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  The Announcement




  School was finished for the summer holidays. I was free – and on my way to see my sister, Lauren. She had just got back to London after four months away, working in Paris

  with her law firm. I’d wanted to visit her while she’d been abroad – her boyfriend, Jam, went most weekends – but our mum, Annie, wouldn’t let me go. She worries about

  me . . . about us . . .




  I reached Lauren and Jam’s flat. As I rang the doorbell, I gazed at my reflection in the brass door-plate. My hair was long, with a thick fringe closely framing my eyes on either side of

  my face. I liked it that way, though Annie was always nagging me to get it cut.




  The door opened. Jam stood there. He and Lauren have been together since I was six so he’s like a big brother to me.




  ‘Hey, Mo,’ he said with a huge grin. ‘How are you?’




  ‘Hi.’ I smiled back. ‘Good, thanks.’ I kept smiling, wishing I could think of something interesting to say to him. I don’t know why, because my head’s full of

  stuff that I’ve seen or heard or been thinking about and I actually feel quite relaxed around Jam. It’s just so hard to get the right words out. I mean, I love writing – my

  biggest dream is to be a journalist – but talking to people can be really hard.




  ‘Lauren’s in the bedroom.’ Jam was still grinning from ear to ear. ‘She’ll be down in a sec.’




  I wandered into the living room. There was a photo of Dad on the mantelpiece. He died just before I was eight and I’m now fifteen. I used to be able to remember him clearly but now those

  memories are fading. I’m not sure anymore if the images I see in my mind actually happened, or whether I’ve just been told about them or imagined them from pictures. Either way, my

  memories are blurry, just snatches of moments like being on Dad’s boat back in America or walking to school holding his hand. When I imagine Dad’s face he’s always smiling, like

  in this photo. But I know that can’t be the whole truth – nobody smiles all the time.




  ‘Mo?’




  I turned round. Lauren was standing near the door, her lower half hidden by the couch. She was smiling, but not a big grin like Jam. More an excited smile, like there was something she

  couldn’t wait to tell me.




  I stared at her. Something was different. Something to do with her skin. Lauren’s really pretty with bright blue eyes that light up her whole face and she’s got long dark hair like

  me, though hers tumbles down her back in shiny waves while mine is greasy and lank. All that was the same. I frowned. So what was different? Was it just that the blue of her top really

  brought out the colour of her eyes? No, it was much more than that – like she was glowing from the inside.




  And then Lauren stepped out from behind the couch and I saw exactly why she looked different. I stared at her belly. It was high and round and big.




  ‘You’re pregnant!’ My mouth fell open.




  Jam appeared in the doorway. He laughed. So did Lauren. I was still staring at her stomach. In the blue tunic she was wearing it stuck out over her slim legs. I didn’t know much about

  babies but Lauren looked like this one was about to pop out of her.




  Still laughing, Lauren held out her arms and I went over and gave her a hug. Her belly felt taut and firm between us.




  ‘I’m thirty-six weeks gone,’ she said. ‘The baby’s due at the end of August.’




  Thirty-six weeks? That was, like, nearly eight months . . . which meant Lauren must have been pregnant before she went to Paris . . . pregnant when she said goodbye to me four months ago.

  I pulled away from her.




  ‘Why didn’t you say anything before?’ As soon as the words blurted out of me, I wished them back. It wasn’t just what I’d said, it was the whiny, angry tone.




  Too heavy, Madison.




  The smile on Lauren’s face faded slightly.




  ‘I couldn’t face telling Mum or Annie back then,’ she said.




  I nodded. I could understand that. Lauren had been adopted as a toddler and brought up away from us – she has two mums and not an easy relationship with either of them. That’s one of

  the reasons we’re so close. I could see why Lauren hadn’t spoken to her adoptive mother or Annie about being pregnant. They could both be pretty overbearing in their own way. But why

  hadn’t she told me?




  Lauren obviously saw the question in my eyes.




  ‘As I wasn’t telling the others, I didn’t want you to have to keep such a big secret,’ she said.




