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Prologue

The sandstorm arrived like a leopard on the hunt: fast and very wild.

Daisy held her breath as sand glittered through the air. It was biting her cheeks in bright painful dashes, but she couldn’t take her eyes off the storm.

‘This way!’ Ma had to shout over the wind. ‘Now!’

A great zigzag of lightning struck the top of the nearest dune and Daisy leapt back, mouth suddenly dry with fear. She could see scarves of sand rising like ghosts in the wind, the flash of her own white knuckles, the grim expression on Ma’s face. The sand made the air flicker, and then the storm was on them: outracing them over the ridges of the desert until there was sand in Daisy’s teeth and between her eyelashes, and she couldn’t see much further than her own fingers.

After that, several things happened very quickly. Ma skidded to her knees and pressed one hand into a dip in the dunes. The air went still. And a ring of bright white orchids rippled out around them like water.

Daisy’s mouth fell open in astonishment and rapidly filled with sand. She was still spitting furiously when a fresh squall swept in and blinded her. But an after-image of the orchids stayed burned onto the inside of her eyelids. They had been the snowy colour of cotton socks, fat-petalled and thickly veined with silver – and sending out threads of light that streamed together like a pale, shining dome over their heads.

Inside the dome, the sudden silence rang loud in her ears, broken only by their panting breaths. Daisy crouched low beside Ma, trying desperately to see past the grit in her eyes. She thought she could make out the blurred ring of orchids and – through the curtain of silver threads – the sandstorm raging silently through the red night.

By the time Daisy’s eyes had recovered, the worst of the storm was over. The dome, if it had ever existed, was gone.

‘We got lucky,’ said Ma the next morning when the wind had cleared and the air was cool and crystalline in the pale-blue light. ‘That valley between the dunes, it kept us safe.’

‘But,’ said Daisy, ‘I thought I saw . . . flowers. White flowers.’

‘Flowers in the desert?’ said Ma. She laughed and ruffled Daisy’s sand-crusted hair. ‘My rascal, whatever will you think of next?’
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Chapter 1

Six months later

Daisy Thistledown didn’t have a home in the ordinary sense of the word, but there was something about London that always made her feel particularly happy. They had arrived that morning from Rome, where Ma had been writing an article about some disreputable politicians, and they’d had to leave rather quickly after it was published. Here in London, the December sky was a dazzling blue above the rooftops, and there was a glittering, festive feeling in the air. They were in town for a meeting with Ma’s new editor at the High Herald: a man called Mr Craven who had a brilliant reputation and a fondness for toffees, which he kept in a jar on his desk.

Mr Craven had only been at the High Herald for three months – since just after Daisy’s eleventh birthday – but people already spoke about him as if he was someone extraordinary. He was very tall and charming, with pale green eyes and a mouth that smiled on one side. He’d spent many years in the field, but had retired from active service after an unfortunate incident involving an angry hippopotamus.

‘Rather too exciting,’ he explained as he ushered them in, smiling lopsidedly and laughing in a way that showed his teeth.

As well as toffees, Mr Craven’s desk also boasted a gleaming computer screen, a hostile-looking cactus and a framed photograph of himself shaking hands with the prime minister.

‘A brilliant woman,’ he said to Daisy, adjusting the gold cufflinks of his crisp white shirt, and revealing a cluster of five moles on his left wrist. They were arranged in a stretched-out W shape that reminded Daisy of the constellation Cassiopeia. ‘Quite brilliant. She’s going to take this country places, I can tell you. She called me just the other day to say –’

He broke off, staring at something. ‘Why, what an unusual necklace, Mrs Thistledown. Wherever did you find it?’

‘Just an old trinket,’ said Ma, looking self-conscious, and tucked away the daisy-shaped pendant on its fine gold chain. ‘Now, Mr Craven. About my next trip. These attacks in the Amazon rainforest . . .’

For a moment, Daisy caught an odd expression in Craven’s pale eyes, as if he was staring at a great cinema screen that no one else could see. Then he blinked and smiled, and she wondered if she’d imagined it.

[image: A branch with leaves shivers.]
‘Ah yes,’ he said smoothly. ‘Peru. You mentioned that you were thinking about covering the story. Tell me . . .’

[image: A gold chain with a daisy pendant is surrounded by shivering branches with leaves.]
Daisy slunk into the corridor, opened up the creased book she kept in her rucksack for occasions like these, and settled down to wait.

Daisy was good at waiting. It was necessary, if you had a mother as extraordinary as hers. Leila Thistledown was a journalist and travelled all over the world chasing stories. Daisy loved this expression: chasing stories. She liked to imagine Ma waving a butterfly net through the air and scooping up flighty headlines and unruly articles: news about kings and anarchists, barrel bombs and jewel thieves, rigged elections and rare monkeys with golden eyes.

‘Good journalism is like electricity,’ Ma would say when she was asked for the secret of her success. ‘It should make you sit up and yelp.’ And she would grin the grin that made her look more like a mischievous ten-year-old than an internationally-renowned reporter. Daisy went everywhere with Ma, and at moments like this she felt like a partner in her world-changing enterprise: the sidekick in Ma’s diamond-bright conjuring act.

