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  Prologue




  As the room slowly slid into focus, all I could make out was a sea of faces around me. They were grinning, laughing, mocking me, but I

  couldn’t hear what they were saying. I felt like I was drowning, gasping for air as my lungs filled with water.




  They’d only bought me one drink but somehow I’d blacked out on the way here, zoning in and out of consciousness as they carried my limp body from the car and dumped me on the filthy

  mattress.




  Now I was naked.




  I couldn’t quite lift my head to check where they’d left my clothes and I could feel the panic rising in my throat. My limbs were like jelly but, if I concentrated really hard, I

  could move my leg just a little to kick out in protest. As I did, I felt a hand collide with my face. One of the men grabbed me by the shoulders.




  ‘The more you kick off,’ he said, ‘the longer it’ll take.’




  So I had no choice.




  I had no choice, as a group of strange men, some old enough to be my dad, pinned my arms and legs to the horrible, rotten, bare mattress they’d laid me on against my will. One by one they

  climbed on top of me and did the unthinkable, as the sights of the filthy damp room swam before my eyes and tears streamed down my face.




  I’m not sure how many of them there were. There could have been eight, possibly nine. All I know is that by the time the last of them was on top of me, groping at my chest with his wrinkly

  hands, the smell of stale cigarettes on his breath, the feeling in my legs was beginning to return and the searing pain down below had started to take hold.




  When they’d finally finished, I was able to stumble from the mattress and into the bathroom, where I wrapped myself in a tiny towel. Without a second thought for my modesty or the blood

  that gushed down my legs, I made for the door and fell, screaming, into the night.




  I was barely sixteen the night I was brutally gang-raped.




  It sounds shocking, of course, but it wasn’t the first time I’d been seized by strange men and violated in the most horrific way imaginable. Far from it. For me, sexual abuse was a

  daily reality. My teenage years were punctuated by rape and beatings, as I was passed around paedophiles like a piece of meat.




  Why did I do it? you might ask. Why didn’t I say no? Why didn’t I just go home? If only it was that easy. They owned me. If I tried to hide, they’d find me. If I tried to

  resist, they’d hound me with phone calls, beat me until I was black and blue and threaten to tell my mum I was a prostitute.




  And if that didn’t work?




  ‘If you don’t do what we tell you,’ they’d say, voices always hushed, ‘we’ll come for your sisters.’




  I was trapped but, for a long time, I thought it was my fault. I believed them when they called me a slut and told me how worthless I was. I even believed I was a prostitute because they’d

  sometimes chuck me a few quid after they’d raped me.




  Now, of course, I know there’s no way I could have been a prostitute because I was a child – an abused child. Even if I’d wanted to sleep with all of

  these disgusting men, I wasn’t capable of making that choice because I was too young.




  None of this was my fault, but it’s taken me a long time to realise that. It’s been a painful journey, but I’ve finally come to accept I wasn’t to blame.




  This is my story. My story of how I never gave my consent.
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  Carefree Days




  My childhood was about as normal and carefree as you could imagine.




  I was born in the sprawling market town of Telford on an unremarkable spring day in the late eighties. My home lay in Shropshire, near the Welsh border, off the newly built M54 motorway, about

  thirty miles from Birmingham. I was the third child for my mum, Karen, and my dad, Joe, coming along a few years after Gemma, my older sister, and Liam, my older brother.




  A few days later, Mum and Dad were allowed to take me home to their three-bedroomed, semi-detached house. There wasn’t much to the district itself. The high street had a few shops and

  pubs, but the surrounding area was really pretty: lots of woodland and countryside – trees and fields and rolling hills. I suppose part of the attraction was that nothing really happened

  there, or so everyone thought. A nice place to raise children, you might think.




  Like many places in the Midlands, Telford had become home to a scattering of immigrants throughout the latter part of the twentieth century. Asians, mostly, from Pakistan and China, but also

  some from Bangladesh. New convenience shops and exotic restaurants and takeaways gradually started to pop up in parts of the town.




  Some of the Asian families were really strict. Many didn’t let their children drink or stay out late and most had to have an arranged marriage to someone chosen by their parents.

