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  My mum and I lived in a cottage about half an hour outside town.




  It hadn’t been easy finding a home that met all our requirements: in the country, no neighbours, three bedrooms, front and back gardens; a property that was old (it had to have character)

  but at the same time had all the mod cons – a modern central heating system was essential, as we both hated to be cold. It had to be quiet. It had to be private. We were mice, after all. We

  weren’t looking for a home. We were looking for a place to hide.




  We viewed scores of properties with the agent, but if we could make out a neighbour’s roof through the trees or hear the drone of traffic in the distance, we’d exchange a subtle

  glance that struck it off our list. We’d still go through with the visit, of course, patiently listening as the obvious was explained: This is the main bedroom – this is another

  bedroom – this is the bathroom. We would have felt it was somehow rude not to after the agent had driven us so far out into the country, and Mum could as soon have asserted herself over

  the cocky young man with his gelled hair and constantly trilling mobile phone (We’ve seen enough, thank you, Darren, we’re not interested), as fly to the moon. Mice are never

  rude. Mice are never assertive. And so we spent many Saturdays being shown around properties in which we had no interest whatsoever.




  Eventually, however, we’d been taken to see Honeysuckle Cottage.




  It wasn’t the prettiest cottage we’d viewed – with its brown brick facade, small windows, grey slate roof and smoke-stained chimneys, it looked more town than country. But it

  was wonderfully remote. Surrounded on all sides by acres of farmland, the nearest neighbour was more than half a mile away. The cottage could only be reached by following a tortuous

  single-track road that meandered its way around the large garden in a wide, serpentine loop. With tight hairpin bends, and hedge-topped banks obscuring the view, it felt more like a maze than a

  public road. For once we had little trouble believing Darren when he told us that few cars ever ventured down that way, wary of being caught behind slow-moving farm machinery. The long tree-lined

  driveway we had to negotiate up to the house, with its potholes and sharp dog-leg to the left, only added to the impression that Honeysuckle Cottage was too far off the beaten track for the harsh

  realities of the world ever to find us there.




  It was blissfully quiet, too. When we climbed out of Darren’s four-wheel drive on a gusty day in early January, the silence was the first thing I noticed. It was there when the birds in

  the trees high above us stopped chirruping and Darren paused momentarily in his relentless sales pitch (I love this house – and I’m not just saying that – I’d live here

  tomorrow if I could); it was there, the most wonderful sound in the world – the complete absence of sound.




  The owners, Mr and Mrs Jenkins, were an elderly couple. They met us at the door, all stringy grey hair and ruddy cheeks, nursing mugs of tea against their chunky cardigans, bursting into hearty

  laughter when no one had said anything particularly funny. Mr Jenkins explained that they were having to move back into town because of Mrs Jenkins’s health – a ‘dicky

  ticker’ as he put it – and they didn’t want to be out here ‘in the sticks’ if anything went wrong. They were heartbroken to be leaving, he said, and assured us that

  they’d had thirty-five wonderful years in the cottage. Yes, thirty-five wonderful years, Mrs Jenkins repeated after him, like a woman used to being little more than her husband’s

  obedient echo.




  They took us on the usual awkward tour of the house: too many people trying to squeeze into the narrow hall and landing, the bumbling confusion (After you – no, after you) at every

  doorway. As we went from room to room, I could feel Mr Jenkins’s stare return to me again and again, trying to work out how a shy, middle-class girl had come to get those nasty scars on her

  face. I was relieved when they took us out through the kitchen and into the back garden so that I could drop back and avoid his prying blue eyes.




  Mr Jenkins was an expert gardener and he was determined we should know it. We trudged behind him around the back garden while he showed off his fruit trees, his vegetable patch, and his two

  sheds. They were the cleanest, most organized sheds I’d ever seen: every tool hung from its own hook; even their gardening gloves had their own pegs, labelled Jerry and Sue. He

  showed us his fetid compost heap, exclaiming proudly, ‘Here she is – my pride and joy!’, and took us down to the row of cypresses he’d planted when they first moved there.

  The trees now towered more than ten metres high, and as he expounded on the health of their bark, I peered cautiously through the thick foliage. Beyond them was nothing but the dun-coloured furrows

  of the farmers’ fields, stretching away into the distance.




