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“When truth is replaced by silence, the silence is a lie.”

—Yevgeny Yevtushenko
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Chapter 1 
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I should have hung up on Nick Monelli before he had the chance to tell me who he was. Better still, I shouldn’t have answered that call, just let it go to Message Bank. That way, I could have kept living my happy family fantasy. Never known the truth.

But no. Communication freak me couldn’t let an incoming call go unanswered. So I fumbled the front door key in my rush to get indoors. Navigated an obstacle course of Ben’s bag, boots and books on my way to the phone in the lounge room. Knocked my shin on the coffee table as I grabbed the receiver. Swore into the mouthpiece.

Mum would have been horrified. She’d drilled me and Ben on professional phone answering skills. It wouldn’t do for a business caller to get the yobbo treatment from her kids. Today’s effort would definitely rate a black mark—unless it was Dad or Nanna Han at the other end of the line. But no such luck.

“Hello?” The voice was male, slightly foreign sounding and unfamiliar.

My face blazed even though I was alone in the room. “Um—sorry. I—uh—tripped over my brother’s backpack and bumped my knee on the coffee table.” Pathetic, I thought. Get it together. 

“Ouch,” said the caller. “Would you like me to hang up, give you five or ten minutes to recover, then call back and we can start over?”

“That won’t be necessary.” My professional phone voice clicked into gear. “How can I help you?” Top marks for Miss Formality.

“Is Hallie there?”

“I’m sorry, you must have the wrong number. There’s no one here by–oh.” Suddenly it registered. “Do you mean Helen? Helen Norton?”

“That’s right.”

“I’m sorry, she can’t come to the phone at the moment, but I’ll take your name and contact number and she’ll get back to you as soon as she can.”

As I said, I knew the drill and by this time I was all business, pen and message pad at the ready. But he didn’t give me the details I was expecting.

Instead he asked, “That’s Katherine, isn’t it?”

“Kate.” My response was automatic. Then caution kicked in. “Who’s this?”

“It’s—” There was the slightest pause. “Nick, Nick Monelli.” He said it like a major announcement. Was his name supposed to mean something to me? It totally didn’t. Maybe it would to Mum.

By now I was losing interest, wanted to get the call over and done with. It was past my after-school snack time and I needed to make up for skipping lunch. My stomach was sending desperation signals. I gave him the wind-up. “OK, I’ll tell her you called. Does she have your number?”

“Yes. Um—is that it?” He sounded disappointed.

I rolled my eyes. What else would there be? That’s when I should have hung up. If I’d had any sense I would have. But I’m super polite, simply can’t help it with the pleases and thank yous, excuse mes and sorries. I’m the pushover who can’t interrupt boring monologues and will listen to a sales pitch from start to finish even if I’m not the least bit interested in what’s being sold. It drives me nuts. Now every cell in my body was screaming, ‘terminate, terminate’, but I didn’t because this guy didn’t seem to want to give up. He tried again.

“Nothing else you’d like to say?”

“Like what?” What did he expect? 

“I just thought you might want to chat for a while. We could maybe start to get to know each other.”

This was getting freaky. Prickles of unease ran up my spine. Who was this weirdo? And where was he calling from? Was he right outside and trying to find out if I was home alone? I edged towards the front window and peeked out. No one in sight. That didn’t mean he wasn’t hiding among the bushes in our garden. Had I locked the front door? Had I even shut it in my rush to answer the phone? Polite or not, I had to hang up. Now.

It was as if he read my mind. “Don’t hang up, Catherine. Please, don’t hang up.”

I was about to replace the receiver but something in his voice stopped me. His next words turned me cold.

“I’ve waited so long to hear your voice.” He was practically begging.

The phone felt like it was glued to my ear. I slid down the wall and sat on the floor.  “Who are you?” I whispered.

“I told you. Nick Monelli. Your father.”

“No.” I shook my head. This conversation was getting crazier than Alice Through the Looking Glass. I was right. The guy was a weirdo. Some kind of mental case, like those people who confessed to crimes they didn’t commit, only he had a daughter issue. It was sad, but I had to set him straight before this went any further. “I’ve already got a dad.”