  That’s not to say some didn’t bend the rules, sneaking off to the pub or getting with a secret English girlfriend.




  Of course, there were a few small-minded people who ranted about how they were coming from all sorts of places to steal everyone’s jobs, but to be honest I think they were few and far

  between. Mum and Dad, and most people they knew, were happy to live and let live. They were much more preoccupied with our little family and making ends meet with three demanding children under the

  age of five.




  I guess I was lucky that I was too young to realise my parents’ relationship was already starting to sour by the time I came along. I’m not sure quite what went wrong – perhaps

  they’d met when they were too young and the pressure of raising three young children was all too much. But when I was just two, they decided to divorce.




  I suppose my earliest memories are among the few negative thoughts I have when I remember my childhood, but they’re hazy, just snapshots of Mum and Dad arguing and Mum taking us kids to

  stay at Nan and Granddad’s for a few weeks. By the time we returned, Dad was gone. He spent a few weeks sleeping on friends’ sofas, before getting a little flat. I can’t really

  remember much, but my siblings said he seemed a little down for a while, before he picked himself up and dusted himself off.




  Life went on. We stayed with Mum during the week and visited Dad at the weekends, though he was only down the road, so we could see him whenever we liked.




  Things were quite simple back in the early nineties. No one had an iPad or an Xbox, but it didn’t seem to matter. As a toddler, I loved sitting in Mum’s back garden, watching

  ladybirds scuttle across the slabs. I was mesmerised by them and I’d often pick them up and stare at them before they wriggled out of my hands. One day, though, curiosity got the better of me

  and I decided to drop one in a huge puddle that had gathered close to Mum’s back door. Of course it drowned and I felt awful. The poor ladybird!




  As we got older, Gemma became motherly towards Liam and me. She’d always try to make the rules and tell us what to do, especially at the weekend when we were at Dad’s. Liam and I

  didn’t like this one bit, and we ganged up on her. We had a little pack of marbles and we’d hit them really hard against the wall, so they would rebound and hit her legs. She’d

  cry, and we’d laugh our heads off. Normal sibling stuff, of course, but now I feel terrible, as Gemma and I are so close.




  It was around this time I started school. Although I was boisterous and lively around my siblings, at school I was quite shy. At first I found the whole experience a little overwhelming. I

  struggled to keep up with my classmates because I couldn’t see the blackboard properly and, while my peers managed to grasp the letters of the alphabet with ease, I kept mixing mine up. I was

  scared to ask for help in case the teacher shouted at me, so I struggled in silence.




  By this time, Mum had met a new man named Phil. I don’t really remember the first time he came round, or how he was introduced to us. I just remember him being there. Unlike a lot of kids

  in our position, we didn’t view him as a threat or an outsider. We took to him immediately, mainly because he was a bit of a joker. His favourite trick was to attach a Barbie or an Action Man

  doll to a washing line, which he’d hang from my bedroom window, and we’d watch as it slid to the ground.




  ‘It’s the death slide!’ I’d giggle. ‘Do it again, Phil!’




  When we were at Mum’s, we lived for the outdoors. We’d go into the woods for long walks, giggling as we skipped over branches and stones and listening to the chatter of the birds

  overhead. When autumn came, we’d gather conkers and nuts, all competing to see who could collect the most.




  One of the places we loved to walk was the Wrekin, a big hill about five miles west of Telford. As we clambered to the top, our little jackets zipped up to our necks, we thought we’d

  climbed the highest mountain in the world. The views from the top, granted, are pretty stunning – you can see as many as seventeen counties on a clear day, well into Wales and beyond. Back

  then, we thought we could just about see the whole world. Now when I think of the Wrekin my memories are far less joyful and innocent – but that would all come much later.




  Back then, when I thought of the future, I only thought of nice things. Mum hadn’t worked until us kids all went off to school, but by now she had a little shop job and there was a bit

  more money to go around. Phil worked in a local factory and together they managed to save up enough to take us to Majorca for a week. None of us had ever been on a plane before and we were so

  excited you’d have thought we were flying to the moon. We could hardly sit still in our seats!




