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You might think that if victims just leave their abusive relationships that will resolve the problem. Unfortunately, statistics seem to consistently show that victims are at more risk of being killed by their abusers in the weeks and months after they have left, often despite all efforts to relocate and disguise identities.

Source: Refuge.org.uk




For Finn, because he deserves the truth.




BEFORE THE EXODUS

Downstairs the lounge door slams. I freeze. I listen. Then I lean out over the landing rail to capture every sound. The scrape of a chair drags across the floor. A silence follows, hollow, unnerving.

‘Please,’ shrieks Mom.

A muffled sound like meat thumped down.

Shouting.

Loud. Frightening.

His.

More shouting.

‘Please.’ Softer. Sobbing.

Something crashes. Low words. Then more shouting. The snap of something breaking.

Glass shatters.

I tell myself to run up the next flight of stairs, bolt myself in the attic, hide under the spare bed, cover my ears, squeeze my eyes shut.

Run.

My legs don’t listen. Blood pounds against the tissue of my temple.

Run.

But instead my feet turn and shakily go down the stairs.

You must stop him.

He may kill her this time.

Don’t go there. He may kill you too.

My hands don’t listen either. They brush across my face, smear wetness. Then they reach out towards the door handle to the lounge.

A shriek cut short. Another kind of thud, like a hammer hitting soft wood.

A long high-pitched scream.

Mom.

I feel sick and cold. I want it to stop.

Run.

Hide.

He will kill you.

I see the livid scar tissue across the back of my hand. Look at what he’s capable of. He’ll do worse than scar you this time.

Phone the police? They’ll get here too late. I’m too scared. There’s no time. Film him?

Don’t be stupid.

Mom always said: If it gets bad, just run, baby girl. Run. And don’t look back.

I turn the door handle.

Don’t think. Just act.

Trembling, I stop, pull out my phone.

Quickly I yank down the door handle and kick it open.

My mom’s face. Pale. Bloody.

A shout. Curses. An object hurtles through the air.

My legs, having got this far, threaten to give way.

‘STOP IT,’ I scream. ‘I’m filming. I’m streaming it to my friend. She’s calling the police!’

SHOUTING. SWEARING.

I hold firm.

He pushes me. I don’t back off. He reaches for my phone. Shoves his hand at my head. Tries to snap my neck back. But I’m too quick. My legs are suddenly alive; like wild creatures they flare into speed. I’m flying towards the kitchen.

From behind the kitchen table, with the back door open, I scream, ‘THE POLICE ARE COMING! THEY’RE GOING TO GET YOU!’

He stops as if an idea has suddenly struck him, like he’s remembered an appointment, pretending he’s not scared of the police. He turns on his heel, kicks over the hall stool.

At the front door he yells, ‘YOU’RE FRIGGING DEAD.’

Slams out.

Gone.

Mom on the sofa.

Shaking legs.

Blood. Bone white. Her arm weirdly misshapen.

I bolt the front door. Heartbeat. Heartbeat. Bolt the back door.

I dial 999.

Shaking fingers.

‘Ambulance,’ I whisper. Breathe. Breathe. I need air. ‘I need an ambulance – come quickly.’



AFTER THE EXODUS

One year later …

 

 

 

Dear Finn,

 

It’s been six weeks since the accident.

 

Today is the start of week seven. I feel strong enough to write to you. There’s so much I need to say. I’m going to imagine you are inside my poor damaged brain and tell you everything as I think it. I’ll make a start.

 

You are already in my heart.



WEEK SEVEN

since the accident

 

 

 

I pray you, in your letters,

When you shall these unlucky deeds relate,

Speak of me as I am; nothing extenuate,

Nor set down aught in malice. Then must you speak

Of one that loved not wisely, but too well

 

William Shakespeare – Othello



MARS BLACK
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Venice Ward, Room 4, The Shore Center for Medical Care

I hide my hands.

They’re ugly.

I don’t mean just unattractive.

I mean ugly.

Scarred.

Burnt.

Discoloured.

My auntie (who is not actually my aunt) reminds me it’s because of what Mom’s boyfriend did. I know she’s right. But I don’t want to believe her. I prefer to believe they’re burnt and scarred because I’m a hero. Your hero. A hero who pulled you, Finn, from under a burning bough at Mac’s bonfire party, when you were nine and I was too.

What is truth anyway?

