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Chapter One


I’m sixteen today. It’s my last exam this morning. Last day in Year 11. Last day of school.


I spot Sasha waiting for me outside the school gates. She’s leaning against the wall, her jet black hair glinting in the morning sun. She’s laughing. She looks amazing. She always looks amazing. Sasha and I have been best friends since the beginning of high school. She’s more like a sister than a friend.


My insides feel as though they’re turning to liquid as I approach her, somewhere between that warm feeling of familiarity and the harsh dread of the unknown. I take a deep breath and brace myself as she turns to face me.


‘What’s the matter with you, you mad cow?’ Sasha screams into my face, and I catch my breath. ‘You attacked my brother, you put him in hospital. What are you, a freak?’


My stomach tightens and I stare at the floor, hoping my eyes won’t show how much her words hurt, pretending I haven’t noticed the small crowd of interested onlookers beginning to gather.


Let me explain. Jasper is Sasha’s brother; he’s 18 and dropped out of school last year. And just about every girl fancies him. He’s good looking, tall, muscular. No…good looking just doesn’t describe him. He’s damn near perfect. He’s an Adonis. He has dark brown eyes, tanned skin, almost-black hair, which grows in tight curls, and he wears cut very short. He’s slim and muscular, and you really have to hear his voice – deep and smooth, like melted chocolate. But even forgetting all that, he has a kind of confidence, I suppose arrogance, something you can’t put your finger on that just seems to pull the girls like a magnet. Something that other lads in our school don’t have, they don’t even come close. And the girls in my Year treat Jasper like a god, they giggle when he’s within earshot and flirt like mad if he so much as looks at them. It’s embarrassing to watch them.


So when Sasha said Jasper liked me, I admit I was flattered. Boys just don’t seem to fancy me, and I couldn’t believe Jasper would be interested in someone like me. It’s not that I’m ugly or anything, but I wouldn’t say I was that pretty either. I can’t be, because I’ve never had a real boyfriend. Most of the other girls in my class are going out with boys, bragging about sex and stuff, especially Sasha. Sasha always has plenty of boyfriends, and boasts that she lost her virginity at 13, although I know for a fact that isn’t true.


‘I was defending myself,’ I hiss back at Sasha, feeling my face turn pink. ‘He was the one who attacked me. Sasha, can we leave this ‘til after? It’s our last exam today.’ Some of the spectators are sniggering and whispering.


‘Why?’ Sasha sneers, her voice getting loud and raucous. ‘You don’t want anyone to know you’re frigid?’ She laughs nastily and her face screws into something quite mean and ugly. I hear muttering from the expanding crowd. I can tell Sasha’s enjoying the attention.


‘You broke his arm, punched him on the jaw and kicked him in the nuts!’ Her eyes widen with mock-surprise as she looks round at her audience. Most of the kids in our Year have crowded round, enjoying the show. ‘You should be locked away!’


‘That’s not how it happened,’ I splutter, feeling out of my depth. I’ve never been good at arguments and Sasha knows it.


‘He only wanted a kiss!’ Sasha says, rolling her eyes at her audience. There’s a roar of laughter.


I decide to say nothing more, push my way through the crowd and towards school. I roughly wipe away the tears that are welling in my eyes.


‘There’s something wrong with you,’ she yells. ‘You’re a FREAK!’


That’s not fair, it’s just not right. She’s supposed to be my best friend. My pace slows as her words filter into my mind. I start to see red, Sasha is just so wrong. She wants to make a scene; well two can play at that game. I spin round and march back, straight at her. Sasha looks a little startled, she visibly shrinks. Some of the girls start to back away.


‘Listen, Sasha,’ I say loudly, looking her straight in the eye. ‘Are you seriously suggesting that I beat up your six-foot brother with my bare hands, in his own home…’ I make an overly-grand gesture towards my own skinny frame. ‘For absolutely no reason at all?’


Sasha’s mouth drops open and her tongue tries to wag, but there’s absolutely nothing she can say. I spin on my heel and march back up the path towards school. At least I’ve shut her up for now. But I know this isn’t the last of it.


And the worst part is, what Sasha has accused me of, is actually true. I did beat up her six-foot brother with my bare hands.


I make it as far as the school doors before I hear Sasha scream, ‘You’re a FREAK, Scarlett Moon!’


I pause momentarily to hear her say loudly, ‘As if Jasper would want to bang her anyway, she’s pig-ugly.’


I cringe and feel a pricking behind my eyes, but carry on walking with my head held high, hoping that by some miracle the whole school hadn’t just heard that.


I finish my exam paper in plenty of time and check it over carefully for stupid mistakes. I turn the answer sheet over and place my pen by the side, lining it up with the edge of the paper. Most of the kids are still scribbling away or sitting with their head resting on their hands, scratching around in their minds for inspiration.


All the desks are carefully lined up so that every student is sitting at a single desk and no two desks are touching. The space between every desk is exactly the same as the width of each desk. The teachers measure the gap with almost exact precision. They have to. I like this; it satisfies my need for things to be exactly right. It’s not that I’m a perfectionist, I’m not. It’s a sort of control thing. If I can control my environment and make it right, then perhaps all the rest of the stuff will start to fall back into place. Start to mend. Maybe even go into reverse and undo all the bad that has happened. It’s something to do with all the shitty things that have happened this year; I can get a bit controlly about things, objects mainly.


I sometimes find myself making up little rules, like ‘if I don’t put the pen exactly in the middle of the desk then I won’t pass the exam’. I carefully place my pen exactly in the middle of the desk. You know, just in case.