  ‘Right.’ I couldn’t take it all in. My big sister was going to have a baby. Which meant I was going to be an aunt. And Lauren and Jam were going to be parents. I glanced

  over at Jam. He was still beaming that huge smile.




  ‘Isn’t it amazing?’ he said, putting his arm round Lauren. Then a frown flickered over his forehead. ‘Aren’t you pleased for us, Mo?’




  I gulped again. Apart from Lauren, Jam’s the only person I let call me Mo. I’d always taken for granted just how special our three-way relationship was. And now, I realised with a

  jolt, someone else was going to get right in the way of it.




  I stood, awkwardly, chewing on my lip. Lauren was more than a sister to me. When Annie got all anxious and overprotective, Lauren was always there for me, sympathising, with Jam in the

  background, dependable and funny. Were they going to love this baby more than me? The answer came to me like a slap in the face. Of course they were going to love it more than me. It would be tiny

  and cute and . . .




  ‘Course I’m pleased.’ I forced a smile onto my face. ‘D’you know if it’s a boy or a girl yet?’




  ‘No,’ Jam said. ‘We didn’t want to know.’




  Lauren reached for my hand. ‘But you’re the first person we’ve told in either of our families. And . . . and when it’s born, we want you to be godmother, Mo.’




  ‘Oh.’ I was holding the smile on my face like a mask, but inside I felt like crying. I was being super-selfish, I knew, but I couldn’t help it. I’d always been so special

  to Lauren. And now that was going to change forever. ‘OK, sure. I mean, I don’t know if I’ll be any good as a godmother, but I’ll try.’




  I could hear how flat and dull my voice sounded and I hated myself for not being more convincingly cheerful. Lauren was staring at me like she knew something was wrong. Knowing Lauren, she was

  about to ask what it was. But just in the nick of time, the doorbell rang.
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  Discovery




  Jam, who was closest to the front door, disappeared along the hallway. We could hear him opening the door, then a familiar voice.




  ‘Darling.’ It was Carla, Jam’s highly eccentric mother.




  ‘She’s early.’ Lauren rolled her eyes. ‘I’m not telling her before Mum and Annie get here.’




  I stared at her, shocked. I’d had no idea she’d invited all the adults over. But Lauren didn’t notice. She was too busy disappearing into the kitchen.




  Carla swept into the living room. She was dressed in some sort of multicoloured poncho with a long silk scarf wound round her head. A few grey hairs peeked out from under the scarf.




  ‘Madison, darling.’ Carla rushed over and air-kissed me.




  ‘Hi,’ I said, feeling awkward.




  ‘Where’s Lauren?’




  ‘In . . . er, in the bathroom I think.’ I looked around at Jam who was hovering in the doorway.




  ‘I’ll go and see,’ he said, clearly relieved to get away from his mother.




  I sat down on the sofa beside Carla who proceeded to tell me that my aura was looking peaky. I let her talk. I was feeling awful. Lauren had sensed I wasn’t thrilled about her having a

  baby. And not being thrilled was just about the meanest thing a sister could be.




  Ten long minutes passed during which Carla talked at me non-stop. Then Jam reappeared and she started asking him about his job and whether he was eating healthily. There was no sign of Lauren.

  At last the doorbell went again and Jam let in Annie. I stood up as she drifted into the room.




  ‘Hi, Annie,’ I said.




  Annie’s eyes filled with tears as she looked at me. I wasn’t sure if it was my calling her by her name instead of ‘Mum’ that was upsetting her, or whether she was

  remembering the argument we’d had this morning, over tidying my room. We used to get on really well, but recently she’d become totally annoying, always pushing for information on what

  I’d been doing and who I’d been seeing. Not letting me be.




  I started calling her Annie about six months ago. It’s mostly like a great big hint to her to treat me like a grown up, though it’s also a bit because Lauren does it. You see,

  although Annie is Lauren’s birth mother, Lauren had been calling her adoptive parents ‘Mum and Dad’ for years before she was reunited with us, her original family.




  ‘Hi, Madison sweetie,’ Annie said, her hands fluttering nervously to her face. ‘You’re here . . . we could have come together, if you’d wanted.’




  I looked down at my shoes.