  I was captivated by the air hostesses. They were so composed and calm and the smile never left their perfectly made-up faces. Of course, they were just doing their job, but I thought they looked

  like they were having the time of their lives.




  ‘Imagine if you got to go on a plane every single day,’ I whispered to Liam. ‘How cool would that be?’




  From that moment on, I decided I wanted to be an air hostess as soon as I left school. I’d spend hours dreaming of all the glamorous locations I’d jet off to and all the exciting

  people I’d meet.




  It wasn’t long before Mum and Phil decided to get married. I guess I was pleased, because I liked Phil, but I wasn’t happy when they announced the date and it was the day before my

  eighth birthday. They’d met on that day a few years previously and they’d decided it would be nice to have their wedding on the anniversary. Like most children, I wasn’t pleased

  at the idea of my thunder being stolen.




  ‘That’s not fair!’ I huffed. ‘You’ll be obsessed with your wedding and you’ll forget all about my birthday. I can’t believe you’re doing this to

  me.’




  Mum rolled her eyes. ‘Of course we won’t forget about your birthday, Holly,’ she replied, as patiently as she could. ‘You’ll get all of your presents in the

  morning, as usual. And you and Gemma will get to be bridesmaids. I’m going to make you a beautiful dress. How does that sound?’




  I folded my arms, refusing to wipe the frown from my face as I weighed up the deal on the table.




  ‘And,’ Mum added, ‘Phil and I have agreed you can each bring a friend.’




  With that I relaxed slightly as I mulled over who I would invite. Although I was still struggling with my schoolwork, I had come out of my shell a little and made some friends. I couldn’t

  decide if I should invite Joanna, my best friend from my class, or Carly, a girl I’d met playing football in the street with Liam. Carly was often round our way because her gran looked after

  her. In the end I decided on Joanna. Carly was nice, but Joanna was just a bit cooler. I knew some of the other kids laughed at Carly because she was a bit chubby, and her mum still did her hair in

  these really embarrassing long, blonde plaits that stretched all the way down to her waist.




  Mind you, I was carrying a bit of puppy fat myself – not that I cared much for my appearance. As I was a bit of a tomboy, I thought I looked stupid in my bridesmaid’s dress. It was

  cream with pink roses and a big pink bow and it made me feel all itchy and uncomfortable. Mum was really proud of it but I felt like an idiot and couldn’t wait to get back into my

  tracksuit.




  I suppose I started to think more about how I looked around Year Five. I was only nine but my boobs had started to come on. I developed quicker than the other girls in my class, but I hated my

  new womanly body with a passion. It didn’t seem to fit me, as I still felt like a timid little girl. Some of my classmates were desperate to wear a bra and start their periods, and talked

  about it non-stop, but I just felt embarrassed, so I hid my chest under baggy T-shirts and jumpers as I’d always done, hoping no one would notice any difference.




  It was an intense time, as Mum had started to notice I wasn’t keeping up with my schoolwork. She couldn’t understand why I seemed bright and articulate when I spoke but my written

  work was poor. I was miles behind Gemma and Liam, who were both top of the class. Eventually she got my eyes tested and I got glasses. It was a big relief, as I could finally see the blackboard

  when we were doing sums and spelling, but it still didn’t solve the problem completely. After a few tests, I was diagnosed with a mild form of dyslexia.




  I’ve always had a determined streak and, once I set my mind to something, I usually refuse to stop until I’ve made it happen. I decided I was going to catch up with my schoolwork as

  quickly as I could, and I enlisted Gemma’s help as she was great at spelling and seemed so much cleverer than me. She agreed to help me, but she certainly showed me some tough love. Every

  Saturday, when we went to Dad’s, I had to learn to spell a new word.




  ‘Today, your word is junior,’ she said, one afternoon, as we sat on the floor, pencil poised in my hand. ‘Come on, write it down. J-U-N-I-O-R.’




  I did as I was told, carefully forming each letter with my pencil.




  ‘OK, give me that,’ she said, snatching my notebook from me and ripping the page from it. ‘Now, do it yourself.’




  ‘Spell it myself?’ I said. ‘But it’s really hard, I can’t . . .’