  Mr Jenkins was especially proud of his front garden. The wide lawn, shaved as close as a bowling green, was bordered by innumerable plants and shrubs, which still showed patches of bright colour

  here and there in spite of it being the dead of winter. ‘It’s important to have some winter bloomers,’ he told Mum, ‘and plenty of perennials, or else you lose all your

  colour during winter.’ Mum, trying to change the subject, said she didn’t know very much about gardening, but Mr Jenkins took this as an invitation to repair the gap in her education

  there and then. He began a long lecture on the different types of soil. ‘Now this soil,’ he said, ‘is a chalky soil. It’s a little dry, a little hungry. It needs a

  lot of farmyard manure, garden compost, turf . . .’ I wandered away, unable to listen to him as he churned on and on – ‘leaf mould . . . artificial fertilizer . . . limestone

  strata . . .’ I thought I heard him say ‘dried blood’ at one point, but decided I must have misheard.




  I kept walking, the irritating voice fading to a dull murmur behind me, until I found my path blocked by a large oval rose bed cut in the centre of the lawn. The roses had been pruned back

  ruthlessly and seemed to raise their amputated stumps to heaven in protest. The whole bed had a forlorn look. With its great mound of turned-over soil, it reminded me of a freshly dug grave.




  Looking around at the other plants and shrubs in the garden, I realized I knew the names of hardly any of them. If I was going to be a writer, surely that was something I should put right.

  Writers always seemed to know the names of flowers and trees; it helped to make them sound more authoritative, more Godlike. I made up my mind that the first thing I’d do when we moved in

  (because I already knew from the dreamy look on Mum’s face that this was going to be our new home) would be to learn the names of every flower and tree in the garden – their common

  names and their Latin names.




  When I came back to Mum’s side, Mr Jenkins was unable to keep his curiosity at bay any longer.




  ‘And what happened to you, my dear?’ he asked, indicating with a vague wave of his hand that he was referring to my scarred face.




  Mum instinctively pulled me close to her and answered for me.




  ‘Shelley had an accident. An accident at school.’
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  Mum bought Honeysuckle Cottage with her share of the money from the divorce. Her mouse’s share. My dad – a family lawyer, believe it or not – had left

  us eighteen months earlier for his secretary, a girl an incredible thirty years younger than him, with a lewd baby-doll face and a cleavage always on display (she was only ten years older than me!

  And I was meant to see her as my new mother?). The financial and child-care aspects of the divorce had dragged on for the best part of a year. Dad fought my mum as if she’d been his

  bitterest enemy, rather than his wife of eighteen years, and he tried to take everything away from her – even me.




  Mum gave in on issue after issue – she gave up her right to a share of his pension, she gave up her right to alimony, she even gave back some of the gifts he’d bought her during the

  marriage, as he’d petulantly demanded – but she refused to give me up. The court took the view that being an exceptionally bright fourteen-year-old, I was able to make up my own mind

  about who I wanted to live with. Since I desperately wanted to stay with Mum, my dad’s custody application was eventually thrown out of court. When he realized that he couldn’t punish

  Mum for her years of devotion by taking me away from her, he promptly emigrated to Spain with Zoe. Having apparently loved me so much that he wanted me to live with him, he left without even saying

  goodbye and I hadn’t heard from him since.




  The conveyancing went through with unusual speed, and we moved into Honeysuckle Cottage at the end of that January. It was one of those psychotic winter days when the sky is

  full of louring black clouds one moment, and the next the sun is shining brightly as if spring has come early – only to be snuffed out once again by gruesome clouds bringing a bitter wind and

  spots of cold rain.




  The removal men, chewing gum and reeking of body odour, traipsed back and forth through the cottage in their muddy boots, dropping loud hints about how thirsty the work made them and how they

  could ‘kill for a cuppa’. Mum obediently brought them out mugs of milky tea on a tray and added three or four sugars as they directed, and they sat around on the gravel drive drinking

  and smoking, perched on the tea chests they should have been moving. One of them saw her looking at the nasty gouge they’d made in the side of her piano and called out blithely, ‘We

  didn’t do that, luv. It was already like that.’ She scurried back into the house (mice are terrified of confrontation) and they all had a good laugh.




  They bullied her into paying them in cash – including for the half hour they’d sat drinking her tea and imitating her ‘posh’ accent – and then finally drove away,

  leaving their discarded cigarette butts suspended in the axils of the flowers.




  I had no regrets about swapping the luxurious house in town, where I’d lived nearly all my life, for the modest comforts of Honeysuckle Cottage. The house had stopped

  being my home when the divorce proceedings began; after that it became the matrimonial home – a valuable piece that the lawyers on both sides manoeuvred to take, like two crafty chess

  players. A matrimonial home can never be a happy home.