But I’m not superstitious or anything, I know that’s just silly. I wouldn’t, for example, kid myself that if I ‘touch wood’ then my dad will come home, because I know, deep down, that it’s not going to happen, he’s never going to come home. I feel a slight panic rising in my throat as I glance around the room looking for some wood to touch. Well I’ve said it now, haven’t I? I lean over and lightly touch the wooden floor with my finger. You know, just in case.


The trouble is, this need for things to be right, it’s going the wrong way, because now I’ve lost my best friend too. But I don’t care. I pick up my pen and start doodling on the top of my question paper. Boxes inside boxes, inside boxes. Boxes with no opening, no way in and no way out.


I glance over at the desk where Sasha’s sitting, towards the front of the hall. She’s still writing. I can see the back of her head, her long, poker-straight black hair cascading down her back with no apparent effort. And yet she will have spent an hour getting her hair that straight before school.


I feel lonely, discarded. Another loss. I seem to have lost so much this year, first my dad, then my cat died. And now Sasha’s friendship. It’s like I’m losing parts of my body. An arm perhaps. I glance down at my arm. Maybe not an arm, it’s not like losing an arm. No, every time I lose something, it’s like I’m losing a chunk of my heart. I wonder how many more things I will lose before I run out of heart altogether.


I inhale deeply, breathing in the smell of the school, the polish on the wooden floor, pencils and paper. Strange, surely paper and pencils are odourless? And a sort of bare-feet smell – the exam hall is normally the school gym, converted for exams once a year.


I can’t see through the windows from where I’m sitting, they’re too high. But I can see the sky, and it looks bright and pure and blue. A seagull soars above the rooftops, so high it looks tiny to me sitting below in this huge synthetic room. The gull seems motionless in the sky, gliding on an air current, then suddenly changes direction and swoops away, beyond my line of vision. I blink in the brightness. I feel like a caged bird, waiting to fly out into the world. A bird without wings.


I feel a tightness in my throat. It’s my birthday, but it doesn’t feel like it. I’m sixteen. I thought I might feel more grown up. Sixteen is adult really, isn’t it? I wish I could turn into a real adult right now. Adults don’t seem to have to put up with complicated people. I wonder what happens to evil kids when they become adults. Do they grow into nice people or just find more sophisticated ways of being vile? I try to picture what I might look like when I’m 30. I can’t imagine. Old. I bet Sasha will still be beautiful even when she’s 30. Sasha looks lovely even when she’s not trying. She looked amazing last night.


Last night…










Chapter Two


Last night. Sasha had arranged for us to go out, as a pre-birthday treat for me. I didn’t want to celebrate my birthday this year. Not without Dad. So I agreed to go out the evening before..


I was excited and scared, and it took me hours to get ready. I finally decided to wear my new pink blouse and a short skirt. It’d been a warm day so I went barelegged and put on my new pink wedge sandals. I knew I looked nice, but wasn’t sure if it was nice enough. I’m skinny and would like to be more curvy. It makes me self-conscious. Boyish. And there was nothing I could do about my red hair. And face. There’s nothing actually wrong with my face, and thankfully I haven’t got too many freckles yet this summer. But next to Sasha I always feel ordinary. I did wonder if the skirt was a little too short. No makeup, just some lip-gloss.


I’d arranged to meet Sasha and her ‘boyfriend-of-the-moment’, Ben, and of course Jasper, at the Multiplex. I arrived too early so I collected my ticket and bought myself a large Coke. We were going to see Superteen, a spoof film about some teenage superhero. Not my choice. The others were late. As soon as Jasper entered the foyer a group of girls started to giggle flirtatiously and call out, ‘Jasper, Jasper.’ He ignored them and sauntered towards me, ahead of Sasha and Ben. He looked fantastic in black Versace jeans and an Armani top, and a trendy pair of leather ankle trainers. He had a way of walking that somehow told you he knew he was being watched. Not exactly a swagger, but close.


The girls who had been drooling over him must have wondered what he was doing with such an ordinary girl. He grabbed my hand and led me into the cinema, straight up towards the back, without saying a word. I felt in awe, he was so confident, sure of himself. I was excited, Jasper was out with me. He chose me.


My bubble wobbled when he took my Coke out of the armrest and drank it down in one go. Which I thought was a bit cheeky. I frowned at him and he winked back at me and did a sort of clicking noise with his tongue that wound me up a bit. I started to feel a little bit irritable. He’d hardly said a word to me.


During the film Jasper laughed out loud at all the appropriate bits, and made the occasional comment towards the screen. I stole a glance at him once or twice. He really is good looking, there’s no doubt about it. His dark liquid eyes with thick black eyelashes curling up over his tanned skin. Even the tiny chickenpox scar near his eye. And yet the pock-mark doesn’t detract from his looks, if anything it makes him more appealing. A sort of vulnerability.


After the film ended I stood up to leave but Jasper pulled me back down into my seat. ‘Not so fast, Babe,’ he said and kissed me on the mouth. I hadn’t been expecting it and he somehow managed to get me off-centre and bang teeth. I pulled away, a bit embarrassed. What a disappointment. He winked and did that clicking noise again. I hurried to catch up with Sasha and Ben.


Once outside we all walked back towards Sasha and Jasper’s house. Jasper walked slightly ahead of me and I had to keep doing little half-runs to keep up with him. And then he started talking on the way home, boasting mainly, about himself, and how he’d taught his dog to hunt rabbits. He didn’t shut up. He said the ‘F’ word a lot. I think he thought he was impressing me. But he could’ve seen from my face that I wasn’t interested. I’ve seen his dog when I slept over at Sasha’s and it looks vicious. Sasha makes it sleep in the shed when Jasper’s away because she hates it.