  ‘Yes, you can,’ Gemma insisted. ‘If you can’t spell it by dinner, you’re not having any.’




  My mouth fell open in shock, but I did as I was told. Of course, Dad would never have denied me my dinner because I couldn’t spell a certain word, but I wasn’t taking any chances. It

  took me dozens of attempts, but I finally got it.




  After that, I sort of got back on track with my schoolwork and my teachers even began to tell Mum that I was clever, which made me feel a little better, especially as it would soon be time to

  start secondary school. In preparation for this milestone, most of the girls in my class had started to experiment with make-up and nail varnish. Although I looked more grown-up than most of them,

  with my already noticeable bust, I didn’t care a jot about looking glamorous – quite the opposite. I was still hiding my curves underneath baggy tracksuits and I preferred to spend my

  evenings playing football with Liam and his mates than painting my nails and staring at the mirror. I couldn’t imagine anything more boring.




  It sounds a bit cheesy, but back then our evenings were like something out of a storybook: big neighbourhood football matches that went on for hours and hours until the sun started to set and we

  were called in by our parents, exhausted and splattered with mud, but completely content. Joanna and the girls in my class didn’t much like playing football, but Carly always came along. All

  of the kids who played were great mates back then and it seemed inconceivable that any of us could come to any harm in our tight-knit community.




  But just before I started secondary, my world was turned on its head – or so it seemed. Mum sat us all down and explained we were going to have a little brother or sister. While Liam and

  Gemma took the news of her pregnancy in their stride, I was far from impressed. As the baby of the family, I viewed it almost as a slight. Phil had no biological children and he and Mum longed to

  have a baby together, but I couldn’t accept that.




  ‘Am I not enough for you?’ I wailed, melodramatically, as I stomped off to my room.




  Mum came upstairs to try to talk things through with me, but I was having none of it. She already had three children. In my book, to want a fourth was plain greedy.




  When baby Lauren came along a few months later, things did change a little. I had to admit she was really cute, but even as a baby she was quite independent. Unlike most kids, she didn’t

  need attention constantly and, sometimes, she didn’t want us older kids to pick her up, and that really grated on me. Now, of course, I see that she was just a baby but it didn’t stop

  me resenting her a little. Frustrated that we weren’t Mum’s sole focus, I’d spend more and more time outside playing with Liam and Carly and our mates.




  ‘How’s your little sister?’ Carly would ask.




  ‘Boring,’ I’d say with a shrug. ‘She doesn’t do anything.’




  Thankfully, by the time Mum became pregnant with my youngest sister, Amy, I’d matured slightly. By this time, I was twelve. Amy and I bonded as soon as she was born and I’d rush home

  from school to kiss and cuddle her and play games. As much as I loved Lauren, I felt a real connection with Amy and, from day one, I was super-protective of her. I just couldn’t bear the idea

  that anyone could hurt her, or that she’d come to any harm.




  Sometimes Mum would let me wheel Amy’s buggy around Telford when we went shopping and I’d just about burst with pride. By the time I was thirteen, I guess I looked a little bit

  older, because of my boobs and my maturing body. Often people would coo over Amy before stopping in their tracks and hesitantly asking if she was my daughter.




  ‘No!’ I’d gasp. ‘She’s my sister. I don’t have a baby. I’m only thirteen!’




  I’d giggle as the relief spread over their faces. The idea of being a teenage mum horrified me, as of course to get pregnant you’d have to have sex. I knew the facts of life but I

  had very little interest in boys, and sex just seemed, well, a bit minging. There was plenty of time for all that, in my opinion. Even the idea of kissing a boy filled me with horror.




  Most of my friends thought differently, though. None of them were having sex – far from it – but they’d sit and gossip in class about which boys they thought were fit and who

  they wanted to snog at the underage discos we went to in the dingy snooker hall in Telford. It was all really awkward. We’d stand at opposite ends of the room until one of the boys was brave

  enough to shuffle over and ask one of the girls to dance to some awful chart song that was all the rage back then. The one that really sticks in my mind when I think of those times is

  ‘Blue’ by Eiffel 65 because it sounds like it’s being sung by a squeaky, strangled robot. How we ever thought such music was cool I’ll never know.




