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Hello!

Welcome to Forever Phoenix, the fourth and final book in my Lost & Found series! Phoenix is a fiery, dramatic girl who often feels misunderstood. When she pitches up in Millford for a fresh start after an especially disastrous accident, it’s touch and go whether she’ll be able to make a go of it … but once she meets cool teen band the Lost & Found, everything changes. Discovering a long-lost talent and rebuilding her shattered confidence, Phoenix finds herself centre stage and causing a stir. Behind the scenes, she is making friends and falling in love, but can she work out how to build bridges with her broken family and rise from the ashes of a troubled past?

I think you’ll love Phoenix … and her cool sidekick, Pie! Forever Phoenix is a perfect escapist read … warm, twisty and dramatic. Curl up and fall into the world of the Lost & Found. What are you waiting for?
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Thanks …

Once again, to my long-suffering partner, Liam, and my kids, Cal and Cait, for keeping the world turning while I write. Thanks to my fab friends Helen, Sheena, Jessie, Mel, Fiona, Janet, Paul, Kicki, Joan, Doreen, Aud and everyone else who has helped to keep me smiling lately. As always, I’m grateful to Carmen, Amelia, Tania, Ellen, Wendy, Mary-Jane and all at Puffin HQ, and to Erin Keen for the beautiful cover and chapter headings. Gratitude to my agent Darley and my accountant Martyn. Special shout-outs to all the cool indie bookshops and libraries out there, and most of all to YOU, my brilliant readers, for all your loyalty and support. You’re awesome!
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If you’ve ever been to boarding school, you’ll know that you’re never alone. I have a room to myself, a narrow bed right next to an old sash window that rattles in the breeze, but ten girls share this corridor. There is always, always someone around … except when there isn’t.

School is shut for October break and I’m the only one here.

We’re not allowed to light candles, but there’s nobody to tell on me so I light a short stubby candle that smells of vanilla and unwrap a slice of chocolate brownie bought from the village earlier.

A high wind outside makes the autumn trees dance, but there’s no mistaking the sharp rap on the glass. I’m on the first floor, but I’m pretty sure it’s Pie, the tame magpie I rescued back in the spring, calling to see if I’m bored and in need of some company. I pull up the window and Pie flies in on a gust of wind that makes the candle flame gutter. He hops on to my shoulder.

The girls I share a dorm with think I’m trouble. Amusing trouble sometimes, but not best-friend material. Still, they’re not here now so I can have my candle and my chocolate brownie, and leave the window open with the curtains fluttering. I break off some brownie for Pie and leave him scoffing it on the windowsill while I head to the communal kitchen to plunder the hot-chocolate stash.

I’m singing my heart out as I come back into my dorm room with a mug of steaming hot chocolate, but the song dies on my lips. Bright, leaping flames are racing up the curtains and black smoke is billowing from cushions stacked up on my bed beneath. There’s no sign of Pie, just a few brownie crumbs on the windowsill.

I run to the shared bathroom, shove a bath towel in the sink and turn on the tap with shaking hands. Smoke fills my throat as I swat at the curtains, but all that does is fan the flames and knock something off the windowsill and down into the flowerbeds below. The towel catches fire and I run back to the bathroom to get another, but when I turn the blaze has reached the corridor. Smoke blurs my eyes and fills my lungs, and I scream and scream and scream.
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One for sorrow, two for joy
Three for a girl, four for a boy
Five for silver, six for gold,
Seven for a secret never to be told.
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Smoke Damage

Let me get one thing straight: I did not burn down the school.

For one thing, it was clearly an accident and, for another, it wasn’t actually the school, just one of the dorms. And it wasn’t exactly razed to the ground – more smoke damage, really. Although the roof has gone, I admit, and quite a bit of the top floor.

Almost every single thing I owned has gone, apart from the clothes I’m standing in, but at least nobody was hurt, because of it being October half-term and everything. Pretty much everyone was at home with their families or off on flashy trips to Europe. And I raised the alarm – I wouldn’t have done that if I had been trying to burn the place down, would I? Seriously, think about it.

I am not an arsonist. I am all about saving the world, not setting it on fire, but even now the smoke has died down and the blaze is out, nobody wants to hear that. Nobody is listening.

It took two fire engines to get the fire under control in the end. I’d been trying to douse the flames myself with the hosepipe attached to the old greenhouse, but I couldn’t get the water to reach high enough, and the firefighters pulled me out of the way, so after that I just watched. OK, I might have taken a couple of pictures on my iPhone, but be honest … wouldn’t you have too?