And he went on about how he’d got a car and a motorbike and how he’d been driving his dad’s car since he was ten, I half-wondered how a ten-year-old boy could see over the bonnet of a car but frankly I couldn’t be bothered asking. I just wanted to go home.


When we got back to their house, Sasha invited me in for a cold drink and I agreed; I’d been feeling thirsty ever since Jasper drank my Coke in the cinema.


The house was empty; their dad must have been out. Sasha’s mum died when she was a baby so she lives with her dad and Jasper. And they’re away a lot on business, so Sasha often asks me to sleepover. She’s not allowed to have friends over when her dad’s home. I don’t think he’s very nice. Sasha always seems glad when they’re away, we order pizza and lie in her double bed watching adult films until really late, replaying the naughty bits.


Jasper and Ben grabbed some beer from the fridge and Sasha poured out something fizzy and lime green and handed it to me. It tasted okay, sweet and fruity, and I drank it fast, the sugar rush making me feel light-headed. I decided to make my excuses and leave after I’d finished it.


I was feeling fuzzyheaded and sleepy but the next thing Sasha and Ben seemed to have disappeared. I remember thinking I’d better get home to bed; perhaps I was starting with a cold. I felt so strange. I stood to leave, but felt Jasper place his hand on my arm. ‘Where you going, Babe? The night is young.’ Then he did that annoying clicking with his tongue again.


I’ve never had a real boyfriend, sometimes I feel unattractive, childish. And I’m not sure about sex. I know all the facts, who does what and stuff. But don’t really understand why. And I was pretty sure I didn’t want to find out last night with Jasper.


‘Another?’ Jasper had said. His lips curled into a smile as he had handed me some more bright-green liquid.


My thoughts are brought back into the exam hall with a jolt as I hear the exam moderator woman shouting out ‘FIFTEEN MINUTES.’ I glance sideways at the boy sitting at the desk next to me. Luke. He smiles. I feel a flush coming to my cheeks and I quickly look down at my answer paper.


Luke sits next to me in Maths; it’s the only subject where Sasha and I are in different sets. He’s always been nice to me, if a little quiet. I feel myself relax, the tension of the morning starting to unwind with his small gesture of friendship. I glance back at him but he’s busy reading through his answer paper. One or two kids have started to fidget; most of the class have finished now and are looking around the room, trying to have conversations with their eyes only.


I drift back into my own thoughts and Sasha’s cruel words from this morning are suddenly being replayed over and over in my head. She called me ‘frigid’. Half my school Year would have heard that. Some of the kids in the exam room seem to be staring at me. I can feel their eyes on me. I feel prickles at the back of my nose and hope that I’m not going to cry. I blink quickly and then close my eyes tight, rub my face with my hands. Maybe I really am frigid. Perhaps there is something wrong with me. After all I’m sixteen now. I’m even older than Sasha; she’s not sixteen ‘til next week. And she’s had loads more experience than me. Well Sasha’s had more experience than most of the girls in our class actually.


I keep my eyes tight shut, wishing I was somewhere else. Anywhere. It’s dark inside my head and I want to disappear into the gloomy shadows of my mind. What’s the matter with me? I clench my stomach as I see a flashback from last night, like an action-replay. With Jasper, on the settee, I can remember everything so very clearly.


‘No, Jasper,’ I had said as he leaned over me on the sofa. I pushed my forearm firmly against his chest, but he was too strong for me. I felt I was suffocating. The sweet green drink had made me feel woozy, everything sounded muffled.


‘Playing hard to get?’ he breathed into my face, laughing, sneering. He had started to undo the buttons on my blouse. I pulled away, but he tugged harder at the fabric and I heard a slight rip.


‘Stop it, Jasper, I mean it, this isn’t funny.’ I pleaded with him. His face was so close to mine that he looked distorted. His mouth pressed together in a fine line.


‘Nobody says no to me,’ he said, his lip curling nastily. And I realised it was probably true.


I leaned forward to get off the settee but his hand clamped onto my arm like a vice. He yanked me back down. I lost balance and fell awkwardly.


‘Ow!’ I yelled as my head bounced off the back of the sofa, and tried to prise his fingers from my arm, he was hurting me.


His eyes were jet black and angry; he ran his tongue over his lips. ‘Don’t play games with me, Babe,’ he said. I started to feel scared.


His face came towards me and his mouth clamped over mine. I gagged as he stuck his tongue in my mouth. I could smell beer and stale cigarette smoke on his breath. I tried to push him away, feeling sick, but he was holding me down and I couldn’t move. He was surprisingly strong. As he came up for air I could feel his hand sneaking under the fabric of my blouse. He was laughing now and it sounded nasty. Creepy. It chilled me to the bone.


I pushed at him, managed to release my arm and move away, tried to stand up, but my legs didn’t feel quite real. Jasper grabbed my arm again and it hurt. ‘Please stop, Jasper.’ I tried to keep my voice from shaking but the fact is I have never been so frightened in my life. My eyes searched for the door, his hold tightened even more, and his face flashed with something sinister.


It was as if he was crazy, he was breathing heavily and his face was flushed. One hand was holding me down whilst the other was groping awkwardly beneath my skirt. Then his eyes locked onto mine, his face was no longer pretending to smile – all that was left was a malignant leer.


