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You were

water to me

deep and bold and fathoming

 

You were

moon’s eye to me

pull and grained and mantling

 

You were

sunrise to me

rise and warm and streaming

 

You were

the fishes red gill to me

the flame tree’s spread to me

the crab’s leg/the fried plantain smell

replenishing replenishing

 

Go to your wide futures, you said

 

‘Praise Song For My Mother’ by Grace Nichols
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It was coming back again, like a film on slow stream, except someone had hit the mute button. The silence made it worse – it meant everything else was turned up to full. There was the smell: old tea mugs and burnt toast and smeared plastic takeaway boxes. The taste in her mouth: sugar so harsh it made her head hurt, like she’d breathed it in and it had stuck in clumps behind her eyeballs. She remembered how the last few jelly beans had rolled out on to the floor in front of her, stabs of colour between the ashtrays and crumpled cigarette papers. Or had they been M&Ms? A silver mobile phone was balanced on the magazines on the sofa next to a tangled pile of clothes. They were for her, her mum had said. She could try them on later.

Where are you, Nanna?

She was fully in the memory now. She looked down at her feet. Her bare toes in her sandals were still crusty from the sand pit at the park. She hunched over, hooking her hands around her knees, bracing her back against the door. It stayed shut. And everything behind it stayed silent.

Maybe she should knock. But Daddy had said she could only come in if there was an emergency, something like a fire. He’d checked the cooker was turned off and smiled at her mum.

‘See, Mahalia. It’s okay. We won’t be long.’

He’d pulled her out of her mum’s arms and planted her on the floor. Her mum had bent over and kissed her on the nose.

‘That’s a magic kiss, sweetheart. You’ll be all right.’

Then her mum had followed her dad into the bedroom and closed the door.

But she wasn’t all right. She’d been all right where she was before. In Mummy’s arms. She closed her eyes and screwed up her face, turning so her ear pressed against the door. Suddenly, her head was full of sounds. Different sounds, from before she was brought here. Her fingers squeaking across the wet sand pit as she gouged out a long, windy river. The wooden elephant, the giraffe, the lion, the zebra – all lined up. She was going to bury the crocodile deep in the sand, ready to nip the elephant’s trunk when it bent over to drink in the river. Or was it the giraffe’s neck … ?

She could hear the slosh and thud of water filling the buckets and the shrieking as the other kids soaked each other. And Nanna’s voice cutting through it all, telling her they had to go soon, after one more ride on the twirly slide.

Then the thump as the boy dropped from the swing, screaming for his mummy, and Nanna fading away as she ran over to help him.

And the man, over by the bench, calling her name. She hadn’t known who he was. He’d promised to take her on an adventure, but he’d left her in this room.

Nanna?

She opened her eyes. The sound stayed turned up. Two bird puppets were arguing on CBeebies. An ambulance – or was it a fire engine? – howled in the distance, getting louder, like it was charging towards her. And the banging, hammering on the front door, so hard it made her cry out for Mummy.

And her name. Someone was shouting through the letterbox.

But she didn’t want to open that door. She wanted to open the one that would lead to her mum.

Something shifted behind her. She twisted round as the bedroom door opened. Grey trainers. Jeans. A pillow lying in the middle of the dark floor, like it was floating. Feet on the bed, toes shiny with nail polish. A hand dangling down, like it was waiting to be held.

She touched her nose. The kiss had sunk away. The magic was gone. She wasn’t all right. She wasn’t all right at all.
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The spider was big. Indigo reckoned that if an elephant and a tarantula could get it together, this mutant would be their baby. She swatted it into an empty mug and chucked the beast out of the window. It scuttled over the ledge and disappeared.

‘It’s okay, Kee. It’s gone!’

Keely opened the door slowly. ‘Did you close the window?’

‘Yeah.’

Felix’s long face appeared over Keely’s shoulder. ‘The thing was so damn big it could probably smash its way back in.’

Indigo hooked the mug on the stand. ‘Well, if you don’t move your bloody boxes out of my way, you’re going to find its badass giant brother in your bed.’

Felix swaggered into the kitchen and yanked the Chart off the side of the fridge. ‘It says here you lose points if you bad-mouth your bro.’

Indigo faked a big yawn. ‘That’s your handwriting, you idiot. And you are not my “bro”.’

Felix nudged Keely. ‘See how she treats me? But we know it’s all show. She’s going to miss me, really.’

Indigo looked up. ‘Dream on!’ All her spare stuff was going into his room and she was buying the biggest jar of Nutella she could find and leaving it bang in the middle of the kitchen table, spoon stuck in it and all, because she’d know it was still going to be there when she came back.

He had to go. That way he’d be safe from her. Didn’t he understand?

She wanted to tell him, but it felt like the words were tied on a string to her stomach and just thinking them made the string pull tight.

He was waving the Chart at her, like she didn’t know it by heart already. ‘Let me see. Indigo Bankes. You have successfully stacked the dishwasher and been granted three ticks. Bedroom tidy? A bit of a fail there. No ticks. Not losing keys. That’s five ticks. How come you get ticks just for not doing stuff? Kee, that’s not fair! You never did that for me.’

Keely laughed. ‘You were my learning curve, Felix.’

‘Your practice model! Great! You should have given social services a discount.’

‘Believe me, Felix, they get me cheap. How many ticks have I got?’

‘You’re doing pretty crap, to be honest, Kee. Lay off the chocolate Hobnobs. No ticks. Keep up the pilates. Kee?’

‘It’s seven o’clock on a Tuesday morning in a room full of skinny minnies.’ Keely shook her head. ‘Not happening.’

‘That means you’re well out of this month’s competition.’ Felix held the Chart close to his face and squinted hard at it. ‘And so, indeed, is Indigo. This month’s treat goes to Yours Truly.’

Indigo swiped the Chart off him. ‘See that?’ She underlined the column with her finger. ‘Do One Big Special Thing. I just did that. Extra points – right, Keely?’

Keely nodded. ‘That dinosaur spider was definitely One Big Special Thing, Indigo.’

Indigo flipped a V to Felix.