It’s just a construct.

The truth is what we believe.

I’m going to tell you the truth, Finn, the whole truth, what I believe and what I’ve been told. That’s the least I can do.

You see, my burns remind me of how much I love you, and how much you love me. And what a small sacrifice beautiful hands are, in the face of life and love.

I know you love me. It’s not just gratitude for perhaps saving your life. You love me so much, you would die for me. I’m your muse. You told me so.

That is the truth.

I don’t know why nowadays, in this medical center, I hide my hands.
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I’m very tired of Auntie Gillian.

She insists that I face the facts. As if they have a truth of their own. She’s been visiting me every day since the car accident. She reminds me what the facts are about my hands. That when I was younger, before Mom and I escaped from the UK and got here to Massachusetts, my ‘stepdad’ asked me to do the washing-up. Being a kid, I told him exactly what he could do with all those dirty plates. Apparently he marched me to the kitchen, flung all the soiled crocks in the sink and boiled the kettle. Then he held my hands over the mess of plates, smeared with half-eaten lasagne.

And poured boiling water over everything.

And kept boiling.

And kept pouring.

I was in hospital for ten days and off school for two and a half months. The scarring fused the tissue to the bone in places. I find it hard to flex my fingers. Auntie Gillian insists that if I am to recover I must not mix up realities. I must hold tightly to the truth and figure out the reasons behind all the lies. She’s right, of course. I do remember everything that happened in the UK perfectly well, even if I’d rather not. Aunt Gillian encourages me to document every horrible incident, every abuse we suffered before we came to live with her. Otherwise I will be of no use as a witness. I didn’t tell you about everything that happened in the UK, Finn. I wish I had.

So here is some of it.

It seems Mom was too scared to leave my stepdad after he burned my hands, until she’d formed a foolproof exit strategy. So we carried on living under his roof for another six years.

Those six years were awful.

I’ve had to work very hard at forgetting them.

Sometimes that wasn’t so easy.

Like when he broke her arm.

OK. Breathe.

Calm down.

I’ll get to the details when I feel a bit stronger.
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I was really proud of my poor scarred hands until the car accident. Even though I told you lies about them. They were still a symbol of you and me. Now I hide them and that worries me.

The accident. I can’t remember that so well. Just snatches like so many half-remembered things. I was down by the interstate railroad. I was alone. And I didn’t have a phone. There was a car. I think. I wish I could remember everything.

The rail plates were shaking and the air was charged with a kind of electricity.

‘Just keep on trying and trust the brain,’ says the doc.

‘For God’s sake the train’s coming,’ someone yelled.

‘The brain will work it out – just don’t get so mad at it …’

I couldn’t move.

‘Your hip has healed well since the op; your brain will too. Memories will come – when they will.’

The car. So heavy.

I try to remember.

PUSH!

I must remember.

Mom, what has he done to Mom? The tracks rattle. The moon’s all hazy. The train’s coming.

The voice of Aunt Gillian drills in. ‘You must remember! You absolutely must. Everything at the trial will depend on what you say and your state of mind.’

I feel it through the sea air, through the centre of the earth.

What will it be like, to be free at last? Feel the whoosh as my life extinguishes.

I thump my head back on the pillow. What else happened? So many flashes of memory, but I still can’t seem to link them up.

Why didn’t I have a phone? Why haven’t I got one now?

And why is remembering so important to Auntie Gillian?

Where is Mom? Why don’t I know?

But I have remembered something. The hazy moon. There was a moon that night and the whole stretch of trackway was lit up.

OK, so there was a moon.

So what use is that?
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So Finn, as I said, I’ve been in this medical center now for six weeks. I can’t tell you anything about the first two of them. I was in a coma. The next two weeks after that are hazy. Very muddled. The last couple of weeks I’ve been gradually more awake, though very disorientated and weak.

I still get very tired, but I’m improving.

When I get out of here, I’ll live with Auntie Gillian again. Auntie Gillian says she’s kept my room exactly as it was, because she’s sure I will recover.

Gillian is a silly name. It even sounds silly. Sillian. It is probably one of those ironies of life that Gillian is actually the least frivolous person imaginable. Plus she is not my relative except in the eyes of God apparently. Plus also her full name is Gillian Obedience Lament Makepeace, which is not frivolous at all.

I’m just remembering something else. Strange how these thoughts come in bubbles.

