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Case Holder Notes:


TUESDAY – 7.21 a.m.


Primary Subject wakes.


Energy Tension high.
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TUESDAY 7.28 a.m.



Mum was moving around in our living room, which also happens to be our kitchen, and that was what had woken me up.


Mum’s the Ultimate Early Bird. That’s what Auntie Dodo calls her. Granny used to be the Early Bird, but Mum’s the Ultimate. Sometimes when I wake up early like today and hear her through the walls, I imagine that she has, in fact, turned into a bird. A small brown one with a dash of yellow for a beak. A sparrow perhaps, or a robin, darting here and there, always busy, busy, busy and on the go. It’s not difficult to picture Mum like that.


Recently, she’s been revising for something at work. The last few mornings she’s been getting up even earlier than usual, and I’ve found her poring over the pile of heavy books that now lives in the middle of our dining table.


Though I’d been awake for a while, I hadn’t made any move to get up. I’d pulled the duvet right up so it came over my head and no part of my body was exposed. I’m tall for my age, the tallest in my class, in fact, and so I had to wrap the duvet around me very carefully and then tuck my head down so even my curly black hair was covered. It felt so warm and safe in there, all wrapped up like that. I could pretend that I wasn’t really in my bedroom at all, but in a completely different place; far away from South London, far away from my life and far away from what had happened yesterday.


But then a memory started to play in my head and I felt a heavy ball growing in the pit of my stomach. It was a lot of feelings all mixed up together: worry, anger, embarrassment and sadness – I couldn’t even name everything that was swirling around in there. All I knew was that it hurt.


‘A-na! Are you up yet?’ Mum called through my door.


I lay very still.


‘Ana?’ Mum’s voice went up a pitch.


Maybe I could pretend I wasn’t feeling well.


My hand went to my throat. It suddenly felt sore, as though I’d made it happen just by thinking about it. Then I put my other hand on my stomach, which still felt as if it was churning. I couldn’t push away the memory of what had happened the day before, no matter how hard I tried. I closed my eyes tightly, even more sure now that I did have a sore throat.


The door of my bedroom squeaked open, and I heard Mum give the smallest of sighs when she saw I was still buried beneath my duvet, unmoving.


‘Are you okay under there, poppet?’ She took a couple of steps towards me.


I didn’t make a move. Instead, I mumbled into my pillow, ‘I’m not feeling well.’


I didn’t think that she’d heard what I’d said, but then my mattress creaked and I felt it shift as Mum sat down next to me.


‘What’s up?’ she asked gently.


‘My throat’s sore. I don’t think… I don’t think I feel well enough to go to school.’


‘Okay,’ I heard her say.


‘Really?’ I said, unable to hide the relief from my voice. Mum had believed me so easily.


‘Let’s look at you, pops.’ She pulled the duvet down gently so my head was just peeping out. ‘There you are.’ She pressed her palm against my forehead. ‘Hmm. Better do a full examination.’


Mum’s a nurse at the local hospital. My granny, who passed away a couple of years ago, used to say that Mum could have been a doctor. ‘And she still can be, if she wants to!’ my Auntie Dodo would say back in a flash each time.


Susie from my class at school once told me that she’s never been able to fake being unwell – her mum’s a nurse too and can tell when she’s making it up. But my mum always takes me seriously.


It made me feel even worse that I was lying to her, but I knew it might work and I wouldn’t have to go in. A couple of weeks ago when something else had happened that made me want to hide away, Mum had believed me when I told her I felt like I was going to be sick and she stayed at home with me. We watched telly together and she made me plates of dry toast. I didn’t like doing it, but I really didn’t want to go to school that day.


‘Can I look down your throat?’ Mum asked me. ‘Open up as wide as you can. Go “aaaah”.’


Guilt formed inside me as I looked into her worried eyes. The soreness I thought I’d felt just moments ago had vanished completely. But I did as I was told, and Mum peered into my mouth.


‘It doesn’t look red,’ she said. ‘But let me check your temperature.’