He shook his head. ‘You‘re so definitely going to miss me.’

Keely had turned her back to them, buttering bread. ‘Of course we will, won’t we, Indi?’

Indigo dug her teeth into her bottom lip. Keely didn’t get it, neither. The three years with Felix had been all right. When the thing had sparked off in her, it hadn’t been bad enough that Felix and Keely were in proper danger. But it was only a matter of time. When he finally got his arse out of that door, she had to let him go, crumple him up and shove him into the back of her head, in the darkest, most faraway corner. And it would have to be the same for Keely – push her even further back, past every other foster carer she’d known, so not a single memory could leak through.

Indigo raised her voice. ‘So, you going to get me those Atomic Blondie tickets, Kee?’

‘Send me the link, hun.’ Keely opened the fridge door. ‘Sorry, Indigo, we’re out of yoghurts. I’ll stick some money on your dinner account if you want to grab something in the canteen, okay?’

‘Yeah. All right.’

‘Or I can make you a sandwich. Though I haven’t got much to put in it.’

‘You could always go to the fried-rat place,’ Felix said.

He was standing by the sink, speed texting. Keely was trying to dodge her way around him. He always managed to prop himself in the wrong place. Indigo wasn’t going to miss that. Or when he blasted bloody Grace Jones without his bloody headphones and it was doof, doof, doof, through the walls until Keely got him to turn it down. Or when Indigo had to step over his scummy pants on the bathroom floor.

Pulling out the bad things made it easier. She could already feel him curling round the edges and getting smaller.

Keely was still big and solid, though. She made the world around Indigo feel solid too. But that didn’t matter. Indigo couldn’t risk it. She knew what was inside her and what it could do.

Right now, Keely had her hands on her hips. ‘Chicken shops are the devil’s work, Felix. Don’t encourage her, unless you want her to end up like me.’

Felix slipped his phone in his pocket and went and flung his arm round Keely’s shoulders. ‘There’s nothing wrong with you.’

Keely shrugged him off. ‘I wish my knees agreed. They are definitely wrong.’ She kissed Felix’s cheek. ‘Go on, or you’ll be late.’

‘Who cares?’

‘Felix …’

‘Joking!’

‘And let me know if you’re staying at Wade’s. Just so I don’t call the police.’

‘Ah.’ Felix’s voice from the hallway. ‘Those were the days.’

The front door banged shut behind him.

Keely wrapped her sandwiches in cling film and stashed them in her lunchbox.

‘You okay, Indigo? You’ve gone all quiet.’

‘I’m all right.’ Though her stomach felt like it was tugged right up to the top of her head.

Keely leaned over and kissed Indigo’s forehead. Indigo breathed in her scent – cucumber and posh Gaultier perfume. Social services should scrape off this smell and put it in bottles so they could spray it on all foster carers, because that’s how real mothers were supposed to smell. Indigo knew she should be a real daughter back, putting her arms round Keely, maybe kissing her too, because Keely deserved it.

But she held her breath and did her statue thing until Keely moved away.

Keely’s lips twitched like they were giving Indigo a little shrug and then she smiled. Her sparkly nail tapped the Chart. ‘Be on time. We all need ticks for that one. You’re in double English first thing, aren’t you?’

‘Yeah, with Queen Crapheads Saskia and Mona. Do I have to go?’

‘You promised.’ Keely squeezed her shoulder.

Statue! Statue! But it was too late. Indigo had let herself sink into the squeeze. She had to do better.

‘It’s only been three weeks, Indigo. Not long enough to give it a proper go. It’s probably your last chance, remember?’

Yeah, she remembered. It didn’t mean she agreed.

‘And you made me fork out for that Topshop jacket. It’s not exactly Pitt Academy’s dress code, is it?’

‘It looks good, though, Kee.’

‘It’s beautiful, my darling! So put it on. Go to school. Feel great and be good.’

‘Is that your new catchphrase?’

‘Yup. And I’m off to light up the lives of Tottenham’s happy shoppers. I’ll see you later, hun.’

A swish of bag, footsteps down the hall and the front door, quieter this time. Keely always caught it before the wind did.

Indigo rinsed her bowl and spoon. She’d better get sorted. She slid her timetable out from under the fridge magnets. Every day at Pitt was pretty crap, but Thursdays were extra shite. Saskia, Mona, the grinning slimeball Levy, and that stupid seat she had to sit in, right up front under the teacher’s nose. And then there was that weird-looking boy, Bailey, right behind her, trying to pretend he wasn’t having a good old gawk. Typical. The tall, skinny one with the mad hair had to be the one that was into her …

She dropped her timetable next to the Chart, went into her bedroom and plugged in the hair straighteners. She should have wiped them down first because yesterday’s anti-frizz serum was not smelling good.

God. She was supposed to read that poem for English. Mr Godalming had given her a little sideways look when he handed out the worksheet. She’d seen the title and shoved it straight in her bag.

‘Praise Song For My Mother’.

Godalming must know. Most likely all the teachers did. They’d probably tossed a coin in the staff room. Last one left gets her. Then, when Godalming realised he was the loser, he’d have asked more questions. And it was always someone else they asked, not Indigo, because it was easier to talk about her than to her. He’d have seen the list of schools she’d been chucked out of. Maybe he knew how many foster homes she’d passed through. And he’d read about her mum and her dad and how they’d found Indigo curled up by the bedroom door.

At least Godalming didn’t put on the usual performance – that look, his head to the side, a bit embarrassed and a bit sorry, not sure if he should really say something.

He hadn’t said, If you ever want to talk about your mum, Indigo …

So, she hadn’t had to say, No, I don’t. Then watch his head tilt to the other side.

She stretched out a strand of hair and ran the straighteners down. It smelled like she’d been standing too close to bonfires.

All the teachers probably got strict instructions not to mention her dad. Adults never did. It was only other kids who wanted to know every detail about what happened in that stinking flat in south London, like they hadn’t Googled it already. Maybe the adults thought you could catch murder off her, like the vomit bug. Or they didn’t really want to know what it looked like. A pillow. Sparkly nails.