  There were too many memories there for me – both good and bad. I wasn’t sure which were the more painful: my dad dressed up as Santa Claus when I was seven, passing me a little

  golden hamster that sat trembling in his gently cupped hands; my dad, dangerously drunk, literally kicking down the front door seven years later when it was his turn to have me for the weekend and

  I was refusing to go with him; my parents’ fifteenth wedding anniversary when they danced cheek to cheek in the lounge in front of all their friends to Eric Clapton’s ‘Wonderful

  Tonight’; three years later, my dad pushing Mum away from him with such venom that she’d fallen over backwards onto the floor and broken one of her fingers. In that very same lounge

  . . .




  There was another reason I was relieved to be leaving the matrimonial home, a reason I was loath to admit even to myself. It was the temptation to keep loving my dad. In spite of the

  disgusting way he’d treated Mum and me, in spite of my best efforts to paint him as blacker than black in my mind, the blood bond was still hard to break. Everywhere there were reminders of

  his other side, of how kind he could be and how much fun we used to have together. There was the tree house in the copper beech that he’d made for me when I was six or seven; the beautiful

  bookshelves he’d put up in my bedroom before I started secondary school, and the leather-bound collection of children’s classics he’d brought me back from London (it was Dad

  who’d encouraged me to be a writer, he’d planted that seed). In the garage, where he used to work out and which still smelled faintly of his sweat, there was the old dartboard on

  which we used to play hysterical games of Round the Clock.




  But perhaps the most poignant reminder of my dad came every time I looked in the mirror – and saw his hazel eyes staring back at me. I’d never been as close to Dad as I was to Mum,

  but when we had tender moments, when I was a little girl and he held me high in the air above him as if trying to see right through me in the bright sunlight, somehow it was even better.




  I kept this secret from Mum, of course, as it would have hurt her deeply. But as long as we stayed in the matrimonial home that treacherous temptation persisted, and if Mum and I argued

  for any reason it would suddenly grow stronger. With the move, I was hoping this Trojan horse emotion would weaken and eventually disappear altogether.




  Honeysuckle Cottage was a refreshing new start. I loved the kitchen with its old-fashioned pantry, terracotta-tiled floor and scrubbed pine table – it was always warm and

  cosy no matter how bleak the weather outside, so that we ended up eating all our meals there. I loved the way the lounge ran into the dining room without a dividing wall, so even when we were doing

  different things I always felt Mum was close. I loved the open fireplace with its chimney breast of craggy grey stone, the varnished oak mantelpiece, the neat little lozenge shapes of the

  mock-Tudor windows. I loved the worn wooden staircase, with the fourth stair from the bottom that squealed loudly no matter where you placed your foot on it. I loved my bedroom with its exposed

  beams and the built-in window seat, where I could sit and read for hours in the purest, clearest light I’d ever known. I loved opening the curtains in the morning and seeing a patchwork of

  ploughed fields, instead of the identical red-brick ‘executive homes’ of suburbia, each with its BMW or Mercedes parked on the drive outside. Most of all, I enjoyed being able to drag a

  chair into the back garden, where I’d sit and watch the clouds slowly forming and re-forming in the sky above me like melting wax in a lava lamp.




  Staring up at the sky, I liked to imagine that I lived in a simpler, more innocent time – ideally a time before there were any human beings at all, when the earth was one vast green

  paradise and cruelty, hurting for the pleasure of hurting, was completely unknown.
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  Mum had been a brilliant young lawyer, headhunted by a top London law firm while she was still at university. She’d taken the job on graduating, but it hadn’t

  worked out for her. She’d hated living in London, with the aggressive crowds, the packed rush-hour tubes, the drunken winos with their bloodied faces (London is no place for a mouse to

  live), and after four years she’d decided to move to the country. She took a job at Everson’s, the largest law firm in town and that was where she’d met my dad, eight years

  her senior and already a partner. After dating for little more than six months, he’d asked her to marry him.




  I’ve often wondered, given how different they were and how the marriage was to end, why Dad chose her and why she let herself be chosen by him. I’ve no doubt he was attracted to Mum

  – her wedding photographs show how pretty she was, with her dark features and bashful smile. But I’m sure he also saw a challenge in conquering the heart of this awkward, stand-offish

  girl with her first-class degree and imposing reputation for procedural brilliance. Maybe after Mum’s experiences in London (her flat was burgled, her handbag snatched in broad daylight) she

  wanted someone strong like Dad to protect her. Perhaps she thought that his strength would magically rub off on her. It might just have been his good looks and smooth charm that won her over; Dad

  was always suave – even as a little girl I was jealously aware of the effect his easy smile had on other women.