Ma would shake the stories from their net and write them up on a travel-scratched laptop that clattered and battered its way through the night as Daisy tried to sleep. The stories were sent back to the newsroom of the High Herald to appear in thousands upon thousands of papers all over the country each day. They were read by bespectacled doctors with black briefcases and lawyers in immaculate suits, by apple-sellers and jazz musicians, avant-garde artists and moustachioed diplomats, by curious schoolchildren and feather-boa-ed night-club dancers. Everyone read Leila Thistledown’s articles in the Herald.
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People always looked surprised when they discovered that Leila Thistledown had a daughter. Then they would be charmed. ‘Why, she’s just like you,’ they would say, laughing. ‘A little Leila doll.’

Daisy would scowl, pulling down her eyebrows in a way she hoped looked forbidding. Everyone always assumed that because she looked like Ma on the outside, she must be the same sort of person on the inside as well: wild and adventurous and brave. But Daisy didn’t feel like any of those things. She was quiet and watchful, and not brave at all.

Now, she heard Ma’s laugh from inside Craven’s office, and the sounds of the meeting coming to an end. She closed her book, ready to go.

This was her life: Ma’s headlong energy, the momentum that took them from city to city, from continent to continent – rootless, dauntless and always chasing the next big story.

Daisy’s place was with Ma, and she was – Daisy told herself firmly – perfectly content.

She poked her head round the door of Craven’s office just as Ma was gathering her bag to leave.

‘Stay in touch,’ Craven was saying, shuffling a large stack of papers. ‘And don’t take any unnecessary risks.’ A page slipped from his hands and floated to the floor at Daisy’s feet. It was a map, the sort of thing you can’t help bending down to stare at: beautifully detailed, covered in spiky handwriting and printed with a single bold word along its top edge: PERÚ.

‘Thank you, Daisy,’ said Craven, his voice suddenly steely. He leaned forward and took the map from her fingers, and in a moment, it had vanished into a drawer in his desk. His green eyes glinted, and he nodded at Ma. ‘Safe travels, Mrs Thistledown.’

After the meeting, they walked out into the bustling streets that ran along the river, where Christmas lights shone like diamond bracelets, and the rolling Thames lapped against the stone walls of the embankment. The afternoon was dusky and cold, and filled with parakeets flashing across the sky like bright green needles through blue silk. The first time Daisy had spotted them, she had been astonished. But now she knew that London was full of the birds, and had been for years. They perched jauntily on lampposts and posed in the treetops like tropical Christmas decorations. According to Ma, some people thought the parakeets had escaped from London Zoo and multiplied in the wild. Others said they’d vanished from a film set. Either way, the city’s frosty streets were teeming with glamorous green birds. It made Daisy feel as if anything was possible: as if all manner of unexpected and extraordinary things might be just around the corner.

Ma checked the time on her phone, then turned and looked at Daisy with bright eyes.

‘How about a quick trip to Kew?’
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Chapter 2

An hour later, they were walking through the curling iron gates of Ma’s favourite place in London. ‘Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew’, read the sign at the entrance. ‘Welcome to the most biodiverse place on earth.’

The gardens were full of booted and mittened visitors, and the famous glasshouses were misted with condensation where their tropical warmth met the chilly air. Outside, the trees were bare and the flowerbeds empty, but inside the Palm House the air was rich and heavy, like a sauna. Daisy breathed deeply and sighed. She never got tired of the earthy way it smelled. All around them were swaying palms with leaves as big as tablecloths, and looped vines that twisted around the lacy Victorian ironwork of the glasshouse. It was like standing in an indoor rainforest.

‘Look!’ said Ma. She pointed at a five-petalled flower like a pink starburst. ‘Madagascar periwinkles. They’re used to make cancer medicines. Isn’t that amazing?’

Daisy grinned. Ma knew everything there was to know about plants.

‘And this palm tree,’ said Ma, ‘is called a suicide palm, because it only flowers once – when it’s fifty years old – and then it dies.’

Ma reached out a finger and touched its bark. Daisy could have sworn that the great palm waved a leafy frond, but then she blinked and shook herself. It was nothing more than a coil of warm air passing through the glasshouse.

She tipped her face upwards, noticing a spray of monkey-brush vines, a cluster of yellow flowers like ear-trumpets and a bunch of tiny pink bananas that grew upwards instead of down. Ma had been bringing her to Kew since she was old enough to crawl, and the sheer variety and oddity of the greenery always made her fingertips tingle.

Daisy had always loved plants, even if they did sometimes behave in strange ways around her. Once, she had been so bored while waiting for Ma to finish an interview with a sherpa (they’d been on a mountain crag in the Tibetan Himalayas at the time) that she’d gone wandering off by herself, and hadn’t seen the edge until she’d slipped over it. The fall should have killed her, but an outcrop of laurel trees had burst into wild leaf and shot their branches out sideways, catching her mid-plummet.