Breathe.

See? It was easy for the thing to wake up, scrabbling and hooking her insides, heaving itself through her. All those counsellors and key workers and social workers tried to tell her it was something else. It was only that care worker in Medway who’d nearly got it right, when she yelled at Indigo that the apple didn’t fall far from the tree. The apple didn’t fall at all. It was the same apple. Same seeds. Same thing inside her that her dad had. It was always alert, always waiting. It made him pick up a pillow and hold it and hold it until …

BREATHE!

And again!

It loosened and dropped back down inside her. Not all the way, but enough.

Breathe.

Easier now.

She checked the mirror. She looked like she’d been standing under a helicopter. No way was she facing Pitt Academy like this.

The letterbox banged. Crap. It was nearly nine. Indigo uncoiled another clump of hair and clamped it between the straighteners.

The letterbox crashed again. For God’s sake! She was not going out on the street with a head full of greasy frizz. She propped the straightener on her hair-clips tin and went into the hallway. A few letters and a pizza menu were scattered on the mat and a package was jammed in the letterbox. She scooped up the letters and dropped them on the radiator shelf. The package was a small padded envelope, with Keely’s name and address scrawled in Biro, though half the writing was lost on the other side of the letterbox. Indigo tugged at it. Jesus, the postman must have used a hammer to bang it in. It was well stuck. Keely needed to have a word next time she saw him. Indigo gripped the envelope tight, feeling the plastic bubble wrap inside pop beneath her fingers. She pulled again. One sodding centimetre. Indigo did not have time for this. Her straighteners were probably going to set fire to her room soon. One hard yank and … the stupid thing was free.

Great. Keely’s delivery looked like it had picked a fight with all the other letters in the sack. The sticky brown paper had peeled away from the bubble wrap and the flap had come half-unstuck.

Indigo gave the envelope a little shake. There was something small and solid inside. She squeezed it. Hard edges. Maybe Keely had been on eBay again and forgotten to check the size – like the time she swore the hand-carved rocking chair was such a bargain and when it came, it just about fit in her palm.

Indigo sniffed. Shit – she was right about her straighteners! She dropped the package on top of the other letters. It had a council postmark. She should have noticed that before. It could be anything. It could be from anywhere in the whole of the council, but these sorts of packages usually came from social services. Last time, it was a couple of old photos of Scarlet and Coral for Keely to give to her. But that was last year. There couldn’t be anything else to send.

Indigo picked up the envelope and shook it again. The small solid thing moved around.

The envelope was already damaged. If the thing inside it just happened to fall out, Keely couldn’t be too mad. Indigo slid her little finger in the gap where the flap was unstuck and turned the envelope upside down. The thing fell against her finger. A corner, smooth, maybe wooden. She wiggled her finger. The gap got a tiny bit bigger. And a tiny bit more. That was it. Suddenly, the thing fell into her palm.

Indigo stared at it. It was a kid’s toy, a small wooden crocodile. Its body was painted cartoon-green and the white on its teeth had peeled, but Indigo knew that already. She closed her hand and squeezed. The chipped bit at the tip of its tail dug into her skin. She knew that was going to happen too. And she knew how heavy it should feel, even though her hand was much smaller the last time she held it.

Oh, God!

Indigo made it back into her room and slid down the door on to the floor. She unplugged the smoking straighteners and shoved them aside. It was too late. The envelope couldn’t be stuck down again. The crocodile couldn’t be shoved away into the dark.

Breathe.

She lay the crocodile on her rug, ripped the flap off the envelope and emptied the rest of the stuff on to the floor. She poked at a wodge of tissue. The toy must have been wrapped in it. It looked like it had bitten its way free. Then two sheets of paper, one A4, with the social services’ address. The other one was smaller, old-fashioned notepaper, folded over.

Indigo scanned the first letter. Dear Keely … Olive Bankes … Mahalia’s mother … long-term dementia … Yeah, Indigo knew that, but that came on ages ago. More writing. Social services were supposed to send this to Keely sooner. We want to apologise for the unfortunate delay. No surprises there. Keely was supposed to use her judgement … and call if she would like further support. Indigo almost laughed. Keely said that whenever she tried to call them, by the time she got through, Indigo’s social worker had changed twice.

And who the hell decided that Indigo needed Keely’s judgement? She’d had enough lectures about growing up and taking responsibility for herself. So that was exactly what she was going to do. Take responsibility. She unfolded the creamy notepaper and spread the letter flat against her knee. The writing was on just one side of paper, but the sentences were spaced out, in different colour pens. Sometimes the letters were neat and tight. By the end, they seemed to struggle across the paper.

 

My beautiful Indigo,

Time is short. This morning I woke up in a strange room, but they said I have lived here for many months now. It won’t be long before it’s all gone. Even when the words are taken from me, I know you will still be in my heart.

I have asked the care home to post this to you after I pass.

I have written out the address on the envelope first, in case I forget!

I’m not sure how long this letter will be, because writing is hurting.

I post this letter every night.

I want my spirit to rest in peace.

Forgive your father. Find him. Forgive him.

Mahalia told me. Not H. Just me.

Love love love,

Your nanna

 

Mahalia told me. What the hell could Mahalia say? She was dead! Because that bastard …

Indigo’s temples felt like she’d pushed the straighteners against her skin.

Breathe! Breathe hard.

This must be a joke from some crappy social worker she’d wound up ages ago and forgotten about. Maybe it was the care worker who’d yelled at her about the apples and the tree. She’d got the sack for that. She’d want revenge.

Forgive your father. That was the biggest piss-take ever.

It felt like that giant spider from earlier had got into her head and was running around her brain.

Another breath, letting the air sink through her body. That was better. Start again. Read it slowly. Hold every word before moving on to the next one.

My beautiful Indigo … still be in my heart … after I pass.

Indigo’s key worker had made a special visit to tell her that her grandma had died. They’d probably told Keely to keep an eye on her too, just in case she couldn’t keep it all in, but Indigo had got that one right, watching the key worker talk, but fading out her words to silence. Indigo couldn’t even remember what her grandmother looked like, even with the photos they’d sent.

