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To Teenage Me – who would lose it at
seeing her name on a book


And to teenage girls everywhere – hold tight,
it gets better









CHAPTER ONE


The first time came out of nowhere. Like, totally left field, Meghan-and-Prince-Harry-hooking-up type out of nowhere.


It was a Wednesday morning, two weeks after we’d moved down here. I was sitting in double Maths – I know, double Maths first thing – harsh. My choice of seating, if I’d been given one, would have been towards the back of a classroom, around the middle. Not the very back, as that’s prime mess-around real estate and not anywhere in the front half, as that risks teacher eye contact. The key is to exist with minimal, but not total, invisibility – a lesson Mum had instilled in me.


I hadn’t got off to the best start with the ‘new girl with blogger sister and weird family who’ve bought the haunted house on the Island’ whispers doing the rounds, but I was doing a good job of keeping my head down and averaging it out. Middling. It’s all about the middle. That’s me: Jessie Jones – perfectly comfortable middle-of-the-class, middle-of-the-road, middle-of-everything girl.


But latecomers can’t be choosers so this Maths I’d ended up in the second row – a situation made worse by the fact I had to look at the overly gelled back of Callum Henderson’s head. (Callum had been moved to the front the week before for flicking ink on the back of Mr Anstead’s shirt, a move that seemed to have upped his legend status amongst the boys. I mean, seriously, are we six?) I didn’t know the names of many people at school, but Callum’s was one you couldn’t avoid. Callum, the star of the football team, Callum, whose dad is the MP for the Island, Callum, who struts through the canteen like he owns the place, Callum, who gets told off at least five times in every lesson but never ends up being adequately punished, Callum, who seems to have different rules to everyone else. Callum, the king of Queen Victoria Academy.


So there I was, in Maths, minding my own equations business, trying to look just the right amount of confused at the numbers and letters as they were scribbled on the whiteboard, concentrating on Mr Anstead’s monotonous drone, when there was a knock at the door and a girl walked in. She mumbled an apology for being late, blushed furiously and practically ran to her seat, which was somewhere behind me.


It’s never nice walking into a classroom and having thirty pairs of eyes staring at you, so I tried to catch her eye to shoot her a smile of solidarity. She was determinedly focused on the floor. After a confused moment, Mr Anstead launched back into variables and exponents and normality resumed. I was getting back into my faux confusion when I noticed Callum passing a note to Freddie on the desk next to him.


I didn’t mean to look at it, really. I was just drawn to it, my eyes rebelling against my head-down protocol. Callum had drawn a picture of a stick figure with a pepperoni pizza for a face. Underneath was written, ‘Down to a 3? Bet you still would!’ Freddie gave a half-hearted chuckle and passed it back.


It took me a second to get it. It was a drawing of the girl who had just come in. The exaggerated pepperoni pieces represented her fresh bloom of bad acne. I didn’t understand the lowered number exactly, but I could hazard a guess – some sort of score they were keeping had gone down because she had more spots than usual?


What total morons.


I must have let out a groan, because Callum turned round and caught my eye. Taken by surprise, I gave him an accidental death stare – obviously a not very effective one, as he smirked in response. Ugh, if only he had any idea what it was like – to have bad skin, or a not-perfect face, or any kind of flaw. Idiot.


What happened next happened in a flash, but also, weirdly, felt like a long, protracted, slo-mo section of a movie. I got a sudden wave of really intense, shooting cramps – period pains – that made me double over, clutching my abdomen. Next thing I knew, there was a roar of horror from the table in front of me and Callum was standing up.


The cramps subsided and I looked up. There was commotion all around, a mixture of shrieking and gasping and laughing, chairs scraping back. A wave of excitement. Callum had his hands up to his face but, through his fingers, I could see fear and confusion in his eyes. Muffled moans were coming from behind his hands, which were grabbing at his face – his fingertips running over his cheeks, brow, chin and neck and pulling back in disgust. He whipped his phone out and looked at himself, gave one long scream and then ran out of the classroom.


Him and his bright red, angry, acne-covered face.


So yeah, that was the first time.









CHAPTER TWO


Five Things About Me:


1.As I said, I’m a middle-of-the-road kind of girl. I learned a while ago it’s better to keep your head down and coast.


2.I moved down to the Isle of Wight from Manchester – or rather, I was moved down by my mother – all of a sudden, halfway through Year Ten, with just two weeks warning. (I was used to it, sudden moves was Mum’s thing.)


3.I’m very good at Maths. I mean, freakily good. I don’t know why, I just get it. I love numbers, they make sense. But I hide this. I’ve learned my lesson (see Point 1).


4.I have a super annoying older sister called Bella, who is an uber-popular Instagram make-up influencer and thinks that makes her better than anyone else. Guess that’s more an interesting thing about her than me …


5.There is nothing else to know about me – no hobbies, no passions, no loves, no secrets (see Point 1). I hate black pepper and parsley. See? Even that’s boring.


Back in Maths, the classroom was buzzing. And I felt weird. The adrenaline had faded and in its place I felt a wave of utter exhaustion, like I could have lain on the floor in front of everyone and fallen asleep. I knew I needed to get out of there, ASAP. Amid the chaos, I managed to mumble something about going to the bathroom to Mr Anstead, who was shouting ‘Silence!’ on repeat with about as much success as someone collecting sand in a sieve. I legged it to the toilets – which were empty, thank God – locked myself in the furthest cubicle and pulled down my tights and pants to inspect the damage.