  When I was born four years later, my dad insisted Mum give up work in order to stay at home and look after me full-time. He didn’t want his daughter being passed around from nanny to nanny

  like some parcel, he said; he didn’t want his daughter coming home from school to an empty house because both parents were out working, he said; his salary was more than enough for us to live

  on and there wasn’t any need for them both to work, he said. His insistence had nothing to do (of course) with the fact that Mum was on the verge of being made a partner herself. It had

  nothing to do (of course) with the fact that she was generally held to be the best lawyer in the firm and that her quicksilver mind often left him feeling inadequate and stupid.




  Mum dutifully did what he wanted. He knew best, after all; he was older, he was a partner, he was a man. How could she have resisted him, even if she’d wanted to? How can a mouse

  resist the cat? So she gave up the job she loved, and for the next fourteen years dedicated herself to looking after me and the house – cooking, shopping, washing, ironing – while my

  dad gradually worked his way up to become senior partner at Everson’s.




  When he walked out on her, she was forty-six years of age. Her legal knowledge was hopelessly out of date – withered away like fruit left to moulder on the tree. Her solicitor’s

  practising certificate hadn’t been renewed for fourteen years.




  The only job she’d been able to find was as a legal assistant at Davis, Goodridge & Blakely, a law firm in one of the seedy back streets in town behind the railway station. The

  partners used her long absence from the law as an excuse to offer her a laughable salary – ‘Take it or leave it’, they said – and, of course, she took it. She was given a

  desk in a small office that she shared with two of the secretaries, to make clear that she was seen as little more than another secretary rather than as a qualified lawyer in her own right.




  But the partners quickly realized how competent she was, and were astonished at the speed with which she caught up on what she’d missed. Blakely, the sleazy crime partner, unloaded a

  shameful number of his clients onto her and used her as a personal assistant and general dogsbody; Davis, the head of the personal injury department, began to pass her more and more of his problem

  files, the ones he’d got into such a mess he had no idea what to do with them next. By the end of her first year Mum was carrying some of the firm’s most difficult cases and being paid

  less than the secretaries.




  Brenda and Sally, the secretaries who shared Mum’s cramped office, thought her move out of town into Honeysuckle Cottage was a mistake and didn’t hesitate to tell

  her so. ‘Shelley’s nearly sixteen now, Elizabeth,’ Brenda said. ‘She’s going to want to meet up with friends in town in the evening—’




  ‘That’s right,’ said Sally. ‘She’ll be going out clubbing every weekend if she’s anything like my one. You’re going to spend your whole life going

  backwards and forwards to town dropping her off and picking her up.’




  Mum tried to keep her private life private – or as private as it was possible to keep it without offending Brenda and Sally, who were happy to offer up the most intimate secrets of

  their marriages without the slightest embarrassment.




  Mum just blushed and mumbled something about not minding it really and that she was sure Shelley wouldn’t take advantage. This had met with great cries of protest and derision:

  Elizabeth, you’re such a soft touch!




  Brenda and Sally were always saying this sort of thing to her – Elizabeth, you’re too nice! Elizabeth, why do you put up with it? Elizabeth, why don’t you stand up for

  yourself? They’d watched her meekly accept a pay rise that was downright insulting, they’d seen Davis and other lawyers in the firm dump their problems on her desk and barely thank

  her when she solved them, they’d seen Blakely regularly sidle up to her at five minutes to five and ask her to work late or to ‘look at this file over the weekend’ because he knew

  she was too weak to say no. A day rarely went by when either Brenda or Sally didn’t have cause to cry out, Elizabeth, you’re such a soft touch!




  She didn’t tell them the truth about me, of course. She didn’t say that I wouldn’t need lifts into town to meet my friends from school because I didn’t have any friends

  from school. Not a single one. She didn’t tell them that I’d been the victim of a bullying campaign so vicious I’d had to be withdrawn from school altogether and was now receiving

  tuition at home. She didn’t tell them that on the advice of the police, my new address had been withheld from my school in case the girls concerned discovered it.
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  The girls concerned. The three girls concerned: Teresa Watson, Emma Townley and Jane Ireson.




  They’d been my best friends ever since we were put in the same class at the age of nine. We played together every breaktime (skipping, hula hoop, hopscotch, granny’s footsteps), we

  sat together every lunchtime in the school canteen to eat our packed lunches. We regularly met up at each other’s houses over the weekends and during the long school holidays. We were an

  inseparable little clique, a club. We even gave ourselves a name, the JETS – an acronym made from the first letters of our first names.




  Looking back now, I can see that things had started to go wrong between me and the other three long before the bullying started.