After the thermometer told us there was nothing wrong, Mum checked me all over once more and then she gave me a look that I understood straight away.


‘I still have to go to school,’ I said for her.


‘If you start to feel worse then tell your teacher, okay? I’ll collect you if you need to come home.’ She reached for me, cupping my cheek in her hand, which felt cool and soft against my skin, like a wave-worn seashell. ‘Is there anything you want to talk about?’ she asked.


I shook my head and fiddled with a bit of the duvet that was bunched up around me. The words were in my mouth. I could tell her, but something was stopping me. I suddenly felt so lonely that I thought I might start crying. It’s an odd kind of loneliness when you’re with someone you love but you can’t tell them how you’re really feeling.


Mum looked like she wanted to say something else too, but then she bit her lip and went quiet for a few moments. ‘How about I make us something nice for breakfast?’ She searched my face for an answer, but I kept looking down at my hands. ‘And remember, Dodo’s coming over tonight – it’s Chewy Tuesday.’


We’ve been having Chewy Tuesdays for a long time – me, Mum and Auntie Dodo. It’s not a good name but somehow it’s stuck. Chewy Tuesdays came from a night when Dodo cooked for us. She made us brownies that turned out so chewy they’d almost glued our jaws together. Now we take it in turns to cook for each other every Tuesday, but we don’t let Dodo make brownies (although she keeps threatening that one day she’ll try again).


Remembering Dodo’s hopeful face as we chewed and chewed on those brownies made me smile. We’ve always been close – I was actually the one who gave her that nickname. I couldn’t say Dolores properly when I was little, so I called her Dodo instead. Now Mum calls her that too, or Doe for short.


‘There’s a smile,’ Mum said. ‘I saw it!’ She pulled me in for a hug and I wrapped my arms around her. It made me feel a bit better to hold her. And I felt my heart lighten a little at the thought of seeing Dodo. Maybe I could talk to her about what had been happening.










TUESDAY 8.08 a.m.



Mum slid another pancake onto my plate.


‘I’m full up.’ I motioned, pushing the plate away from me. It bumped against Mum’s pile of books that were stacked up on the table.


‘Are you sure you don’t want another? You’ve only had half of one.’


‘No, I’m okay,’ I said, trying not to meet her eyes. Knowing that I was going to school had taken away my appetite.


‘All right,’ Mum said, but she didn’t take my plate away. She looked at me in a way that made me feel like there were beams reaching out to me from her eyes. ‘How’s your throat feeling now?’


‘Not too bad,’ I lied, then changed the subject. ‘I guess I’d better get ready to leave.’


‘I’ll walk with you today,’ Mum said quickly.


‘Don’t worry, I’m going to walk with Layla. She stayed with her dad last night so we’re going to meet at the corner of the road.’


Layla’s my best friend. She spends part of the week with her mum and the rest with her dad. He owns a bike shop on our road, and when she stays with him, we always walk to school together.


‘Okay, but I think I’d better have a word with your teacher to let her know you weren’t feeling well this morning – just in case you get worse.’ Once again, I felt guilt seep through me.


‘I’m fine now,’ I said, standing, although I could feel my stomach flipping at the thought of returning to school.


‘Really?’ Mum asked as she walked over to me. I’m almost as tall as her so she looked me right in the eye as she said this.


I must get my height and build from my dad, although I don’t know who he is as I’ve never met him. Mum told me that she was very young when she had me, and that my dad moved away before she could tell him about me. Once I asked her whether we might be able to find him, but that was when Granny was alive and she overheard and got cross, saying we didn’t need to be going down that path. Luckily, my mum does the job of two parents and she’s pretty great at it.


I looked back at mum’s kind eyes locking onto mine and wished I’d never said anything in the first place. She placed her hand gently on my forehead again. ‘Still no temperature. I think you’re okay, but see how you go. You’d better leave soon if you’re meeting Layla.’


I had to force myself to complete all the things that I needed to do before I left: brush teeth, find bag, put on coat. Then I tied up my dark, unruly curls in a loose ponytail.