I knew I’d leaked – you just do, don’t you? Fabulous. I was five days early and had no tampons with me. I was never early! I was on-the-dot, set-your-clock-by-it regular. Luckily, it hadn’t gone through my tights or skirt so I didn’t have to do any kind of hideous period walk of shame through the halls. A normal person would have just asked a friend for a tampon. But me? Old Billy No Mates newbie loner over here? No friends, no such luck. So instead I did what every self-respecting female in this situation is forced to do: I shoved a massive ball of tissue in my knickers.


Just as I was finishing up, I heard someone run into the bathroom. A moment later the door in the cubicle next to me banged, and there was an outburst of snotty tears. A proper cry, one that had obviously been held in for a while and was now being let loose in all its heartfelt glory in the knowledge that no one was around to hear.


Except, I was.


I felt bad. I silently brought my feet up to the toilet seat, not wanting the crier to know anyone was there. I should have left, but if I had, she’d know someone had heard her crying. I considered asking her if she was OK and came up with a strong no. I was not the person for that particular job at that moment in time.


I just had to sit-squat and wait it out, hoping that she had friends who could help her. I focused on breathing as silently as possible. Some movement in the corner of the cubicle caught my eye; a fly was trapped in a spider’s web, furiously kicking and struggling for its life. I felt for it. I was that fly, that fly was me – one and the same. Except my fight was against human interaction, not quite escaping from the literal jaws of death. I gently, silently, picked off the web around the fly, trying not to do it any more damage. It spun around a bit on its back, and I managed to flick it the right way up with the edge of my fingernail. It paused, confused, then gave me what I’m sure was a little thank you look, before flying away.


So there I was, with limited options once again. Story of my life. Either stay and be as silent as possible until she cried herself out and left, or sneak out super quietly, tip-toe stealth style so she’d never know I’d been there. I decided on the latter, but as I was silently lowering my legs down, the bell went and within thirty seconds the toilet was flooded with the standard break time stampede of girls. Perfect – now I could just walk out like a normal person.


‘Oh my God! Libby, have you seen Callum?’ a high-pitched voice shrieked among the throng of doors opening and closing, taps running and general bathroom noises.


My ears pricked up and I decided it wouldn’t hurt to stay a minute.


‘Not yet, why?’ Libby replied.


There were excited sniggers and an explosion of voices talking over each other.


‘Have you not heard?’


‘Clearly not, Sadie. Just get on with it and tell me.’


‘OK, so, in Maths, he just—’


‘He broke out in some kind of acne rash,’ another voice pitched in.


‘You mean, like some kind of allergic reaction?’ asked Libby.


‘No. Literally, like, acne all over his face, suddenly.’


‘It was so weird.’


‘It was just after Tabitha came in – do you think that face rash of hers is contagious? She should be put in quarantine.’


I heard a tiny intake of breath from the cubicle next to me.


Ah. Hello, Tabitha.


‘I have no idea what you’re on about,’ Libby said, sounding annoyed. ‘I’ll go and find him.’


I willed them to leave so me and my now aching legs could escape the confines of the cubicle. But then the toilet door opened again, and brought with it a whole new drama.


‘Tabs! You in here?’ I heard a different voice ask, accompanied by loud bangs on all the cubicle doors, including mine. I flinched. ‘Tabs! I know you’re in here.’


The girls at the sinks sniggered.


‘What are you gawping at?’ the voice said. ‘This doesn’t concern you, get on with attempting to fix your fake faces.’


Wow. This girl was badass.


‘You’d know all about being fake,’ sneered Libby. ‘C’mon girls, it’s gotten way too crowded in here.’ I heard a rush of movement and then the door shut again.


So now it was me, Badass, and Tabitha in the toilets and I was still squatting on the seat like a total lemon. I didn’t see a way out other than officially moving in and making the cubicle my new home. I’d learn to love it, probably more than my real home.


‘Tabs, seriously, come out,’ Badass said, her voice softer. ‘He’s a prick, they’re all pricks. Everyone except them knows they’re pricks. Don’t let them get to you.’


There was a sniff and a creak as the cubicle door next to me opened.


‘I’m OK,’ Tabitha said. ‘Honestly.’


‘You don’t look it. Come on, let’s sort you out.’


I heard taps running and tissue being taken from the toilet next door.


‘Rumour is you put some kind of a curse on him and made him break out in acne,’ Badass said, laughing. ‘That’s pretty hardcore. Can I give you a list of some other hex-worthy aresholes?’


‘I wish. I honestly don’t know what happened,’ Tabitha said, her voice sounding paper thin. ‘One minute I was walking to my seat, hearing him snigger as I passed, the next minute everyone was going crazy and he was running out. Apparently he’s saying I’ve done it to him.’


‘Maybe it was his conscience, finally manifesting itself through the medium of a skin condition.’


‘Whatever it was, he deserved it.’ Tabitha sniffed. ‘There was a note. A picture of me with a pizza for a face and …’ Her voice wobbled. ‘A score.’


‘They’re not still on that, are they? They’re idiots. Come on, hold your head high, ignore. Don’t let the bastards get you down and all that.’


