us, surprised. ‘Mr Tarsen’s coming down now,’ she said.

I’d expected somebody important-looking. But Mr Tarsen was a bit like a mouse – small and slight with a pointy nose. When he shook hands with me, his palms were damp.

‘Elevator’s over here,’ he smiled. His eyes flickered over Jam then back to me. I caught a whiff of musty cologne as he turned away.

My heart thudded loudly in the muffled silence of the lift. The three of us got out on the first floor. Mr Tarsen led us down a long corridor. My eyes were fixed on the back of his neck, where tufts of wiry grey hair poked out of the top of his white polo-neck.

He stopped outside a door marked Resource Center.

‘I’d like to speak to you alone,’ I said. This wasn’t strictly true of course. I would much rather Jam stayed with me. But stage one of our plan was for me to keep Mr Tarsen talking, while Jam had a good look round and worked out where my file was.

Mr Tarsen looked mildly surprised. ‘OK. Your boyfriend can wait with my assistant,’ he said.

‘He’s not—’ I started. But Mr Tarsen was already herding Jam towards the next room along. ‘We won’t be long,’ he said.

He came back and took me into the Resource Center. A long row of filing cabinets led down to a small window. There were a few tatty sofas and a plastic box full of kids’ toys in one corner. I perched on the edge of one of the sofas. My mouth was dry. What the hell am I doing? I felt like I might puke any second.

Mr Tarsen sat down opposite me. There was a framed poster on the wall behind his head. It was covered with snapshot-style pictures of smiling families with a line written in swirly type at the bottom: Marchfield makes miracles. Every day.

I could hear Jam’s voice in my head. Could that be any cheesier? I wished he was with me.

‘How can I help you, Lauren?’ Mr Tarsen’s manner was kindly but businesslike. Like he knew I was upset and was trying to tell me he sympathised, but he didn’t have time to deal with me crying.

I told him my story. That I’d been adopted through Marchfield eleven years ago, but that my parents wouldn’t tell me anything about my life before that.

I didn’t mention Martha Lauren Purditt.

‘I really, really need to know where I come from,’ I said. ‘I thought maybe you could tell me something about my real mother.’

There was a long pause.

Mr Tarsen’s smile seemed a little strained. ‘I’m sorry, Lauren. I’m afraid I can’t help you.’

‘Why not?’ My gut twisted into a knot. I knew what was coming, but I had to look shocked. Upset. Like I wasn’t expecting it.

‘Until you’re eighteen, you’re not entitled to see your original birth certificate without the approval of your parent or guardian. And you’ve already made it clear your adoptive parents do not approve. I bet they don’t even know you’re here, do they?’

I blushed. Mr Tarsen shook his head in this really patronising way. ‘I’m afraid I would be breaking Vermont State law if I told you anything.’

‘Oh,’ I said. ‘Oh no.’ My voice sounded phoney to my ears. I wondered how far Jam had got in his search.

Mr Tarsen stared at me. ‘It isn’t just your age,’ he said. ‘I checked your file before I came down. In your particular case, the mother filed a request for non-disclosure immediately after you were adopted. That means she doesn’t want you to know who she is or where she is. Ever.’

The knot in my stomach tightened. Was that true? I’d turned up at Marchfield, expecting that I would have to be cagey about what I wanted. After all, it was likely the agency knew at least some part of what had really happened. A seed of doubt now crept into my head. Maybe I’d got the whole thing wrong. Maybe Mum and Dad and the agency were on the level. And I was simply a child whose mother didn’t want her.

No. That couldn’t be true. I had remembered my mother. I had dreamed of her. She loved me. She hadn’t wanted to lose me.

Mr Tarsen fidgeted in his chair. ‘I know it’s hard,’ he said.

‘You mean I mightn’t ever find out?’ I said. ‘About my past?’

‘I’m sorry not to have been of more help.’ Mr Tarsen stood up. His patronising smile deepened. ‘But you wouldn’t want me arrested now, would you?’

I stared at his white polo-neck.

Maybe for crimes against fashion.

He nodded towards the door.

Do something.

‘Can’t you tell me anything about my mother?’ I said. I knew I was on dangerous ground. The last thing I wanted was to make Tarsen aware of what I knew about Martha, but I had to give Jam more time to snoop about. ‘You must have met her?’

Mr Tarsen shook his head. He stood up. Walked to the door. My heart raced. There was no way Jam would have found where my file was by now.