Another time, she had been playing football in the street (this was the April they’d spent in Delhi, during the last elections), and she’d seen a thick-necked boy called Bruce trip up the smallest girl on the other team three times in a row. He was a bully – she’d seen him do it before – and she had felt something boil over inside her, like a pan of water left too long on the stove. Then suddenly Bruce had been screaming, writhing on the pavement, his skin covered in big puffy red welts.

‘Poison ivy,’ she heard the doctor whisper as the boy was taken away, limping. ‘Goodness knows how it grew through the pavement like that.’

And then there was the time Ma had taken her to dinner with a very grand lady in Paris, who had served them fresh lobsters and boasted about how her chef boiled them alive. The polished cherry-wood table at which they’d been sitting had sort of shrugged, and the next minute their dishes and bowls were soaring through the air, trailing dramatic arcs of lobster bisque behind them. Ma had marched Daisy out in double-quick time while their translator strewed abject apologies in their wake.

Today, though, was a perfectly ordinary day. Pulling a leaf out of her untidy braid, Daisy headed deeper into the glasshouse, barely noticing the commotion as a passing tourist turned to look at Ma and walked straight into a palm tree.

But then she saw something unexpected out of the corner of her eye. She thought at first that it was another vine – but vines are not black and white and furry.

Without pausing to think, Daisy darted after it, just as the thing whipped out of sight round the nearest corner. She followed, hurrying, ducking under a low-hanging branch, which seemed to lift itself a few centimetres out of her way.

There! Half hidden behind an ancient and tufty dwarf palm. It was a tiny cat. A scrappy black-and-white creature, about as big as her foot, with a curling tail in domino colours.

‘Hello,’ she said, crouching down. The cat – more of a kitten, really – surveyed her with silver-green eyes, and sharpened a claw on her shoe. It had a warlike expression, with teeth like little needles, and whiskers that were long and very ticklish. Its ears were small and fierce and pointed, and it looked slightly lost and very grumpy.

Daisy frowned. ‘What are you doing here?’

She checked for a name tag, but the kitten’s neck was bare. Pets were not allowed at Kew Gardens, and there was no sign of a worried owner. In fact, no one was paying any attention at all to the illegal cat in the Royal Botanic Palm House.

Daisy glanced around. ‘Ma!’ she called. ‘Come here. I’ve found—’

But when she turned back, the cat was gone.

‘I’m not making it up,’ said Daisy as they sat down to tea at the café some time later. ‘There was a cat. Right there in the Palm House! It was there one moment, and then it disappeared. Poof!’

It had vanished without a trace. Well, almost, thought Daisy, glancing at the scattering of black and white hairs on her coat.

‘I believe you,’ said Ma lightly. ‘Cats are sneaky like that.’

The café was filled with the clatter of forks and teaspoons and the warm hum of conversation as happy visitors dug into large slabs of carrot cake.

‘Do you think it will be all right?’ she said, still thinking of the cat. It had been so small.

Ma didn’t reply. Her head was bent and she was busy arranging an enormous plate of scones, clotted cream and strawberry jam, and pouring out tea from a large red pot. Ma had been distracted all day, which usually meant she was thinking out a new article in her head, and that they were about to set off for somewhere new.

The cat had probably run back to its owner, Daisy told herself firmly. It would be fine.

She focused her attention on the scones, selected the nearest and spread it so thickly that her first bite left toothmarks in the cream. She took another bite and sighed happily.

Ma had taken a scone too, but she didn’t seem to be hungry.

‘What’s wrong?’ said Daisy, trying to lick Devonshire cream off her elbow. Then she saw Ma hesitate, and felt a chill despite the warmth of the room.

‘Nothing,’ said Ma. ‘It’s just – how would you feel about boarding school?’ She glanced up, and added hastily: ‘Only for a little while, of course.’

Daisy looked at her, eyes wide. ‘Boarding school? Isn’t that just for people in books?’

‘Not always,’ said her mother in the oddly casual voice Daisy had heard her use when she was interviewing someone tricky. ‘Wouldn’t you like to meet people your age? Make friends?’

Daisy felt a swoop beneath her ribs, as if she’d taken a step into very sticky quicksand.

‘I don’t need friends,’ she said quickly. ‘And I meet lots of people my own age.’ It was true. From Rome to Russia, and from street markets to fancy hotels, Daisy ran wild with the children she met, always keeping an ear out for anything that might be useful for Ma’s writing – a scrap of local gossip, complaints about the rising price of bread, a strange tale overheard.

Ma was a political correspondent – but more and more these days her articles focused on the climate too, which meant that Daisy knew more than most eleven-year-olds about floods in India and bushfires in Australia. She could tell you anything you wanted to know about endangered leopards in snowy Russia, and rare, whiskery black-bat flowers in tropical Burma. Daisy had taught herself to read using Ma’s books and travel guides, spelling out long words like ‘latitude’ and reciting sentences like, ‘When in the bush, it is always wise to carry with you a coconut.’ She knew how to identify Somalian songbirds by their calls, and seven ways to say hello in Inuktitut, and how to tie ten different types of sailing knot. She could do long division and read maps, handle a slingshot, pick pockets (though Ma didn’t know about that particular trick) and steer a course by the North Star. She was also the unofficial spitting champion of three US states, and could spit with greater force and accuracy than most llamas or teenage boys.