Her voice was getting farther away as she headed towards the door. My heart thumped at the thought of finally being able to leave the cubicle. But, as I was silently stretching my legs, trying to get the feeling back in them, preparing to flee before anything else could happen, there came a parting line from Badass.


‘And to whoever’s been in here listening the whole time, hope you enjoyed the show. Next time I’ll charge.’









CHAPTER THREE


By the time I made it home after school, I had never felt more relieved to see our manky, flaky front door. It was the first time I’d ever felt anything other than hatred at the sight. The house, big and old and crumbling, was about as far as you could get from the sleek, minimalist chic that had been our normal. We’d been here two weeks and it still felt unfamiliar and other. Like we were on a shit holiday, the travel company had gone bust and we were trapped. Except this was home now, according to Mum. I still had high hopes we’d put our time in here, as we did everywhere, and then move on – maybe even back to Manchester – but the fact that this was the first place Mum had actually bought, rather than rented, didn’t bode well for that theory.


Five Things About Mum:


1.She grew up on the Isle of Wight.


2.She was, until a few months ago, a high-powered media lawyer who could win the ass off basically any case.


3.She’s recently taken to wearing kaftans;


4.And trying to cook.


5.She’s totally having a mid-life crisis.


She’d had a health scare. A minor, turned-out-to-be-nothing health scare that had apparently led to some kind of epiphany that she needed to return to her childhood roots. Practically overnight she had gone from designer handbags to wholesome tote bags, from ready meals to nutritious home cooking and from sitting stooped over her computer to demanding we all partake in ‘quality family time’.


She was clearly losing her mind.


I’d petitioned to move to Dubai to live with my dad in his brand-new swanky apartment with pool and his brand-new shiny family, but Mum wasn’t having any of it. She said we needed to stick together, the three of us.


Past the front door, I waded my way through the usual dozens of freebie packages for Bella and ran upstairs before anyone could catch me for any kind of interaction. I spent the rest of the afternoon in my bedroom, claiming homework, but essentially hiding out, cuddling our massive, ancient, black rescue cat, Dave (female – the name had stuck by the time we realised), and feeling sorry for myself. I think she knew. She always seemed to know when I was upset, and would give me extra cuddles. She even licked away my tears once … though I had just been eating chicken.


I had a lukewarm, shallow bath (knackered old water system – and don’t even get me started on the shower, it’s like standing under a peeing ant) in the avocado-suited glory of the first-floor bathroom. Then I sat shivering under my duvet in my attic bedroom while the seagulls squawked incessantly at me through the window.


What a day. That ‘incident’ in Maths had been so … strange. No one had seen Callum for the rest of the day, but man, did people talk about it. In fact, it was all people were talking about. In addition to the rumour that Tabitha had infected, or hexed him, other theories doing the rounds were:


1.It was leprosy.


2.Callum was Patient Zero of a Black Death resurgence


3.He had felt-tipped the spots on to bunk off.


4.It was some kind of new wave, Super STD (this was my personal favourite – though not Libby’s).


I felt sorry for Tabitha. She was getting a lot of whispering and unwanted attention solely, it seemed, for the crime of having walked into her lesson a bit late. Marcus (Brainless Henchman No 1) was spreading it about that Freddie (Brainless Henchman No 2) said that Tabitha had seen their note and taken her revenge. I had seen her at one point in the canteen looking thoroughly miserable. Part of me had wanted to go and say something to her, but the other bigger and more sensible part of me told me she was best avoided. So I did what I do best – kept my head down, moved on, faded into the background, became invisible – until it was home time.


I tried to block out the seagull soundtrack and forget about the day when I was hit by a surge of period pains – bad ones, though nowhere near as freakishly bad as earlier. I pulled my knees into my chest, and breathed through the pain.


Dave jumped off the bed with a yowl. Oh, how I hated this stupid, big, old, cold, probably haunted house on this stupid, small, old, in-the-middle-of-nowhere island. I thought back to a month ago, to Manchester, where I really felt like we’d finally found our place. To our gorgeous flat on the fifth floor of a warehouse conversion looking out over the city centre, to my pristine, fully-functioning en suite bathroom, to heating that actually heated, to seagull-free mornings and to my friends. Hmmm, friends. Maybe not friends exactly; one of the ‘perks’ of moving schools every few years (thanks, Mum) was that close friends were hard to come by. We’d done north (Lake District and Manchester), east (Suffolk), west (Cardiff) and now south, never staying in a place for more than four years, which was roughly the point at which I started to feel like I was making friends. So yeah, friends weren’t really my strong suit. But at least at Ashvale no one had threatened me through a cubicle door.


Mum called up the stairs, summoning me to dinner. I reluctantly emerged from my duvet cocoon and plodded my way down the stairs. I’d seriously considered missing it, but my stomach was making all kinds of mad ‘feed me’ noises. Bella’s door was ajar as I walked past and I caught a glimpse of her sat at her mirror, doing her make-up wizardry. My sister, aka ‘HellaBella’ the beauty Instagrammer, aka the perfect student/daughter/granddaughter, aka self-appointed mature adult. Every time I see her now my stomach does a little angry churn – anger with a side order of longing. For the old Bella.