‘Wait,’ I said. ‘What about Sonia Holtwood?’ I’d remembered the name from Mum’s diaries. I knew it was risky to mention her – after all, whoever she was, she was obviously involved in my adoption in some way. But I was desperate. I had to give Jam more time.

Mr Tarsen stopped with his hand on the door handle. He turned round to face me.

‘Where on earth did you get that name from?’ he said slowly.

‘I saw it written down somewhere,’ I said, unable to think of a plausible cover for Mum’s diaries. ‘Who is she? Someone who worked here? Or my . . . my real mother? Or . . . ?’ I looked down, pressing my hands against my jeans to stop them shaking.

There was a long pause. I could feel Mr Tarsen’s eyes boring into me. ‘What else did you see, Lauren?’ he said.

‘Nothing.’ My face was burning.

Crap. Crap, crap, crap.

There was a long pause.

‘Sometimes it’s hard for adopted children to accept the truth,’ Mr Tarsen said softly. ‘So they make up fairy-tales. Foundling stories. Stories about being stolen away from their homes.’

I looked up at him.

‘Is that it, Lauren? Is that what you think happened to you?’

I sat silently, my heart pounding. Mr Tarsen stared intently at my face. Did he know what had happened? Or was he simply guessing at what I might be thinking?

He leaned forward. ‘Believe me, Lauren. Sonia was simply young and irresponsible and unable to cope with you.’

‘So she was my mother?’ The words came out in a whisper.

Mr Tarsen looked at me with this strange mix of frustration and something else I couldn’t read. What was it? Pity? Fear?

‘I can see you’re not yet prepared to let this go.’ He checked his watch. ‘But we can’t talk about it any more now. Who else knows the two of you are here?’

‘No one,’ I said. ‘Just the bus driver from Burlington.’

Mr Tarsen tugged at the neck of his jumper.

‘OK, this is what we’ll do.’ He fished a leather wallet from his pocket and drew out two notes. ‘Take this. Turn left out of the agency. Couple of blocks down Main Street and you’ll see the Piedmarch Motel.’

He shoved the money into my hand.

Jeez. $150.

I stared at him. ‘You want us to stay here, at a motel?’

Mr Tarsen nodded impatiently. ‘You get a good night’s rest. Then we’ll call up your parents in the morning and get them to come and take you home. They can pay me back later.’

I frowned. What was going on? One minute the man was Captain Law Enforcement. The next he was offering me money and acting like some private parental liaison service. It didn’t make sense.

I stood up. Mr Tarsen ushered me through the door.

Jam was waiting outside, by the lift. Mr Tarsen’s hand rested on my shoulder, steering me into the lift, then out of the front door.

‘Don’t worry, Lauren. I’ll see you tomorrow,’ he said.

And suddenly Jam and I were out on the street, alone. It was dark now. Nearly 5.30 pm. And even colder than it had been before.

I pulled my jacket round me. ‘Well?’ I said. ‘Did you find anything out?’

‘Yup.’ Jam chewed furiously on his lip. ‘I know where your adoption file is. Or at least I know where the index is. But there’s no way we’ll be able to get a look at it while everyone’s still there. We’ll have to go back tonight.’
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Breaking and entering

I sat on the bed in the motel room and dialled room service. I’d never done anything like that before, and I had butterflies in my tummy as I gave the order. Which I guess sounds stupid, considering everything else I’d done – and was planning to do – that day. ‘One Piedmarch Burger with extra cheese and bacon. One Piedmarch Burger Lite. Two Diet Cokes. And one portion of chips – I mean fries, please.’

Jam emerged, showered and changed, from the bathroom as I put down the phone.

‘Did you get some food?’ he said. ‘I’m starving.’

I nodded.

We were in the Piedmarch Motel. We hadn’t really wanted to come here, but it got too cold to be outside – and we didn’t know anywhere else we could go. There were no other places to stay on Main Street. We’d paid up front for the room, raising no more than an eyebrow from the droopy-faced man at the front desk. It was clean but ugly, dominated by the big double bed I was sitting on.

Maybe we shouldn’t have chosen the cheapest – and smallest – room available. I suddenly felt embarrassed at the thought of sharing the bed with Jam.

I stared across the room at the tiny wardrobe, which I already knew was empty apart from three wire coat-hangers.

‘I don’t want to spend the night here,’ I said.

Jam shrugged. ‘We don’t have much choice.’

I made a face, knowing he was right. Our plan was to break into the agency, find my file, then get the bus straight back to Burlington Airport. But the buses didn’t run overnight. The first one left at 6.30 am. Which meant we had to time our return to the agency for a couple of hours before that. The middle of the night.