‘I don’t need to go to school,’ she said, struggling to keep the panic out of her voice.

Ma was now crumbling her scone to pieces between her fingers.

‘I know, joonam.’ The word meant ‘darling’ in Farsi. ‘But the truth is I’m chasing a new story, and it’s somewhere that isn’t safe.’

‘The Amazon?’ said Daisy, remembering what Ma had said to Craven.

‘That’s right.’ Ma chased a crumb across the table. ‘You already know that the rainforest is one of the wildest and most astonishing places on earth. But –’ she paused and picked out her next words carefully, as if they had sharp edges – ‘each year it becomes more and more of a battleground. The people who have always lived there have to fight every single day, to protect it from illegal logging and mining and fishing. From people who want to slash and burn it to the ground.’ She hesitated. ‘And . . . innocent people are disappearing.’

‘Disappearing?’ said Daisy, frowning. Somewhere nearby, a toddler wailed, and the red-haired man at the next table took a sip of coffee.

Ma nodded, and her lips were very pale. ‘Someone needs to find out what’s happening. The world needs to know.’

Daisy took a deep breath. ‘I could come with you. I could help—’

‘No.’ Ma’s voice was rock-hard, and final. ‘This time is different, Daisy. It’s not like anywhere else we’ve been. It’s no place for a child.’

Daisy felt fear stick in her throat like a knuckle. ‘What about you?’ she managed to choke. ‘What if something happens to you?’

‘I’ll be perfectly safe,’ said Ma firmly. ‘I’ll have a guide, and protection. And it’s not for long, I promise. Two weeks at most.’

‘Two weeks?’ They had never been apart for more than two days.

Ma’s forehead wrinkled and her mouth made a strange shape. ‘I’m sorry, joonam. I wish you could come – I really do. But I need to know that you’re looked after while I’m away – and since we don’t have any family to take care of you, Mr Craven has recommended a girls’ boarding school called Wykhurst where he’s a trustee. They’ve agreed to take you on as a temporary student.’ Ma gripped Daisy’s hand, which was sticky with strawberry jam. ‘Two weeks, that’s all. I’ll be back by Christmas, I promise.’

Daisy felt hot and prickly all over.

‘But I can’t,’ she said, discovering that her cheeks were wet. She wiped her eyes furiously with the ends of her hair.

‘You can,’ said Ma fiercely. ‘Courage, joonam.’

‘But—’

Ma just looked at her. There was a terrible silence, and Daisy watched as a parakeet soared through the open doors of the café and then flitted back out into the darkening sky. A single green feather drifted down to land in the space between them.

‘How will you manage?’ Daisy asked finally.

Ma was terrible at map-reading and keeping track of her deadlines and remembering to eat. Daisy was the one who navigated them from A to B and made sure they didn’t forget their passports. She was the one who tipped the hotel porters and bought extra supplies of biscuits for Ma when she was writing.

‘Oh, joon-e-delam,’ said Leila. The words meant ‘life of my heart’ in Farsi, and she called Daisy by that name only when she was very sad. ‘I don’t know. But I do promise it won’t be for long. I’ll catch this story as soon as I can.’

There was another silence, and Daisy heard the rustle of a newspaper from the red-haired man at the next table, and the friendly stir of a nearby family as they gathered up two toddlers and a pushchair in readiness to leave. She wondered, briefly, what it would be like to be part of a normal family, with a real home to go back to at the end of the day. She imagined a room that was hers, with the same bed each night and a shelf for her books, and felt a tug of longing in her chest.

Then Ma said, ‘If anything goes wrong – anything at all – I want you to have this.’ She reached into her bag and took out a small box. Inside was something round and glittering. It was a glass paperweight, about the size of Daisy’s clenched fist. She took it and leaned so close that her nose touched the cool surface. A perfect dandelion clock was trapped in the glass, like a soft silver moon inside a bubble.

‘It was your father’s,’ said Ma. ‘He wanted you to have it, when you were old enough. He would be so proud of you, you know.’

But for once Daisy wasn’t distracted by the mention of Pa.

‘What do you mean, if anything goes wrong? I thought you said you’d be safe!’

Ma swept a few stray crumbs off the table. ‘And I will be. But if – by some vanishingly distant chance – something does happen, then I want you to come back here to Kew. Bring that,’ she said, lifting her chin towards the paperweight. ‘Help will come. Oh, and don’t show it to anyone. Keep it safe, and secret.’

‘I don’t understand. Why? What do you mean, “help”?’

But Ma was already stacking their plates and fastening the straps of her bag.

‘Come on,’ she said. ‘We have lots to do.’
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Chapter 3

The next day flashed by in a flurry of preparations. Since Daisy would only be at the school for the last two weeks of the winter term, she wasn’t expected to bring her own uniform or buy the monogrammed Wykhurst suitcase recommended for new pupils. Instead, she shoved her clothes into the small, battered case that had once belonged to her father. It still had his initials on it – H. T., for Henry Thistledown – and was plastered over with faded stickers from his travels: boats from Tangier, flights to Chile and India and Greenland. Over the years, Daisy had added a few of her own. But her favourite sticker was the blue one on the corner, torn and faded now, that had marked her father’s most important journey. The one from England, where he was born, to Iran, where he had met Ma and they had got married and lived happily ever after.