Turns out the police thought that was highly suspicious.

I don’t suppose they know many fourteen-year-old girls, because everybody I know catalogues their life in pictures. It’s what we do these days.

A paramedic checks me over and tells me I’m a very lucky girl, and instead of arguing I take a deep breath and nod. No burns, no significant smoke inhalation, just a pall of toxic fumes following me wherever I go, clinging to my hair, my skin, my clothes.

‘Try to get some rest,’ the paramedic says. ‘You’re going to be fine.’

I don’t bother asking where I should sleep now that my dorm room is a heap of charred and stinking rubbish. I don’t tell her that I’m a million miles from fine.

The building is cordoned off and a firefighter tells me that little if anything will be worth salvaging. I feel like it’s my life they’re talking about.

The police swoop on me again once I’ve been given a clean bill of health.

‘What’s your name?’ a weary police officer asks, and when I say it’s Phoenix he frowns and asks if I’m joking. I’ve probably gone straight to the top of his list of possible suspects … There I am, right in front of them, rising from the ashes. That’s what a phoenix does, right?

I didn’t ask to be called Phoenix, but I try my best to live up to the name, doomed forever to spring back from the ruins of whatever my last disaster happened to be. I didn’t ask to be hanging around the charred remains of my former dorm at half past four in the morning either, with my slipper socks soaked by the hosepipe and great big flakes of ash in my hair.

I didn’t ask to be a boarder at Bellvale Ladies College in the first place, for that matter. When you are fourteen years old and your mum is a career-obsessed control freak and your dad lives in Dubai with his new wife and kids … well, you don’t actually have much choice about where you live.

‘Was there anybody else in the building?’ the police officer wants to know now. ‘Were you alone when the fire started?’

‘Just me,’ I tell him. ‘Well … me and Pie!’

‘Pie?’ the policeman barks. ‘Just you and – what?’

I roll my eyes. ‘Pie’s a tame magpie,’ I say. ‘He was in the dorm earlier, but he scarpered long before the flames took hold. I hope he’s OK!’

The policeman loses interest after that. I swear, nobody cares a bit about magpie welfare in today’s society, except possibly me. He interviews me about the fire and writes lots of stuff down in a notebook, like in one of those TV detective series, but there seems to be no evidence of arson. The policeman says it is a school matter as far as he’s concerned.

That’s not as hopeful as it sounds – the head teacher is not my number-one fan.

As I turn away from the ruins, I spot something glinting in an overgrown flowerbed in the moonlight. I take a look, and there it is, the battered old Quality Street tin I keep my old diaries and secret treasures in. It was on the windowsill last night, beside the open window – that’s what I must have accidentally knocked out into the darkness when I’d panicked, trying to put out the flames with a wet bath towel.

I’ve lost my laptop, my books, my clothes, my shoes, my future … but I have my past at least, squished into that old tin. I hold it close, not sure if I want to laugh or cry.

Eventually I am hauled into Miss Winter’s office, bleary-eyed from lack of sleep and still smelling of smoke, like a kipper or a pot of badly stewed lapsang souchong tea. I’m still clutching the Quality Street tin, as if it might save me from drowning.

She frowns at me, pressing her mouth into a thin line. ‘Phoenix,’ she says. ‘I know you and I don’t always see eye to eye. I know you are going through a difficult phase right now. I know you’re feeling angry –’

A difficult phase? All my attempts at holding things together dissolve into sudden fury.

‘I hate it here,’ I snap. ‘You know that. But I did not burn down the dorm, OK? It was an accident!’

Miss Winter’s face darkens. If I didn’t know better, I’d think she was angry, but somehow her ice-queen persona wins out. She is not called Miss Winter for nothing. ‘Well,’ she says. ‘I certainly hope that it was. Your time here at Bellvale Ladies College has not been as happy as we might have wished –’

‘No kidding.’

‘This latest incident is most unfortunate,’ she continues. ‘You’ve made it clear that you do not want to be here. I’ve tried my best to be patient –’

‘Have you? Can’t say I noticed.’

‘What’s in the tin?’ she asks, frowning. ‘The dorm burns down and you save a tin of … sweets?’

That hits me right in the heart. Does she know nothing about me?

‘Not sweets, memories,’ I say through gritted teeth. ‘You wouldn’t understand!’