My mind wandered to Mr Tarsen. How much did he really know? And why had he been so helpful all of a sudden? I couldn’t work out why he hadn’t just made us call Mum there and then – or the police even. Whatever he was up to, the last thing I wanted was to hang around tomorrow morning, waiting for him.

There was a sharp rap on the door.

Jam opened it. A girl with blonde plaits stood in the doorway. She giggled as she handed Jam our room service food tray.

He paid in cash, then put the tray on the table under the window. The girl didn’t take her eyes off him as she closed the door.

‘That girl was totally checking you out,’ I said, glad to change the subject for a minute.

The back of Jam’s neck reddened. ‘No she wasn’t.’ He looked round at me. ‘Would you mind if she was?’

‘Yeah, right,’ I pretended to swoon, the back of my hand against my forehead. ‘Because I’ve been fancying you secretly for months.’

Jam’s whole face now went bright red.

Crap. Crap. Crap. He thinks I mean it.

‘Only joking,’ I said hastily.

‘Right.’ Jam shrugged. He pointed to the Piedmont Burger Lite. ‘What the hell is that? Some kind of diet food?’

I glanced at the thin burger wrapped in its skanky sliver of lettuce. It looked a lot less appetising than his extra-cheese-and-bacon burger.

‘I’m sure it’ll taste OK,’ I said unconvincingly.

‘Why do girls worry so much about being fat?’ Jam snapped. ‘If you eat rubbish food you’re gonna end up looking rubbish too.’

Whoa. I stared at him. Jam had never, ever, made any comment about how I looked before. My chest tightened.

‘Whatever,’ I said, not wanting him to see how hurt I was. ‘Tell me what Tarsen’s secretary said.’

‘I did.’ Jam glared at me for a second. ‘I asked her how they kept all their records. You know, geeky stuff like when they started storing things online. She told me there are still paper files for older contracts and some documents. The index is in the Resource Center.’

There was an awkward silence while Jam ate his burger. I tried to think of something else to say.

D’you really think I look rubbish?

‘So how d’you know where the Resource Center is?’ I said.

Jam wiped his mouth on his sleeve. To my intense relief he grinned at me. And when he spoke the bitterness had gone from his voice. ‘Sometimes, Lazerbrain, I wonder how you manage to cross the road without getting knocked over. The Resource Center was the room you were in today with Mr Tarsen.’

After we’d eaten we both dozed off in our clothes. It was only about 8 pm in Marchfield, but I guess we were both still running on London time – where it was past midnight.

I had the dream again. This time I reached the rocks on the beach. I peered round one, then another. I ached to see her face. But she wasn’t there. My excitement turned to fear. Where was she? Then, at the edge of the furthest rock, I caught a flash of long black hair.

I woke with a start. Jam was still sleeping beside me. A slick of hair had fallen over his face. It quivered as he breathed out.

I checked the time: 4.10 am. We’d have to go in a minute. I wandered round the room, unsettled by my dream and the thought of what lay ahead. Jam’s PSP was lying on the table under the window, next to the food tray. I picked it up. Six short grooves had been scratched into the back panel.

That was weird. I tilted the whole thing towards me, so that the grooves glinted in the light from outside the motel window.

Why would Jam carve notches into his PSP?

‘What time is it?’ Jam sat up, yawning.

I put the toy back onto the table.

‘Time to go,’ I said.

Main Street was deserted. Everything was shut and dark – except for a lone twenty-four-hour cab firm halfway down the road.

The pavements were thick with frost, the air bitterly cold. I hugged my fingers under my armpits to warm them as we walked towards the agency.

Jam led me round to the fire escape at the side of the building. He picked up a large stone from the ground, then started climbing to the first floor. I followed, trying to make as little noise as I could on the iron steps.

Jam stopped at the first-floor landing. Above the low railings in front of us was a large window. He held up the stone.

‘Ready?’

I nodded. My breath came out ragged and quick, misting in the cold air.

Jam smashed the stone against the window. The noise of the glass shattering crashed into the night. He did it again. Then again. Smaller smashes, as he created a hole big enough for us to crawl through.

My job was to keep a look out. I leaned over the fire escape, peering as far as I could up and down the street at the front of the building. My heart pounded harder with each smash, convinced the noise would wake the whole town. At last it was over. All I could hear was Jam breathing heavily beside me. I listened for the sound of shouts or police sirens.

Nothing. Not even a burglar alarm. That was weird, wasn’t it? Surely a place storing important records would have a—

‘Come on.’