  When we were eleven, twelve, thirteen, we would have been seen as good girls. We took our schoolwork seriously – comparing our answers after the weekly spelling test, colouring in every

  map as if it were the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel, ringing each other up after school to discuss difficult homework. I always came top of the class in English and art; Emma (nicknamed

  ‘Pippi Potter’ for her bright ginger hair and round glasses respectively) seemed to have a gift for maths; Jane, the most serious of the four of us, played the cello and was in the

  school orchestra and a Saturday music-school orchestra as well; Teresa, with her pretty eyes and strawberry blonde hair, wanted to be an actress and was mad about drama. We talked in class,

  I’m sure, like all children, but we were terrified of the teachers; we would never have dreamt of answering back and I can’t remember any of us getting into serious trouble.




  At around fourteen, however, the others started to change. And I didn’t.




  Emma exchanged her glasses for contact lenses and had her beautiful hair cut into a punk style – shaved close above her ears, a crest of flaming red spikes on top. Jane gave up music and

  just seemed to stop caring about her schoolwork altogether. She started dyeing her hair black and painting her nails to match. She filled out and grew big-breasted, and when she was made up she

  could easily have passed for eighteen. Jane was constantly getting into trouble with the teachers, but nothing they did – not detentions, not suspensions – seemed to bother her in the

  slightest. It was as if she’d rejected everything to do with school and was like a convict in prison, just bitterly counting the days until her release.




  But it was Teresa Watson who changed the most. She shot up to five foot nine seemingly overnight. She went from being pudgy and cute to thin and sullen-faced. Her body became lean and bony and

  hard-looking, her face gaunt, her angular cheekbones jutting out like ledges of rock. She started to wear clothes that brazenly challenged the school’s dress code – green ten-up

  Doc Martens, low-cut hipsters, skimpy crop tops that left her long, pale midriff bare. She wore a silver stud through her left eyebrow even though the head teacher told her again and again she

  wasn’t to come to school like that. She grew her hair long and wore it parted in the centre and pressed flat to her scalp. As her body took on this spare hardness, so something hard appeared

  in her green eyes, something hard and unforgiving. Something vaguely threatening.




  In light of what happened next, I’ve often thought about the way their looks changed around the same time that their behaviour towards me started to change. And I’ve wondered if

  there was any connection. Does the way we look affect our personality? Or does our personality affect the way we look? Does the warpaint turn the tribesman into a fierce warrior? Or does the fierce

  warrior put on the warpaint to advertise his cruelty? Does a cat always look like a cat? Does a mouse always look like a mouse?




  Whatever the truth might be, the fact was that I didn’t change. I still worked hard in class and crammed for my tests and coloured my maps. I still came top in English and art, but now I

  often finished top in history, French and geography as well. I still jumped out of my skin if a teacher shouted in class. I kept my hair in the same style I’d worn it in since I was nine

  – straight, shoulder-length, with a fringe. I grew a little taller but didn’t lose my puppy fat – I still had rolls on my belly, and my thighs rubbed together when I walked. I

  didn’t start wearing make-up to school like they did, as Mum was always telling me it wasn’t good for my skin. When I did get spots I left them (Mum said squeezing them left scars),

  while the other girls dug theirs out with their sharp varnished nails and smeared over the tiny wounds with foundation. I didn’t wear earrings, necklaces, bracelets and rings as they’d

  started to, as I was allergic to anything that wasn’t pure gold, and I didn’t really like jewellery – it just seemed to get in the way, and I was scared of losing it. I wore the

  same plain blouses, jumpers and skirts to school that I always had, with the same clumpy shoes with side buckles (Teresa called them my ‘orthopaedic shoes’), while the others grew

  increasingly obsessed with the clothes they wore and the way they looked.




  I noticed that they never seemed pleased to see me any more when I sought them out in the schoolyard or in the canteen. When we were together now the atmosphere was different, as if they were

  enjoying a joke I was excluded from. They seemed to look me up and down with vague disgust, and for the first time in my life I began to feel self-conscious about how I looked, embarrassed by the

  doughy fat bulging over the waistband of my skirt, my little-girl fringe, the crop of whiteheads on my chin.




  It was seeing the way they looked at me, the withering expressions on their faces, that gave me the first inkling – an inkling I still wasn’t ready to believe – that my best

  friends had started to find me repulsive.




  We didn’t play games together any more at break, even though I would have liked to, as they considered it babyish. Instead, they wanted to slump apathetically behind one of the classrooms,

  where the teachers couldn’t see them, and play on their mobile phones, increasingly contemptuous of me for not having one (Mum couldn’t afford one for herself – I was hardly going

  to ask her for one of my own). When they weren’t playing on their mobiles, they seemed to talk almost exclusively about subjects I had no interest in – pop music, clothes, jewellery,

  make-up. And more and more they talked about boys.