And now this. A weird letter from a mad old woman who kept forgetting where she lived. Proper mad. She must have been. She wanted Indigo to forgive Toby Scott and find him!

Find him? Indigo bloody well knew where he was – at the bottom of a cheap council grave with three other deadbeats buried on top of him. He didn’t even deserve a headstone to tell people who he was. There was no way she was going up north to stand by that flat square of earth with her head bowed. Toby Scott. Gone forever. And good bloody riddance.

Except he wasn’t totally gone, was he? He’d left her with the thing, banging round inside her, filling out her emptiness. The thing that was waiting to spring out at the people she was supposed to—

love love love

Thanks to him, she couldn’t love them. Not ever. They wouldn’t be safe.

She hooked her arms round her knees. She kicked out, flicking the crocodile away. The letter was stuck between her fingers; she couldn’t let it go. She closed her eyes. She could feel it moving inside her again, stretching out, its heat catching at the back of her throat.

BREATHE, BREATHE, BREATHE!

Oh, God.
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Bailey should have kept his mouth shut, then his head wouldn’t be rammed up with Austin’s opinions.

Bailey, man, what’s going on with the Indigo thing?

You wanna see desperation? Hold up your phone, bruv, and snap yourself.

Man, no! Just no!

Bailey washed his hands and glanced in the mirror. He’d made it casual but Austin still noticed.

‘Hair’s looking good.’ Austin shielded his eyes. ‘Got a full ginger glow on.’

Bailey teased a flat curl from behind his ear. ‘It’s you, man. Blinding me with your jokes.’

He levered out a paper towel and tried to wipe his hands. This school stuff was as absorbent as a brick. He scrunched it up and threw it at the overflowing bin, but it bounced off and rolled across the floor.

Austin sighed. ‘Even the garbage don’t want you!’

Bailey pulled the door to the corridor open. ‘’Cause I don’t belong with no rubbish.’

Austin raised his hands. ‘You calling me rubbish? You wonder why you ain’t got more friends?’

Bailey laughed. ‘I got friends. I just feel sorry for you and let you tag along.’

They joined the flow heading down the science corridor. There she was! Indigo. In the middle of the crowd. Austin hadn’t spotted her yet. Good.

‘It’s you who needs sympathy.’ Austin swerved past a huddle of Year Ten girls. ‘Sitting there all lesson with your big, sad love-eyes beaming ’cross the back of Indigo’s head.’

‘It’s a nice head.’

‘But the back ain’t the bit that does the talking. Or anything else, bruv.’

‘No, mate! Just don’t!’

‘Just don’t, what? You’re the one with the dirty mind! I’m talking smiling.’ He elbowed Bailey. ‘Like now. You fixed up your hair. Go flash your smile at her.’

Did the boy have X-ray eyes or something? Mum said men couldn’t do more than one thing at once, but Austin managed to run off his mouth and mind other people’s business at the same time. Bailey should have brought that paper towel out of the toilet. He could have shoved it in Austin’s mouth. It would dry solid and close him down for a bit. And then Bailey would sweep through the stream of Year Twelves and draw level with her. And maybe, just maybe, this time when he tried to talk to her, he wouldn’t feel like he’d bitten off a chunk of iceberg.

‘Go on!’ Austin urged. ‘Ain’t no one in your way.’

Most of the other kids had filtered into their classrooms. There she was. Bailey took a deep breath. To hell with Austin. He was going to do it. He was going to say something, even if it was some pathetic crap about the poem they’d had to review for homework. He quickened his pace.

Austin grabbed his shoulder. ‘Serious, bruv?’

‘Gentlemen!’ Mr Godalming brushed past them. ‘If I’m late, you’re even later.’

The teacher hurried down the corridor, sweeping Indigo along with him. Bailey watched them turn left into the humanities corridor. It was probably for the best. Austin was the worst wingman in the world.

They went into the English room

Austin was grinning. ‘Girl’s waiting. Better check your ’fro.’

Indigo was at her table, right up front. She was crossed. Arms, legs, even the pens on her desk, one over the other, like she was warding away vampires. Bailey hoped she’d got her eyes crossed too, because she was looking straight at the slimy man-mollusc Levy, who was giving her his smiley side-eye. Bailey felt sorry for her. It must be tough enough starting half a term after everyone else, without being stuck with Levy and a constant view of Godalming’s crotch.

‘Settle down!’ Godalming held up the worksheet. ‘“Praise Song for My Mother”. I’m going to be deeply optimistic and assume that you’ve all read it and thought about it.’

Indigo sank into her seat.

‘Come on, you lot!’ Godalming’s spotlight stare swung around the classroom. ‘Can you try and pretend to be interested?’ He looked over Bailey to the table behind him. ‘Mona? What do you think the poet is trying to tell us?’

Mona groaned. ‘It’s too hot, sir.’

She was right. Bailey could almost see the heat wavering off the walls. One day someone was going to sort out Pitt Academy’s mad heating. Indigo leaned forward and shrugged off her jacket, hanging it over the back of her chair.

‘You’re doing it again.’ An Austin whisper was as quiet as everyone else’s bus chat.

‘What?’

‘Laser eye. On the back of her head.’

‘I told you. I like her head.’

‘I don’t get the stripy hair thing. The girl looks like—’ Austin’s hand clapped to his mouth. ‘I get it, man! She’s got the zebra crossing. You got the orange beacon. Together forever in road safety harmony.’

Godalming’s glare circled round again and landed on Austin. ‘Yes?’

‘Yes, what, sir?’

‘Yes, share your observations about the poem.’

‘We were talking about the fried plantain smell, you know, how plantain is universal. Everyone loves plantain.’

Godalming nodded. ‘Thank you, Austin. I’m sure your discussion on the cultural ubiquity of plantain is deeply relevant.’ He turned towards the whiteboard. ‘Meanwhile, other thoughts, please?’

Austin leaned in. ‘I got a new name for her.’

‘I don’t care.’

‘It’s Big Bang.’

‘I don’t care.’

‘Wanna know why?’