What happened next is a bit of a blur, I remember bouncing off the cushion as I was shoved backwards. I was gripped by panic and I screamed even though I knew there was nobody to hear. He leaned over me, pinning me down with his weight. My flesh crawled as I felt his fingers touch me and I held my breath with revulsion. I pushed at him with my wrists but his free arm grabbed me so hard I cried out.


I tried to disconnect my thoughts from what was happening. ‘Stop,’ I whispered, more to myself as I knew it was futile. ‘I don’t want this, let me go.’ I let the tears flow down my face; my breaths were coming in sobs. I knew that if I tried to move again, his grip would tighten, I knew it would be so easy for him to really hurt me. I felt I was choking, my body clamped down by his legs, he was heavy, I tried to scream again but there was no sound, my voice had gone. I realised that I was defenceless to stop him. I heard him unzip his flies and I closed my eyes.


But it was as though something suddenly snapped in my head. Like a rage, a fury. How dare he think he can just take what he wanted. Something seemed to happen, I felt a prickling in my fingertips and then an acute pain in my shoulders, and then an exploding sensation shot up through my spine and into my arms, driving a surge of hot angry fuel into my veins. The rage surged through my body like a hot ripple of pure power, gathering in intensity, and as the heat locked into tissues, I could feel my muscles firm and strengthen.


As Jasper fumbled I felt an enormous strength. I took a deep breath, formed my hand into a solid fist and whipped my arm upwards, slamming my knuckles hard into his belly. I surprised myself how much force I had been able to muster. ‘Umph-wheeze,’ the noise came from him as the air was knocked out of him. The surprise caused him to relax his grip on me, and as he gasped, struggling to put oxygen back into his lungs, I flung my arm back across his face, slapping him hard with the back of my fist. His face whipped round, throwing him backwards. Blood appeared on his cheek where my Claddagh ring had ripped his skin. I was up on my feet immediately and made a dash for the door.


As I felt for the door handle I turned to look at him, still on his knees, his pants hanging half way down his legs. He looked dazed, like he didn’t know what had happened. He struggled to his feet, staggering towards me.


‘You little bitch, you’ll pay for that.’


He lunged at me but I caught his wrist in my hand and twisted it round hard. There was a sickening crunch and he screamed in pain, dropping to his knees and cradling his arm. It was just so easy. I stepped towards him. He looked afraid, his eyes wide and scared.


‘Please don’t hurt me,’ he whimpered.


It was so pathetic, I almost wanted to laugh. He had shrunk down to almost nothing, a shrivelled, defenceless little worm. I wanted to leave, but I couldn’t erase the feeling I’d had just moments earlier, when he’d controlled me. Terrified. Powerless. Violated. What he would have done; how he would have just taken what he wanted. Before I could think twice, I stepped forward, jerked my leg upwards hard and there was a satisfying thuck as my foot struck him hard in the groin. He crumpled in pain, dropped to the floor, curling into a ball, his eyes bulging as he struggled to breathe, gasping and retching.


I leaned over him, he probably couldn’t hear but I was going to say it anyway. Loudly.


‘NO means NO!’ I shrieked. And I spun on the heel of my new wedge sandals, opened the door and strode out of the house without looking back.










Chapter Three


‘TIME’S UP, PLEASE STOP WRITING, MAKE SURE THAT YOUR NAME AND EXAM NUMBER IS WRITTEN ON THE TOP OF EVERY SHEET. PLEASE REMAIN IN YOUR SEATS UNTIL ALL THE PAPERS HAVE BEEN COLLECTED. WHEN YOU HEAR THE BELL, YOU CAN LEAVE THE EXAM ROOM.’


I gulp loudly as my thoughts are brought back into the classroom.


Five more minutes and school will be over. Four minutes. But I feel no real joy in that fact because I know they’ll be waiting for me at the school gates. They, of course, being Sasha and her entourage. Word will be out, there’s a vacancy for Sasha’s best friend. Every girl in our Year will be hovering around her, hoping to be picked out. I sigh, pick up my pen and unzip my pencil case. I check my answer papers are in the correct order.


The papers are being collected from the front of the hall towards the back, and after their papers are gone people are starting to whisper. Relief, nerves, excitement. I can see the back of Sasha’s head, bent low whispering to Becca. Becca’s shoulders shake as she giggles. She looks over her shoulder, catching my eye. They’re talking about me. I know they’ll all be out there, waiting to humiliate me again after school. Perhaps Jasper will be there too. I shudder. Sasha’s going to turn the whole school against me. I don’t care. I open my pencil case quickly and jab a pencil hard into the palm of my hand. I look down in shock as a small purple circle appears and a drop of blood oozes at the entrance of the tiny hole. What am I doing? I put my pen away quickly and rub my hand with my thumb. I’ve got to get out of here, I’m going mad.


I glance over at Luke again. A friendly face. He smiles, and I smile back this time. I feel soothed. You’d never think he was a year younger than the rest of us. He’s good at science and maths so he’s doing his exams a year early. Most of the fast-track kids are quite nerdy looking. Not Luke. He’s arty, different to the other boys. It’s like he doesn’t need to make an effort, doesn’t care whether people like him or not. He’s skinny, longish blond hair with an unruly fringe. It looks like it’s been hacked by a kitchen knife, all spiky and choppy. He has vivid blue eyes, which are usually hidden by his blond messy mop. But a nice smile. He often comes to school with paint smudged all over his hands, and sometimes his face. He draws pictures on his arms in black and red ink – elaborate images of dragons and winged creatures, they looked like tattoos – but the next day they’ll be gone, only to be replaced by another fantasy scene. I’ve noticed him sketching doodles in his jotter during Maths lessons, usually fantasy figures and monsters, dragons, unicorns, elves. It’s funny; I’ve sat next to him in Maths for a year and yet have hardly spoken to him at all. I like sitting next to him, I never feel under pressure to speak if I don’t want to.