  I was the only one who didn’t have a boyfriend. I was fourteen, about to turn fifteen, but I still didn’t really understand the attraction. Most of the boys at my school were rough

  and uncouth. They played football as if it was a mania and fought vicious brawls in the corridors; they swore all the time in a desperate effort to sound tough, and tried to embarrass the girls

  with their gross sexual suggestions. For years we’d disliked boys and kept away from them. Now Teresa, Emma and Jane all had boyfriends and talked about them endlessly. They talked about

  their tattoos, the apprenticeships they were doing, the cars they were customizing, the injuries they’d picked up from fights or from sport. But what they liked discussing most was what they

  were planning to do with their boyfriends on the weekend – what films they were going to see, what club they were going to try to get into, how they’d wear their hair, the bag they were

  going to buy to match the jeans they were going to buy. At the end of some lunchtimes I’d realize I hadn’t spoken a single word during the whole hour that we’d been together.




  I know now with hindsight that I should have stopped hanging around the three of them much sooner than I did and tried to make new friends. I should have just accepted that we’d grown

  apart. But it wasn’t so straightforward at the time; although I knew things were changing between us and I could sense their growing hostility towards me, I didn’t grasp just how

  serious it was – after all, we’d had plenty of little spats over the years that had quickly blown over. And besides, it was impossible to imagine school life without them. I had no

  other friends at school – I’d had no need to make other friends. I’d always had Teresa, Emma and Jane. We’d been best friends since we were nine. We’d loved

  each other like sisters. We were the JETS.




  I had no idea how toxic their feelings towards me had actually become. And I had no idea how much danger I was in.




  







  5




  The bullying began around March of my fourth year in secondary school. We were still living in the matrimonial home at the time – Dad had left us more than six

  months before – and our move to Honeysuckle Cottage was still some ten months away.




  I’ve never really understood precisely what triggered it. I know I won the school short-story competition around that time, and was presented with a small silver cup at morning assembly. I

  know we were weighed and measured in physical education then, too, and I’d been the heaviest girl in the class. I know I was very teary that March as my dad’s custody application was on

  the twenty-fourth, and even though Mum’s lawyer assured me it wasn’t going to happen, I was still terrified that the judge would order me to go and live with him and Zoe. Our form

  teacher, Miss Briggs, who knew all about the divorce, was very attentive to me over that period – if she saw I was upset she didn’t hesitate to put her arm around me and take me off to

  her office to talk my spirits back up over a cup of peppermint tea. Perhaps they were jealous of this attention, perhaps they were jealous because I’d won an important school prize, perhaps

  being officially the fattest girl in the class I suddenly lost all right to be treated like a human being . . . I don’t know. I have no idea. Perhaps cruelty just has a logic all of its

  own.




  It began slowly with wisecracks and put-downs which could have been seen as leg-pulling at first, but pretty soon lost any trace of good humour and were revealed for what they were: hostile,

  mean, designed to hurt. I was shell-shocked. After so many years of friendship, the fact that my best friends didn’t like me any more left me reeling, bewildered. I tried to keep my distance

  from them, but I was their entertainment now, a new diversion they’d discovered to help get them through the tedium of school. They came looking for me at break and lunchtime, and although I

  tried desperately to hide they would invariably find me. In a grotesque mockery of the games we used to play together, they’d dance around me, their arms linked so I couldn’t escape,

  shouting the worst insults they could think of until they’d succeeded in making me cry: Your dad left ’cause you embarrassed him, you fat retard! Shelley’s mum puts her tampons

  in for her!




  But this name calling quickly bored them. They needed to raise the level of spite a few notches for the game to keep their interest.




  They started to vandalize my personal property. Every day I came back after break to find some new intrusion, some new violation: all my coloured pencils snapped in two; a piece of history

  homework I’d spent hours on scissored into ribbons; Tippex poured onto the neat brown-bread triangles of my sandwiches; the contents of the wastepaper bin emptied into my school-bag; a worm

  as long as a shoelace squashed inside my English exercise book; ‘pizza face’ and ‘fat pig’ scrawled in black marker on the back of my wooden ruler; all my lucky

  troll’s mauve hair pulled out and his face scribbled over with biro; two hard pieces of dog turd stuffed inside my Hello Kitty pencil case.