“You don’t know.” He sounded stunned. “I can’t believe Hallie—”

“Stop!” I interrupted. “I don’t want to hear this. It’s not true. I’d know. My mum would’ve told me. She doesn’t lie. She can’t. She’s not capable of it. I don’t know what your game is but I’m not playing it.” My hand had begun to shake uncontrollably yet I couldn’t seem to cut the call.

“It’s no game, Katherine.” He kept talking, his voice gentle. “I am your father. I’m so sorry you had to find out this way. Believe me, I never planned it. I thought—I didn’t know—surely you know about me.”

“I don’t believe you. You’re lying.” He had to be. If he wasn’t... if it was true... then my whole life was the lie.

He sighed. “Why would I pretend to be someone I’m not? I’ve no reason—I am who I say I am. Talk to your mother. Ask her.”

I couldn’t speak. It was all I could do to stop my teeth chattering and the trembling had spread to the rest of my body.

The silence hung between us for what seemed an age.

At last he said, “I’m going to hang up now. I’ll call back later. Will you be all right till your mother gets home?”

He waited for the answer that didn’t come, then with another sigh disconnected the call.

I stayed where I was, sitting on the floor with the phone in my hand, unable to move. This couldn’t be happening. Not to me. I knew who I was—or thought I did. Catherine Rose Norton, commonly known as Kate. Daughter of Steve and Helen. Sister to nine-year-old Ben. Granddaughter of Hannah. Best friend to Lisa, alias Fizz because ‘Lemonade’ was too much of a mouthful for everyday use. She called me AJ, short for ‘Apple Juice’. The names had stuck since the day our English teacher asked the class, “If your best friend was a drink, what would it be?” It had taken us all of two seconds to decide. Lisa said I was sweet, wholesome and natural. I told her she was all froth and bubbles. Our current project was planning her sixteenth birthday party.

My major dilemma till Nick Monelli dropped his bombshell was how to convince cute new guy in class Joshua Perrin that he preferred sweetness to sparkle. Monelli’s call changed everything. My life wasn’t what it had seemed. It was a sham.

I wasn’t who I thought I was and I couldn’t get my head around it. Why the big secret about my birth father? Why pretend all these years, let me believe my—stepfather? foster father?—was my real father? And what else hadn’t I been told? Was the woman I called Mum really my birth mother or was that a lie too? And if the answer was yes, they’d let me live a lie. I bit down so hard on my lower lip I tasted blood.

Everyone I trusted most in the world had betrayed me. They’d all deceived me: Mum, Dad, my lovely Nanna Han. No... It couldn’t be true. My family wouldn’t do that to me. My life wasn’t a lie. He was lying... why? There must be a rational explanation. Dropping the phone, I pulled my knees up to hug them close to my chest. A wintry chill had wrapped itself around me.

Time went on pause mode. The drone of the garage door opening restarted it. I heard Mum’s car pulling into the drive, the slamming of a door, her high heels clicking on the path. She began talking the minute she came in through the open front door.

“Hi, Kate,” she called. “Sorry I’m late, love. I got held up with a client. And how many times have I told you to lock the screen door? Anyone could walk in.”

At first she didn’t see me sitting on the floor in the lounge. She took off her earrings and dropped them on the hall table. Put her briefcase on the floor beside it. Kicked off her shoes. Sidestepped our school gear with an exasperated sigh. Then she caught sight of me.

“Oh, there you are.” She smiled as she came through to the lounge room. “What are you doing?”

I stared at her. This was my mum. Did I know her at all?

Untying the scarf that was knotted about her neck, she asked, “Did your dad call?”

The weird laugh didn’t sound like mine. My voice came out in a rasp. “Nick Monelli did.”

It was as if she’d been shot. She staggered. Cried out. Crumpled onto the nearest chair. And I knew. It was true.

She licked her lips, clutched a hand to her throat. “Oh my god. What did he tell you?”

“What you should have.”

Hot anger surged through me. I leaped to my feet and stood over her with my hands on my hips.

She shrank back against the chair. “Kate...don’t look at me like that.”