We used to have so much fun together. Wherever we were, Mum always worked long hours so it was pretty much just us two together, always. We’d dress up in Mum’s posh dresses, raid the freezer and make ourselves a ‘banquet’ (which mainly consisted of out-of-date vol-au-vent cases filled with icing sugar and too-posh crisps). In Manchester, we’d go to the corner shop and spend all our money on sweets and junk food and feast on it in the bath, fully clothed. We’d come up with dance routines and shows and play music so loud our grouchy downstairs neighbour would bang on the ceiling. They were happy times, when we felt like a team. We had a secret code – be ourselves at home and blend in at school. Before Bella broke it by starting that stupid make-up channel and drawing attention to us. And before she crossed over to the Dark Side and decided to ally herself with Mum. It used to be us against the world and now it had shifted, seismically, to Mum and Bella against me.


I knew Bella was making a video because she was using her cheesy, high-pitched Instagram voice.


‘Bellaaaaa! Dinner!’ I shouted, from right outside her room, before running swiftly down the next flight of stairs.


‘Daaaarling!’ Nonna said as I walked in to the faded unglamour of the dining room. Dave wound herself around my feet, nearly tripping me up. Mum was bent over the stove, furiously stirring something and looking worriedly at it. Nonna waddled over to me, clasped my face in her hands and closed her eyes, frowning and shaking her head. I stood still; I knew the score.


‘Oh dear, oh dear, oh dear. This is bad. You are blocked. Your aura is sad.’


Five Things About Nonna:


1.She’s a ‘healer’. Crystals, auras, chakras, everything along those lines. I don’t really get it, but she does good business so she must be doing something right.


2.She met Gramps when they were five. They lived opposite each other, got together when they were fifteen, got married when they were eighteen and they were the most in love couple I’ve ever seen.


3.She had my mum when she was seventeen (yep, before they were married) – didn’t even know she was pregnant, went to the bathroom thinking she was going for a really big poo and out came Mum. Great Grandad was mean and scary and basically locked Nonna and my mum in her bedroom for a month until Gramps came to rescue them. It was, like, the Island’s biggest scandal.


4.She wears so many bangles that if you were to line them up they would probably go all the way around the Island.


5.She has uncontrollable grey frizzy hair and a mole on her face that she’s named Oscar that I used to be really frightened of.


I resisted the urge to say, of course my bloody aura is sad, anyone who has been dragged away from their life to the arse-end of nowhere would have a Christmas-turkey-sad aura. She released my face and started flapping her arms around me, her collection of bangles clanging round my ears. She wafted the air away from me, as if it were a particularly potent fart. Finally, taking a deep breath, she smiled. ‘That’s better. You can sit down.’


‘Thanks, Jessie, really helpful,’ Bella said, storming in.


‘What? I was just calling you for dinner, which actually is helpful.’


She glared at me, a glare that then turned into a weird pitying, patronising look, like I wasn’t even good enough for a glare.


‘Do you want me to lay the table, Mum?’ Bella asked, in that relentlessly perfect-daughter way of hers.


‘If you could grab the plates, that would be lovely, thank you.’ Mum plonked a big bowl of something semi-food-like on the table. ‘How were your days, girls?’ It was still weird to see Mum in a paint-spattered kaftan – her new uniform – rather than her tailored power suit of old.


I grunted and mumbled, my standard response when I really didn’t want to talk about anything. Nonna caught my eye, staring at me inquisitively, clearly trying to access my soul again.


‘My day was fine,’ Bella answered, tucking into what I think was meant to be dahl, flinching slightly. Whatever it was, it was burnt. ‘Hey, what happened with that boy in your year today, Jessie?’


I looked at her perfectly made-up face, trying to work out if she was deliberately trying to cause me grief. It’s a well-known fact I have an almost physical aversion to discussing school in any kind of family setting. She looked genuinely interested, which, in some ways, was more annoying, another reminder that she’d totally joined the grown-up team now. I shot her a ‘don’t go there’ glare, but she was oblivious. Or choosing to be.


‘Dunno.’ I shrugged, serving myself the smallest amount of dahl possible, which I fully intended to just push around my plate (I’d eaten Mum’s home-cooked creations before).


‘Yeah, you know, Callum I think his name is? The really full-of-himself one.’


‘Ooh, is that our not-so-fine-and-upstanding MP Bob Henderson’s son?’ Nonna asked, frowning. ‘Awful man.’


‘Yeah, I think so,’ I mumbled. Like father like son.


‘Apparently he broke out in some crazy rash in the middle of a lesson or something.’ Bella continued, still looking at me for a response. I sensed Nonna and Mum sneaking a quick look at each other.


‘It was nothing,’ I said firmly. ‘He just … had some kind of reaction to something and had to go home. Not the drama everyone is making it out to be. How’s the house stuff going, Mum?’


I had no actual interest in hearing how the never-ending house renovations were going, but I knew it was the best topic for a subject-change and I really could not be bothered to even think about Callum Henderson, or anyone at that school, any more today.


‘Did the rash come out of nowhere?’ Mum asked, refusing to be derailed.


‘I guess, I don’t know, can’t say I was watching him every second.’


‘So you were near him?’ Nonna asked.


‘What’s with the interrogation? Yes, I was sat behind him, yes it was sudden. I don’t know anything other than that so can we leave it please.’ There was a silence, another look between Nonna and Mum, and some awkward clunking of cutlery.