  I couldn’t tell the teachers because I was sure it would only make things worse for me in the long run. I didn’t want to give my persecutors an excuse for even more horrible outrages

  – I didn’t understand then that the cruel don’t need an excuse for their actions. I also had a queasy lack of faith in the school’s ability to protect me. I’d noticed

  how the teachers – even Miss Briggs – would turn a blind eye to Teresa, Emma and Jane’s behaviour, pretending not to have heard the swear word, not to have seen the flicked finger

  – anything for a quiet life.




  I should have told Mum, I realize that now, but I was ashamed to. I was ashamed to tell her that I’d been singled out for this treatment, as if I carried some stigma that marked me as

  different from everyone else. What made it worse was that Mum knew these girls – she’d made them tea, she’d driven them home, she thought they were my best friends. I

  couldn’t bear the thought of her knowing how much they hated me. And I dreaded the questions she’d inevitably ask – What did you do? Did you do something to upset them?

  – because, deep down, I couldn’t shake the feeling that somehow what was happening was my fault, that somehow I was to blame.




  Besides, telling Mum or the school would have meant confronting my tormentors, and I was incapable of that. I just didn’t have it in me. I just didn’t have that sort of character. I

  was a mouse, don’t forget. It seemed more natural to me to say nothing, to suffer in silence, to stay very still and hope not to be seen, to scurry along the skirting board searching for a

  safe place to hide.




  The only person I seriously thought of telling was my dad. Until Zoe came on the scene he’d always been protective of me. He’d even tried to ‘toughen me up’, as he put

  it, so that I’d be able to defend myself, nagging me to go running with him, even trying to persuade me to take up judo – compensating or over-compensating for what he saw as

  Mum’s ‘bad influence’. I indulged in fantasies of Dad springing into action to protect me now, coming to my rescue like a comic-book superhero.




  But I knew full well that Dad was no superhero. I remembered how boorish and arrogant he was towards the end, how secretly vulgar (I’d once found a Hot Sluts magazine hidden in his

  briefcase). I was sure Zoe would have been poisoning his mind against me (Shelley’s a whingy little namby-pamby mummy’s girl). And why wouldn’t she? She didn’t want

  to share any of his money with me. I doubted Dad would do anything to upset Zoe. I doubted he’d do anything to risk losing that provocative mouth, those porn-star breasts.




  I had a contact number for him in Spain and very nearly called him – but the thought of Zoe picking up the phone made my stomach turn over.




  Dad wasn’t in my life any more.
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  My silent submission didn’t save me. In time, my ‘best friends’ turned their aggression from my belongings onto me directly.




  The first time it happened was just after lunch one day. Jane held me by my hair while Teresa and Emma stuffed a bread roll down the front of my blouse. Then they wrestled with me, trying to

  squash the roll and make it as messy and uncomfortable for me as they could. When I tried to pull it out, Teresa slapped me hard in the face. The blow, the loud smack, took everyone by surprise

  – even Teresa – and I could have sworn she was about to apologize when her features suddenly hardened again. She greedily seized my hand and bent my fingers back. The searing pain

  choked my screams to silence.




  After that, it was easy for them. After that, physical violence became the norm.




  I wrote down everything they did to me in my diary, sitting in my room after school, a chair against the door in case Mum should try to come in. These entries make strange reading today, and not

  just because what happened on my sixteenth birthday – my very own 9/11 – makes them look trivial in comparison. I’m struck by how devoid of emotion the entries are, almost as if

  I’d been describing something that was happening to somebody else. In the same diary there are pages and pages full of emotional outpourings about Mum and Dad’s divorce, but as soon as

  the bullying starts the entries become shorter and more reticent, and as the intensity of the violence increases they grow even more clipped, almost matter-of-fact – a world of suffering

  reduced to the briefest of sound bites, the story of the crucifixion written on the back of a matchbox.




  

    

      May: Jane pushed me over the low wall on the way to art and into one of the prickly hedges . . . Emma called me a lesbian and pulled the hair clips out of my hair –

      with a lot of my hair too . . . Emma clicked her lighter in my face and threatened to set me on fire . . .




      June: Teresa tried to give me a ‘dead leg’. She kept missing the spot and made me keep still until she got it right. Have a massive bruise now. Mustn’t

      let Mum see it . . . Jane and Teresa threw one of my shoes behind the IT building. Teresa kicked me hard on the shin when she saw I’d got it back. Nearly passed out . . . Teresa jabbed me

      with a compass in the backside during geography. Went to the bathroom and there was blood in the back of my knickers . . .


    


  




  I recognize this somnambulant, hollowed-out tone now when I see the survivor of the landslide, the victim of the bomb blast on TV. There was a loud bang. There was a lot of smoke. I

  understand that the greater the trauma the less adequate words become until, I imagine, when we face the greatest test of all, only silence seems appropriate.