  ‘Where’s Lauren?’ That was Lydia, Lauren’s adoptive mum. She must have arrived without me hearing the bell. Lydia is a lot older than Annie, with a sharp, pointy face and

  severe grey eyes. I used to be a bit scared of her, but now I like her. At least she doesn’t treat me like a baby.




  Lydia, Carla and Annie started chatting about what was going on. They clearly had no idea why Lauren had asked them all here together. I don’t think they really get on with each other, but

  they were all making an effort. And then Lauren appeared in the doorway. I saw her first. She gave me a wink, then cleared her throat.




  The mums looked up together. Annie gasped. Lydia jumped to her feet.




  ‘What on earth?’ Lydia said. Her face was drained of colour.




  ‘I’m having a baby, Mum,’ Lauren said defiantly.




  And then pandemonium broke out. Everyone seemed to be talking at once.




  ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ That was Annie, bursting into tears. ‘Oh, sweetie, you’re twenty-three, that’s so young to be doing this.’




  ‘How far gone are you?’ Lydia demanded. ‘What do the doctors say?’




  ‘I have a wonderful arrowroot and blackberry infusion. You should try it – it’s a marvellous antenatal drink,’ Carla interjected.




  Somehow Lauren was managing to answer them all, but the questions kept flying.




  ‘How are you going to manage? Oh, sweetie, having a baby is so challenging.’




  ‘What about your job? Are you going back to it afterwards?’




  ‘Yoga is the best antenatal exercise you could take. And I have some excellent meditation tapes if you’d like them?’




  ‘Enough.’ Jam’s voice rang out from the doorway. ‘That’s enough with all the questions.’




  Everyone stopped speaking. Jam marched up to Lauren and put his arm round her shoulders. ‘I know we’re young,’ he said, looking round at the women. ‘But people a lot

  younger than us have had babies. We’re going to manage fine. We’re both going to carry on working and we’re both going to look after the baby. My hours as a teacher will fit in

  really well. Everything’s going to be fine.’




  ‘Of course, Jam.’ Lydia smiled at him. ‘Of course, it’s wonderful news.’




  They all started hugging, then Lauren called her adoptive dad, who was away on business. I glanced at Annie. She was still crying, dabbing at her eyes with a tissue. I slipped outside, saying I

  needed the loo. I stayed in the bathroom for longer than I meant. I still felt really upset about the baby . . . and really mean to be feeling so upset. At last I took a few deep breaths, came out

  of the bathroom and went back downstairs. As I neared the living room, I could hear Lauren speaking.




  ‘Yes,’ she was saying. ‘Everything’s fine. I’m swimming every day, I’ve got the Chelsey Barton pregnancy book, which is amazing, and—’




  Annie said something I couldn’t hear. I moved closer to the door.




  ‘Yes,’ Lauren said, a note of irritation in her voice. ‘I had the tests before I went to Paris. The baby’s completely healthy.’




  ‘But . . . but Lauren . . .’ Annie went on anxiously. ‘There might be things . . . problems . . . from your birth father. Things we don’t know about.’




  I froze. What was she talking about? What didn’t we know about Dad?




  ‘I’m sure it’s fine,’ Lauren said. ‘They must have screened the sperm before they gave it to you.’




  What?




  ‘But there are lots more things they can check for these days,’ Annie said.




  ‘I don’t see there’s much Lauren can do about that now,’ Lydia snapped.




  ‘Exactly, so there’s no point worrying about it,’ Jam added.




  ‘But I am worried,’ Annie went on. ‘A sperm donor could have had all sorts wrong with him.’




  Sperm donor?




  ‘Then there’d be something wrong with me or Madison, wouldn’t there?’ Lauren muttered.




  Madison. Me? What did I have to do with a sperm donor? What did Lauren have to do with one?




  ‘Just because we don’t have a full medical history for our biological dad doesn’t mean Mo or I can’t ever have a healthy baby,’ Lauren said. ‘Honestly, Annie,

  please can we stop talking about this?’




  Annie sniffed. I clutched at the wall beside me. My legs were shaking, my heart hammering. I took another step. I was in the doorway. The others saw me. Annie’s hand flew to her mouth. She

  could see I’d heard.