‘I’m telling you, man, I don’t—’

‘Soraya’s cousin told her Indigo got chucked out of her last school because she right-hooked some kid called Stivo.’

‘I know that.’

‘Yeah, but it wasn’t like she just punched him.’

Levy was giving Indigo the proper eye now. Bailey was surprised she didn’t have to wipe the slime off her face.

‘I heard about Stivo. He likes to touch up girls even when they don’t want it.’

‘Soraya’s cousin said she went proper mental, though. Shouting, swearing, everything. Big explosion, like she was making a new universe. One of the teachers got hit too.’

‘What are you trying to say?’

‘She could turn on you, man.’

‘I don’t grab up girls.’

‘Maybe she hates all men. Even good boys like you.’

And idiots like Levy. So far, it looked like she wasn’t into him, neither.

‘Austin, you need a filter, man. You know how people like to talk crap when anyone new starts. You said that Isabella girl was Adele’s cousin.’

‘I thought she was.’

‘Thought wasted, bruv. It was total crap.’

Godalming was highlighting the first verse of the poem on the whiteboard. ‘Water. Deep and bold and fathoming. What do you think that means? Saskia?’

‘Maybe her mum tried to drown her when she was a baby, sir.’

A big laugh went up.

Godalming wasn’t giving in. ‘Are you saying that motherhood can be nurturing and dangerous?’

‘Yeah, sir.’ Saskia’s voice was slow and sly. ‘Some mothers are dead good, you know what I mean? Some of the other ones are dead bad.’

Indigo twisted round and hit Saskia with a look that should have killed her. Levy whistled.

Austin sucked his teeth. ‘Oh, gee. And you know the boy Stivo was Saskia’s cousin, right?’

‘Serious?’

Indigo was blasting out proper laser-eye. Bailey could almost see the pin-thin beam of light burning a hole in Saskia’s forehead.

‘Um. An interesting take, Saskia.’ Godalming glanced around the class. ‘Anyone else?’

Indigo’s hand shot up. Godalming took his time noticing her.

‘Here, sir.’ Levy looked proud that he’d managed to get out two words in a row.

‘Thank you, Levy. Indigo, what would you like to say?’

‘I’d like to say that Saskia’s an arsehead.’

Levy whistled again. It was probably easier for him than talking.

Godalming dropped his voice like it was just him and Indigo in the room. Bailey strained harder to listen, just like everyone else must have been.

‘Let’s just focus on the poem.’

‘Sir!’ Saskia had stood up. ‘You’re gonna deal with that, right?’

‘Later, Saskia.’

‘If that was me, I’d be sent out.’

‘Sit down, Saskia!’

Indigo was staring at her desk. It was just as well. Saskia had her screwface on. She scraped her chair back hard and sat down.

Austin raised his eyebrows at Bailey. ‘See? Godalming would rather wind up Saskia than be the dude who destroys the universe as we know it.’

Indigo slipped deeper into her chair, her legs stretched out under the table. Her mouth was moving, like she was praying. She didn’t look the religious type, though maybe mini skirts and stripy hair had got big for Christians.

‘Sir?’ Carly was waving her hand. ‘It’s like the poet’s back inside her mum. Really deep.’

Godalming grinned. ‘Now we’re getting there. Right, young men and women. You have thirty minutes. I want you to write an appreciation of “Praise Song”. Think form, think theme, think literary devices. What is the poet trying to tell us?’

Indigo was still silent praying. Or maybe she was trying out a string of curses to lay on Saskia later. Levy leaned forward and waved his hand in front of her eyes. Indigo gave him the finger. Levy mouthed something. He got two fingers that time. Good. Ever since primary school, girls seemed to feel they were lucky if Levy threw them a second glance.

‘Appreciation!’ Godalming said. ‘Now!’

Indigo’s head bobbed down as she rummaged in her bag. Big streaks of blonde hair, big streaks of black. Of course! Austin must be dragging him into the Land of Stupid, because Bailey should have got it straight away. Whose hair was like that? Debbie Harry! Blondie, cover of Parallel Lines, 1978.

So Indigo was into Blondie? She must be. Now they really had something to talk about.

 

The bell made Bailey jump. He jammed his notebook into his bag and dropped his pens on top of it.

Austin said, ‘She’s escaping.’

‘She looked stressed. I’m gonna give her some time.’

‘Always the stalker. Never the talker.’

‘Profound. I’m surprised you haven’t sold that one to Kanye.’

‘Saskia!’ Godalming had pulled himself up to boss-teacher height. ‘A word, please.’

‘Sir, it’s lunchtime.’

‘Then let’s be quick.’

Saskia hooked her bag over her shoulder and strolled towards the front. She paused by Bailey, smirking. Here it came. Again.

‘Modelling for McDonalds yet, Ronald?’

Bailey met her sharp little eyes. ‘You not got anything else?’

‘It’s still good.’

‘Nah. It’s stale. They don’t even use the clown any more.’

She made a face at him. ‘I know a clown when I see one.’ She sauntered up to Godalming.

Austin shook his head. ‘That girl’s got cheek! At least your hair’s real, man. There’s a village in Brazil full of bald women because of her.’

Bailey laughed. ‘You saying that to her face?’

‘I just did. Her face is too far away to hear me. You coming to Rooster C’s? I promised Soraya I’d meet her at lunchtime.’

‘I’ll leave you two to it.’

‘Bailey?’ Godalming was holding out a plastic folder full of worksheets. ‘I forgot to give this to Indigo. If you see her, can you pass it on? If you don’t, just drop it at my office.’

‘Yes, sir.’

Bailey pushed the folder into his bag. Behind him, Saskia was mouthing off at Godalming. He closed the classroom door and followed Austin into the corridor.

‘Wow!’ Austin said. ‘I’d better get Roosters to serve my wings up raw.’

‘What?’

‘I told you. Indigo’s a walking explosion and you’ve just been nominated to pass her six weeks’ supply of Shakespeare’s best. If Big Bang goes off, it’ll be barbecue for miles around. Good luck, my friend.’