Sea breeze. Chain-link fence. Tall shoots of grass. Hazy moon. And the shadow of someone else.

Mom and the police.

That hazy moon.

Then darkness flows in.

GET THE CAR OFF THE TRACKS!

The train’s coming.

Tremors. Low like a rumble of thunder.

Then shaking.

A pain somewhere. Thrown aside, rolling, breaking. The train exploding past. Hot air blasts my eyes. My ears implode.

Lightning strikes.

The noise fades to white.

There you are. You see, memories come when they will. I should trust my doctor. I will remember everything. Even if I don’t understand the urgency.

I told you my name was Alexia. I like being called Lexi. Aunt Gillian insists on calling me Alexandra. My full name apparently is Alexia Clarke. Aunt Gillian is an elder for the Living Faith Tabernacle for the Refo rmed Puritan Church. My mother does not live with us any more. Actually, I don’t live with us any more. I live in this medical center. For now.

I’m sticking to the facts.

And as well as all that, since we’re discussing facts, you should know something else. Alexia Clarke is not my real name.

I can’t tell you my real name. That is a secret, which is not just mine. So I can’t share it until I have permission. I’m so sorry about that. I’m not sure who I have to get permission from. It’s just better if I don’t tell you. Though actually I prefer Lexi anyway. And I’ll always be Lexi to you, Finn, won’t I? I can’t tell you who it will put me in danger from either, not his real name anyway. It would take more than a million car accidents to wipe his memory out, though.

Breathe. Stop hands from involuntarily trembling.

OK. The truth. The facts. I’m in danger from my stepfather.

Breathe. Though strictly speaking he is not my stepfather. Stop. Calm yourself. Let’s call him … Charlie? That’s it, deep breaths. Charlie is a name that can minimise anyone. He’d hate to be called Charlie. Calm down. He can’t get into this place. It is a bit melodramatic to keep referring to him as Him. Plus he doesn’t deserve that kind of status. I hope one day he knows I called him ‘Charlie’. I hope he gets so angry he bursts.

Exhale. That’s better.

Now you’ll want to know where I grew up, won’t you? Every doctor I see asks me the same questions.

‘Hi there, what’s your name?’

‘Where do you come from?’

I’m not sure if they really don’t know or have forgotten.

I always say, ‘UK. Littlehampton.’

Or maybe they are just testing, to see if the car accident left me with permanent brain damage.

Littlehampton is just the kind of place I want you to imagine I come from anyway. Generic. Fish and chips. Seaside. Entirely forgettable. If you haven’t been there, and have a poor imagination, even better.
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My long-term memory is still intact. At least I am sure of that. I can remember mostly everything, up until those last five weeks just before the accident. I sit here remembering and not remembering, tucked into these stiff, scratchy hospital sheets.

Whilst I remember: the quintessential smell of floral disinfectant wafts around me, chemical freesia and synthetic white musk.

I go over and over everything in my head, just to be very sure I’ve got all the details straight. I don’t want to forget anything mysteriously overnight. That’s one of the reasons I’m retelling everything for you too, Finn. It will preserve everything, for both of us, you see. And it’ll be some kind of an explanation. Apparently they’ll need to know everything at the trial as well.

Plus you deserve the absolute truth.

I’m not sure what the trial is all about. I’m not sure if I’ve done something wrong. Aunt Gillian does try to tell me, but I can’t seem to remember what she says. Anything to do with the accident just evaporates within seconds. I only know that it’s very, very, very important. And I must remember what happened.

Anyway, I know these things:

When we ran away, we left England entirely. Mom thought it’d be safest to put the Atlantic between Charlie and us. The planet Pluto was too near, if you want my opinion. We got on a plane and moved to the east coast of the USA (you know where, obviously).

Charlie. The thought of him makes me really shiver.

We left everything behind. Especially the things we loved most. That is the only way to leave without a trace, apparently.

If you start secreting away your heart’s treasures, then you will attract suspicion. You have to leave everything very conspicuously lying around. Not too conspicuously, of course. You can’t be crass about it. Your best, most expensive pair of shoes can be carelessly tossed aside on the first-floor landing. Your laptop can be abandoned wide open and running in your room. I even suggest tipping the left foot of one expensive shoe on to its side, so that it cannot give any hint that its owner has just walked out.

For ever.

This gives you more getaway time.