Until they hadn’t.

Along with her clothes, Daisy stowed into the case a stash of biscuits, a pair of scarlet-laced hiking boots from Ma (‘To remind you to be wild,’ Ma said with a wink), an envelope of money (‘for emergencies’), a box of old photographs and a pile of dog-eared books that had already accompanied Daisy halfway round the world.

Ma had also wanted Daisy to take the mobile phone she’d been given on her last birthday, so they could stay in touch, but they had been told firmly by Mrs Daggler, the school matron, that phones were not allowed at Wykhurst. (‘Very unsettling for the girls, Mrs Thistledown, and so distracting. She’ll be far better without.’) Somehow, this made the looming separation feel even worse. It’s only two weeks, Daisy told herself sternly as she closed the suitcase for the final time.

And after the goodbyes and the promises to write, this was what she was left holding onto, as Ma drove away to catch a story that might be dangerous. She stood at the entrance of Wykhurst School, and tipped her face back to the sky so that the tears didn’t fall out, and clutched her father’s case as if it was her only friend in the whole world.

‘Well,’ said the matron as Ma disappeared round the bend of the long drive. She was a tall, angular woman with arms like a praying mantis, and something about her eyes reminded Daisy of a giant trout: the dead kind you see fishermen posing next to in photographs. She gripped Daisy by the top of her arm, and surveyed her as if she was a particularly repellent flea. ‘I can see I have my work cut out.’ She marched Daisy beneath the grey parapets of the school and straight to the lost-property office, so she could be outfitted with a full set of Wykhurst uniform.

‘But Ma said I wouldn’t need to wear—’

Matron narrowed her eyes and spoke in a matter-of-fact voice. ‘Forget what your mother said, Miss Thistledown. You’re at Wykhurst now, and you’ll do as I tell you.’

She grabbed an armful of clothes from the lost property box and tossed them at Daisy to try on: two navy-blue skirts (so long that Daisy almost vanished beneath them), three striped shirts with threadbare cuffs and fiddly buttons, a navy jumper that itched abominably, a bundle of knee-high socks that smelled like pickled onions and, finally, a lacrosse stick with a small net at the top that was nothing like a butterfly net.

Matron surveyed her from head to toe, and then held out an imperious hand. ‘Black hair ties only,’ she barked. ‘Hand it over.’

With shaking fingers, Daisy untied the red ribbon from her hair. It had been a parting gift from Ma, and she felt shivery without it, as if someone had forced her out of a warm coat.

Matron nodded curtly. ‘Let’s go.’

As they walked up the stairs, Matron enumerated the laws by which Wykhurst was governed. No running indoors, no laughing in the corridors, no chocolate, no spitting, and especially no pets. ‘Nasty dirty things,’ she said, sniffing.

They turned left at the top of the stairs and entered a dormitory with dull brass bedsteads ranged in two long rows against blank walls. Daisy’s suitcase was dumped at the foot of a bed in the corner, her new uniform tossed on top of it.

‘The other girls are at dinner,’ Matron informed her. ‘I assume you’ve already eaten?’ She smiled unpleasantly and turned to go without waiting for a reply. ‘Sweet dreams, Miss Thistledown.’
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The door shut after her and Daisy collapsed onto her mattress, stomach rumbling. She could feel hot tears rising up again in the corners of her eyes and she turned to her rucksack to distract herself. There was a chocolate bar in the inside pocket, which would do for her dinner. It would be her first act of rebellion against Matron’s hateful regime.

When she opened the bag, however, all thoughts of food left her mind. For there, curled up on top of Daisy’s favourite T-shirt, was the cat from Kew Gardens.

*

Daisy barely noticed the watery grey porridge that was slopped in front of her in the dining hall the next morning. This was unsurprising, since her mind was on the small cat that was currently kneading his claws against her chest beneath her school jumper. He had curled up next to her all night like a tickly hot-water bottle, unseen by the whispering girls in the nearby beds. And that morning, after the others had left for breakfast, he had refused to stay in the dorm, determined to follow her no matter how many times she told him to stay put. He had turned his silver-green eyes on her and meowed furiously.

‘Oh, all right,’ she said. ‘But you can’t be seen. Matron does not like animals.’

Luckily, the cat was easy to conceal. He was so small he could sit on the palm of her hand, and barely made a lump beneath her shapeless school jumper. She stole him a large kipper from the breakfast table, and made a mental note to find a flowerbed for his litter.

Daisy’s mind whirred as she followed the other girls out of the dining hall. He must have climbed into her bag that day in the Palm House – which would explain why she had searched the glasshouse from top to bottom without finding him, never thinking to look in the bag on her own back. He must have stayed hidden through the whole day of packing in London, and travelled with her all the way to Wykhurst: a misguided stowaway sneaking his way into the most depressing place on earth.