“Like what? Like you’re the lowest of the low? I can hardly bear to look at you. How could you do this to me? I trusted you. I believed you. Always. And you’ve been lying to me my whole life. Everybody has. I’ll never forgive you for this.” By now I was screaming. “I hate you! I hate you all! The whole lying lot of you!”

She reached out a hand towards me. “Let me explain...”

“Don’t bother!” I snarled and bolted for the door, nearly catapulting into the only father I’d ever known.

He reached out to steady me.

I shook free and rushed on.

“What’s going on here?” he asked Mum.

“Nick called...” she said and burst into tears.

It was the last thing I heard as I headed for the street.

Ben nearly ran me down with his bike as he returned home from his mate’s but I swerved and kept running.
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There was only one place I could go, one person left in the world I knew I could trust. Blinded by tears, I pounded along the pavement. 

“Are you OK, love?” asked a woman who was weeding her front lawn.

I choked on a sob and kept running. Stumbled and fell. A jogger tried to help me up.

I shoved him away and ran on.

By the time I reached Lisa’s house I was almost doubled over with the stitch in my side and every breath felt like a knife cutting through my raw throat. Her mum Terri opened the front door to me. I practically fell into her arms.

“My god, Kate, what’s happened? What’s wrong, love? Are you hurt? Has somebody hurt you?”

Oh, yeah. But not so you could see. I shook my head and gasped out, “I—just need to—see Lisa.”

“She’s gone down the deli to pick up some coffee.”

That was all I needed—Lisa not home. The news started a torrent of tears that had Terri looking more worried than ever. She still had her arms around me. I couldn’t have stood up without her support. Now she helped me indoors, saying, “Come on, love, come in and sit down. Lisa won’t be long.”

Once she’d led me into their tiny lounge room and shifted a pile of unfolded laundry to make space on the sofa, she hurried out of the room, returning almost immediately with a giant box of tissues and a glass of water. Then she joined me on the sofa, close enough to be comforting yet careful not to crowd me while I tried to stop crying.

“Feeling a bit better now?” she asked when my sobs finally eased to an occasional gulping hiccup.

I nodded and stared down at the scrunched up bundle of tissues in my hands.

“Would you like me to call your mum?”

“No!” I hadn’t meant to shout it. “Sorry,” I muttered. It wasn’t Terri’s fault my mother was a lying bitch.

She patted my hand in understanding. “That’s OK, Kate. Me and Lisa have some fights like you wouldn’t believe. How about I make you a cup of hot chocolate while you’re waiting? If you’re lucky I might even be able to find you a chocolate bickie to go with it—that’s if Jim and the kids haven’t demolished the lot.”

I followed her through to the cluttered kitchen. Bella, Lisa’s little stepsister, was standing on a chair at the bench, spreading jam thickly on a cracker biscuit and the front of her T-shirt. She grinned at me and brushed the hair from her eyes with one sticky hand.

“I’m making mine own.”

“I can see that.” I managed a watery smile.

“Hot chocolate OK—or maybe you’d rather wait for the coffee?” Terri rinsed one of the cups from the pile of unwashed dishes on the sink and dried it on a tea towel.

“Hot chocolate will be fine, thanks.”

Despite my efforts it ended in a sob and I was crying again. The simple family scene had undone me. I flopped onto the nearest chair and howled as if my heart would break. And I’d left the box of tissues in the lounge room because I’d thought I was right out of tears. Terri reached for the giant box of tissues on top of the fridge and cleared a space for them on the table. She bent down in front of me.

“Oh, Kate, love, surely it’s not that bad?”

But it was. It felt like my life as I knew it was over and I could hardly bear it. I cried all the harder.

Bella’s sweet face looked confused, then worried. Her bottom lip trembled and she looked about to add her tears to mine. Terri gave her a quick hug.

“It’s all right, sweetie, Kate’s OK, she’s just having a good cry like Mummy does sometimes.”

The front door slammed and Lisa yelled from the passage, “I’m back! They’d sold out of the decaf so I got ordinary.”

Terri sighed. “You know Jim won’t drink anything but decaf.”