He patted Bailey on the shoulder and doubled back past the English rooms towards the quad.

The whole school was on the move, heading down to the canteen or out for chicken and milkshakes. Where would Indigo go? Bailey had clocked her at Rooster C’s just the one time and even then, she’d come in, checked the queue and walked out again. But she did make it to the common room sometimes. On Monday, she’d been curled in a chair with her headphones clamped on. He’d walked past her twice. She hadn’t looked up.

‘What’s your name?’ A teacher had stopped in front of Bailey. She flicked her plasma screen-sized glasses on to the top of her head.

‘Sorry, miss?’

‘Your name.’

‘Bailey, miss.’

‘What’s your first name?’

‘Bailey is my first name, miss. Bailey Mason-Lyte.’

‘Right. Yes. But I shouldn’t have to ask you that, should I?’

She pointed to his chest.

‘Miss? Oh.’ He tugged the lanyard and his ID card popped out from under his shirt.

‘You know the rules. It must be visible at all times. If I catch you again, I’ll report you to your tutor.’

He nodded. He wasn’t going to miss this crap when he left. Was Mum as hardcore in her school? Best not to ask.

The teacher strode on past him to terrorise some Year Sevens. Bailey had ended up outside the canteen. He might as well check for Indigo, even though Pitt Academy still didn’t believe that no sixth former was spending out on a cheese roll and a bag of crisps when hot wings and chips were the same price just down the road.

But Indigo was there. By herself, with her headphones on, eating a yoghurt and checking her phone. A few tables away, Mona and a couple of her mates were rolling a Coke can across the table to each other, their eyes on Indigo.

And Indigo was carrying on like she didn’t know they were there, when any second now, Saskia would be roaring down the corridor looking for revenge.

Bailey pulled the folder out of his bag. It was slippery in his hands. He watched as Indigo tucked back a strand of black hair that was flopping over her phone, still not looking up at anyone. All he had to do was go over, give her the folder and … they could go to the common room and get a coffee or something. Quick, though, before Saskia got back from bashing Mr Godalming.

He needed one word. Just one. ‘Hi’. His tongue was on lockdown, though.

‘Yo! Ronald!’ Mona, doing her best Saskia impression.

Bailey ignored her, but Mona’s voice must have bust through Indigo’s music. She looked up, caught Bailey’s eye, then down at her phone again.

Just ‘hi’. It had to be now. He went across to her.

‘Hi.’ It sounded like he’d coughed the word out.

Nothing. She must have turned her music right up. Mona muttered something and her mates sniggered. Bailey fought against the blush that was rising on his cheeks. The last thing he needed was his face matching his hair. He pulled out a chair and sat down opposite Indigo. She flipped back her headphones and looked at him. It wasn’t just the hair – she’d gone for the proper Debbie Harry look, lipstick, eye shadow, everything. Though Indigo’s eyes were gold brown, not green, and there was a big silver stud punched through the top of her ear. He hadn’t noticed that before.

Now he must seem all intense, staring at her. He kept his eyes on her ear.

‘Do you want something?’

‘Sorry.’ His mouth was slowly loosening. ‘Godalming asked me to give you this.’

He laid the folder on the table. It sat there between them.

‘Right. Thanks.’

Bailey’s chair jerked forward. He looked round. It was Levy, giving Indigo a big wink. Well done, Levy. You managed to kick a stationery object. Levy swaggered off and sat next to Mona, who grabbed his hand like it was about to fall off his wrist.

‘Jesus,’ Indigo said. ‘Even my finger can’t be bothered with him no more.’

Bailey said, ‘He’s always been an idiot.’

‘Yeah?’

‘I’ve known him since nursery. Most of us went to the same primary school.’

‘Lucky you.’

He deserved that. What was worse than an English lesson caught in Godalming’s groin-line? Being reminded that everyone else has known each other since they were five.

But she hadn’t got up and gone. She’d even kept her headphones off. This was his chance.

Coffee. Common room. Now.

He said, ‘Indigo? Do you want …’

Indigo frowned. ‘Serious?’

He hadn’t even asked her yet! Was that good or bad ‘serious’? ‘Well, I was thinking …’

Now he could hear it. Mona was singing. Her voice wasn’t bad, neither. She was giving it out to ‘Mama Used to Say’, the old Junior Giscombe song.

‘Yeeessss!’ Saskia made her entrance, waving her hands and wiggling her hips through the canteen. ‘Tuuuunnne! Sing it, sister!’

Indigo looked like she’d been zapped by a stun gun. She was rigid, eyes wide.

Bailey said, ‘They just like attention.’

Indigo didn’t move. Mona and her mates had started on ‘Mamma Mia’. Other kids were turning to stare at them, teachers too, as if Saskia was leading a cheesy pop flash mob.

Indigo’s chair shot back, she stood and raced off. A cheer went up from Mona’s table.

Mona gave Bailey a sweet smile. ‘Are you into nutcases now?’

‘No,’ Bailey said. ‘You were the last one.’

‘Hey! Look what I found!’ Saskia’s long gold nails were unhooking a jacket from the back of Indigo’s chair.

Mona whooped. ‘Nice!’

‘Yeah. Nice.’ Bailey held out his hand. ‘I’ll give it to her.’

Saskia readjusted her chewing gum. A lump bulged in her cheek. ‘Don’t think I can trust you, bruv.’

‘Oh, come on, Saskia! You know how much grief she’s going to get if she’s stopped.’

‘Yeah. That’s why we have to keep it safe for her.’

Saskia threw the jacket towards Mona. It fell short and flopped on to the dirty floor. Mona picked it up between her fingers and thumb. A big, greasy stain oozed across the lining.

‘Damn! We can’t give it to her like this!’ Saskia caught it as Mona chucked it back. ‘We’re gonna have to clean it.’

Bailey went to grab it, but Saskia threw it low. The jacket skidded across the floor, into the puddle of leftovers by the waste recycle bin.

Saskia rubbed her hands together. ‘You say a word, Red Boy, and we’re gonna make sure wherever your little honey goes in this school, we’re there too. You understand?’