  It was there I had my first kiss, although I was kind of peer-pressured into it.




  ‘That lad, Ryan, fancies you,’ my friend Jayne said. ‘You should snog him.’




  She pointed to a weedy-looking guy our age with mousy brown hair, standing awkwardly at the other side of the room. As soon as I met his eye, he looked away and stared at his shoes.




  I could feel my face blushing scarlet. ‘I don’t know . . .’




  ‘Come on, Holly,’ she said. ‘You’ve never snogged anyone before. Everyone is doing it. Just get it over with.’




  I sighed and shrugged my shoulders. I didn’t particularly want to snog Ryan, but neither did I want to be left behind and be a laughing stock because I’d never kissed anyone and all

  of my mates had. Every teenager knows the feeling, I’m sure.




  We awkwardly edged towards each other through the room of sweaty, spotty teenagers, and Ryan murmured something that sounded like hello – not that I could hear him over the music. He put

  his arms around my waist and, before I knew it, he’d stuck his tongue down my throat. I don’t think he’d ever kissed anyone before either, because it was really sloppy. We pulled

  apart after about ten seconds and went back to our separate groups of friends. All I can remember thinking is, thank God that’s over. I was in no hurry to kiss anyone else.
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  Ali




  In the autumn of that year, just after I’d snogged Ryan, things started to change. By now Liam was almost sixteen and we’d gradually

  started to drift apart. While he and his mates had once loved playing football in the street, they’d all grown up a bit, and kicking a ball around a cul-de-sac with Carly and me seemed a bit

  uncool. They were much more interested in girls in their own year at school, the kind who dressed up and wore make-up and did their hair. Plus, they all had their GCSEs coming up and some of their

  parents insisted they stay in at night and revise.




  Our neighbourhood football matches became few and far between and they’d soon stop completely, leaving Carly and me at a bit of a loose end.




  ‘Is Liam coming out?’ Carly asked one evening when she called for me after school.




  ‘He’s got tons of homework,’ I replied. ‘I don’t think he wants to play football with us anymore.’




  Carly looked crestfallen. She pushed one of her plaits behind her ear, as she kicked the ground beneath her feet. ‘What are we going to do, then?’ she asked.




  I shrugged. Suddenly, my street seemed much more boring than it had before. There were still kids out playing in gardens and on the pavement, but they were much younger than us and came across

  as a bit babyish. Carly was still really young for her age and I think she’d have joined them if she could, but I felt a little self-conscious. I knew my friends from high school would laugh

  if they saw me hanging around with people who still went to primary school.




  ‘I dunno,’ I said. ‘What do you want to do?’




  Carly’s face lit up. ‘Let’s walk into town,’ she suggested. ‘There are some fit lads from my school who are always hanging around there.’




  Hearing Carly talk about ‘fit lads’ stopped me in my tracks. It was the first time I’d ever heard her say anything like that and it sounded funny. Carly still looked like she

  was ten or eleven, with the plaits that fell to her waist and the rolls of puppy fat that spilled over her tracksuit bottoms. I’d become a little more image-conscious since starting high

  school. If truth be told, I was still happiest kicking a ball around in a tracksuit, but quite a few girls in my class had started to bleach their hair and I’d decided to follow suit, but

  I’d only done it because it was the fashion, not because I particularly wanted any of the boys at school to notice.




  ‘If you want,’ I answered, with a shrug. I wasn’t really bothered about meeting any lads. I wasn’t in any rush to have another sloppy kiss with an awkward boy who could

  barely look me in the eye. But I was a bit bored, and it was something to do.




  It didn’t take us long to walk into the centre, as it’s such a small place. We walked as far as the local church, an old grey building with a big graveyard next to it. My family

  wasn’t religious, so I’d never been inside, but there was a little bench just a few yards away.




  ‘Will we sit here for a bit?’ Carly asked.




  I agreed, but we ended up sitting there for about an hour and a half, chatting about silly teenage things, like who had fallen out with whom, until it was time to go home. This became a bit of a

  nightly routine after that. Carly would call for me after we’d had dinner and done our homework and we’d walk to the bench outside the church. It was all very innocent.