‘I don’t suppose I would,’ she admits. ‘I’ve tried my best for you, but no, I don’t understand. I think, Phoenix, we have come to the end of the line.’

Miss Winter’s long fingers fiddle with the silver necklace she always wears. It’s something she does when she’s particularly stressed or angry – I’ve seen it a lot these last few years. I can tell that she hates this as much as I do. She is not the kind of woman who likes to admit defeat. She has failed with me, though, and I can’t help smiling a little at that.

‘I have spoken to your grandmother,’ Miss Winter says. ‘She agrees with me that things at Bellvale haven’t worked out. You can’t go to your father in Dubai – he’s said something about the timing being difficult – but your grandmother has agreed to take you. I’d ask you to pack your bags, but there won’t be much to pack – and the building’s cordoned off until the health and safety people have been, so don’t even think about it, Phoenix.’

My shoulders slump. It’s not that I had a lot to lose, but what I did have is gone, almost every last bit of it.

Miss Winter peers at her computer, clicks and prints out a couple of sheets of A4.

‘I’ve booked you a train,’ she says briskly. ‘I’d drive you to the station, but I’m expecting the insurers to call, and of course there will be parents to talk to once the news of what’s happened gets out. We can only hope the press don’t get hold of it, but either way I’ll need to stay here to handle things. A taxi will be here to collect you at eleven. You can pick up your tickets with this code, and there’s cash in this envelope for the cab and for snacks and a taxi at the other end. It’s not ideal, obviously –’

‘You want me to leave right now?’ I interrupt. ‘Immediately? Smelling of smoke, with ash in my hair?’

‘I’ll find you a change of clothes,’ she says grudgingly. ‘You can pop into the gym to have a wash and brush-up …’

I blink, unable to take it all in.

‘What is this?’ I whisper, numb with shock. ‘Have I been expelled?’

Miss Winter has the grace to look shifty. ‘No need to call it that,’ she says. ‘That wouldn’t look good for the school, and it wouldn’t look good for you. Things haven’t worked out – let’s leave it at that. We’re all agreed that this is the best solution …’

‘Are we?’ I challenge.

‘Phoenix, you have left me no choice.’

The phone starts ringing on her desk, and I can see her hand reach out to take it, then pull back again. She is not going to risk speaking to insurance assessors or concerned parents until I am safely off the premises.

Well, fine.

I square my shoulders and tilt my chin and walk to the door. I pretend I am brave and tough and confident, that I am wearing platform biker boots instead of soggy slipper socks. I pretend that I am calm and cool about it all, that the sting of tears in my eyes is just a reaction to the acrid smoky stink that clings to my clothes. I pretend I don’t care, and when I reach the doorway I turn and glare at Miss Winter.

‘Thanks, Mum,’ I say to her. ‘Thanks a bunch.’

I slam the door.
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My Crismas List by Phoenix Marlow age 7
1/ A tree howse

2/ Crismas sweets in a propar tin

3/ Sing on stayje

4/ Be as famuss as Ariana Grande

5/ Mum and Dad to get back together

PS I have been very good I promiss.

PPS I will be at Granny Lou’s for Crismas so dont go to wrong place.
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Banished

Look, don’t judge me. Yes, the career-mad mother I mentioned is indeed none other than Miss Winter, the steely-eyed head teacher of the boarding school that has been my prison for the last three years. Sucks, right?

You don’t get to choose your parents. If you did, I clearly would not have picked a control-freak head teacher with a heart of ice and a burning ambition to rule the world.

The day I started at Bellvale Ladies College, the two of us made ground rules. We hadn’t had the easiest of relationships up to that point, and we wanted to find a way to make things work. We decided the best way to do that was to ignore each other. I would tell nobody that I was related to the school’s head teacher; I’d share a dorm with my classmates like everyone else.

Holidays were the only tricky bit. Dad was out of the picture – he married again a few years back and moved to Dubai. He has two marauding toddlers and a wife called Wanda who thinks I am a deranged psychopath, which is kind of awkward. Sometimes I’d holiday with a classmate, but lately I tend to hole up alone at school while Mum fusses away in the background writing school reports and polishing lacrosse trophies or whatever it is that head teachers do for fun.

Nobody ever discovered our secret. The fact that Mum changed her surname back to Winter the minute she and Dad split up helped with that, along with the fact that she has always been very good at maintaining a frosty distance. Whenever the other girls asked about my family, I acted huffy and explained that my parents cared more about work than about me. It was the truth, after all, and after a while they stopped asking.