I turned round. Jam was carefully picking his way through the window.

I followed him through, making sure I didn’t cut my hands on the few shards of glass left in the lower pane.

There was no sound from inside the agency.

My mouth was dry as I felt for the carpet of the first-floor corridor.

We were inside.

I rubbed my sweaty hands down the sides of my jeans. The corridor stretched away from us into shadow. Jam was a metre or so in front of me, shrouded in darkness. I followed him past the lift we had used earlier, to the office where I’d talked with Mr Tarsen.

A row of big files stood on a shelf behind the door. We quickly found the records for the year I was adopted.

‘Lauren Matthews Ref: B-13-3207,’ I read out. ‘The “B” is the code for the filing cabinet.’

Jam walked up and down the row of three-drawer cabinets along the far wall. ‘Here,’ he said, pointing to the second from the window.

He tugged at the top drawer. Then the middle one. ‘It’s locked.’ He turned and stared at me. ‘All the drawers are locked.’

I looked quickly round the room. My eyes fell on the ‘Marchfield makes miracles’ poster on the wall. It had a thin, metal frame.

‘We can use this.’ I lifted the poster off its hook. With trembling hands I unclipped the back board and carefully removed the glass. I held the frame steady while Jam ripped the side of it away from the top.

‘Lucky it wasn’t welded,’ he whispered. He took the thin sliver of metal over to the filing cabinet and began working it through the top drawer.

I tiptoed to the door, listening out for any noise. The agency was silent. Creepy. A trickle of sweat ran down my back.

I turned round and stared at the broken bits of frame on the carpet. ‘We’ve ruined this,’ I said. ‘And their window.’

Jam snorted softly from the filing cabinet. ‘So what d’you wanna do? Leave some of Mr Tarsen’s money to pay for it?’ He breathed out heavily, forcing his weight against the metal frame. ‘Come and help me with this.’

It took several minutes to prise open the drawer. We both leaned so hard on the metal lever, driving it back on itself, that I was afraid it would break before it forced the lock. But at last there was a splintering snap. The drawer opened.

I wondered how long we’d been in the agency. Too long already. Heart racing, I pulled the drawer open and began rooting through the files. After a few seconds my throat tightened. ‘It’s not here,’ I said. ‘This is A to G.’

Jam stared at me from the door, where he was now listening out for anyone coming. ‘Must be in the next one down.’

My heart was totally in my mouth by the time we prised open the second drawer.

I scanned the files inside so quickly I missed my own name twice. Then I saw it. Lauren Matthews.

Below the name-marker was a slim green folder, fastened on three sides like an envelope. I reached into the folder. My fingers closed on air.

‘It’s not here.’ I felt deeper inside the folder, desperate for something, anything to be inside it.

‘Lauren,’ Jam whispered from the doorway.

‘Wait.’ My hand grasped at a scrap of paper, tucked right in the corner of the folder. I pulled it out.

‘Lauren,’ Jam whispered again, more urgently. ‘Someone’s coming. We have to go. Now.’
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Leaving . . .

I shoved the piece of paper into my pocket. Raced to the door.

The heavy tread of footsteps echoed in the distance.

‘Run,’ I hissed.

We pelted along the corridor towards the broken window. The footsteps behind us grew louder and faster. I hauled myself out through the jagged frame, tearing my jeans on the glass as I did so.

I could hear Jam panting behind me as we clattered down the fire escape.

I looked back up to the window as I jumped the last few steps. A dark figure was standing, framed by the broken glass, watching us.

It was Mr Tarsen.

My skin erupted in goosebumps. The way he was just standing there. Why wasn’t he yelling out? Or chasing us?

We tore back onto Main Street and along to the motel.

‘D’you think Tarsen’s called the police?’ Jam gasped as we let ourselves into the room.

‘Dunno.’ I shivered, thinking about the way he’d stared at us.

‘We gotta get out of here.’ Jam picked up his backpack, then took his PSP off the table and shoved it in his pocket.

I checked the time on the clock by the bed. ‘It’s too early,’ I said. ‘The first bus doesn’t go for another hour.’

‘We can’t wait,’ Jam said. ‘We’ll have to get a taxi. From that twenty-four-hour place we passed.’

I nodded, mentally going over the money we had left. Just over one hundred dollars. I hoped that would be enough.

We rushed back up the road to the cab company. Main Street was still eerily silent. My mind kept going over what had happened. None of it made sense

Why was my adoption file empty? I could think of only one explanation: Mr Tarsen had guessed we would come looking for it and had taken the contents himself. So why wasn’t he here, now? Why wasn’t he chasing us?