  ‘Oh, Christ,’ Carla murmured.




  ‘Mo?’ Lauren took a step towards me.




  I stared at her, my head still whirling. I couldn’t believe it was true. But the look on my sister’s face told me that it was. I turned to Annie. ‘You lied?’ I said.

  ‘About Dad?’




  ‘No.’ Annie’s mouth trembled. ‘He was your father, just . . .’ She looked down at the floor.




  ‘Just not biologically.’ Lauren stepped forward. ‘Mo?’




  But I didn’t wait to hear the rest. I turned and fled. Along the hall, out the front door and away.
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  The Search




  Of course, as soon as I’d got halfway down the street, I wanted to go back. I wanted answers. I didn’t understand what I’d heard, just that Sam Purditt

  wasn’t my biological father. But how that was possible I couldn’t imagine.




  I reached Jam and Lauren’s car and stopped running. Yes, I wanted to know more, but I couldn’t go back. It was too humiliating. All the people in the room – all the mums plus

  Lauren – they clearly knew the whole story. About my dad. And yet no-one had told me. Why? Was there some terrible secret they thought I wasn’t old enough to cope with?




  Footsteps sounded along the pavement. I looked up as Jam pounded up to me, then bent over, catching his breath.




  ‘Mo,’ he said. ‘They are such idiots. I can’t believe no-one told you.’




  ‘You knew too?’ Tears bubbled behind my eyes. I couldn’t bear being left out like this. And I still didn’t know what they were all talking about. ‘What did they

  mean? Who was my biological father?’




  ‘I don’t know.’ Jam frowned. ‘I don’t know any of the details. I haven’t talked about it to anyone since . . . man, it was years ago. There was a

  letter we found, me and Lauren. Your dad – Sam – he’d written to Lauren before he died, explaining that they used a sperm donor for you and Lauren because Sam couldn’t have

  kids.’




  ‘A sperm donor?’ The world felt like it was spinning inside my head. My father was a sperm donor . . . out of a test tube? ‘Who was he?’




  ‘I don’t know,’ Jam said. ‘The letter didn’t go into details. I . . . I wanted to say something, but it wasn’t the right time . . .’




  ‘You wanted to tell me?’ My heart was racing.




  ‘Actually, back then I wanted to tell Shelby. There was a letter for her as well.’




  ‘Right . . . thanks.’ I turned away. Shelby was my other sister. She died in a fire the year after Dad. ‘You’re saying you thought Shelby had a right to know, but not

  me?’




  Jam grabbed my arm. ‘The letters were for Shelby and Lauren, not you.’




  My mouth trembled. So Sam Purditt not only wasn’t my biological father, he hadn’t even bothered to write me my own letter telling me so.




  Jam obviously saw what I was thinking.




  ‘Shelby got a separate letter because her dad was . . . different from yours and Lauren’s,’ he said.




  ‘Right,’ I said.




  ‘And because you were so little,’ Jam went on, ‘I thought your mum should tell you or something. Please, Mo, you were only eight.’




  ‘OK, but I’m not eight now.’




  ‘I know.’ Jam sighed. He glanced back towards the apartment. ‘Annie’s having a total meltdown in there because she knows she should have told you and couldn’t face

  it.’




  I nodded. I was used to Annie’s meltdowns.




  ‘So will you come back inside?’ Jam asked. ‘Lauren feels terrible.’




  I hesitated a moment. I still wanted answers. Most particularly, I wanted to know who this sperm donor was. But I couldn’t face Annie in hysterics right now. And I couldn’t face all

  of them together, feeling sorry for me.




  ‘No,’ I said. ‘Not right now. I just want to be on my own for a bit.’




  Jam nodded. Like Lauren he’s good at sensing when it’s best not to push me. In fact, he’s good at that with everyone – it’s one of the things that I imagine makes

  him a great teacher. ‘OK, that’s fair enough.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Hey, Mo, you are pleased for me and Lauren, aren’t you? About the baby, I mean?’




  I nodded. ‘Sure,’ I said. ‘Course I am.’