I left my books and my games, my make-up, my mirror, my PJs, my school books, my teddy and my cell phone. Especially my phone. I didn’t pack that in between my science homework and GCSE exam past papers, on the day we left. I ‘forgot’ it beside my bed on purpose. He knew I’d never go away and leave my phone. It was Mom’s idea. A tactic to assuage any suspicion.

We left on a Tuesday and I don’t have PE on a Tuesday. So even my sports bra had to be deserted.

I know what you’re thinking.

But he would.

Those cold slimy fingers.

You just really need to understand about Charlie, Finn.

I was so scared of him. And there was no way we could oppose him. He was a very careful man. His blows never left a bruise. Usually. Unless he was really mad. Then nobody left the house till the injuries had faded. We wouldn’t dare to. He was a good liar too. The police sometimes looked into things, but he had the gift of the gab and could talk them round. He knew Mom and I would back him up. We’d be too terrified not to. God, he was such scum. He’d drilled us both on what to say. That’s why I’m sometimes not sure I believe what Gillian tells me about the hot-water incident. I think Charlie would have been way too careful to burn me like that.

But maybe I’m wrong. Aunt Gillian says he did it. It was one of the things that puzzled me when I started to come out of the coma. Why were my hands so scarred? Auntie Gillian says I was probably hanging on to the bonfire fantasy, because the truth was too awful. I was very confused those first few days. I couldn’t even recognise Auntie Gillian. Faces are still a problem.

I think I was hanging on to it because of you, Finn. I don’t want ever to have lied to you.

I must face facts. I lied to you about my hands.

I’m so sorry.

Anyway, Charlie was clever and cruel and controlling. He’d smell you. He’d try to catch you out in a lie – to see if you’d used perfume – had a boyfriend – gone shopping with a mate – been swimming (that telltale whiff of chlorine) – even been to McDonald’s. He had a good sense of smell. He boasted he could tell whether you’d eaten a Big Mac or just had the fries. He’d close in on you and sniff all down your neck.

Hang on. Got to stop. It’s pretty hard to remember all that stuff. OK. Deep breaths.

The truth is he’d smell me, and search me, every day before I left the house, and again when I came back in.

Yes, right down to my bra.

Hang on. OK. Breathe.

It’s OK.

We left. Flew the nest. Ran for our lives.



IVORY BLACK
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Massachusetts Last Spring

I need a break from remembering Charlie. I’ll tell you about my arrival in our coastal town. That’s way more positive.

My Fresh Start in Massachusetts!

Welcome to me starting my new life after Charlie. Thank God.

With a new name.

With a new school

In a new country.

Totally unsearched.

Totally lovable.

Totally safe.

Having left the past totally behind.

Here we are, Mom and me after the Great Escape. We are in a smallish, yet famous, coastal town in Massachusetts. You know it well – its beachfront and well-heeled residents, its religious myopic focus – so there’s no need to describe it. You don’t know how I experienced it, though. I’ll help you with that.

Mom and I were graciously welcomed back in by her church elders despite the fact that sixteen years ago Mom had to escape from them. It seems escaping is her forte. She was pregnant on that occasion.

You’re probably all too familiar with this town’s puritanical past, how religious and judgemental and provincial and conservative it is. So no need to judge Mom too harshly, about running away whilst being unmarried and pregnant, I mean.

Anyway, try to imagine you are me, so that you can see everything through my eyes.

This coastal town is not too different from Littlehampton, but ‘it’s warmer here than you’re used to.’ Those were my mom’s words. She warned me. ‘You’ll need light things. Cotton tops. Shorts. It’s late spring. Your legs are to die for, kid, but don’t wear your shorts too short. Got it?’

I got it. Shorts for the beach only. Never show too much skin, even on a hot day. Long dress and hat for church. Keep shoulders covered.

Yes, this coastal town. I remember how we arrived.

We drove in along a tree-lined boulevard. The trees bowed and waved graciously at us. Then past a mall. Some stores. A high street. A beachfront. A railway station. A saloon that had been repurposed as a community hall. A grid of residential houses that merged into the distance. I saw a shadowy hill far away. I heard the crash of waves. I smelt the quiet air of respectability.