“Don’t tell him then, he won’t know the difference.” She did a dramatic double take at the sight of me sitting at the kitchen table.  “AJ! Shi-i-i-t! What the hell’s happened to you?”

“Lisa!” warned Terri.

“I know, not in front of Bella. Sorr-ee.” She ruffled Bella’s hair, then covered her little sister’s ears with her hands. “Didn’t hear a thing, did you muffin?”

Bella shook her head. Her mouth was too full of jam and cracker biscuit to say a word.

Little sister sorted, Lisa hurried over to me, her eyes wide with concern. “What’s wrong?”

I’d managed to get the sobs under control but the tears didn’t seem to have an off tap and were still running down my cheeks. All I could do was shrug and twist the soggy tissue in my hands. I’d come to Lisa because she was the only person left in my life I felt I could trust. Now she was here, where did I start?

Lisa must have looked to her mum for an explanation because I saw Terri mouth, “I don’t know” as she brought my mug of hot chocolate to the table.

Lisa immediately swooped on the mug.

“Come on,” she said, practically dragging me out of the chair. “I know what you need—Fizz therapy.” At the door of her bedroom she lowered her voice to a whisper. “And bulk chocolate, which I happen to have a stash of.”

It couldn’t make me feel any worse. I’d hit rock bottom. Thank goodness I had Lisa. If anyone could help me through this, it was her.

She dumped my mug of hot chocolate on her desk, picked up a Wii games disk and waved it in front of me. “Check this out. Hottest Dance Party. Dana lent it to me. If telling me what’s wrong doesn’t make you feel better, this will.”

“Not tonight.” Terri was passing Lisa’s room with Bella on her hip on the way to the bathroom. “I spent way too long getting the twins to settle to have you waking them up.”

“We’ll put it on low...”

“No.”

“That’s not fair!”

“That’s too bad. And don’t slam your bedroom door. Have some consideration.”

“Nice if that worked both ways,” muttered Lisa, closing her door with exaggerated care. She flung herself onto the bed. “I can’t believe how they treat me. You sure your folks won’t adopt me? I’d be a great daughter—hey, what did I say?”

It wasn’t something I hadn’t heard before but tonight it started up another flood of tears. I’d left the box of tissues in the kitchen. Lisa tossed me a crumpled T-shirt from the pile of clothes on the end of her bed.

“Don’t worry, it’s clean.”

It mopped up my tears well enough. Once I’d got myself under control I flopped down on the floor with my back to the closed door.

“So—what was it I said?” She sat up, hugging her panda cushion to her chest. “And what’s happened?”

She listened in stunned silence to my garbled account.

“And you thought your family was dysfunctional,” I finished, then rolled onto my stomach and buried my head in my arms. The carpet felt rough against my cheek.

“Go on,” urged Lisa.

I raised my head to look at her. “That’s it.”

“No it isn’t. Why didn’t they tell you before this? What happened between your mum and your biological dad? How come he’s waited fifteen years to contact you?”

Those questions and more gnawed at me. What were the answers?

“I don’t know,” I whispered.

“You’re entitled to an explanation. They owe you that much.”

“Right. And what guarantee do I have that anything they tell me will be the truth?”

Lisa put aside the panda cushion and twisted a strand of long blonde hair around one finger. “Omigod,” she said at last. “This is so huge. What happens now?”

“I can’t go home.” My one-time safe haven felt like an alien place. “Can I stay here?

“Of course. You don’t even need to ask. You can stay as long as you like. We’ll look after you. You can depend on us.”

She leaned over the side of the bed and foraged about in the bottom drawer of her bedside cabinet, bringing out a plastic bag. “You definitely need chocolate. What do you want? Mars Bar, Snickers, Cherry Ripe, Smarties? Hey, I’ve even got a couple of your fave Lindts. Here, catch. That’s for starters. Next on the ‘cheer up AJ’ list is ice cream. We’ve only got plain old vanilla but hey, ice cream’s ice cream. How about we go raid the fridge? First though, you’ll never guess who I saw at the deli—Joshua Perrin.”