  Jam went back inside and I trudged away, turning off my phone in case Annie tried to call me. I’d intended to walk around for a bit, but I soon found myself outside a tube station and once

  I was through the barrier there didn’t seem much point doing anything except going home. While Lauren’s apartment is close to central London, Annie and I live just ten minutes’

  walk from Lauren’s adoptive parents in north London. Annie chose the house years ago, when Lauren still lived at home, so I could be near to my big sister.




  How could Lauren have kept such a massive secret from me for so many years? I was used to Annie getting stuff like that wrong. But not Lauren. She’d always been so totally on my side

  – fierce and loyal and true. And yet she hadn’t been honest with me about who our father was. It hurt more than I could bear.




  I let myself in and went up to my room. I was sure Annie wouldn’t be far behind me and right now I couldn’t face the thought of speaking to her. I switched on my phone – missed

  calls from both Annie and Lauren. I didn’t listen to their messages. Instead, I plugged my headphones into my mobile. I needed music. I needed to lose myself in someone else’s pain, so

  I didn’t have to think about my own.




  I was about to press play when the doorbell rang. I hesitated. I wasn’t expecting anyone – and it couldn’t be Annie or Lauren. They both had keys. The doorbell sounded again

  – a long, persistent ring. Sighing, I went downstairs.




  Lauren’s adoptive brother, Rory, was standing on the doorstep, his friend Marcus beside him. I tugged self-consciously at my hair. It wasn’t Rory I was embarrassed to see –

  we’ve known each other for years and we go to the same school. He’s like my cousin or something. We’re not close, exactly. But we get on OK.




  No, it was Marcus I was shy around. He’s the same age as Rory – seventeen – but, like, the most good-looking boy in London. Cool hair, styled with a long fringe today, tall and

  broad-shouldered, with piercing green eyes. I’d had a crush on him for two years.




  ‘Hey, Madison.’ Rory’s ruddy cheeks stretched into a smile. ‘Are you OK?’




  ‘Sure.’ I glanced at Marcus, feeling my face reddening. He was looking bored, stifling a yawn as he leaned against the door frame.




  ‘Mum made me come round, to see if you were here.’ Rory rolled his eyes. ‘They’re all in a panic about you down at Lauren’s. Is it true she’s

  pregnant?’




  ‘Yeah.’




  Rory rolled his eyes again. ‘Is that why you flipped out?’




  ‘No.’ My cheeks burned even hotter.




  Marcus stifled another yawn. ‘If she’s OK, can we go?’ he said.




  Rory looked at me. ‘Sure you’re all right?’




  ‘Course.’ I flicked back my hair in what I hoped was a vaguely sophisticated and confident gesture. Marcus gave no sign that he’d noticed. Then a thought struck me. ‘Hey,

  Rory, d’you know anything . . . about my dad? Stuff that my mum might have told yours, maybe that she didn’t want me to know about?’




  Rory made a face. ‘No. Why?’




  I shrugged. ‘Never mind.’ I started to close the door. Marcus caught my eye and winked. What was he doing? He’d looked so totally bored just a second ago. I smiled uncertainly

  back.




  ‘Hey, Madison.’ Rory’s voice almost made me jump.




  ‘What?’




  ‘My mum keeps a bunch of diaries about old stuff,’ he said. ‘Maybe yours does too.’




  The two boys set off along the pavement. In spite of all the turmoil in my head, I couldn’t help wishing I’d been a bit cooler around Marcus. He walked with a rolling swagger that

  managed to convey absolute confidence with a hint of ‘don’t mess with me’ danger.




  I shut the door and thought about what Rory had said. Diaries. I couldn’t imagine Annie keeping a diary. She had enough trouble keeping track of everyday life to do anything requiring that

  kind of focus. She didn’t even own a computer. Still, it was worth a look.




  I raced up to her bedroom, guessing that’s where she’d keep something as personal as a diary. Our cleaner had been earlier, so the surfaces were all clear and tidy, but I knew the

  chaos that would face me as soon as I opened any of the cupboard doors. I tried the bedside table drawer. Sure enough, it was overflowing with tissues and hand creams and manicure kits. No paper at

  all. Then I opened the wardrobe door. That was crammed with dresses and tops and trousers, most of them half off their hangers. Shoes littered the floor space, plus a pair of my old dolls, three

  plastic bags, a pottery cup Shelby and I made for her at camp one summer, a box of old lipsticks, and a wooden drumstick – goodness knows where that had come from.