Everyone smiled. I felt vaguely that I had arrived in a film set. The elders of the church came out to meet us at our reception point. Auntie Gillian was one of them. She generously volunteered to host us at her home. ‘You are to call me auntie,’ she proposed. ‘Your mother and I are sisters in the eyes of God.’ Then everyone gave us warm handshakes, fresh lemonade, home-baked cookies and the acknowledgement of our broken existence from the safety of their perfect lives.


And we thanked them.

And sipped the lemonade.

And nibbled the cookies

And prayed with them.

For they had rescued us.

And we were eternally grateful.

7

Well, here we are now at my new school.

Crowded canteen. No space in the library. Students stacked four storeys high in a vast, noisy building. Dress code very conservative. No tank tops. No midriffs. No pants (girls). DEFINITELY NO SHORTS. No make-up. No designer labels. We can peer into the classrooms, overhear conversations; here’s one small group of senior girls.

‘Who’s the new girl?’

‘Which new girl?’ Studied indifference. Kisses teeth.

‘The cute one.’

‘Call that cute?’

‘Well, hot.’

‘So you need glasses.’ Tosses hair. Rolls eyes.

‘Yeah, cool, guess you’re right.’ Shrugs. Hangs head.

‘You. Guess. I. Am. Right?’ Eyeballs in face.

‘Sorry, Jules, I know you’re totally right.’

‘Thank you!’

‘Sorry. My bad.’ Attempts at groveling. ‘I just think she’s pretty, that’s all.’

‘Pretty boyfriend grabbing. Did you see the way she looked at Finn?’

‘Yep, I saw it.’

‘Did. You. See. All. That. Eye language!’

‘Kind of.’

‘Not. O. K.’

‘But Finn’s got you. He’d be crazy to look at anyone else.’

‘That’s not the point.’

‘I know.’

‘She has got to be put in her place Very Firmly.’

‘Yep, buddy, I agree.’

‘She’s ho-nasty and we’ll let her know it. Every. Single. Day.’

‘You’re right.’

‘Obviously.’

 

And here I am a few hours earlier, standing in the schoolyard being the new girl, before school starts, loitering without intent, trying to look cool. I’m resplendent with all my possessions: one set of dress-code-compliant school clothes, one borrowed school bag and lunch pack, courtesy of the Living Faith Tabernacle Charity Aunts, and one pair of ugly hands.

This is the first day of my new independent life. And what is a new beginning if you don’t make a clean break?

I am trying to be optimistic. I am going straight into twelfth grade. Nobody will ever know my secret past, because it is a secret.

A secret I will never tell. In case Charlie finds out and comes after us.

Please don’t ever let him find out.

Luckily, I cannot be traced anywhere ever, anyway. This is because I leave no clue. This is because I have no fingerprints. And that is very ironic, isn’t it? In scarring my hands so badly, he lost for ever the power to trace me out.

 

Here are some of the details I should have told you, Finn.

Example:

We are in the kitchen. I’m peeling the potatoes. Mom has got the roast on. It’s a Sunday. We are pretending to be a normal family, cooking lunch. We’re pretending we’re happy. Mom has got the radio on and is singing along. I’m smiling and wearing an apron. I have plans to make a floury cinnamon apple bake for pudding. We have even vacuumed the house just like a normal family.

We are certain there is nothing wrong.

Everything is in its place.

Everything is as it should be.

But his anger comes out of nowhere.

It smashes into the floor tiles, crashes the furniture about, rebounds off the ceiling.

‘What the hell do you call this?’ he yells. He picks a pack of pre-chopped and prepared vegetables from the kitchen counter. ‘I don’t eat pre-packaged crap.’ He throws it in the bin. ‘What kind of a moron feeds anyone this shit?’ He crosses to the cooker.

I freeze.

‘I thought you liked mixed veg.’ Mom tries to back away.

‘Me?’ He breathes fire at her. ‘LIKE boiled soggy vegetables? Is that your idea of Sunday lunch?’ He picks the pan from the top of the cooker, lifts the lid and throws its contents into the sink. The boiling water splashes, hisses. I’m trembling. He kicks out at the furniture, upturns a chair. Potatoes roll onto the floor.

Mom has gone ashen pale. Her hands shake.

‘I’m sorry,’ she starts.

‘YOU’RE SORRY?’ He places his hand on her chest and shoves her backwards. She stumbles on the upturned chair and falls, cracking her back on the wall as she goes down.

‘Stop it,’ I yell.

He whirls round. Fireballs ignite. He steps towards me.