She noticed a group of girls tittering as she headed to her first lesson.

‘Have you seen the state of her uniform?’ she heard one of them whisper.

Daisy clenched her fingers around the paperweight in her pocket, and kept walking.

That day, the cat accompanied her through the school like a shadow. He was so small and sneaky that none of the teachers or other students noticed him. But Daisy knew he was there: admiring his reflection in the lacrosse trophies at the far end of the sports hall as she attempted gymnastics, combing his whiskers behind the sofa in the damp common room, licking his fur clean again and again as he hid under her lonely lunch table and sneezing furiously as she took her place in the dusty History classroom.

‘What was that?’ said Miss Lamprey, the History mistress, glancing around.

‘Er – just a tickle in my nose,’ said Daisy. ‘Achoo!’

By bedtime, the cat had made himself at home on her pillow, and condescended to drape himself round her neck like a tiny, imperious shawl. He licked her cheek.

‘Humph,’ said Daisy. ‘I suppose you can stay.’

And he did.

She called him Napoleon, because he was small, but incredibly vain.
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Chapter 4

Napoleon made everything bearable. Suddenly, she had an ally, and it made all the difference in the world.

Even so, the next two weeks were the hardest of Daisy’s life. She hadn’t realized what it would be like to miss someone so badly. She felt all shrivelled up with missing, like a tree starved of water.

Meanwhile, she was expected to sit still in lessons and run fast in lacrosse and follow the rules. Matron stalked the halls, looking around at the students – and especially Daisy – with a disdain so glacial it deserved its own iceberg. She disapproved of people being different, and anyone suspected of this crime was hauled into her office for a stern talking-to. Daisy, with her ‘foreign’ mother and ‘exotic’ eyes and home-schooled background, was more different than most.

Matron would have been horrified by Ma, Daisy thought, with a rebellious spark of satisfaction. Ma had five ear piercings and sported an assortment of pens, feathers and sparkly pins in her hair at all times. She dressed in rough combats when she was chasing stories, and flamboyant beaded ballgowns when she was celebrating their success. She drank tar-like coffee in the morning and sparkling champagne at night, and when an article was going well, she would take Daisy out dancing, or for giant eclairs, light as whipped cloud and covered in chocolate. When Ma walked into a room, the lights around the walls seemed to shine brighter, as if they were absorbing her energy. Even the hotel plants seemed to respond to her, greedily drinking up water and growing by inches when she was around, as if to say, ‘Here is someone who makes us feel alive.’ Ma bought potted orchids and geraniums wherever they stayed, and they always flowered extravagantly, miraculously, as if she was their own personal sun. Daisy knew how they felt.

Sometimes Ma would wake Daisy up in the middle of the night when the moon was clear and spin her around beneath it. ‘We’re moon-bathing! We’re moon-dancing!’ she would cry, as if the moonlight was pouring down around them in liquid drops like mercury. ‘Ah! Magic!’

On other nights, though, Daisy would hear sobs from her mother’s bed and know she was thinking of Pa. Before he had died, they’d lived in a house in London with a cheerful red front door and friendly, creaky wooden floors. The house had had a very particular smell, of dusty sunlight and roses and happiness, that Daisy had never quite been able to recapture in memory. Pa had been a news photographer, and he and Ma had worked together, laughed together, built a life together. Then the car crash happened.

Two days after the funeral, Ma sold the cheerful red front door and everything attached to it. She packed the remnants into two small trunks and took herself and three-year-old Daisy on the road, following one breaking news story and then the next, and writing, writing, writing. Since Pa’s death, Daisy and Ma had been on the move – but whether they were chasing something, or running away, Daisy was never quite sure.

Still, they’d built a new life for themselves, day by day, story by story – a life where they were the heroines: a conspiracy of two against the world. Ma worked tirelessly, and began to be spoken of in high-up places. But no matter how busy she was, or how successful she became, the moments before bedtime belonged to Daisy. They kept a supply of biscuits in an old tin painted with three solemn-looking corgis, and each night they would sit down and select their favourites. Gesturing with a custard cream, Ma would tell Daisy fairy tales from her own childhood in Iran: stories about wandering dervishes and sly wolves and magical birds with rainbow tails. Sometimes she would talk about growing up near the city of Shiraz, with a garden fringed by pear trees and jasmine.

‘In the summer,’ Ma would say dreamily, ‘my grandmother would grow roses and basil, and the scent was like witchcraft. We’d sleep outside on the porch, and I’d spend all day reading in the branches of the almond tree. My favourite story was about a magical pomegranate, with one ruby seed that had the power to grant a single wish.’ She laughed. ‘I used to eat pomegranates until I felt sick, staring at every last seed in case one of them was magic.’

‘Did you get a wish? Did you?’ the tiny Daisy had asked eagerly.

Ma had ruffled her hair. ‘No one has found a magical pomegranate in a very long time. But I got my wish anyway. I have you, don’t I?’