The deal was that Mum would stay out of my life as much as possible, but if I put a foot wrong she would come down on me like a ton of bricks. No special treatment. I am surprised it took so long for the ton of bricks to fall, but fall they did, and I’m still reeling from the impact. I’m dazed and confused, but glad to be getting out of this dump, trust me.

I take a long hot shower in the gym changing rooms, washing my hair over and over with someone else’s abandoned shampoo until I smell of lemons instead of bonfires.

My maniac mother delivers a change of clothes for me as promised. Unfortunately she has the fashion taste of a colour-blind OAP. There is no universe in which I would be seen dead in a yellow ruffled blouse, beige cardigan and green plaid kilt that feels like it was woven from a mixture of nettles and camel hair. I stuff the offending items into an empty locker and raid the lost property cupboard instead.

There, behind piles of boxes filled with dusty old textbooks and a wickerwork cat basket belonging to Tiger, the school cat, I find assorted items of abandoned school uniform. The pleated black skirt is pleasingly short and the grey cable-knit socks bizarrely long, and the black crew-neck sweater is so big it does the job of a coat. A pair of almost-new Ash trainers completes the look; although they’re a size too big, the cable-knit socks help a little.

I dig about in someone’s long-lost make-up bag, find a black eyeliner pencil and swipe it expertly beneath my lower lashes. My hair, still damp from the shower, falls down my back in red ringlet curls.

I trudge through the school, loitering a little outside Mum’s office, scuffing the toes of my adopted trainers against the shiny wooden skirting board. Tiger the cat appears from nowhere, pressing himself against my legs and swishing his ginger tail regretfully. At least he will miss me – and Pie too, of course.

I bite my lip. Pie may or may not have been the architect of my downfall, but I cannot bear the thought of leaving him behind. Could a magpie fit into a cat basket? I run back to the gym and haul out the wicker cat basket – now all I have to do is find him. I spend the next half hour combing the grounds, calling Pie and saying a silent farewell to the place that’s been home these last three years, adding a sprig of purple heather and a charred, soaked scrap of what was once my maths exercise book to the Quality Street tin as I go. It’s not like I’ll ever forget this place, but old habits die hard.

My magpie friend is nowhere to be seen. He’s not in the tree I found him beneath back in the spring. He’s not up by the summer house, our favourite hangout. He’s not in the vegetable garden annoying Mr McArdle, the sour-faced school groundskeeper who’s been known to take pot shots at Pie with his air rifle.

Pie is nowhere at all. He’s probably flown up to the forest, upset by the smoke and the fire engines and the fuss … but what if he was caught in the fire after all? What if he’s hurt, or worse?

‘Pie, please!’ I yell, but there is no answering ‘chacker chacker’ call.

I can’t find Pie. I can’t kidnap him. I can’t even wave goodbye.

As I head back to the school building, the promised taxi sweeps to a halt on the gravel drive. It’s eleven o’clock exactly.

‘Not much luggage then?’ the driver asks, eyeing the empty cat basket and my Quality Street tin, and I can’t quite trust my voice to tell him I don’t have a thing in the world, at least not any more. That’s when I spot Pie watching me from between the ears of one of the stone lions that perch grandly on either side of the steps, his blue-black and white plumage sleek, his bright beady eyes glinting.

‘Pie!’ I squeal. ‘You’re safe! I just knew you’d be OK!’

He spreads his wings and glides over to settle on my shoulder, making a soft, sad chittering sound. If he wasn’t a magpie, I would tell him about my disgrace, my banishment. I would tell him how sad I am feeling, how he is my best friend in the world, how much I’m going to miss him. Let’s face it, I’d tell him all of that anyway if only the taxi driver wasn’t leaning out of the window, chewing gum and listening.

‘What’s that?’ he asks. ‘A magpie? Watch it don’t peck your eyes out!’

Magpies are so misunderstood, I kid you not.

‘He’s a rare Caledonian long-tailed macaw,’ I declare. ‘His name is Pie.’

‘Aye, right – and I’m Bonnie Prince Charlie,’ the taxi driver says. ‘Caledonian long-tailed macaw … pull the other one!’

I spot a pale face lurking behind the leaded glass window of Mum’s office, looking sad and anxious, and for a moment I wonder if she will rush down the steps and cling on to me too, in a Pie-like display of affection. Then I realize she’s on the phone, probably talking to a parent-governor about the fire and trying to pass it off as a freak lightning-strike incident.