I jump as the bell rings out marking the end of the exam, end of day, end of term, end of Year Eleven, end of high school. The whole class rises together, the sound of chairs being scraped back fills the hall and the smell of relief intoxicates the air. The moderator is shouting but the sound is lost beneath the noise of sixty teenagers trampling for the door. I grab my pencil case and peer to see if I can spot Sasha out in the corridor, perhaps I could make a run for it. But Sasha’s already out there.


I feel a hand gently tugging on my arm from behind, it’s Luke. He thrusts a scrap of paper into my hand with a telephone number on it. I turn around but he’s already gone. I shove the note in my pocket and make my way down the corridor. A feeling of doom creeps over me like cold sick.


I welcome the feel of the fresh free air as it slaps me in the face, and I draw a deep breath as I turn towards the school gates. As I approach the school boundary I see a swirl of smoke above the wall and somehow know that it marks the spot Sasha will be waiting. I clench my fists and walk a little faster. I’ve done nothing wrong. How dare she treat me like this, she doesn’t even know what really happened. I’m tired and I want to go home.


‘Here she is,’ sings Sasha as I turn the corner. ‘It’s freaky frigid Scarlett!’


She’s leaning against the six-foot wall that encircles the school. Some of Sasha’s fans are scattered about, standing, talking, smoking, laughing. Demob happy.


Sasha holds a cigarette to her lips and takes a drag. She’s not even a smoker really. She only does it because she thinks it makes her look older. I know because we used to do pretend smoking in her bedroom, take photos on our phones, then we’d judge which was the best look, smoking or not smoking.


I quicken my pace in a vain attempt to pass her. I don’t want another confrontation. I stare at the ground and try to push through the crowd but someone grabs me by my arm and I spin round to see Jasper’s face just inches from mine. I freeze.


He blows smoke into my face. ‘Stuck up little Bitch,’ he spits as he leers down at me, blatantly peering down the front of my blouse. There’s a red scratch on his face where I hit him last night and his arm is immobilised in a splint. The smoke catches in my throat, I cough and start to move away.


‘Look at me I’m Sandra Dee,’ Sasha sings out in a stupid voice. I turn and glare at her, my face burns and my fists clench. How dare she. Jasper grabs my arm again and I yank it away. Okay, I tell myself, walk away now. Just turn and walk. But a group of kids close in around me, wanting to get a better look, creating a circle. I look at their faces, every one familiar, many of them in my class and some of them supposed to be friends. I start to feel hot, trapped.


‘Back off!’ I shout, seeing their hostile expressions, struggling to control myself. My body is beginning to tremble. Sasha steps towards me, her lip curling into a sneer. ‘What you gonna do Sandra Dee? Beat us all up like you did my brother?’ She bends towards me and I can feel her breath on my face. She smells of stale smoke and expensive perfume.


‘Stop it, Sasha,’ I say quietly and calmly, my eyes narrowing. ‘Let me go.’ But the feel of her hand tightening on my arm triggers the feelings of panic from last night.


She tilts her head towards me, says something quietly into my ear but I can’t hear, don’t want to hear. Too many voices, too much noise. My eyes lock onto hers. I can’t read her expression. I yank my arm away from her. She glances at her brother. He nods, the gesture loaded with meaning. I don’t understand.


Sasha suddenly screams out, ‘What happened to your dad then Scarlett, did you beat him up too? Is he buried under your patio?’ I feel the blood drain from my face as laughter rings out around my ears.


‘You…BITCH!’ I gasp, struggling to control myself. I feel my body start to vibrate with rage, my muscles are changing and strengthening just like last night, a hot flow of energy radiating from my spine and through my tissues, my muscles tightening with anger. And she’s just looking at me. I can’t read the expression on her face as she glances towards her brother.


Jasper suddenly lurches forward. ‘Nobody calls my sister a bitch,’ he hisses through clenched teeth. ‘You and me…we have unfinished business.’ He grabs a handful of my hair and yanks my head back so he’s looking directly into my face. I hold my breath; his face is inches from mine. The crowd goes deathly silent. Just a couple of seconds but it feels like a lifetime, waiting. I know, and he knows, that he only has to make a move now, to hurt me. But then he winks, and he does that disgusting clicking noise with his tongue. I shudder. The crowd cheer.


‘This is not over,’ he mutters into my ear. He releases his grip on my hair with such force that I’m propelled backwards. I feel myself twist and overbalance, I try to grab out at something to steady myself but I feel weightless as I watch myself crash to the floor. Time seems to slow right down as I float through the air, my senses heighten, I can hear every sound, every laugh, every sneering comment, and in the distance I think I even hear the sound of birdsong. But that is away from here, in another lifetime, in the gardens, the woods, where things are easy, uncomplicated – free. As the concrete floor comes up to meet me I know I’m going to land badly. This is going to hurt. My arm goes out to break the fall but my head crashes down onto the flagstones, my face cracking against the edge of the pavement.


A bolt of pain shoots through my head, I cry out, my hands go to my face and I feel something warm and sticky. I’ve struck my face just below my right eye, and it’s throbbing with pain. I feel sick, things are fuzzy, I hear a roaring sound and then everything goes silent and black.