‘Please,’ yells Mom. ‘Please. I’m sorry. It’s not her fault. We were just trying to cook lunch.’ Mom is struggling to get up off the floor. Blood. I think she’s bitten her lip. The potatoes smash beneath his boots.

‘You’re sorry?’ he yells again. ‘You’re always sorry. What is it you’ve got to be so sorry about?’ He steps menacingly towards her. ‘You think I don’t know?’ he continues.

‘I don’t know what you mean,’ stammers Mom.

‘You don’t know what I mean,’ he mimics. ‘It’s always the same with you, isn’t it?’

‘Stop it!’ I yell again.

‘Tight as little thieves, aren’t you?’ he says, whirling round on me. ‘You’d happily murder me and then back each other up.’

We both stare at him.

‘I’m not hanging around here with you witches.’

He slams out through the back door.

‘You wait till I’m back!’A parting threat.

Left to terrify us.

And Mom and I are truly terrified.

We stand there frozen. Minutes pass before we can pick up the potatoes. Wipe up the smash. Hours before we can sit down in the front room. Neither of us feel like eating. We wait, while he drinks.

We know he’s drinking.

We wait for him to come back again and finish what he’s started.

8

I am disappointed.

School Day One and I stand in the schoolyard of Coastal Town High School Academy. I am totally despondent. I had hoped to find friends. But it’s obvious that the school is full of cliques. It will be hard to break into any of them. You do have a small advantage when you’re new though, if you can pretend well enough.

You get to choose who you are and who you want to belong to. You can choose to be sporty, or clever, or you can hang out with friendly airheads who giggle hilariously at everything in a completely vacuous manner. Or you may be able to join those shunned, overweight, lonely losers lurking about in the least noticeable corners of the library.

Or you can suck up to the female dogs. The clean, lean, hair-straightened, dyed-blonde, long-legged, sharp-tongued, mean vampires.

You can create for yourself an entirely new history.

Your new name will never be questioned.

In addition to the group you want to join, you also have to choose your boyfriend. To be the perfect American teenager you need an American boy by your side. Maybe you want the dark-haired goth. Or the sporty jock. You must choose carefully – who you are with is just as important as who you are. So there was also that to be decided. But that was an easy decision.

Because there was Finn.

You will have to get used to me referring to you in the third person, by the way. At least for a while.

You see, I must tell you the truth and it’s easier if I do it without apologising for it every minute. Back then I thought of you as ‘Finn’. So that is the way I must tell my truth.

Except that I am truly sorry for what happened, whatever it was, and part of the penance is not to spare myself. Aunt Gillian drills this point into me.

And I did decide about you, right on that first morning.

You were the only person who welcomed me. Do you remember? You were shooting baskets all alone before school, at the rusty old pole with the rim and no net. Remember by the fence, in the furthest corner of the schoolyard, where the alder tree grows?

I sat down on a nearby bench. I was tired of standing alone in the open savannah of the schoolyard.

You were practising. You shot a few bricks. You frowned. It looked like you were going to give up.

‘Last try,’ you muttered.

Miraculously the ball rolled round the rim, and just when we were holding our breaths, fearing it’d be another brick, it swished through the basket.

You whooped.

You turned to me and smiled.

I smiled back.

‘Welcome to Coastal High!’ you hollered.

I didn’t even know your name.

You didn’t know any of mine.

 

I remember that morning so clearly. The sudden rush of sweetness.

I thought about that smile all through morning prayers.

And each time I thought about it, I looked at you.

And each time I looked at you, you looked back at me.

You smiled.

I smiled.

And I found out in Coastal Town High School Academy, you were considered the hottest, coolest, sexiest, tallest, cleverest, fittest boy in the twelfth grade. And you were awesome at art.

And kind.

And I decided about you there and then.

I decided that you would be mine.

On an existential level. Obviously.

And the fates seemed to favour my decision.

Because when I left assembly, we found ourselves crushed together in the corridor. You leaned into me. I leaned into you. Electricity sent jolts of energy between us.

If I close my eyes, I am right back there.

‘You look just like Janey Morris,’ you whisper. ‘For real.’

‘Janey who?’

‘Janey Morris, the model for the Pre-Raphaelites?’

‘Oh,’ I say.

‘Proserpine, Goddess of Spring and Empress of Hades,’ you say.

I’m lost.