She catches sight of me and her mouth shrinks into a pinched, pained shape, her fingers tugging at the phoenix necklace round her neck. Grandma Lou gave her the necklace on her sixteenth birthday, and apparently it inspired my name. I have a matching bracelet, a silver chain with a phoenix charm that Mum gave me when I was ten. I still wear it as a bright glimpse of times gone by. It’s one of the few personal presents Mum has ever given me.

Anyway, it’s clear that she isn’t coming out to say goodbye. She flicks a hand in my direction in what might be a half-hearted wave – or an attempt to brush me out of her line of vision.

Pie chirrups again. Right now, he’s pretty much all I have left in the world. I found him in the spring when he was a tiny fledgling, fluffy and fierce-looking with feathers sticking out everywhere. I never knew for sure if he’d fallen out of the nest or tried to fly too soon and failed, but earlier that day Mr McArdle had been boasting that he’d shot a magpie. Pie was almost certainly an orphan, so I scooped him up and put him in a cardboard box and hid him in the dorm to save him from Tiger.

I fed him cat food and hard-boiled eggs chopped into bits, and digestive biscuits soaked in orange squash – that last one wasn’t actually on the list of possible foodstuffs I found on the internet, but he seemed to like it. My dorm mates weren’t so keen, especially when Pie took to landing on their heads and squawking in their ears. They said magpies were bad luck, especially a lone magpie.

‘One for sorrow,’ the girl in the room next to mine said, quoting the old folk rhyme. I told her that was stupid, so she snitched on me, and Mum made me release Pie back into the wild.

‘He’s a wild creature, Phoenix,’ she said. ‘Not a pet!’

I knew she was right, but still I cried when I took him up the hill behind the school and let him go. I thought that would be the last I’d see of him, but Pie never forgot me. He’d swoop down on to my windowsill and tap on the dorm window with his beak, and if nobody was around, I’d sometimes let him in and we’d talk about old times together.

I am not going to leave him behind, wild creature or not. I can’t.

‘C’mon, Pie … adventure time!’ I open the basket lid and watch him jump in.

He’s like that – bright, brave, endlessly curious and always up for a long journey in a wickerwork basket. Well, I’m not sure about that last bit, but I’m willing to find out.

I jump into the taxi and we drive away in a hail of gravel. My life at Bellvale is over, just like that. I pride myself on maintaining a tough and confident attitude, but being turfed out without a backward glance hurts. At least I have Pie to keep me company, and that makes me feel a little less alone.

I collect my tickets, buy a sandwich and catch the train with minutes to spare. It hurtles south, taking me into uncharted territory and to a grandmother I haven’t seen for four years after some family rift that Mum would never talk about. I prop my feet up on the seat opposite and try not to think about what might happen if she doesn’t want me either. I have no doubt that Mum has told her I am a teen arsonist, a wild child who laughed as the school burned.

Oh, and so much for the borrowed lemon shampoo, because actually my hair still smells of dust and ashes.

Hours later, a second cab dumps Pie and me on the pavement outside the big wrought-iron gates at Greystones. The sky explodes with early 5th November fireworks, and I can’t decide whether this signals good luck for my new start or warns of explosive drama yet to come. Knowing my luck, probably the second.

I pay the cabbie and push open the gate, swinging the cat basket and clutching the Quality Street tin, trying to look cool and careless as I march along the drive. Greystones is not so much
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Diary of Phoenix Marlow, age 8

Today Dad married Weird Wanda. She wore a white frilly
dress and d tiara, like a Barbie doll come to life, only scarier.
Lhad to wear a discusting dress made out of oringe
nylon with puff sleeves and a big collar - Wanda said it was
peach satin, but it was deffinuttley oringe. I even had to wear
an_oringe nylon bow in my hair. Wandd told me to stop scowling
because it would spoil the photograffs,
The re-sepshun wds very boring with stupid speeches so
L. got up-on the table and sang ‘Here Comes the Bride’, and
everybody laughed except Wanda who grabbed my darm so
hard as she pulled me down it left a red mark. I ate too much
wedding cake and was sicK all down the side of her dress, and
I heard her say that I was a spiteful little attenshun seeker
but it turns out I was getting ill with chicken pox so it wasn't
attenshun seeking at dll.
I hope Wanda gets the chicken pox too for being so mean.
I hate Wanda. Why can't T have normal parents like

everybody else?
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