‘Don’t forget your hat and scarf, Ana. It looks cold out there,’ Mum said when I was at the door.


She placed the hat securely on my head and wrapped the scarf round my neck several times. I felt all warm and bundled up, but I slumped at the thought of having to leave.


Mum tipped my chin up so she could look at me properly. ‘There’s my girl.’ She smiled. ‘Have a good day, and if you feel any worse, tell your teacher and I’ll come to get you,’ she said.


When I finally made it out of the door, our next-door neighbour’s front door opened too. Sami scampered out into the corridor – he’s one of the kids that lives there, but he was nothing but a blur of school uniform and legs this morning. Sami runs everywhere. Behind him, I saw his mum, Benny, trying to manoeuvre a pram out of the door. Her other children trailed behind her: Denise, Rita (who’s Sami’s twin) and Tio.


I remember the day when Rita and Sami came home from the hospital and Tio and I were allowed to hold them very, very carefully. Now it felt like a long time since we’d sat next to each other on the sofa, holding the tiny twins.


‘Sami, come back!’ Benny yelled.


Mum had followed me out into the corridor and turned to Benny. ‘Benny! I was hoping I’d catch you.’


‘Hi, Lettie.’ Benny grinned.


Mum leaned over the pram to look at tiny, sleeping Mario and then started to talk about baby stuff with Benny. I kept my gaze fixed on the ground. I wanted to keep walking, but I knew it would seem weird if I did. And Mum would be sure to call me back. I could only see my shoes from this angle, but if I raised my head a little, then I could just about make out the shadows of Denise, Rita and Tio in front of me.


We’ve lived next door to each other for ever. Denise is the eldest at thirteen, there are only a few months between Tio and me (he turned eleven before me) and Sami and Rita are five years old.


I used to think of Tio as a coiled spring, leaping into action at a second’s notice. He’s a bit like Sami in that sense, always moving, scuffing his feet against the pavement if we’re standing in line before school starts or sprinting around the playground at playtime. I’d never tell him this to his face, but one of the differences between him and Sami is that while Sami is a bit of a bulldozer, Tio is kind of graceful. When he runs, he stretches out his legs and it looks like he could almost be flying.


Then Mum mentioned my name, jolting me from my thoughts. ‘I’m making pepperpot later. I’ll send Ana round with some. Maybe she could walk to school with you lot. She’s picking Layla up on the way, but she’s not feeling quite herself today, are you, pops?’


‘Sure. Morning, Ana!’ Benny flashed a smile towards me. ‘Kids, say hello to Ana.’


Denise was reading a book as she stood in the hallway, but her eyes flicked up briefly as she nodded at me. Sami yelled ‘Hello’ very loudly and Rita looked up at me with huge, brown eyes and said ‘Good morning’ in a serious kind of way.


Tio didn’t say a word. No one noticed but me.
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TUESDAY – 8.19 a.m.
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Mother meet


Boy #1 Woman #1 Boy #2 Girl #1 Girl #2 Boy #3.


Energy Tension high.


Energy Connection very low with Boy #3.


Boy #3 = Possible Companion Subject?
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TUESDAY 8.28 a.m.



I saw Layla leaning against the wall outside her dad’s bike shop before she spotted us. She was wearing an incredibly large bobble hat and peering at something cupped in her hand.


She did a double take when she saw me strolling towards her with Benny’s entire family. Her eyes met mine as though to ask, What’s going on? and I tried to answer her with my eyes too: We’ll talk about it later.


‘Morning, Layla,’ Benny said cheerfully.


‘Morning,’ Layla replied.


‘What have you got there?’ Benny asked.


‘It’s a tiny snail – a baby one,’ Layla said opening her fist so we could see the snail sitting on her palm. It looked more like a little stone than anything else.


‘Can I see? Can I see?’ Rita said, clambering forward.


Layla kneeled down to Rita’s height and we watched as a miniature feeler emerged very slowly from the snail’s thin brown shell, followed by the rest of its body. It reached out towards Rita.