‘Born to be painted.’

‘Oh,’ I say again, in confusion.

‘So I have to ask you.’

I laugh. I get it. He likes me. He’s going to ask me out.

‘One day will you let me?’

‘Excuse me?’

‘Paint you?’

Then the river of students parts us, and I feel strangely marooned and strangely rescued, all at the same time.

 

I must find out all about you.

And I do.

Your name is Finn and you are admired and talked about by every girl in the academy. You already have a girlfriend. Your girlfriend is Jules Bridges and she is the queen of the female dogs. I have already named them the Dogettes. She is the alpha Dogette, gorgeously pretty, long blonde hair, tiny waist, big blue eyes. She is all rattlesnake and quagmire. Venom and razorblade. But I know, as I walk through those corridors, that she is alarmed. I am her bête noire.

She has felt the energy between us. She has seen the way you looked at me.

And she fears I will take from her everything she possesses.

And I will try to, because she, like Charlie, is a bully. And you should not belong to a bully. Nobody should.

I will take you, because you have called me to be your muse. Because I held my breath with you by the deserted basketball pole so your luck could change.

The Fates threw us together. And I decided about you.

Way before I knew of her.

She is malice and poison. I can see it in the way she glares at me. She sizes me up for butchery. I can see she’s thinking: anyone approaching anything like her level of pretty needs to be spatchcocked.

But I will not be glared at. I will not start my new life being bullied. I have waged war on all bullies.

So I harden myself. I prepare for her assault. She is a mosquito to me, annoying, but not threatening. I am a monster from the fire. I have survived the torments of enforced isolation. I have seen my beloved mother torture herself at his command. I have seen her mangled on the floor. I have endured the daily insults of a much more powerful abuser than her, and I have stood firm.

 

Example:

Instinctively I duck.

The bottle comes flying across the living room floor. It leaves a trail of beer sprayed high over the wall, over the sofa, over the rug. It crashes into the laminate flooring. It gouges out a huge dent then rolls under the table. Mom screams. She is splattered in flying beer.

And I stand firm, then fetch her some kitchen roll.

 

Oh yes.

I have survived the heat of boiling water and the cold of being locked out on a winter’s night. I can lift my scarred finger and incinerate Jules Bridges with a blast of brimstone.

And I can choose to belong to anyone I want, even her precious Finn.

Finn the Awesome.

Finn the Artist.

Finn the Kind.

That is one thing I learned from Charlie. Once you choose someone, it really doesn’t matter if they choose you back.

And that’s what Jules doesn’t understand.

She is doomed.

With people like her, if possible, I will strike first, and strike hardest.

As I stow my stuff in my school locker, I steel myself. If I know bullies, they don’t go down without a fight.

Yes, I want to make friends, but not with her. If you make any effort to be liked by a bully, you are cursed to lick boots for ever, to put up with them borrowing all your money, your best clothes, your ideas, your phone, your lipstick, your reputation, your secrets, while they rubbish you to others.

And I can’t allow that.

My secrets must go to the grave with me.

My secrets are the grave.

 

Here’s what some of my secrets are like:

Mom and I sit huddled in the garden shed. She puts her arm around me and whispers, ‘Don’t worry, baby girl.’

How can I not worry?

‘Maybe he’ll just go straight in and fall asleep on the sofa,’ she whispers, ‘then we can go back in.’

We sit together in the darkness and hold hands. The garden shed smells of damp earth and worms and graveyards. Somewhere in the darkness overhead spiders weave spells and earwigs crawl out of cracks. It’s cold. My heart is beating so hard I’m sure it will give us away. Mom squeezes my hand tighter. ‘He’ll just think we’re asleep. I know he will,’ she says.

We both know he won’t.

The sound of a car turns into the drive. Brakes squeal. A car door squeaks open, bangs shut. Heavy feet crunch on gravel. Low curses as he fumbles for his keys.

We don’t speak. We wait in the darkness. The front door slams. We can hear shouting. The noise of something crashing, breaking. The kitchen light goes on. A square of yellow appears on the frosty lawn. Charlie swears. He shouts for Mom.

Mom squeezes my hand.

‘No,’ I say, ‘you can’t go in. He’ll think you’re asleep; he always does.’

I can feel the tension in her. To disobey when he calls …

‘You can’t leave me.’

She doesn’t leave me.