As we hurried into the taxi office, I remembered the scrap of paper from the bottom of the file. While Jam went to order a cab, I sat down in the waiting area and pulled it out of my jeans pocket.

It was obviously the corner of some official form. Several of the handwritten letters on the right were missing where the paper had been torn.

Apt. 34
10904 Lincoln Hei
Leaving

Jam finished talking to the taxi man and wandered over. ‘The guy says they’ll have a cab in a couple of minutes. $80 cash.’

I showed him the paper. ‘It’s an address,’ I said. ‘Maybe Sonia Holtwood’s. Look. I think “Hei” means “Heights”. Lincoln Heights.’

Jam frowned. ‘But that could be anywhere. And it says “Leaving” underneath. So even if Sonia used to live there, she’s obviously not there now.’

I nodded, my mind still on the address. Surely there was no harm in asking if the cab operator knew where Lincoln Heights was.

He was lounging on a stool, his legs propped up on the counter in front of him. As I walked over, he looked up and pushed back his long, greasy fringe. ‘Hey,’ he drawled. ‘I just told your boyfriend. Two minutes.’

‘I know,’ I said. ‘I was just wondering if you knew where this was?’ I laid the scrap of paper on the counter.

The man scratched his head. ‘I got no idea about Lincoln Heights, but Leavington’s ten miles or so,’ he said.

I stared at him, then back at the scrap of paper. ‘Leaving’ wasn’t ‘leaving’. It was the start of . . .

‘Leavington?’

‘Yep. It’s on the way to Burlington. But I thought you wanted to go straight to the airport?’

My heart pounded. I ran back to Jam.

He was looking out of the window. ‘I can’t hear any police up by the motel. But if Tarsen’s been watching us . . .’ He turned and saw my face, all eager. ‘What?’

I explained about the address. ‘It’s got to be Sonia’s. She might still be there,’ I said, breathlessly.

I’d expected Jam to suggest we went to Leavington immediately. But instead he shook his head.

‘Get real, Lazerbrain,’ he said. He wasn’t smiling.

My heart sank. ‘What?’

‘This could be anyone’s address . . .’

‘But it was in my file,’ I said.

‘Plus it’s at least eleven years old.’ Jam rolled his eyes. ‘Look, we tried to find your file. It wasn’t there. What else can we do? Don’t you . . . I mean, doesn’t it seem to you like you’re getting kind of obsessed?’

I don’t think I would have felt more shocked if he’d slapped me. ‘No.’ I blinked and stepped away from him. ‘I’m not obsessed.’

‘Then why do you want to go to an old address on a random scrap of paper? It’s ridiculous.’

‘No it’s not,’ I said, stung. ‘If it was in my file, then it must have something to do with my adoption. And Mr Tarsen virtually admitted Sonia Holtwood was my mother, so . . .’

‘Even if the address is to do with your adoption, if you were stolen from your real family it’s not likely to be genuine, is it?’

I was sure he was wrong. But what he said sounded so logical I couldn’t see how to disagree with it.

‘Fine,’ I snapped. ‘Thanks for your help.’

Jam turned on me. ‘Jesus, Lauren,’ he hissed. ‘I’ve just broken into a building for you. How much more help d’you want?’

I stared at him, my breathing fast and my jaw clenched.

‘If that’s how you feel about it, I’ll go there by myself.’

I marched over to the chairs on the other side of the room and slumped into the seat in the corner. The floor was stained and dirty. I kicked at a scuff mark. How dare Jam say I was obsessed? Let him try and live not knowing about his past. He’d soon realise how hard it was. Like walking through an earthquake. The ground always shifting under your feet as you imagined one possible history after another.

I bent over, determined Jam shouldn’t see me cry.

Silence. Then the cab operator called Jam over to his booth. I could hear them speaking in low voices.

I wiped my eyes. Footsteps. A shadow fell over the scuff mark on the floor. Jam squatted down in front of me.

He leaned towards me, his head tilted sideways, trying to see my face.

‘The cab’s ready,’ he said. He paused. ‘D’you really want to go to this Leavington place?’

I nodded, still not trusting myself to look up at him.

Jam put his hand on the chair next to me. ‘On your own?’ he said.

I gritted my teeth. It was no good. Just the thought of doing all this by myself was enough to turn me into a quivering wreck.

‘No,’ I sobbed. ‘I want you to come.’ I looked up at him, a tear trickling down my cheek. ‘Please?’