Mona strutted over to the waste bins and stood there, arms folded.

Saskia said, ‘You didn’t answer me? Do you understand?’

Mona stepped back, grinding Indigo’s jacket sleeve into the slops.

Saskia said, ‘Yeah. You understand.’

 

Indigo stopped running. A kid close behind her cussed hard. Indigo could cuss him back, but not now. If she opened her mouth, if she let out the words, she wouldn’t stop there. The thing was ready, making her bones vibrate against her skin. Pushing, pushing.

Please. Not here.

Those bitch girls. It was deliberate. They were poking at her. They wanted to set it off. If she could find the Reflection Room she might be all right. She’d sit down with silence around her, fill her head full of good things. Make the thing go back.

Left? Right? Across the quad? It was all the bloody same. Why was every new school designed to catch her out? She’d try left. Good, a noticeboard. That would help. No! It was just more crap about Pitt Academy transforming lives.

A load of Year Eights were pouring down the staircase next to her. She closed her eyes and leaned against the wall.

Breathe. Her stomach jumped, like it was laughing at her. She had to try harder. She needed the right pictures in her head. She had to see them properly, her counsellor had said.

MrsWeasleyLinGiselle. Breathe.

Not working.

MrsWeasleyLinGiselle. Breathe.

The hook and pull inside her.

MrsWeasleyLinGiselle. Breathe.

She touched her stomach.

Having breakfast with Mrs Weasley and her kids in their magic house. Lin from Spirited Away, giving her a bun in the bathhouse dormitory. Getting a piggyback off Giselle from Enchanted while they ran through their New York apartment. It was only pretend, but anything was better than what was trying to escape from her.

She opened her eyes. The Year Eights were gone, their shrieking voices fading away. And she knew where she was. She should have gone across the quad. She dashed out of the door, straight across the grass square and in the other side of the building. Yeah! There! The Reflection Room.

Indigo opened the door. It was empty. Good. It was hers, they’d said, to use when things were getting too much, but it was hard to chill if some stressed-out kid was shouting at their support worker. She went over to the water cooler, pushed the button and held a plastic cup underneath. She knocked back the water and shivered as it arrowed down into her belly. She filled her cup again and sank into one of the soft chairs.

She was done for the day. Maths catch-up would have to wait. She was getting out of this dump and going home. And maybe she’d slip the letter out of her pillowcase. Maybe she’d read it again. And she’d definitely send a picture of it to Primrose. She’d know what it was about.

The door clicked open. It was a chunky Year Seven girl with a furious face. She glared at Indigo. What? This little girl was going to start something?

Yes, she was! Her chin jutted forward. ‘What are you staring at?’

Indigo pulled out her headphones and shoved them on. ‘Room’s all yours.’ She scrolled through her playlist. ‘Atomic’. Dead right. She rammed the volume up, and opened the door and stuck out her head. Not too manic. She stepped into the corridor.

‘You!’

A teacher. She was wearing enormous glasses that made her look like a Powerpuff Girl. She gestured for Indigo to take off her headphones. Indigo paused Blondie and pushed them down round her neck.

The teacher frowned. ‘What’s your name?’

‘Indigo. What’s yours, miss?’

‘I’m Miss Devrille.’ A smile played across the teacher’s face. She stepped closer to Indigo, looking her up and down. ‘Where’s your jacket?’

‘What?’

‘The dress code, Indigo. You and your parents signed up to it. Your skirt’s too short as well.’

Her jacket. Jesus. Keely had forked out something big for that, way more than her allowance from social services. Indigo had promised – sworn – that she’d take care of it.

‘Those aren’t black tights, Indigo.’

Indigo had run out of the English room as quick as she could. Maybe her jacket was there.

‘Your shoes—’

Her jacket. She needed her jacket. And, oh, God … scrabbling, scraping, pushing.

MrsWeasleyLinGiselle. Breathe.

MrsWeasleyLinGiselle. BREATHE.

It wasn’t working!

‘Indigo? Did you hear me? I’ll be phoning your parents.’

The hole, edges squeezing against each other, pushing it up.

‘I get it, miss! I don’t care about your crappy uniform, but I need to—’

The teacher’s eyes widened. They filled her whole glasses frame. ‘Who’s your Head of Learning?’

‘My jacket!’

The bloody cow shook her miserable head. Breathe. Breathe.

The teacher touched Indigo’s arm. ‘You can pick it up later. I think we need to see your Head of—’

‘NO!’ It came out like a howl.

The teacher said something, but it was hard to hear beneath the sound of Indigo’s own breath, the throbbing beneath her skin, her whole body feeling like it had been dropped in a cauldron of boiling water.

‘Time to call your mum or dad.’

‘My mum’s dead, you idiot! And my dad killed her!’

And now Indigo was splitting apart. Her knuckles snapped in pain as they hit a wall. And she was crying because it hurt inside and out and maybe if she didn’t stop, all of her would melt into tears.
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Bailey knew there was no point running for the bus. Even if he got there, it would already be jammed with St Ecclestia girls. Things would be extra-hyper and Bailey wasn’t in the mood.

‘Yo!’

Austin was jogging towards him.

Bailey raised his eyebrows. ‘Yo?’

‘You stopped, didn’t you? You gonna wait for the next one?’ Austin checked his phone. ‘Six minutes.’

Bailey shook his head. ‘Not in any hurry. I was going to check out the record place.’

‘Flash Tracks or Final Vinyl?’

‘Got time for both.’

Austin fell into stride beside him. ‘Soraya told me Big Bang went off today!’

‘I was there.’

‘Seriously, man? You actually witnessed her in action?’ Austin was going to need an operation to prop his jaw back.

‘Saskia’s crew took her jacket. I was looking for Indigo to tell her.’

‘Her jacket got took? And that was enough for her to go off?’

‘Suppose so.’

‘I heard she clonked that teacher, big time.’

‘That’s crap.’

‘So what happened?’

‘It was just … Forget it.’

‘Oh, come on, Bailey! Give us the goods!’

‘Next time I’ll film it, right, mate?’