So, it didn’t matter, really, that they moved around too often for Daisy to make friends, because Ma was the best friend you could imagine: funny and kind, and always on her side. True, Ma wasn’t always there. She sometimes left Daisy at hotels with long-suffering concierges, or with one of her many glamorous and disreputable friends – or once at a seaside cottage on the Isle of Skye with a disapproving fisherman’s wife. Daisy had spent hours surrounded by gold-buttoned doormen, or Ma’s gossiping fellow journalists, or salt-crusted fishing nets, longing for her to come back.

So Daisy knew about waiting. But these two weeks at Wykhurst were harder and longer than she could have imagined. How could she be homesick if she’d never really had a home? She was person-sick; she was sick with missing Ma and it was even worse than the terrible flu she’d had one winter in Jerusalem. She felt tired all the time, worn down by a constant, physical ache in her chest, as if there was an elastic band that connected her heart to Ma’s wrist, and being apart pulled it tight enough to draw blood.
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Chapter 5

Ma’s first postcard arrived a full week after it had been posted, smothered in airmail stickers and looking as if it had been gnawed by a rabbit. Daisy read it ten dozen times, and put it under her pillow. The next one described eating a tarantula for a bet (‘surprisingly chewy’), the third detailed an interview with a dancer in a sparkly headdress, and the fourth reported a boat trip down the Amazon in which Ma narrowly avoided getting her toes bitten off by a piranha while taking a swim.

The postcards were a lifeline that sustained Daisy through the lonely hours and crawling minutes to the end of term – until at last the longed-for day drew close. Tomorrow, Ma would come, and together they would leave Wykhurst behind for good.

Daisy’s suitcase was packed in readiness, her books stowed away, and her lacrosse stick pushed into the dustiest corner beneath the bed. She had considered ritually burning it, but hadn’t been able to think of a way to do it without Matron noticing. She reached into her pocket for the twentieth time that day and her fingers closed on Ma’s last postcard, creased with rereading and anticipation. It was postmarked from Peru, and it smelled like ink and jasmine and possibility. Daisy knew what it said by heart.


14 December

Daisy, joon-e-delam. At last, this story is finished. I’ll pick you up from Wykhurst station at 1 p.m. next Friday. And then what fun we’ll have!



*

‘Ten more minutes,’ said Daisy, scrambling on top of her suitcase for a better view. She gazed over the heads of the passengers, scanning each face as crowds jostled off the gleaming train and onto the platform. ‘I know she’ll come.’ The December rain lashed against the high glass roof of the station, and Miss Peckmore sniffed.

‘She wasn’t on the last three trains,’ the bony house mistress said, clutching her scaly black bag closer to her chest. ‘She’s not coming.’

But Daisy wasn’t listening. Instead, she was trying to balance on one foot, craning her neck over a gaggle of overexcited schoolboys and a pair of delivery men carrying a Christmas tree covered in flashing lights.

Surely now, Daisy thought. Surely, at any moment Ma would come dashing down the length of the platform, would catch her up with inky fingers and swing her round, surrounding her with a flood of explanations and the scent of jasmine.

The last passengers had left the train. Two plump ladies passed by, chatting gaily, their arms filled with brightly wrapped presents that looked like giant sweets. Then a group of teenage girls, playing music on their phones and laughing. Then an elderly, white-haired man, consulting his pocket watch. But Leila Thistledown was nowhere to be seen.

[image: Daisy looks at the clock in a train station and people getting off a train and walking onto the platform.]
The station emptied. Daisy slumped down off her toes. Slowly, her face went grey. The echoing space was quiet once more: all she could hear beyond the spatter of the rain was the imperturbable ticking of the great station clock. Each slow, inevitable tick-tock reverberated with the same awful message: not-here, not-here, not-here.

‘Come,’ said Miss Peckmore into the not-silence, gathering up her black bag and affixing a fussy hat to her blonde curls. ‘If your mother decides to join us, she can collect you from the school, like the other parents.’ Like the normal parents, her voice seemed to say. She sniffed again. ‘You will return to your dormitory tonight.’

The spiked gates and grey crenellated battlements of Wykhurst looked even more dismal than usual in the icy winter rain. Daisy could feel the dampness trickling down her long braid and soaking the back of her coat as they passed through the dim, cavernous entrance hall, strangely eerie now that the other girls had left for the holidays. It smelled sunless, as if the whole world was being shut out.

With a great effort, Daisy lifted her chin and squared her shoulders. Then she heard a grating voice from the top of the stairs, and her resolve faltered.

‘Ah, Miss Thistledown, you’re back.’ Matron’s voice was cold, and she gazed down at Daisy with flat, thin-lidded eyes. ‘Into my office,’ she said, turning on her heel. ‘Now.’

Daisy suppressed a shiver and trailed after her.

Matron’s office smelled of damp and rot from a row of sinister-looking plants lined up on the windowsill, and she had an odd expression on her face, like a fish that had swallowed a tasty bug.

‘Sit,’ she said.

Daisy sat.

‘I’m afraid, Miss Thistledown, that I have Bad News.’ She swelled with trout-like self-importance, and if she’d had gills they would have been waving with mock solemnity. ‘Your mother –’ here Matron wrinkled her nose – ‘has been reported missing, presumed dead.’