But then Tio loudly shouted, ‘Boo!’ and the snail instantly withdrew into its shell. At the same time, Sami struggled out of Benny’s grip and started running ahead.


‘Oh, Sami!’ Benny cried. ‘Tio, catch up with him, will you?’


Tio dashed away after his brother and Benny turned to me and said, ‘Sorry, Ana, I’d better run after them. We’ll be up ahead if you need anything.’


She rushed off with the pram and Denise and Rita by her side.


I felt my body relax as I watched them disappear up the road.


‘So, what happened?’ Layla asked me when we were alone, her eyes wide.


‘Nothing,’ I said.


‘When I saw you all walking together, I thought maybe you’d said something to your mum.’


I shook my head.


‘Are you okay?’ she asked, her eyes still large and searching.


‘I don’t want to talk about it,’ I replied. I had the same feeling I’d had when I was talking to Mum earlier. A loneliness coming from not being able to speak the truth.


We quietly walked together to school and I was glad that Layla didn’t ask me any more about what had happened. The pavements were sparkly with frost, and some puddles had frozen over. Layla pointed at the imprint of a leaf on the ice and my worries started to melt away. But when we got to the school gates, I suddenly stopped walking. I realized I’d come to a standstill without meaning to.


Layla was distracted by the old cat who often hangs out in the school car park. She’d gone ahead to try to lure it out from under the school minibus, clicking her tongue. It came out straight away, wrapping itself around her legs.


Then Layla noticed that I’d stopped behind her. ‘Ana, are you okay?’ she asked.


Worry washed over me and settled in a pit at the bottom of my stomach. I could feel people swarming past us, staring at me as I stood still in the middle of the crowd. I managed a little nod back to Layla, but I hunched over like I was trying curl myself up into a hedgehog ball and hide away. I forced my body forward, telling myself to keep going.


We managed to get into the playground and Layla and I found a quiet corner. I tried to steady my breathing, but the ball in my stomach was getting bigger and heavier with every second.


‘Ana, talk to me,’ Layla spoke in a gentle voice.


All of a sudden, faces in the playground seemed to surround us. A group were playing some kind of chasing game and screaming at the top of their voices each time someone got caught. I saw Tio dart past us, calling out so loudly that the sound filled my head, and I remembered the way Layla’s snail had retracted into its shell when he’d shouted at it.


I tried to speak but the words got stuck in my throat.


‘Can you tell me what happened yesterday?’ Layla asked.


I’d come to her in tears at the end of school, but I hadn’t told her anything other than that Tio had said something to upset me.


‘I… I don’t want to talk about it,’ I said firmly.


‘Whatever happened, it’s going to be okay,’ Layla said. ‘You know Tio’s only nasty to you because he’s jealous of you.’


‘Jealous of what?’ I asked. What could she possibly mean?


‘My mum says that when people are unkind it’s because they feel insecure.’


I get a lot of advice from Layla’s mum via Layla.


‘He’s just jealous,’ Layla continued. ‘I might have to say something to him.’


‘Please don’t, Layla,’ I muttered. ‘You said you wouldn’t. Promise me? I couldn’t hide the slight tremor in my voice. I felt a wave of worry rise up inside me. What would happen if Layla did try to talk to Tio? He would tease you even more, a voice in my head told me.


‘Fine, but only because you don’t want me to. But if you ever change your mind…’


Layla may look small and timid, but she’s as fierce as a flame. I’ve never met anyone so sure about who they are and what the right thing to do is. Sometimes when I’m dithering about something, it feels like we’re opposites.


There were other ways we were different, too. Layla is one of the smallest in the class and she has the straightest mousy brown hair. But it’s our different personalities that really contrast in our friendship. I like to hide away, but Layla is super confident. It sometimes looks like she’s the taller one out of the two of us, because she stands up so straight.


In fact, maybe that’s why we’ve become such close friends since she arrived at my school. She’d come to the area after her parents had separated and moved to different flats. Layla can push me to make my mind up about things, and I make her slow down and take her time. She’d only joined towards the end of the last school year, but I can’t imagine her not being around; we’ve grown close quickly and we’re always together. It’s hard to remember a time before, when we weren’t close, when we didn’t know each other.