‘Well, I’ve found some builders to meet who are available,’ Mum said, eventually. ‘And I’ve been getting creative again, reading through some home décor magazines, ooh – and as I was going through a box of old stuff from Manchester, I found some clothes I made for you girls when you were little and do you know, it made me think I quite fancy getting back into … something like that. I used to enjoy it.’ She looked wistfully into the middle distance, like she was fantasising about clothes patterns.


‘And she stripped the wallpaper in the back room,’ Nonna added, attempting to smooth down her errant hair that was frizzing enthusiastically over her face. ‘Gone is the textured diarrhoea shade of old.’ She put a forkful of dahl in her mouth, trying not to grimace.


‘How is it?’ Mum asked, eagerly.


‘Mmmm,’ Nonna said, nodding.


‘Oh good! I got a bit sidetracked, I was worried it hadn’t turned out right. I’m enjoying this cooking thing. So much better than ready meals and takeaways every night, isn’t it girls?’


Mum was really trying to embrace this stay-at-home Earth Mother role, but from what I’d seen so far, it was so not her style. The house was always a tip, piles of unwashed dishes were standard and the cooking was … something else entirely. I looked down at the unidentifiable mass on my plate. My mouth watered at the thought of a Ruma Lebanese, or a Papa J’s pizza, or a Prem Indian, or any of our old favourites that Bella and I used to eat in front of the TV while Mum sat at the table, consumed by work. I flicked a tiny bit of dahl down to Dave, who sniffed it and scurried away. Not promising. Mum launched enthusiastically into hers. A big forkful, two chews and what looked like an excruciating swallow later, she reached for her glass of water and downed it.


‘That is utterly disgusting. I’m so sorry,’ she said, looking crestfallen.


Nonna and Bella muttered some non-committal words of encouragement, obviously not wanting to be too supportive in case they then had to eat more. I sat there, trying to push thoughts of pizza away.


‘It’s fine, perfectly salvageable,’ Nonna said, standing up and scraping everyone’s dahl back into the serving platter in the middle of the table. ‘I can sort this out, no problem.’ She grabbed the mountain-high pile of dahl and headed to the kitchen.


‘You really don’t need to do that,’ Mum said, a warning tone in her voice.


‘All fine!’ Nonna shouted through.


‘Mum! Don’t …’ She sighed. ‘I really am sorry,’ she said. ‘I followed the recipe …’


‘It was a good first try,’ Bella said. ‘And it can only get better.’


There she went, sucking up like a max-strength Henry Hoover. Ugh.


‘Why don’t we order takeaway?’ I suggested, more bluntly than I’d intended.


Mum sighed again. The soundtrack to our new life – sighs and seagulls.


‘Jessie, we’ve been through this. We’re not doing that any more. No more takeaways and ready meals every night. Quality food, quality family time, quality—’


‘Connection,’ I finished. ‘Yeah, I know. I’d just like to eat something edible.’


‘Here we are then,’ Nonna said, coming back in with a bowl of steaming hot, delicious-smelling food. Same bowl, definitely different food.


‘Mum!’ Mum said, practically glaring at Nonna, which seemed a bit rude seeing as she’d totally just saved the day.


We tucked in. It was gorgeous. Dahl and then some. Super dahl, bearing no resemblance to the weapon of mass destruction that had been on the table ten minutes ago.


‘This is delicious! How did you make a whole new one in that time?’ Bella asked.


‘I didn’t,’ Nonna said, avoiding Mum’s eye. ‘I worked with what your mother had done and … zhuzhed it up a bit. A few spices, bit of extra stock, that kind of thing. She’d made a great base.’


I looked between the food on my plate and Nonna and Mum. This food had no black burnt bits. It was almost an entirely different colour. It tasted like food. It was way more than zhuzhed.


‘Anyway, isn’t it lovely to be eating together?’ Nonna added quickly.


I was too busy eating to respond.


Finally, enforced family dinner came to an end and I was allowed, after clearing up, to escape back to my attic icebox.


‘Oh, meant to say, we need some more tampons, Mum,’ I said as I was halfway out the dining room door.


‘I got some the other day,’ she said. ‘In the cupboard under the bathroom sink.’


‘I looked, there are only a couple.’


‘I’ve used some,’ Bella said. ‘I’m on too.’


Mum and Nonna shot yet another look at each other. This time it was totally obvious.


‘You’re both on?’ Mum said.


‘I guess so,’ I said. ‘No need for the dramatic looks though, it’s a period, not Chernobyl. We just need some more tampons.’


Mum stood there with her mouth slightly open. Then she blinked and shut it.


‘Yes, of course. I’ll get some in the morning.’


‘Thanks,’ I said, running up the stairs, trying not to break my neck on the loose flaps of stained deep green carpet.









CHAPTER FOUR


My Thursday went like this:


Registration – in which a random stupid boy did a random stupid thing (not unusual). This time, loudly reciting a poem that rhymed ‘toosh’ with ‘bush’ and ‘Ruby’ with ‘do me’ to a girl named (no surprises here) Ruby. Practically Oscar Wilde levels of wit.