Daisy’s heartbeat pounded in her ears, but Matron was still speaking. ‘She took a flight into the Amazon rainforest five days ago, and hasn’t been heard from since. There has been no communication from the plane or the pilot. It looks like the plane went down in a storm. No survivors have been found.’
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Chapter 6

The rest of the day was blank. Daisy couldn’t remember what she’d said to Matron, or even whether she’d eaten dinner.

Alone in the darkness of the icy dormitory, she lay down and stared at the wall with dry and itchy eyes. She felt as though there was a great weight crouched like a lizard on her chest.

At last, moving very slowly, she sat up, flicked on her torch beneath the thin, scratchy blankets and buried her face in Napoleon’s fur. Then she reached into the suitcase at the foot of her bed to pull out Pa’s paperweight, which she had carefully wrapped in a knobbly pair of socks. She watched it glimmer in the torchlight like an unshed tear.

Daisy felt around in the case again and brought out what Ma had always teasingly called her Magpie Box, because she used it to store shiny scraps and interesting things she wanted to keep. Amidst a mass of sea shells, train tickets, rhinestone hair-slides, sweet wrappers and clippings of Ma’s articles, she found what she was looking for: a small pile of photographs.

She looked at them in the torchlight, with Napoleon peering over her shoulder. There she was as a baby, scowling and strapped in a sling across Ma’s chest on a trip to Albania to interview a colony of beekeepers. Here she appeared as a toddler, clutching Ma’s hand as she met with bushy-eyebrowed explorers in deepest Chile, and again on a puttering motor-scooter on the streets of Delhi, pursuing the story of a reluctant heiress who wanted to become a goat farmer. Here was Daisy, wind-burnt and wild-haired on the decks of a battered yacht that had taken them all the way across the Atlantic the year she turned eight. Ma tried to avoid flying because it was bad for the environment, which meant that their journeys were often just as interesting as the stories at the end of them. Daisy flicked to the next picture and smiled. Here she was again, older now, looking untidy and wide-eyed on camel-back next to Ma in the deserts of Jordan, the day before that great sandstorm. Ma’s camel had spat on her about three seconds after the photo was taken, and Daisy could still remember their shrieks of laughter. She looked down at the photo, her stomach twisting like a worm on a fishing hook.

No. It wasn’t possible. If Ma was really dead, she would know. She would feel it.

Daisy reached down into the bottom of the box with one finger and carefully prised out the last photograph, soft-edged and faded by time. It was her only photo of Pa. He had his arm round a younger version of Ma, who was laughing out at the camera, shaking back her long dark hair which, like Daisy’s, glinted with red and gold flecks where it caught the light. Because Pa had died when Daisy was three years old, her memories of him were as faded as the photo in her hands. Mostly, she remembered him in dreams, where they were always in the garden of the house with the red door, and he was laughing, running his hands over the tops of the high flowers until they bloomed and grew so high that he disappeared behind them.

She remembered the rumble of his voice when she laid her head against his chest, and his smell of rain and sandalwood and old books. She remembered the white scar across his eyebrow that made him look like a pirate, and how he would toss her into the air: whoosh! Whoosh! How he could peel an apple in a single long spiral, like a magic trick. And how even though Ma was the journalist, it was he who had the gift of really noticing.

‘Look!’ he would say, and point out the shining tracery of a snail’s path along a paving stone, or the astonishing colour of a gold-plated beetle, waving its small antennae. ‘Look!’

He didn’t just look at things; he saw them. Daisy stared at the photo and tried to really see it. Pa was laughing, his eyes crinkled up and his head turning so that his face was slightly blurred. Around Ma’s neck there glinted something bright: a pendant in the shape of a daisy.

Daisy had spent hours staring at this necklace over the years, though Ma kept it carefully tucked out of sight if other people were around. It was incredibly lifelike, as soft-petalled as a real flower.

‘So you’ll always be next to my heart,’ Ma would say whenever Daisy asked about it. Daisy usually rolled her eyes at this, but secretly she liked the fact that Ma never took it off.

Now, she glanced back at the sparkly debris of the Magpie Box, spotting a chipped enamel earring from Istanbul, a carved wooden elephant from Botswana and, finally, something unfamiliar wedged in the corner of the box. It was a tiny red envelope, about as long as her index finger. It felt light and empty as she pulled it out, and she turned it over to reveal a single, baffling sentence in Ma’s untidy scrawl: For use only in emergencies.

Suddenly there was a creak outside the door – Matron! – and Daisy flicked off the torch. Once the clicking footsteps had moved away, she crept over to the ice-rimmed windows and opened the curtains. The night was dark and full of stars. By their light she could just see the flap of the envelope as she unstuck it. Something small and dry fell onto her palm.

Daisy nudged it, squinting in the moonlight.

It was a seed: narrow and reddish-brown, and no longer than an eyelash. But why had Ma left it in her suitcase? What possible use could it be in an emergency?

Daisy turned back to the photo of Ma and Pa as if it might hold the answers, but they smiled silently out at her, refusing to respond.

Come back, she thought with a sudden gulp of desperation.
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