As I start to come round I struggle to focus. I try to get up off the ground. Sasha and the other kids have backed away, looking alarmed. I can hear murmurs, whispers. ‘She just fell,’ and ‘Unbelievable, she’s so clumsy.’ I can just see the back of Jasper disappearing into the crowd. My shoulder feels stiff and painful, my head spins and the side of my face feels like it has exploded. My vision’s blurred and my head’s swimming.


I sway as I struggle to my feet and wipe at my face with the sleeve of my blouse. It turns blood red. I feel nausea rise to my throat and wobble as I straighten my skirt, turn on my heel and stagger away. Nobody says anything, not one person comes to help me, not a kind word. My face throbs and the path seems to be swaying from side to side. I feel blood running down my cheek, or perhaps it’s tears. How can everybody be so against me? Is Sasha so popular that she’s turned the whole school against me? Did nobody actually see what happened here? Is there no ounce of kindness in this whole bloody school? Or is everybody so afraid of Sasha and Jasper that they don’t dare defy her. They saw what happened to me and they didn’t want that to happen to them. These people, they’re like a flock of mindless sheep. All gutless. Gutless and lacking in imagination.


As I stand at the bus stop, leaning against the bus shelter, I think I hear a muffled voice coming through the zooming sound in my ears, it sounds like Sasha.


‘Scarlett!’ I don’t bother to look round, it hurts too much. ‘Scarlett,’ she says again.


I turn my head and wince; it feels like I have a sack of potatoes resting on my head.


But I suddenly feel hopeful. There at the bus stop, leaning against the bus shelter, in that tiny miniscule of a moment I see a ray of hope. She’s realised she’s gone too far, she’s going to apologise. After all, surely five years of friendship is worth something. Everything’s going to be all right.


Her face comes into my vision, she looks concerned. She looks like the old Sasha, my friend. My best friend. Her hand touches my arm gently, and I feel my expression soften as I look into her eyes. She leans towards my swollen cheek, and I think for a brief moment she’s going to kiss my cheek.


‘Scarlett,’ she says gently. There are tears in her eyes.


There’s a sound from behind her and she glances over her shoulder, Jasper is walking towards us. Sasha suddenly straightens up, and screams into my face,


‘You’re a FREAK Scarlett and I never want to see you again.’


I peer at her in disbelief. She glares at me but a tear escapes and runs down her cheek. She doesn’t brush it away. I don’t understand. Then she turns and moves towards Jasper. He spits on the ground, points his finger at me and then runs his finger across his throat in a threatening way and then turns and walks away. Sasha doesn’t look back as she rushes to catch up with him. I feel faint; the air feels thick and foggy. I think I’m going to throw up. Surely our friendship means something to her. Why is she being like this?










Chapter Four


The bus driver stares at me openly but I don’t care, I just want to get home and lock the door. I know my face is streaked with blood, the small cut beneath my eye has stopped bleeding but I have a splitting headache, the bruise on my cheek is throbbing, swollen and tender. My school blouse has blood-red smears down the front and on the sleeve. Luckily I won’t ever need to wear my school blouse again.


I make my way shakily up the stairs and am relieved to see that I have the whole of the top floor to myself. I choose a seat towards the front of the bus and stare out of the window, trying to blank my mind. As the bus moves away, the school disappears from sight and we trundle on past the row of cottages that line the edge of the village, I start to relax. I sniff hard to try and stop the tears from flowing. The hypnotic, familiar rhythm of the bus relaxes me and I start to unwind, I think I’ll make myself a mug of hot chocolate when I get home. And have a warm soapy bath. Maggie won’t be home until late tonight.


I peer through the thick murky glass. We’ve quickly left the little village behind and the landscape is dominated by the tall trees that edge Gossamer Woods, with the odd cottage scattered here and there. My eyes relax and blur as I settle back into my seat.


‘Excuse me,’ comes a small voice from over my shoulder and I jump, I hadn’t noticed anybody else getting on the bus. ‘Do you mind if I sit here?’


I wonder why the old lady wants to sit next to me when the rest of the bus is empty.


‘Okay,’ I shrug, and wince in pain.


The old woman and I sit in silence. I try to remember what happened outside the school, what Sasha said, it’s all a bit fuzzy. We’ve been friends for such a long time. And why was she crying? She was the one being vindictive. I was the one who cracked my face on the pavement. I feel so alone. I miss my dad so much, but no, I’m not going to think about him now. I won’t get upset. I sniff and get a tissue out of my bag, blow my nose noisily.


‘Are you all right, dear?’


It’s strange that rage thing, last night with Jasper – how could I have mustered enough strength to thump him like that? Am I turning into some kind of freaky muscle woman? I’m not under any illusion that I could beat up a grown man, under normal circumstances. It was as though my anger released something inside. It felt as though some kind of fuel was being poured through my veins, feeding my tissues and muscles. Like a sort of strength. Oh my God I’m turning into the Incredible Hulk. I laugh inwardly but glance at my hands to make sure there are no tinges of green. But seriously, it was when I got angry, something powerful, but not just an ordinary temper thing. This was different. It seemed to be physical, like it came from my body. It started around my back, my spine, my shoulders. It seemed to radiate outwards, energising and giving me the strength. I mean, how else could I have beaten up Jasper like that. It’s quite scary. Freaky. Sasha’s right, I am a freak. Dad had always said that redheads have a temper, but this is something else altogether.


‘I hope you don’t mind me asking?’


I glance towards the old lady sitting next to me.