Jam’s eyes softened. I’d never noticed but they were hazel, not brown. With gold flecks beside the green.

I looked away quickly, wiping my face again.

Crap. I must look totally hideous. Just like he said.

Jam squeezed my arm. ‘Leavington, then,’ he said. ‘Bring it on.’
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Lincoln Heights

Leavington was a dump. So run-down it made Marchfield look smart. Street after street of big apartment buildings all bunched together in straggly lines, with front yards full of rubbish.

The cab driver was massively narked when we explained we wanted to stop off at Lincoln Heights for thirty minutes or so.

He refused to wait for us unless we covered his fare – which would have taken too much of our remaining money.

‘It’s OK,’ I said to Jam. ‘We’ll get another cab to Burlington. Or a bus.’

Once he knew he wasn’t getting his full fare to the airport the driver grumbled the whole way to Leavington. He grumbled about having to look up Lincoln Heights on his map. Then he grumbled about some one-way system which meant he couldn’t drop us outside. When he finally did pull up, he made a massive fuss about not having much change and needing us to give him the exact money. Of course I only had the hundred-dollar bill Taylor Tarsen had given me.

The driver took it, then turned away and dug deep into a pouch beside his seat.

‘Here,’ he growled. He pushed a huge wodge of folded-over notes into my hand and drove off.

I shoved the money into my pocket and shouldered my bag. It was 6.15 am, just starting to get light. A small knot of older teenagers were leaning against a nearby wall. They looked like they’d been out all night. Two of the guys stared at us, their eyes all hard and threatening.

Heart pounding, I grabbed Jam’s arm and strode off in the opposite direction. The weather matched the scenery. Dull, ugly, steel-grey clouds filled every centimetre of sky. And the air was bitterly cold.

Jam spent his last few dollars on weak coffee and doughnuts from a grubby stall on the corner. Then suddenly we were there. 10904 Lincoln Heights.

It was like all the other buildings in the road. Dark. Dirty. Crumbling. The front door was locked. And none of the buzzers on the chipped side panel appeared to work.

At last a woman came out and scurried down the steps. We slipped inside before the front door shut.

‘Ugh.’ Jam wrinkled his nose.

I swallowed, trying not to breathe in the rank smell of stale piss and rotting food that drifted down from the stained, concrete stairs.

We made our way slowly up to apartment thirty-four on the top floor. Once again, I knew that if Jam wasn’t beside me I would have turned and run away. In fact, if I hadn’t made so much fuss about coming here, I probably would have suggested we left right now.

Surely it was hopeless? There was no way Sonia still lived here. Jeez. She’d probably never lived here. I just didn’t know. But as we stood outside apartment thirty-four I suddenly had this overwhelming sense she was going to open the door. And then what?

What would I say?

Hey. Did you kidnap me eleven years ago?

Suppose I was wrong? Suppose she really was my mother? Suppose she took one look at me and slammed the door in my face?

Jam was already knocking.

I stood frozen to the spot. The door was opening.

I stared at the girl standing in front of us. Then I relaxed. It wasn’t Sonia. Couldn’t be Sonia. She was way too young. No more than eighteen or nineteen.

The girl had a baby in her arms, and a toddler clutching at her knee. She tucked a wisp of greasy hair behind her ears and scowled at me.

‘What you want?’ she said, her voice heavily accented. Spanish, I think.

‘We’re looking for someone called Sonia Holtwood,’ I said. ‘I think she used to live here.’

‘No,’ the girl said. ‘She no live here.’ She started closing the door.

‘Wait,’ I said, pushing it open against her.

‘Hey. Dejame. Puta. Get out.’ The girl’s voice rose in a shriek.

‘Please, is there anyone else you can ask? Someone who might remember who used to live here?’

But the girl had totally lost it. She was screaming at me now. Lots of Spanish words I didn’t understand.

‘No se,’ she shouted. ‘I don’t know.’ She slammed the door shut.

I blinked. I could sense a few of the other doors open further down the corridor. People nosing outside to see what all the noise was about. There was a shuffling of feet as they turned and went inside.

I looked up at Jam.

‘Guess that’s it,’ he said.

‘Excuse me, darlin’.’

I looked round. An old lady in the apartment opposite had appeared at her door. She was stooped over with age, and the skin on her face and arms was wrinkled in folds like fine paper.

‘Did I hear you askin’ for Sonia?’ she said ‘Sonia Holtwood?’