  But that June I almost found my voice. That June I almost threw off my paralysis and spoke out . . .




  School had finished for the day. I had to go to my flute lesson, but Teresa, Emma and Jane wouldn’t let me out of the classroom. They corralled me behind the desks, and when I made a dash

  for the door they caught me and pulled me to the back of the room.




  Jane got me in a headlock and, egged on by the others, tried to push my head into the sharp metal edge of the windowsill. I remember unexpectedly breaking free and running for the door again

  when something heavy – one of the huge physics textbooks – thumped into my back with such force that I bit my tongue.




  Just then, Miss Briggs came into the classroom and the girls quickly turned away from me and pretended to be busying themselves at the bookshelf. Miss Briggs picked up the papers she’d

  come back for and was turning to go when she noticed me – frozen to the spot, struggling to fight back the tears.




  ‘Is everything all right, Shelley?’ she asked.




  And that’s when I nearly told her. That’s when the confession nearly burst out of me on a flood of choking sobs. But then I caught Teresa’s eye – as cold and pitiless as

  a shark’s – and lost my nerve.




  ‘Yes, Miss,’ I said. ‘Everything’s fine, Miss.’




  I had to work hard to keep Mum from finding out what was going on. I wore long sleeves all the time to hide the bruises on my arms, and scarves to cover up the scratches on my

  neck. I had to wear pyjamas instead of my usual nightie, or she’d have seen the yellow and black bruises that peppered my shins and thighs like the symptoms of some horrible new disease.




  I also became adept at cleaning myself up before Mum got home from work. Locking myself in the upstairs bathroom, I washed the stains out of my jumpers and skirts where I’d been pushed

  over or held against a filthy wall – I even sewed back buttons that had been torn off when they were dragging me around by my shirt front. Time and again I methodically cleaned out my

  school-bag with soapy water to remove whatever filth they’d smeared inside it. Luckily I’d always been rather scatty and forgetful, so Mum readily believed me when I told her I’d

  lost my lunch box or hair clips or coloured pencils.




  My greatest fear was that they’d start sending me abusive emails and Mum would find out what was going on that way. Although we’d rarely emailed each other, I knew they had my email

  address and I was terrified that one day Mum would open a message full of sick, foul-mouthed abuse. So every morning I’d get up early and slip downstairs to check the emails before Mum came

  down. But the girls concerned were too smart to get into cyber bullying. They knew an email could be seen by Mum and traced back to them, and they were having way too much fun to risk that.




  They only broke their Internet silence once. One Saturday morning I opened a message from a sender I didn’t recognize, already fearing the worst. It was a pornographic photo – a man

  doing something disgusting to a woman – an image so vile that even today I don’t want to think about it. It was still on the screen when Mum came up behind me, asking if there were any

  messages. I only just managed to press Delete in time (No, Mum. No new messages).




  I put it down to a Saturday-night Bacardi Breezer binge when they’d been too blasted to think straight, and it never happened again.




  But in spite of my best efforts, I knew Mum sensed something was wrong. I could feel her antennae probing, trying to get inside my head and find out what it was about me that had subtly changed.

  If she hadn’t been so busy that summer with the Jackson file – a personal injury case Davis had shamefully neglected and then given to Mum to prepare for trial – I’m sure

  she would have worked it out.




  I counted down the days for the school year to end and at last – at last! – the summer holidays arrived to save me.




  At the end of July Mum and I left the claustrophobic greyness of the matrimonial home and went on holiday – two weeks in a self-catering cottage in the Lake

  District. We were blessed with glorious weather. We walked in the mountains, we hired bikes and followed the trails marked by splodges of red paint on tree trunks and boulders, we swam in the

  lakes. We wandered around the pretty villages looking at antiques and gorging ourselves on cream scones with jam in the library-quiet tea shops.




  In the evenings we cooked extravagant meals together and read for hours. Mum worked her way through the cottage’s collection of dog-eared romances, stopping to read the funniest passages

  out loud to me. I read Macbeth, which was one of my set texts for my exams the following year, methodically noting down all the words I didn’t know in an exercise book I’d bought

  specially. I couldn’t help imagining the three witches with the faces of Teresa, Emma and Jane – those three unnatural hags had intervened in my life just as the three witches had in

  Macbeth’s. But what fate, I wondered, did my three witches have in store for me? As I read on, I was surprised to see that it was Lady Macbeth who had engineered King Duncan’s

  murder and not Macbeth as I’d thought, and I found myself wondering, in the light of what my ‘best friends’ had done to me, whether women were the gentler sex after all. Was it

  possible that women were actually crueller than men?
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