Maths – where Callum was back, clear-faced and, as was his way, revelling in his fame. The Incident appeared to have done nothing other than grow his already substantial ego even more. It’s a superpower that boys have, managing to turn any event in their favour. I could feel sniggers and whispers aimed at Tabitha, who was the first in and the last out. I guess she didn’t want a repeat of walking in late. I kept my head down, as per, and continued to pretend to not know all the answers immediately.


English – which involved boys being silly, including speculating on the possible size of Jane Eyre’s boobs.


Break – when I walked slowly between my locker and the toilet and back again so I didn’t have to sit obviously in the corner like a loner.


Double Science – where I got mansplained chemical reactions by my lab partner (who had most of it wrong).


Lunch.


Lunch is where things got interesting.


The problem with lunchtime is that there is no avoiding it. Unless you lock yourself in the toilet cubicle for the whole hour (which, trust me, I have considered). Walking through a high school canteen carrying your tray of beige, stodgy food, searching for a ‘safe’ spot to sit, is about as desperate and nerve-wrecking as it gets. Throw into the mix being at a new school and having joined halfway through the year and knowing everyone is talking about you and you’ve got the perfect storm of utter crapness.


Best case scenario is that everyone is too busy and wrapped up in themselves to give you a second glance, you find a spot on a table with people who you vaguely know and are vaguely decent, make small talk, eat quickly then get out of there. Worst case scenario is that people are watching you, there’s nowhere to sit near people you know, you end up plonking yourself on a table with randoms, blushing furiously, eating in silence then practically running away.


And then, apparently, there’s an even worser case scenario.


I was doing my usual about-to-be-fed-to-sharks plank walk through the middle of the canteen with a particularly unappealing and pale slice of pizza sitting limply on my plate, like it had just lost the will. I hear ya, Pizza.


For some unexplained reason, the canteen was busier than usual – fit to burst, need-ear-defenders-it’s-so-loud type full. There were hardly any spaces. I looked to the outer-rim seats which are my favourites – all full. I looked at the undesirable tables closest to the food bins – also full. I could feel my heart picking up the pace. Was it too late to just dump my lunch and leg it out altogether?


Then I saw a space. Four girls, Year Sevens I reckoned – they had a similar nervy and unsure aura to me – were leaving their table. I walked quickly, while also trying not to look too super keen, and put my tray down, just as two other girls did too.


It was Tabitha and a girl I hadn’t seen before. This other girl was wearing her uniform in a way that was clearly not school rule-book standard and yet also didn’t technically break any rules. It actually looked cool, despite the fact that the law of physics says that it is impossible to look good in a bottle green jumper and green piped shirt. She had blonde, tousled, shoulder-length hair, with the kind of natural wave that people spend hours trying to recreate, a slight tan (in March?!), and freakily bright, sharp blue eyes. I accidentally made eye contact as I was giving her the once-over, and had to swiftly avert my eyes and pretend to be fascinated by my pizza.


‘How was Maths?’ she asked Tabitha. and I instantly recognised the voice. Badass! It was Badass from the bathroom.


‘Not great,’ she replied. ‘Callum was back, in full force. And I could tell everyone was talking about me.’


I stared intently at my pizza, trying not to look like I was listening.


‘Of course they were – it’s the most interesting thing to happen in this place since Mr Wright’s braces broke and his trousers fell down in Year Seven. But they eventually stopped talking about that. This too …’


‘Shall pass. Yeah, yeah, I know.’


‘And years from now, you’ll be sat there polishing your Nobel Prize for literature and they’ll still be giving each other wedgies and scoring their wives – if anyone was enough of a sucker enough to marry them – and we’ll laugh about what losers they are.’


Tabitha half-smiled, nodding.


‘Talking of your Nobel Prize – have you heard anything back from that magazine about your short story yet?’


‘No, still waiting.’


‘Keep the faith, mate. Your writing is amazing, I know they’re going to love it.’


There was a pause and I could feel them both look at me. I wondered if Tabitha realised I was in her Maths class. I needed to say something. Otherwise I would look strange. Now would be a good time to come out with some weak small talk. Maybe something like, ‘Ah, that Maths lesson yesterday was a weird one, wasn’t it?’ Though that might seem like I was accusing her of being weird. Maybe just a more open-ended, ‘That Maths lesson, hey?’


Just as I was about to pluck up the courage, a mass of shouts and guffaws and general noise made us turn. A group of boys sitting at the table the other side of the aisle from us were turfing some unsuspecting Year Sevens out of the way. I realised, with a sinking stomach, it was all the usuals – Marcus, Eli, Freddie and, of course, Callum. Libby and Sadie, her lapdog, were there too, doing their usual puppy-dog act. The boys were in football kit. I could practically feel Tabitha flinch next to me. I started to speed-eat my pizza.


‘Quick lunch, team, then out at the minibus by 12.45,’ Coach said, walking over. As usual, he was tracksuited and whistled to the max. Coach – real name Mr Bowd – insisted on being called ‘Coach’ because he imagined himself in some kind of American high school. ‘Ready to slay!’ he said, causing the boys to whoop like a pack of dogs as he walked away.


‘This’ll be a walkover,’ Callum said loudly. ‘Newtown are a bunch of pussies. Coach reckons we could manage at least four–nil, easy.’


‘We just need Marcus to grow a pair and play less like a girl this time and we’ll be fine,’ Freddie added, to much laughter.