‘Yes.’ I looked at her eagerly. ‘Do you know her? Did she used to live here?’

The old lady stared at me with bright, hard eyes. ‘Oh yes,’ she said. ‘She was only here a short time, but I used to babysit her little girl.’
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Bettina

The lady said her name was Bettina.

‘How d’ya’all know Sonia, then?’ she said.

‘It’s not . . . I mean . . .’ I stammered, reluctant to tell a stranger my story.

But Bettina guessed. ‘You’re never Sonia’s little girl?’ she said.

I nodded, my face flushing.

Bettina clasped her crooked twig-fingers together in delight. ‘Saints alive! I never thought . . . Well come in, come in.’

She ushered us into her little apartment, chattering like a bird. ‘So where’s your mama? Where’d’y’all get that accent?’

I sat on the edge of a fussily patterned chair. It clashed with the carpet and the curtains. The sort of thing Mum hated.

‘I was adopted when I was three,’ I said awkwardly. ‘I live in Britain. I’m trying to find out about Sonia because, because . . .’ My voice died away. Apart from the sound of a ticking clock the room was silent.

Because she knows where I’m from. She knows where I belong. Because I think she stole me from my real family.

Bettina stared at me with sad eyes. ‘Adopted? Poor child,’ she whispered.

I looked round, embarrassed by her sympathy. There were cushions on the seats and little ornaments on every shelf. It was kind of homey. I wondered if I’d ever crawled over the sofa when I was little.

Bettina went off to make some tea. A few minutes later she came back in, a tray of cups and saucers rattling in her hands. Jam jumped up and dashed over to her. ‘Let me take that,’ he smiled. He set the tray on a low table in front of one of the sofas.

‘Charmin’,’ Bettina nodded approvingly at him. ‘What lovely British manners.’ She sat down on the sofa.

‘When did you last see her?’ I said.

Bettina leaned forward and slowly arranged the cups on the saucers. ‘She only stayed here a few weeks. An’ it was a long, long time ago. Ten, eleven years maybe. People do that now. Come an’ go. No roots.’

‘So . . . so what was she like?’ I said.

Bettina looked down. I noticed her ears were pierced. The long earring was dragging the hole in her earlobe down.

‘Sonia was very private,’ she said slowly. ‘She didn’t want people knowin’ her business. I prob’ly wouldn’t even remember her if it wasn’t for you. She never told me anythin’ about herself. To be truthful an’ all – I hope you don’t mind me sayin’ – she didn’t seem the motherly type.’

Bettina poured the tea, then set the teapot down with a sigh. ‘I didn’t see much kissin’ and cuddlin’.’

I sipped at my tea, my heart beating fast. ‘When she left, d’you know where she went?’

Bettina shook her head sorrowfully. ‘Darlin’ I wish I could tell you. But one day she just upped and left with you. Not a word to anyone.’

‘Oh.’ I stared into my teacup. A longing filled me. This old lady had known me longer than anyone. Before Mum and Dad, even. ‘What was I like?’ I spoke before I’d realised I was going to. My voice sounded small.

Bettina put her gnarled hand over mine. ‘The cutest little thing,’ she said. ‘Though I only minded you a few times I’ll never forget you. You were real quiet, real serious. Hardly said a word. And you had this sad little face. It took some doing to make you smile. But when you did you were so pretty. There was this one time I sorely wanted to take a picture of you. You were sitting right where you are now.’

‘Did you?’ I said. ‘I mean, do you have the photo?’

Bettina shook her head. ‘Sonia came back from wherever she’d been and found me. She was real mad. Pulled the film out of my camera. She moved out the next day.’

We finished our tea and left. Bettina wasn’t in any hurry to say goodbye. I got the strong impression that she didn’t have many visitors.

Out on the street it was light, but still freezing. I wished for the tenth time since arriving in America that I had brought a warmer jacket.

‘Guess we’d better find out about buses to Burlington?’ Jam looked at me sideways. I could see he was wondering if I was going to insist we kept trying to find Sonia.

But the trail was cold. There was nothing more I could do. What Bettina had said made me certain that Sonia was not my real mother. Yet I still knew nothing about my life before she found me.

The next logical step was to call the Missing-Children.com hotline and tell them I thought I might be Martha Lauren Purditt.

But I didn’t want to do that any more than I had wanted to do it back in London. It’s my past. I don’t want police and officials and Social Services people taking over. Making all the decisions.

Jam stood there, shivering. He was still looking expectantly at me.

‘Let’s go into a shop. Ask where the bus station is,’ I said.