‘Maybe you should talk to your mum,’ Layla suggested.


‘I don’t know. She’s got a big test coming up at work, and I don’t want to worry her. I was thinking that maybe I would talk to Dodo.’


Layla started nodding emphatically. ‘Definitely talk to Dodo. She’ll know what to do.’


‘She’s coming round tonight,’ I said. ‘It’s Chewy Tuesday. I could chat to her while Mum’s cooking.’


‘Do it,’ Layla said encouragingly. ‘It’s bad to bury things and not talk about them.’


‘Is that another of your mum’s sayings?’ I asked.


‘Yes,’ Layla said with a sheepish smile. ‘But it’s true.’


I looked over at Layla and felt a swell of warmth rush through me. Despite what had been happening, having Layla by my side made everything feel a whole lot better.
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TUESDAY – 8.39 a.m.


Primary Subject sits with Girl #3.


Energy Tension low.


Energy Connection high.


‘Friends’.













TUESDAY 10.41 a.m.



The day had begun in its usual way. We’d filed into assembly and sat cross-legged in wonky lines as Ms Bridewell-Stringer told us all about a reading challenge that was starting next week.


Then there had been reading, maths and a spelling test. I’d done all right – not amazing but not terrible either. I went over the words I’d got wrong. That’s sort of how I am at school generally. I’m not naturally brilliant at anything, but I always try my hardest and that seems to work. Although, recently, I’ve felt like I don’t even want to try. The spelling test words kept blurring in front of me, and I couldn’t get them straight in my head.


At breaktime, Layla was keen to look for more snails. She wanted to see if she could find an actual snail egg and wondered what size and shape it would be. I left her looking because when she gets an idea like that, she can’t think or talk about anything else. She’s obsessed with animals and always thinks of questions about them that would never even occur to me.


The group from before school were playing their shouting and catching game again, being even louder than before. I was walking across the playground to see if I could find Layla – I wanted her company even if it meant getting roped into the snail-egg hunt – when one of them accidentally collided with me. I fell to the ground and Mr Davies, who works with a kid a few years below me, noticed and came over to see if I was okay.


‘I’m fine,’ I said, although my hands felt sore and there were shooting pains pulsing through my knee. When I looked down, I saw a spot of blood beginning to bloom through the scuffed fabric of my trousers. I lifted the trouser leg carefully and saw a bloody graze glaring back at me.


‘Go up and see the office for a plaster,’ Mr Davies said. ‘They’ll clean you up.’


So that was how I ended up hobbling towards the office at breaktime, the smell of school dinners already in the air as I traipsed through the hall. Someone had started to decorate the stage on one side of the hall ready for the concert the school runs just before October half-term. It’s called the Stars Concert and it’s all about celebrating each of our individual talents. A few giant silver stars that I recognized from last year were hanging from the wall and someone had strung fairy lights in wonky loops between them.


The hall was currently set up for a PE lesson, but there was no one around apart from me. I waited for a few moments in the quiet. Though I knew that I needed to get to the office, and that the bell for the end of breaktime might ring at any moment, I felt myself walking towards the stage as though my legs were working independently of the voice in my head telling me what I should be doing.


It was hard to get up the steps to the stage because the pain in my knee was getting worse, but I managed to climb to the top. Then I walked out to the centre of the stage, into the spot where Ms Bridewell-Stringer stands when she gives assemblies. I could feel my palms still stinging and when I looked down at them, I saw my cut-up skin was studded with tiny stones.


I brushed the stones away and stood there for just a minute, imagining that the hall wasn’t empty, but instead full of row upon row of chairs, crammed with everybody’s families. That’s how it would look when we had the Stars Concert before half-term. I remembered what it was like when we sang together as a class last year; a sea of shining faces looking up at me. This year, Mum and Dodo would both be there. I imagined Dodo would give me a thumbs up when I finally found their faces in the crowd and Mum would be looking at me with her big, kind, brown eyes. But as easy as it was to imagine them, the only reason I was able to stand there in that moment was because the hall was empty.