‘My problem wasn’t the lack of balls, Freddie,’ a floppy-haired boy I recognised from Media Studies said. ‘It was that they were knackered.’


As if, I thought to myself. He looked like he’d only just hit puberty and was still working out what a girl was, let alone done anything with one. Typical boy bragging. I wished there was something obvious that happened when boys lied, like a full-on Pinocchio nose-grow, so they couldn’t tell a lie without being called out.


‘More like they were blue,’ Callum said. ‘I heard Nicola turned you down.’


A combined response of ‘oooh’s’ and chuckles and ‘yeah’s’ echoed around their table.


‘She was just embarrassed because she was a rubbish kisser,’ Marcus said, beginning to look nervous.


Just then, as I chewed my way through a forkful of tepid fruit crumble, I was hit by a wave of seriously bad, had-to-suck-air-through-my-teeth-to-ride-it-out period pains.


‘Not again,’ I hissed.


‘I had to dump her, she was so bad,’ Marcus was saying. Around him, there was a rising ripple of noise and commotion. A few people started laughing. A fizz of excitement worked its way through the whole canteen. I looked over, like everyone else.


Something strange was happening to his face.


I did a double take.


It couldn’t be. No way.


‘And don’t get me started on what she couldn’t do with her hands,’ Marcus carried on, gaining confidence from the laughter, thinking everyone was finding him hilarious.


They were, but not for the reason he thought.


‘What?’ he said, frowning.


‘Your nose, man,’ Callum said, in between choking laugh-cries.


Marcus grabbed at his nose, feeling how it had swollen and lengthened. His face dropped, the comically oversized outline of his nose standing loud and proud and prominent. He burst into confused tears and ran out of the canteen, his tray crashing to the floor, spilling its contents as he went.


I put my head down, trying to control the spiralling thoughts whirring round my brain. This was weirder – and worse – than the rash yesterday. That had seemed random, a freak incident. This … this seemed … deliberate. Like someone had made it happen.


Someone like … me.


But it couldn’t be. I grabbed my tray and made as swift an exit as I could manage, feeling Badass’s bright blue, all-knowing eyes watching me as I went.









CHAPTER FIVE


The rest of the day – History and French – passed in a blur. Total exhaustion mixed with a thumping panic mixed with a cotton-wool, can’t-think-clearly blur. Once again, the school was a hotbed of whispered rumours and gossip carried along on a general tidal wave of excitement.


I legged it as soon as last bell went, walking fast, trying to put as much distance between me and the school gates as I could. I took the small coastal path down into town to break away from the bottle green mass. It had started out as one of those gorgeous, bitingly cold but sunny winter days, though now the skies were definitely darkening. I loosened my scarf, trying to encourage the icy wind to clear away the fogginess of my mind. The sea churned at me as I rounded the corner. It felt good to be out of the school confines, but as hard as I tried to push them away, I kept getting flashbacks to Marcus’s nose, growing, and growing. And Callum’s rash, blooming suddenly over his face.


A dawning worry was creeping in at me from the corners, getting louder. I pushed it away. Tabitha had been sat right next to me. It could have been her; after all, everyone else thought it was. Except Tabitha wasn’t the one who explicitly wished boys’ noses would grow when they were lying.


Yep, that had been me.


But it couldn’t have been me.


Could it?


Maybe I was experiencing some kind of episode brought on by intense period pains. That must be it. I was delusional from loss of blood. But everyone else had seen it too, both things – the rash and the nose. Surely a mass delusion was a bit much? Maybe the whole thing was a dream and I would wake up any minute, safe in our plush and warm Manchester apartment.


I pinched myself to test that theory, but it bloody hurt.


One thing was for sure, this island was weird. With a capital W. In fact, caps lock WEIRD.


Nothing like this had happened in Manchester – or anywhere else for that matter. No sudden rashes, no growing noses, no intense period pains. An overwhelming urge to be back there – where it was familiar, safe – washed over me. Deep breaths, I thought. Deep breaths.


I made my way down the uneven path and along the seafront. Our house was at the other end, perched halfway up the big hill, watching wearily out towards the sea, looking like it belonged in a horror film. Apparently this house, this ancient, run-down, seventies-décored, rickety former hotel was the one we had to have. When Mum was growing up on the island, she used to gaze at it, adoringly, every day, wishing she could live there, fantasising about what it was like inside (though I bet avocado bathroom suites and poo-coloured wallpaper never featured in her fantasies). So, when the house being up for sale coincided with her mid-life crisis, she saw it as a sign (from who, exactly, I don’t know).


I couldn’t quite stomach going home yet, especially as Nonna and her freaky powers of perception would likely lead to a ton of questions, so I sat myself down on the so-cold-it-felt-wet sand, my back leaning against the even-colder-it-felt-wetter sea-wall. I ran my hand over the cool shingles of the beach, searching for the green and blue translucent gems of seaglass, the hidden treasure I used to spend hours raking for when I was visiting Nonna in the summer holidays. My mind was spinning like a tumble dryer and I had a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach, like my ship had hit an iceberg. The sea glared at me, salty and fierce and churning as wildly as my insides.