  I sat back on my heels, feeling overwhelmed. Didn’t Annie ever throw anything away? I rummaged right to the back. There were several cardboard boxes here, plus a couple of small suitcases.

  I pulled them out and opened them one by one. Piles of clothes met my eye. One box was full of old jumpers and skirts. Another was crammed with little girl dresses. I didn’t remember wearing

  any of them. I guess they must have been Shelby’s or Lauren’s. I was trying to be systematic, but once all the clothes were on the carpet, it was hard to keep track.




  ‘Madison, sweetie?’ Annie’s voice quavered from the doorway.




  I spun round. I’d been so caught up in my search for a diary I hadn’t even heard her come in.




  ‘What are you doing?’ she said, looking round at all the clothes on the carpet, her voice breaking into a sob.




  I stood up. ‘I want to know everything,’ I said. ‘I want to know why you used a sperm donor. I want to know who he is. And I want to know why everyone else except me knew about

  him for seven years.’ I folded my arms and glared at her.




  A tear trickled down her cheek. Her hands were shaking as she twisted them over each other. How I hated that gesture of hers. Sometimes, though it felt horrible to admit it, I hated Annie

  herself. She was always so weak and miserable. For as long as I could remember, I’d felt it was my job to look after her. But why should I have to do that? It wasn’t fair.




  ‘Madison, I realise what you heard was a shock,’ Annie said. ‘But I’ve kept certain things from you to protect you. Because I didn’t want you to be hurt . .

  .’




  My guts tightened into an angry knot.




  ‘I get you’ve been trying to protect me,’ I said, clenching my fists. ‘But you need to get this: I’m not a little girl anymore, and what I overheard was something

  important about my dad. You owe me an explanation, because I don’t understand and that’s worse than anything.’




  We stared at each other. Annie blinked rapidly. She wasn’t going to tell me. I could see the resistance in her eyes. I clenched my fists, ready to storm out. Maybe I’d go back to

  Lauren. Try and get the truth from her. And then Annie wiped her hand across her face, brushing away her tears. She looked up at me, clear-eyed and with a smile of resignation.




  ‘You’re right, Madison,’ she said with a sigh. ‘It’s time you and Lauren knew the truth about your birth father. Please come downstairs. Lauren’s here too.

  I’ll tell you both everything I know.’
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  Allan Faraday




  I followed Annie downstairs, into the living room, where Lauren was perched on the edge of the couch. She looked up as I walked in, her face scrunched up with misery.




  ‘Mo?’ she said.




  ‘It’s fine,’ I said, without meeting her gaze. It wasn’t fine, of course. Lauren had failed to tell me what she knew about my dad and that she was pregnant. But I

  didn’t want a big fight with her.




  I sat down across the room and waited, as Annie produced a small wooden box from the depths of the large scroll-top desk that stood in the far corner. With trembling fingers, Annie unlocked the

  box and drew out a sheet of paper. She turned to me.




  ‘Lauren already knows this part: your dad and I tried to have a baby for over a year. We had some tests, and found that we couldn’t have children together. I was fine, but there were

  problems with . . . with your dad. We talked about it for a while, then decided we should use a sperm donor.’




  ‘Did you do IVF?’ I asked.




  Annie nodded. ‘The donor was anonymous. All we were officially told were the things we’d been able to choose – like him having dark hair and eyes, the same as your dad, and

  being six foot . . . so the same height . . . and that he was twenty years old.’ She hesitated.




  ‘But you found out more?’ I said. I glanced over at Lauren. She was sitting forward, listening intently, her hands folded over her swollen belly.




  Annie nodded slowly. ‘Like I say, that’s all we were officially told, but when I was in the clinic in Evanport, having the treatment, I got friendly with one of the nurses. I told

  her how anxious I was about genetic problems . . . you know, things being inherited like diseases and conditions . . .’