Lisa didn’t wait for a response. “He was with a girl, but she looked a lot like him so I’d bet sister rather than girlfriend. I was surprised he knew who I was.”

“Of course he did.”

How could he not, with her long blonde hair, summer sky eyes and bikini girl body? Not to mention that lemonade fizzy personality. Someone like me didn’t stand a chance against that sort of competition. Though right this minute, I had a bigger problem than convincing Joshua Perrin to choose sweetness over sparkle.

I reached for another handful of Smarties.

“Guess what,” said Lisa. “I invited him to my party and the way he said yes, he wouldn’t want to miss it made me go all goose-bumpy.” She hugged herself and sighed dreamily. “There was like a promise in his smile. There’s a real connection between us, I can so feel it.”

The chocolate lost its sweetness. I’d thought my life had already hit rock bottom. I was wrong.
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I’d just awarded a mental ten to Lemonade, zero to Apple Juice in the romance stakes when Terri tapped on the bedroom door before opening it to tell me, “Kate, phone for you. It’s your mum.”

When I made no move to get up off the floor to take the phone, she came in, walked across the room and bent down in front of me, looking concerned.

“Whatever it is you’ve had a row about, love, you do need to talk to her,” Terri said softly, reaching out to brush the hair out of my eyes. “She’s been worried sick. You left the house really upset. She needs to know you’re all right.” 

The angry knot in my stomach twisted tighter. All right? After what I’d found out? My whole life a lie. Betrayed by everyone I’d trusted most. What did she expect? That I’d just pick myself up, say ‘whoop de doo, I’ve got another dad I didn’t know about’ and get on with my life? In her dreams. My nails dug into the flesh of my palms as I struggled to control the furious trembling that had taken hold of my body. My own mother. How could she? You didn’t do that to people you loved. She didn’t deserve reassurance. She deserved to suffer.

“Kate...” Terri was handing me the phone. Shaking my head, I backed away, edging along the carpet on my butt. No way was I going to talk to my mum. Not after what she’d done. My throat seized up as I bit back the abuse that threatened to spew out of my mouth. All that held me back was not wanting Terri and Lisa to see me at my worst.

Terri sat on the side of Lisa’s bed, resting one hand on my shoulder and using the other to put the phone to her ear. “I’m really sorry, Helen, but Kate doesn’t want to talk to you.”

“And why should she?” Lisa was at my side in an instant, arms around me protectively, staring up at her mum. “After what they’ve done I don’t blame her.”

Worry creased Terri’s usually calm face. Hardly surprising. It wasn’t every day her daughter’s best friend turned up on the front doorstep in such a state. She’d be wondering what the hell had happened to send me off the edge. I wasn’t about to explain. Lisa could do that. Later. For now I just wanted to curl up in a ball and go to sleep. Slip into oblivion for a while so I didn’t have to deal with what I now knew.

As if reading my mind, Lisa hugged me close. “She can stay here, can’t she, Mum? We’ll look after her.”

But Terri, who still had the phone to her ear, shook her head and mouthed, “Sorry.”

“What!” exploded Lisa, leaping to her feet and glaring at her mum, hands on hips.  “You can’t possibly expect her to go home. Not like this.”

Terri put a finger to her lips and extended the phone to me. “Your dad wants to talk to you, love. Is that OK?”

How could it be? Simply hearing her call him my dad made my throat choke up. I’d idolised him since I was a little kid. Now it turned out he wasn’t the person I’d thought he was either. But I wanted to be left alone and if the only way to get that was to talk to someone in my lying family, he would have to do.

Without getting up off the floor, I took the receiver and waited till Terri had slipped out of the room before saying, “What?”

I stared through the open doorway at the photo gallery on the passage wall. There was Lisa as a cute two-year-old with her mum and no dad in the picture because he’d walked out on them when she was about one and never been heard from since. Bella’s dad and Terri had parted agreeably, so he was included in the next family shot. The latest portrait had been taken only recently of Jim, Terri, Lisa, Bella and the twins. I felt a pang of envy. Jim might be Terri’s third partner but at least Lisa had grown up knowing exactly where she fit into her constantly changing
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