As we walked down the road towards a convenience store, I pulled the wodge of dollars out of my pocket. ‘How much d’you think . . . ?’

I stared at the unfolding roll of money in my hand. Apart from the dollar bill on top, the other notes were all just plain pieces of grey paper.

‘That cab driver,’ I hissed.

‘What?’ Jam looked round.

‘He ripped us off with the change for the fare.’ My voice rose to a squeak as I rifled desperately through the pieces of paper.

I looked up at Jam.

We had one dollar left.
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The ride

We walked, unspeaking, towards a small square patch of green between two of the apartment buildings. My ears stung with cold, but I hardly noticed.

We had no money. How were we going to get back to Burlington?

Jam paced up and down on the hard grass. ‘We’ll just have to ring your mum,’ he said.

My heart sank. I knew we had to make the call. But it felt like defeat. The wind whipped round my shoulders. I dragged my jacket round me more tightly. There was no other choice. I dug into my pocket for my mobile.

‘You guys need a ride?’ I looked round. A middle-aged woman with wavy brown hair was leaning out of a car window, smiling at us.

Instinctively I shook my head and turned away. The woman opened her car door and leaned further out. She was wearing a police uniform. ‘Hey, I don’t bite,’ she laughed. ‘Where you folks headed?’

I caught Jam’s eye. We walked over to the woman together.

She was older than she looked from a distance. Her hair was very set. It might even have been a wig. And she wore heavy blue eye make-up and loads of face powder.

‘I just spotted you guys out here. You look cold.’ The woman glanced up into the cloudy sky. ‘Weather forecast reckons it’ll snow later,’ she said.

The woman reached into her jacket and pulled out a leather wallet. She flipped it open and flashed it front of us. I caught a glimpse of a star-shaped badge and the words Police Dept. ‘I’m Suzanna Sanders,’ the woman smiled. ‘On vacation as from my last shift. You guys sure I can’t drop you anywhere?’

I chewed my lip. ‘We’re going to Burlington, then Boston. The airports.’ I said.

Suzanna Sanders’s eyes widened. ‘No way. I’m going to Boston, too. Flight from Logan.’ She looked down at her uniform. ‘I’m on a tight schedule as you can see. I’m gonna have to change at the airport. So make up your minds.’

‘Can you wait a minute?’ I said. ‘I just want to talk to my friend.’

I pulled Jam away from the car. ‘I think we should go with her.’

‘What, get in a total stranger’s car?’

‘She’s a police officer,’ I said. ‘She’s not going to hurt us.’

‘Suppose your mum’s called the police?’ Jam said. ‘They might be looking for us.’

‘So? We’re going back to Mum anyway. This way we get to Boston quicker than we would if we had to go back to Burlington first.’ I glanced at Suzanna Sanders. ‘If she asks, we can say we got lost or something. And we’re trying to get back to Mum in Boston. I’ll text Mum now, tell her that’s where we’re going.’

‘I’m not sure,’ Jam said. ‘I’ve got a bad feeling.’

I squeezed his arm. ‘Come on, what can happen? She’s a cop. And there are two of us.’

Jam nodded. ‘OK.’

I turned back to the policewoman and told her our names. ‘Thanks. If it’s really all right, we will come with you. I just have to text my mum.’

‘Great,’ Suzanna smiled. ‘But would you mind texting in the car? I’m freezing my ass off out here.’

I followed her over to her car. I hesitated, not wanting to sit alone in the front with her, but also not wanting to force Jam to either.

‘It’s OK, you guys take the back seat.’ Suzanna opened the door. ‘But no smooching.’

I blushed as I got inside. Suzanna put our backpacks in the boot as we slid along the leatherette seat. The car inside was as smart and polished as it was outside. I rubbed my frozen hands together, then pulled my phone out and switched it on. Yet more missed calls and messages. I ignored them and punched in Mum’s number. Nothing. I checked the battery – still half-full. Then I noticed I had no signal.

Jam checked his as the car drew off. Same thing.

‘Often happens round here,’ Suzanna said cheerfully. Give it five minutes then try again.’

Jam settled wearily against the opposite window. He pulled his PSP out of his jacket pocket and switched it on. But he didn’t play it. He turned it over and rubbed his thumb over the neat gouges on the back – the six stripes I’d noticed in the motel.

‘What are they for?’ I said.

‘Nothing.’ Jam shrugged. He gazed out the window as we roared past a row of flat-roofed shops.

I tried my phone several more times, but still couldn’t get a signal. I left it switched on.
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