‘Sorry, were you talking to me?’


‘Well there’s nobody else on the bus, dear.’ She laughs, but it’s a kind laugh.


I smile in spite of myself, and then wince as my face hurts.


‘Sorry,’ I say. ‘I was miles away.’


‘Are you all right?’ she says. ‘It’s just that you seem very sad. You look like you’ve been in an accident?’


A bubble of self-pity wells up inside, and I fight the tears back. But I appreciate her concern and I’m glad of the distraction. I swallow hard.


‘I’m fine, thank you. I just had a run-in with some school bullies who were entertaining themselves at my expense. But the bump on my head was accidental, I slipped and fell over.’


‘Oh that’s awful,’ says the old lady. ‘But you know, dear, they’re probably mean to you because they’re jealous, you are a very beautiful young lady.’ I laugh out loud, she must be blind: swollen eye, blood splattered face, matted ginger hair…beautiful? But I secretly hug myself; nobody has ever called me beautiful.


I glance round at her. Actually she’s not that old, maybe sixty. But she looks as though she’s suffered a lot in her life. She has a nice face, kindly. And the most vivid deep blue eyes. Wise eyes. More like a younger person’s eyes. And a sweet smile.


‘What school do you go to?’ she says.


‘Aspen High School. But it was my last exam today, so theoretically I actually don’t go there anymore.’ My heart gives a little skip. No more school worries for almost three months.


‘Oh, yes I know,’ the old lady replies, ‘my grandson goes to that school.’


I nod and turn back to the window. I drift back into my own thoughts and watch the scenery flash by in a blur. I’m relieved that my headache’s starting to diminish.


‘My grandson will be about the same age as you. Luke Woods. Do you know him?’


I stare at her in surprise. Of course I know him. Luke from Maths. I have his telephone number scrunched up in my bag somewhere.


‘Yes, I think so,’ I say, suddenly feeling a little shy. I turn back to the window. Luke from Maths is her grandson. He has the same vivid blue eyes.


‘I do understand,’ the old lady suddenly says softly, and gently touches my hand. I shiver at her touch but I don’t mind, it feels nice, her bony hand is surprisingly comforting, cool and gentle. I realise that not many people touch me these days. She reminds me of Miss Marple, although she appears to be a bumbling old lady, I’ll bet her mind is as sharp as…well, something sharp.


We sit in companionable silence for the rest of the journey, the old lady and me. I feel comfortable sitting with my new friend. The old lady’s compassion is almost palpable, and it reminds me of a time when all was well in the world. When my dad was still here, and I felt loved and happy. Even though I’ve never had a mum, I’ve never missed out on anything in my life. I suppose what you’ve never had, you don’t miss. I always had Auntie Maggie close by. And there was my secret visitor too. But I don’t talk about her to anybody.


Well okay, I’ll tell you. When I was little I used to have an imaginary friend. I used to call her my Angel Lady, and sometimes I imagined her sitting on the chair in my bedroom. But she wasn’t really there of course; she was like an air painting. She was awesome, like a kind of angel. She had a kind of shimmery rainbow around her. I imagined they were angel’s wings. She was tall and slim with lovely long legs. And silver toes. Lovely long red hair, like mine. And I used to pretend that she was real and that she was my mother, come to visit me. I would lie in my bed and peep over the covers at her. Sometimes she would talk to me, tell me stories about a world of fantasy, fairies and wonderful winged creatures. I loved it when the Angel Lady came to visit me.


‘This is my stop,’ the old lady says and I jump. She squeezes my hand and gets up carefully as the bus slows down. ‘It’s been lovely to meet you, Scarlett. I hope you enjoy the rest of your birthday.’


I turn and smile at the old lady, she raises her hand to my cheek and strokes away an old tear with a pure white soft cotton embroidered handkerchief, a calm floods over me like a warm blanket. She presses the cool hankie into my hand.


‘Keep the hankie, dear. My name is Pandora, you can trust me,’ she says.


I frown questioningly, but I lift the cotton hankie to my hurt cheek again, it feels cool and tingly, as though a glass of fizzy water is being poured over my bruise. I feel comforted, it reminds me of when I was little and my dad would wrap me in a big warm towel after my bath. I felt so safe then, when I was little. I wish I was little again. I wish my dad was still here.


I watch through the window as the old lady steps down from the bus, and I smile as she turns and waves to me through the window.


I pull my mirror out of my bag and study my face. It’s smeared with blood and tears, but I’m surprised to see that the cut is starting to heal over already, and the swelling has gone down. There’s a small pink mark where, I assume, the bruising is going to come, but it’s not half as swollen as I thought it would be. I snap my mirror shut and frown out of the window, feeling a bit of a fraud for feeling so sorry for myself.


That’s strange, I suddenly think with a start. How did the old lady know my name? And then I sit bolt upright in my seat. How did she know it’s my birthday?










Chapter Five


An hour later I’m perched on the edge of the bath with a bottle of pink bath foam. ‘A fragrant bath soak to de-stress and relax’. I unscrew the cap and turn the bottle upside down, pouring a generous glob into the steaming water. I try to blank my mind as I watch the bath fill with mountains of bubbles and the room clouds with herb-scented steam. I clutch my towelling robe tightly around me until the bath is filled to the brim; dip my toe into the pink fragrant water. Just the right temperature. I shiver as I slip out of my robe and drape it over the towel rail, then step into the mountain of aromatic bubbles.