By the time I had wound my way home to the monster mansion I had deep-breathed my way into a resolution. Clearly something was wrong with me and I needed to see a doctor. I wasn’t well. Maybe I was dying. Do people who are dying hallucinate rashes and growing noses? We’d had a fire safety talk in Year Four and I’m sure they’d said something about hallucinations being a sign of carbon monoxide poisoning, which would totally make sense with our rickety old house. And I’d read somewhere about a woman who had a brain tumour and hallucinated an Edwardian lady sitting on her bed. Maybe that was it, a brain tumour.


I kicked the heavy front door open – that was just the only way to unstick it – rehearsing my announcement and readying myself for the onslaught of questions it would prompt. I could hear a murmur of voices coming from the kitchen.


‘Hello?’ I called out. Dave came trotting through, rubbing against my leg.


‘In here, Jessie,’ Mum replied.


They were all sat round the kitchen table: Nonna, Mum and Bella. The usual pile of random house detritus was pushed to the far end. They were nursing cups of tea and looking surprisingly serious. Bella gave me a sincere smile, which freaked me out a bit.


I figured I just needed to pull the band-aid off, come straight out with it and hope they took me at least a little bit seriously.


‘Hi, darling,’ Mum said. ‘Sit down for a minute, will you? We need to have a chat.’


‘Actually, I really need to talk to you about something first,’ I said, wanting to get it over with.


‘Is it about what happened at school today?’ Mum asked.


‘What? What happened?’ I said, panicking. How could she know already?


‘My thing,’ Bella said.


‘You had a thing? What thing?’


‘So, not my thing?’ Bella said, perking up.


‘I don’t know anything about your thing!’


‘So you have your own thing?’ Nonna asked.


They’d got me all confused now. What thing did Bella have? Should I even bother with mine? What was I even going to say again? All eyes were on me.


‘OK, so,’ I said, trying to work out the best way to phrase it. ‘Lately I’ve been getting really bad period pains and … well, weird things have been happening. I think I’m hallucinating … and, maybe I have a brain tumour? Basically, I might be dying and I need to see a doctor. Straight away.’


They all just looked at me.


Saying it out loud, I realised how totally ridiculous I sounded.


‘Or I’m going mad,’ I added. That was totally another option, to be sure.


Silence.


‘What was your thing?’ I asked Bella, seeing as no one seemed to be responding to mine.


‘Uh, what? Oh, I …’


‘She turned a frog purple,’ Nonna answered, chuckling.


‘Mum! It’s not funny,’ Mum reprimanded.


‘It’s a bit funny,’ Nonna said, still chuckling, which got Mum laughing too.


Bella and I looked at each other, over at them, and back at each other in horror. This was madness. We were all mad. It must be the water. The sea-salt-contaminated Island water.


‘You’d better sit down,’ Mum said, eventually managing to stifle her giggles enough to speak. ‘Sorry, we’re not laughing at you, it’s just …’


‘I did say, Allegra, you should’ve told them before it got to this point,’ Nonna said.


‘Told us what exactly?’ Bella asked.


‘You’re being really weird,’ I added.


‘Do not use that word.’ Mum turned stern, her smile dropping. ‘That is not a word we use in this family.’


I stared at her. ‘Between the two of us we’ve caused a rash, a nose growth, and a frog to change colour and you’ve laughed in our faces – what would you call it?’


Nonna reached over and put her hand on Mum’s.


‘She’s just confused,’ she said, like ‘she’ wasn’t standing right there.


‘We’ll explain,’ said Mum. ‘But please sit down, Jessie, you’re making me nervous.’


I was making her nervous?


I dragged a chair out from under the table and sat down, even though I desperately wanted to remain standing, ready to run at any point.


‘So,’ said Mum. ‘We have something we need to tell you. I’ve been trying to find a way … The thing is, I’m not really sure how best to explain this … A long time ago … No that’s not right. OK, so … there’s something you need—’


‘You’re both witches,’ Nonna said, matter-of-factly.


‘Mum!’ said Mum.


‘There’s no other way to say it, love,’ Nonna said.


Bella started laughing. I sat there with my mouth open. Mum and Nonna looked back at us, deadly serious.


‘I don’t think they’re joking,’ I said, elbowing Bella, who stopped laughing abruptly.


‘What do you mean, “witches”?’ she asked. ‘That’s silly. Witches don’t exist.’


‘They most certainly do,’ Nonna said. ‘Who else do you think keeps the Earth in its natural order?’


I could see Bella wanting to laugh again, but this suddenly seemed very, very not funny to me. My head reeled, a tumble dryer on a speed cycle.


‘So, you’re saying that I gave Callum a rash and made Marcus’s nose grow because I’m a witch? I mean, a) that’s ridiculous, and b) I didn’t cast a spell or a hex or anything, I was literally just sat there, minding my own business.’


‘And I definitely didn’t tell that frog to turn purple,’ Bella added.


‘What were you thinking at the time those things happened?’ Mum asked.


I thought back to that Maths class, to Tabitha walking in, Callum writing that note with the awful picture of her, with a pizza for a face. I never explicitly wished he would develop a rash … but I had thought, if only he knew what it was like. And in the canteen … I had definitely wished Marcus’s nose would show if he was lying …


My mouth dropped open again. My expression du jour.


Bella let out a little gasp.


‘Oh my God! I did think the frog was a really ugly green and that purple would be a more flattering shade for the poor thing.’
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