  I frowned. ‘Don’t they check out the sperm before they give it to you?’




  ‘For some things,’ Annie said, ‘but not everything. It would be too expensive.’ She hesitated again. ‘Anyway, this nurse happened to be sympathetic. She thought the

  clinic was skipping even the basic tests and trying to do things on the cheap. So . . . well, she didn’t want to make a fuss. She was scared of losing her job. But she gave me some extra

  information about our donor. Not much, just a name and an address, but it was enough to make it possible for me to hire someone to investigate. I had to know everything would be all

  right.’




  Well, that made sense. Annie was such a worrier – though I could hardly imagine her having the drive actually to organise an investigation.




  ‘Did Dad – Sam – know what you were doing?’ Lauren asked.




  ‘No.’ Annie sighed. ‘Your father was struggling enough as it was with the idea he couldn’t have his own children. It was different after you were born but, back then, he

  couldn’t have handled knowing the other man’s name, let alone any other details.’




  ‘So . . . what did the investigator find out?’ I held my breath.




  Annie handed me the piece of paper from the wooden box. ‘This is everything I know,’ she said.




  I looked at the sheet. It was a report, typed in three paragraphs, on a man named Allan Faraday. I read the lines, but I couldn’t take in any of the information. This whole thing felt

  surreal. I mean, how was it possible that this stranger was my biological father? I tried to read the three paragraphs again. This time I picked up the crucial bits of data: at the time of

  Lauren’s conception, Faraday was twenty, and a student at New York State University. He had grown up travelling around various capital cities in Europe thanks to his dad’s banking job

  and suffered ‘the normal childhood illnesses’ the report said. He was basically fit, healthy and a keen basketball player. He only drank in moderation, didn’t smoke, didn’t

  take drugs and had achieved good grades in his most recent set of exams. The only negative given in the report was that he tended to spend extravagantly – hence his attempt to increase his

  income by donating sperm.




  I skim-read the next paragraph which gave details of Faraday’s wealthy parents – his dad was American but his mother was from Britain – and their medical history, then the

  next, with data on the two sets of grandparents. All four individuals were still alive in their eighties. No indications of cancer, heart problems, dementia or degenerative diseases. I looked

  up.




  ‘This is our real dad?’ I said. ‘This . . . Allan Faraday?’




  ‘Sam was our real dad,’ Lauren said firmly. ‘This man just provided a . . . a genetic base for us.’




  I shook my head. It was all right for Lauren. She had known Sam when she was my age. Plus, she had her adoptive dad as well. But I had no-one. I didn’t even properly remember Sam.




  Annie wrung her hands. ‘Lauren’s right,’ she said, her voice all trembly. ‘Sam took care of you and loved you and played with you. You know that,

  Madison.’




  ‘Earlier, you said something to Lauren about finding out more about the sperm donor’s medical history . . .’ I said. ‘Does that mean you think we should get in touch with

  him?’




  ‘No.’ Annie’s eyes widened. ‘Definitely not. I was . . . I was just surprised about Lauren being pregnant. But she was right, if there had been something wrong with him,

  it would have shown up in you or her by now.’




  ‘Anyway, I’m going to have the baby in a few weeks,’ Lauren said. ‘That’s going to happen whatever, and afterwards we can do any tests we want.’




  ‘Don’t you want to find this man?’ I persisted. ‘I mean, he’s your blood father.’




  ‘No.’ Lauren shook her head. ‘He doesn’t mean anything to me.’




  ‘But . . .’ I frowned. ‘But you wanted to know about us. About your original family. Why not your birth dad?’




  ‘That’s completely different, Mo,’ Lauren said. ‘I was stolen away from Annie and Sam – from my original family. This man just donated a bit of himself. It’s

  . . . it’s meaningless by comparison.’




  I couldn’t believe it. Of all the people in the world, Lauren was the one I’d have expected to understand. She’d grown up away from us because she’d been kidnapped as a

  toddler and later adopted by another family. She had gone in search of her birth parents, just like I wanted to. Yet here she was, not getting it at all.




  ‘I want to know him,’ I said, my anger rising. ‘I want to know my birth dad, if I can.’