I sigh heavily as I sink into the reassuringly warm water, letting go of the tension and allowing the warmth to envelop me, the stress of the day seeping out through my pores. I duck my head below the surface and listen to the muffled sounds of bubbles rising through the soapy water. I can feel the strain of the last few days slipping away. I start to wash myself, bit by bit, so that I don’t miss even an inch. The stale dried blood disappears from my face and leaves my pale pink flesh as though it’s been untouched. I relax in the bath for a long time, topping up with hot water every time it starts to cool down.


When I do finally emerge from the water, the cool air hits my skin like a slap. As the steam rises from my flesh, my skin reacts, tightening, raising goose bumps down my arms and legs. Exposing my body to the air is like exposing my mind to its real thoughts and feelings, I gasp and shiver, grab at my towelling robe, which has fallen to the floor.


As I slip my arms into my robe, my body starts to tremble. I fight for breath as my emotions catch up with me. I feel as though somebody is sitting on my chest and I can’t get any air in. The strength has disappeared from my legs, they buckle under me and I slide down onto the cold bathroom floor, clutching at the fluffy towelling fabric of my robe. The icy tiled floor bites into me and I gasp for air, trying to control my thoughts. It’s as though I’m reliving the events of the last 24 hours, over and over again. My body shakes and my teeth chatter. I’m going to die. It keeps coming back, in flashbacks. I can feel his hands on my skin, his breath, his clammy hot hands and those lustful eyes. I shudder with disgust. I want to erase it all, everything that’s happened these last few days. Weeks. Months. But it’s like a bubble, no matter how much I push it down it still bobs up to the surface, larger than life. It’s my fault, it must be. I must have done something to bring all this on. Perhaps if I had done something different. I take several deep breaths to control my breathing. I hate myself for this weakness, I’m sixteen, for God’s sake, get a grip.


I fight to control my breathing, my face crumples and I start to sob violently. I want my dad. I need to be a little girl again, just once more. I need to be held and to feel safe. I’m shaking so hard the bath is vibrating. Something is exploding inside my head, a pain so bad I almost wish it were real. I want to hurt, to hurt badly, to hurt myself. That would be a pain I can control. I make a fist with my hand and with all my force I ram my knuckles into the ceramic tiles on the wall. The pain is excruciating, I scream out into the silent empty house and double up on the floor for a while, seconds, minutes, maybe more. I’m sobbing so much I can’t breathe, my arm clutches my stomach as I try to suck air, as though I’m paralysed between breaths, holding, I feel the blood rush to my head and my ears begin to roar, on the edge of consciousness, it’s my choice, breathe or slip away. Live or die. I suddenly gasp, short sharp breaths, and then coughing. Coughing and retching. I drag myself along the floor to the toilet and vomit, my body judders violently as I heave and sob.


Moments later my breathing has calmed and the pain from my bruised fingers returns. I wrap my throbbing hand in a damp towel and lie curled on the floor, cradling my hand; it somehow helps to have physical pain to focus on. Real pain, pain that I can understand. Control. It’s easier to deal with that real pain than the confusing pain that comes from inside. And whilst my hand throbs and aches it masks the emotional pain. And I cry. I cry for myself, for how powerless I felt last evening. I cry for my dad who’s been missing for two months now and I miss him so much that sometimes when I think about him it actually physically hurts. And I cry for Maggie, my aunt, who I hear weeping softly into her pillow at night. Not only did she lose her beloved elder brother, she gained custody of a troubled teenage girl.


But most of all I cry because it’s been such a hideous, crappy, shitty, year so far.


When the sobbing starts to ease I reach for the toilet roll. I sniff hard and blow my nose noisily into the tissue and flush the chain. I don’t know exactly what time Maggie will be home, but I don’t want her to know about last night, or today. She’s had enough to worry about. I take a deep breath and try hard to swallow all my sadness, hurt and humiliation. The grief, the loneliness and confusion. Grow up, Scarlett, stop feeling sorry for yourself.


I splash cold water onto my face and wipe away the steam from the mirror. And gasp in surprise. My face is unblemished. There’s no sign of the cut, the bruise or the swollen cheek. Amazing. Unbelievable. In fact I feel a bit silly. What a drama queen.


But at least now I won’t have to mention all this to Maggie. If she thinks I’ve got problems she might try and cancel her trip to Spain with her friends next week. And I know how much she’s looking forward to it.


I examine my hand, my wrist, where I’d punched the ceramic tile. Stupid, stupid. It’s red and swollen; I move my fingers around and wince in pain. No broken bones, that’s good, very difficult to explain. I suddenly want to laugh out loud.


Then I remember the little white cotton hanky that the old lady on the bus gave me, the one that felt so cool and healing on my face. I run through to my bedroom and empty my bag onto the bed. There it is. It’s soft white cotton with a tiny embroidered flower in one corner, it’s really very pretty. I wrap the hanky around my sore hand. Lovely comforting feeling, so cool, so calming. I can feel the flesh of my hand throbbing and tingling, as though it’s starting to heal. I sniff at the hanky, can’t smell anything like a balm but there must be some kind of ointment on the hanky, something to help things heal.


I lay the hanky over the top of my hand, over the knuckles, can feel it resting there lightly. I hold my hand out, still, very still. I can feel my skin creeping beneath the hanky, ever so slightly. I lift the edge of the cotton hanky, and stop breathing. The cut over my knuckle is moving, tightening, the skin knitting together, before my eyes. I pull the hanky back over my hand quickly. Oh my God.


Something very strange is going on, but not in a bad way. Not something I will be rushing to tell my school friends about. A magic hanky? I don’t think so.
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