‘Don’t come over so holy. You were the one in the audience. You. Not me.’

No answer to that one. Dad once told him about the only time he remembered Bailey having a tantrum. He was two and they were by a pond in Victoria Park. Bailey had wanted to wade in, the same way he did with the paddling pool, and nothing Dad had said would convince him it was a bad idea. In the end, Bailey’s valve had blown and he’d thrown himself on the ground, screaming. Dad just lay down next to him and waited for him to finish, while people walked round them, staring.

Indigo’s valve had blown, but no one lay down next to her. All anybody did was stare. Including Bailey. And it was Bailey’s fault. He should have snatched the jacket from under Mona’s heels. He’d let it go way too easily.

He said, ‘Did you know?’

‘I told you, man! Big Bang!’

‘No,’ Bailey said. ‘That her mum’s dead.’

Austin made a face. ‘Yeah. Everyone does.’

‘I didn’t.’

‘That’s ’cause you don’t talk to no one.’

‘I talk to you.’

‘I thought you knew.’

‘And her dad? You know about that too?’

Austin looked embarrassed.

‘Jesus, Austin. You looked her up.’

‘Just like you’re going to do when you get home.’

‘No … well, maybe. Do you know what happened?’

‘It was when she was a kid. Her parents were on drugs and they think her dad just got a bit mad and killed her mum. He pleaded guilty straight away.’

Bailey blew out his cheeks. ‘Dad’s worked with kids who’ve gone through stuff like that. But I didn’t expect …’

‘What?’

One of them to be in my English class.

Austin gave him a snidey smile like he knew what Bailey was thinking.

‘Saskia and Mona and that, they were in the canteen, singing songs about mums. And that poem from English.’

You were moon’s eye to me … God.

‘Yeah,’ Austin said. ‘I suppose it’s a bit rough.’

‘A bit rough? She starts a new school and everyone’s taking the piss out of her dead mum. No wonder she went mad.’

‘You could have comforted her.’

‘Austin, man. I’m being serious.’

‘Me too. Girl was upset and you were standing there with the tourists.’

‘It wasn’t like that.’

It was even worse than that. Bailey had simply walked away, hoping she didn’t see him.

Austin nudged him. ‘Man, I’m trying to work out who’s doing the stalking here. Her or you.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘She’s over there. By Old Hat.’

Yes. She was. Outside the junk shop looking at the window display.

‘She’s probably just waiting for a cab.’

‘Then the girl’s richer than me and you. If you take her out, she buys the food.’

‘I’m going to talk to her.’

‘Sure she’s not going to punch you?’

‘Joke’s over, Austin. You’re right. I was just a tourist. I need to make it up to her. And you’re not coming.’

Austin shrugged. ‘Bailey, bruv. I want to keep these bones in one piece.’

He skulked away down the street, breaking into a run to catch a bus. Bailey crossed the road towards Indigo. Suddenly, she turned around. She must have caught his reflection in the window. Bailey’s hand auto-cruised to his hair, but he turned it into a neck scratch.

The neck scratch evolved into a little wave. ‘Hi.’

A much better ‘hi’ this time. He didn’t sound like a cat forcing out fur balls.

Indigo cocked her head sideways. Since he’d last seen her, she’d drawn her eyeliner on thick and pulled her hair into a high ponytail. Since he’d last seen her. Crying and crumpled against that stupid teacher.

She said, ‘Are you following me?’

‘Um. No. I sometimes go to the record shops.’

She glanced sideways to Final Vinyl at the end of the parade, then back at him.

‘I thought … I just wanted to say I’m sorry about your jacket.’

Her jacket. Yeah, and for watching her freak out by Mr Grinley’s science room.

Indigo’s eyes narrowed. ‘What do you mean?’

‘I saw Mona take it. I tried to find you and …’

She stared down at her shoes. ‘And?’

‘Sorry. Are you all right?’

She kept her eyes on the pavement. ‘It was … I didn’t mean … sometimes things just go off. Did lots of people see?’

‘It was after lessons started. No one was really about.’ Though classroom doors had opened and faces peered out.

She looked up, straight at him. ‘But you saw, right?’

He had to meet her eyes. ‘Yes.’

She blinked but didn’t look away.

His mouth was moving. ‘Do you fancy a coffee?’

Her lips twitched, then her face set serious again.

‘I need to get my foster mum a present.’ She turned and walked into Old Hat, stopping in the doorway. ‘You in school tomorrow?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Maybe I’ll see you then.’

‘Yes!’

A real smile and she disappeared.

 

The junk shop was jammed with furniture, bed stuff, plates, everything. Indigo waited by the window, watching him walk away. He looked back and she ducked behind a stack of suitcases. She’d smiled at him. She had to hold it in next time.

She moved away from the window, holding her school bag close. Her day had been crap enough without knocking a load of china things off the shelves. The owner seemed cool, though, kind of a young Snape with ear stretchers. He gave her a nod and a little grin before sticking his nose back in his magazine. She bent over a collection of tiny glass animals. A zebra, a buffalo, a giant cockerel, a polar bear. No crocodile. She picked up a little yellow elephant; it was cute, but the end of its trunk was chipped. She replaced it on the shelf. At least she’d stopped shaking now. She wouldn’t have dared come in here an hour ago.

She’d gone off at school again. God. She’d told the bloody counsellor that Pitt Academy wasn’t going to be any different. It was just one more place for her to get chucked out of. Her face was heating up just thinking about it. Her eyes were prickling too. If she ended up crying, her tear ducts would squirt out steam. She’d said stuff, she knew that. And her knuckles hurt. She must have bruised them. She’d knocked that stupid teacher’s glasses off, but she didn’t feel sorry about it. Nothing was torn, nothing was broken. And when she’d talked it through with her tutor and the counsellor, it was obvious she’d been provoked. They’d found her jacket, but it was full of mank from where those bitches had thrown it behind the waste bins. Keely was getting some compensation for that. And there’d be ‘a period of grace’ until she bought another one. That meant never, because Indigo wasn’t going to stay. Pitt Academy was the school that transformed lives, just into something even crappier.
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