  Annie was on her feet, tears welling in her eyes. ‘No, Madison, that’s a terrible idea.’




  ‘Why?’ I protested. ‘I’ve got a right to know him.’




  ‘Mo, listen.’ Lauren’s eyes pleaded with me. ‘I understand you want to find out about your roots. But Sam was there from the beginning. He wanted you. This

  man – Allan Faraday – he doesn’t even know we exist. Remember, the sperm donation was supposed to be anonymous. He . . . he might not want to know you. And I’d hate to see

  you hurt.’




  ‘Oh, so would I, sweetie,’ Annie added.




  I couldn’t be more hurt by him than I have been by you two and your lies.




  I thought the words, but I didn’t say them. Instead, I looked down at the living room carpet. A tuft of wool stuck up by the leg of the couch where Lauren was sitting. I chewed on my lip.

  OK, so Annie and Lauren didn’t understand why I needed to find Allan Faraday. Well, I wouldn’t bother to talk to them about it anymore. I held out the piece of paper to Lauren.




  ‘D’you want to look at this?’




  ‘No thanks,’ she said.




  I folded it up and put it in my pocket.




  ‘Madison, please promise me you’re not going to do anything stupid like . . . like try and find this man.’ Annie sounded on the verge of tears.




  I turned to her. ‘Course not,’ I lied. ‘Like you say, what would be the point? He might not even want to know me.’




  Lauren left soon after this and I went up to my room. I did a Google search on Allan Faraday straight away, but it didn’t come up with anything. I’d worked out the man must now be

  forty-three but the rest of the information I had – all the medical stuff – wasn’t really much help. I slept badly that night, my dreams filled with dark shapes that loomed out of

  the shadows, then disappeared again, leaving me awake and trembling.




  I finally dropped into a deeper sleep at about 5 am. I woke from this with a start just after 10 am and began my search again. This time, instead of just inputting Allan Faraday’s name, I

  trawled all the social networking sites I’d ever heard of as well as several that I hadn’t.




  I came across scores of Faradays, but none of them fitted in terms of colouring, age or nationality. And then, after an hour or so, I stumbled across an entry on a media networking site called

  Bizznet. From the picture beside his job description – media consultant – this Faraday looked about the right age and he definitely had dark hair and eyes. I quickly clicked through to

  his full profile. My heartbeat quickened as I read on.




  Allan Faraday, media consultant and freelance journalist. Dual US/UK nationality. Graduate of New York State University.




  After this top line entry, there followed a list of the clients Faraday had worked for – loads of famous brand names among them – and then, at the end, a short biog.




  Faraday, 43, lists among his interests soccer, film and basketball. You can follow him on Twitter @faradayall




  It had to be him. All the details fitted, right down to the unusual two ‘l’s in ‘Allan’. My fingers were shaking as I logged onto Twitter and searched for his username.

  There. The most recent entry was for this morning. It said:




  Leaving London tomorrow but looking forward to Brisbane Media drinks first. See ya there!




  I gasped. He was in London. Right now. It was fate. I had to find him. All I needed to know was where this drinks party he referred to was being held. I flicked quickly through to the

  person he’d sent his tweet to, then opened their conversation to see if I could find out.




  It took another few minutes but I soon had the info I needed. My biological father, Allan Faraday, was going to be at the Houses of Parliament tonight for a drinks reception starting at 7

  pm.




  And so was I.
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  A Hitch




  Getting away from home and Annie was the easy bit, despite Annie’s overprotective habit of demanding to know where I was going and who I’d be with. I told her I was

  meeting my friend Rosa from school. I’m not exactly popular at school – I’m too shy and too serious for most of the airheads in my class – but Rosa and I genuinely get on.

  She comes from a majorly dysfunctional family too, with no dad and three older brothers, one of whom is in constant trouble with the police. Anyway, Rosa was quite happy to cover for me that

  evening.




  I took the tube to Westminster then followed the map on my phone to the building with the designated entrance for the Brisbane Media drinks reception. The Houses of Parliament are huge and

  sprawling and it took longer than I’d expected. I didn’t reach the building I was looking for until almost 7.30 pm.
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