We sit together in the freezing, spiderweb dark until all noises stop and even then we dare not go back into the house.



LAMP BLACK

9

Venice Ward, Room 4

Every day I try to inch my memory forward a little. Most days it works and I reclaim something, some little extra particular.

I know that’s the key, remembering what happened in detail and why.

That’s what Auntie Gillian wants. At every visit she pushes me a little harder. ‘We are running out of time,’ she says. ‘If you don’t remember all will be lost.’

I don’t know what will be lost, but I know it’s serious. Aunt Gillian is never dramatic.

Not everything is useful though. Bits of memory lie scattered in my mind like lost jigsaw pieces. Some of them don’t fit anywhere. I haven’t got the whole picture at all.

Today I will work some more on Day One of New Life in Coastal Town High School Academy.



CHARCOAL GREY

10

Massachusetts, Last Spring

OK, so, first day and I have not decided about anything except Finn (and Jules). I have not decided about which clique to join, which teachers to like, what after-school clubs to join. I shall wait and learn and listen for a while.

I will not be unsociable. I will try to make friends. I’m going to be positive. Friends are great. What I long for most in life is to have a best friend. Someone I can share all my secrets with. All the secrets that I cannot share.

That is a contradictory dilemma, which I am perfectly well aware of. But I shall try, nevertheless, to find such a friend.

My first period is math, and then it’s science. Math is totally important for my standardised test. I’ll have to take that at the end of the semester. I’m a whole year late in sitting it. I’m off schedule. Out of balance. Another of the consequences of running away from Charlie. Thankfully I’m going to be allowed to sit the SAT with the juniors.

The SATs, that’s what counts here, if I want to get into college, that is.

It’s a standardised test in math and English and writing, used for college admissions. I determine to practise hard for it.

If I do really, really well at the test, the school says there’s still a chance colleges might look at me, though most of the seniors have already applied or got places.

I cross my fingers. Please let me get into college.

Of course, there are still all the everyday quizzes and tests and essays in all the other subjects. I have to do well at them too. They’ll contribute to my overall grade from the school, my GPA. Colleges totally look at that as well. So I have to be good.

Very good.

I do want to go to college.

Anyway, I survive math without incident, and head to science. There doesn’t seem to be a seating plan in the science lab, so I put my bags down on the end of a row, where I figure nobody really has a vested interest in sitting. I’m early. I wait nervously. I tilt my bag at an apologetic angle, just in case it’s somebody’s special place. Sort of: Is it OK for me to sit here? Like I said, however contradictory, I want to make friends.

One of the first groups of students to arrive are the Dogettes, led by Jules. She marches straight up to where I’ve put my bag and says, ‘That’s my space.’

‘But Jules?’ One of her friends tries to drag her to a different bench.

Jules shakes off her hand and pushes my bag to the floor.

Pencils and books spill out.

I step back and start to pick up my stuff.

A tall girl with a thin, yellowish kind of face and funeral-straight black hair watches me from the other side of the science lab.

Jules sits down where I’d put myself. Her friends hesitate.

‘We are sitting here today,’ Jules announces.

I finish packing my bag. Nobody helps me. I stand there unsure.

After a minute or so the girl with the funeral-straight black hair walks over.

‘You’re a newcomer, aren’t you?’ she says.

I am not going to apologise for being myself. I am not going to apologise for being new. I’m not going to apologise for selecting a seat that wasn’t anyone else’s special seat either.

‘You can sit by me if you want,’ she says.

I don’t know if she is the class pariah, a lonely loser, or just friendly at this stage, but I am not in any position to refuse a kindly offer right now. Plus, I do need a place to sit down.

‘Thanks,’ I say. I shoulder my bag and follow her to the end of the next row. She nods at a space next to her. On her other side sits a round, plump-cheeked, freckle-faced student. She has that straw hair which is neither orange nor red, nor auburn, nor dyed. It just looks odd. I figure I am in with the weird bunch.

‘Claire,’ she says. The straw-hair girl shoves her shoulders past the thin girl’s chest, elbows her out of the way, and sticks her face forward. ‘Hi, I’m Claire,’ she repeats. ‘I see you’ve met Maggie.’

‘I see you’ve already quarrelled with Jules,’ said Maggie.

Ah! So that’s it! That’s why Maggie came to my aid.


OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
SARAH MUSSI





OEBPS/images/titlepage.jpg