I took a deep breath. What was I doing? Part of me knew why I’d come up here and another part was telling me to get down and hurry along to the school office. But before I could question myself too much, I started to sing.


I began quietly, but it was difficult to sing in a whisper. And so, with my eyes closed, I let myself, just for a moment, fill the hall with my voice. I could feel the song reaching out to every corner of the room. It was the one we were learning for the Stars Concert, and I didn’t know all the words by heart yet, but I knew the tune well enough so I just let myself sing. It felt good to do it – like all of a sudden a swarm of bees that had been buzzing around my head had been released into the air and were finally free. I could feel myself standing taller as I sang, my back uncoiling, my shoulders widening to let my lungs fill with air and release my voice into the hall.


I knew it was an odd thing to do and, like I said, if I’d thought about it too much then I’m sure I’d never have climbed up those stage steps.


If only I hadn’t.


I wasn’t sure what I noticed first – the squeak of a door opening or the sharp laughter that rebounded off the walls and back to me – but when I opened my eyes, I saw I wasn’t alone.


Tio was there, standing in front of the stage, bent over laughing.


My voice choked into a stunted silence. I wanted to be anywhere but on the stage. There was nowhere to hide, and seeing Tio there, knowing that he’d just heard me when I thought I was alone, took my breath away. I felt like I couldn’t move.


‘You really think you can sing, huh?’ he said when he’d stopped laughing.


‘I—’


My whole body flooded with embarrassment; it tingled on my skin as though it were an actual burn. How could I have been so stupid? I should never have got up on the stage; I should have never opened my mouth to sing. The pain in my knee seemed to throb more and more with every passing second, and suddenly the memory from the day before filled my mind.
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THE DAY BEFORE: MONDAY 3.46 p.m.



Yesterday afternoon, I’d taken the stairs back up to the classroom in twos. Layla was waiting for me in the playground while I went back to get a book I’d forgotten.


The corridors were quiet and still now that the school had emptied out for home time. There was no sign of any of the teachers either. A few things lay discarded across the shiny but scuffed floor: a snake of a scarf, an inside-out jumper and some balled up pieces of paper that looked very much like the letters about the Stars Concert that had just been handed out.


I zipped into the classroom, retrieved my book and was just about to rush back into the corridor when I heard voices.


‘Here it is,’ said one.


‘That’s not it,’ said another.


‘It is, it is,’ said the first one. I now recognized the voice as belonging to Tio.


The thing about me and Tio is that we’re more than just next-door neighbours. Although we didn’t talk any more, Tio was apparently my first friend, my best friend. When we were little we went to the same nursery. Mum told me that we used to follow each other around all the time, and if anyone else tried to play with me, Tio would start crying.


But now, overhearing him in the corridor outside, I froze and held my breath.


I couldn’t pinpoint exactly when it had started, but I was pretty sure Tio didn’t like me any more. It started off as a collection of small things that on their own might seem like nothing at all, but when I put them all together they made me certain that we were most definitely not friends now.


There was his birthday, a few weeks into term, when he brought in packets of sweets for everyone. It’s always a bit of a rush at the end of the day and Tio was running around giving out sweets while our class teacher, Ms Randall, was handing out slips for a school trip. Tio missed me out and I was sure it was on purpose.


Then a month ago, he started laughing out loud when I was trying (and failing) to answer a question in class. My voice dried up completely and I could feel tears suddenly ready to spring from my eyes. Ms Randall was furious and told him she wanted to talk to him during breaktime. He’d huffed and said it was about something else, nothing at all to do with me, but I knew that was lie.


I had a long list of things like this, little things really, but whenever I put them together it made me sure Tio no longer liked me.


Tio even made a comment today when Ms Randall had told us about the concert. She’d asked if anyone thought they wanted to sing a solo or in a small group, and I’d raised my hand. But then Tio glanced round and noticed my hand up, so I put it down straight away.


‘Ana wants to do it,’ he said in a loud, flat tone.
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