  I never saw any of the lads from Carly’s school, though, and I began to wonder if they really hung around the church, or if they were just having her on. Carly was gullible like that. As

  much as I liked her, I was glad she didn’t go to my school because I was pretty sure she’d get picked on and I knew I’d be a target too, if I was her mate.




  So, in the end, I suppose it all kind of happened by accident.




  We were walking through the town as normal when we caught sight of two distant figures, sitting at our usual spot on the bench.




  ‘Carly!’ one of them shouted, before we could get a good look at them. ‘Carly! Oi!’




  Carly pretended not to hear him and I could see her cheeks starting to burn.




  ‘Do you know them?’ I asked.




  ‘Just keep walking,’ she said.




  But as we got closer to the bench, two faces came into view. The first boy looked way older than us. He was really tall, I’d guess around six feet, and had a smattering of stubble –

  more a five o’clock shadow than a real beard. His hair was gelled to perfection, with a little flick at the front, as was the fashion back then. I could tell his clothes were really

  expensive: cream jeans and a cream corduroy jacket, with sheepskin round the edges. I suppose he was an all right-looking lad, but I definitely didn’t fancy him, although he made me feel

  suddenly self-conscious in my loose-fitting jeans and top. The second boy looked closer to our age but was really short and fat, with a round, podgy face and tiny black eyes. It didn’t really

  register with me on a conscious level that they both looked Asian, probably of Pakistani origin.




  We shuffled past the two boys uneasily, unsure which direction to head in, as they were sitting on our bench. I could feel both pairs of eyes scanning my body, smirking as they looked us up and

  down. It made me feel really weird, but I wasn’t sure why. I just didn’t like it.




  ‘Hey, Carly!’ the taller boy shouted again. ‘Who’s your friend? Aren’t you gonna stop and talk to me?’




  I turned to Carly, expecting her to say nothing and walk on, but she’d stopped. I shot her a confused look, but she pretended not to notice.




  ‘Oh, hey, Ali,’ she said, casually.




  The taller boy smirked and folded his arms. ‘Who’s your friend?’ he asked again.




  ‘This is Holly,’ Carly said. ‘She doesn’t go to our school.’




  I was standing around a foot away from Ali, but the scent of his aftershave wandered into my nostrils and I wrinkled my nose. He looked like a fully grown man. Surely he couldn’t still be

  at school with Carly? I suddenly remembered the fit lads from school she’d talked about with such bravado, but I couldn’t understand how she would have known Ali. He must be in the

  sixth form, I thought. Why would he have any reason to talk to Carly? It sounds bad, but I guessed he wouldn’t be likely to be chatting her up.




  ‘What school do you go to?’ Ali asked. It sounded more like a threat than a question.




  I told him, and his lip curled into a sneer.




  Ali nodded. ‘Shithole is it, yeah?’




  I shrugged, unsure of the right answer. ‘Suppose so,’ I ventured.




  ‘How old do you think I am?’ he demanded. ‘I bet you can’t guess.’




  His brown eyes bored into me and I felt uneasy under his gaze. There was something really intimidating about him, but I couldn’t put my finger on what it was. Of course, like most teenage

  girls, I was desperate not to appear uncool, and I didn’t want Ali and his friend to laugh at me. His friend was also looking at me now, and I looked to Carly pleadingly.




  ‘How old is he, Carly?’ I asked.




  She giggled. ‘Guess. Bet you can’t.’




  ‘Guess,’ Ali echoed. ‘Go on.’




  ‘Seventeen?’ I said. ‘Eighteen?’




  All three of them, Carly included, burst out laughing. I felt a little panicky, as if there was some big joke I wasn’t in on. I felt instantly annoyed at Carly – she was supposed to

  be my friend. Wasn’t she on my side? Why was she laughing at me with these weird boys? But then it struck me: Carly had never been popular with boys. It wasn’t a very nice thing to say,

  but she hadn’t. She was overweight, not exactly streetwise, and her mum still did her hair. She was a perfect target, really. She’d boasted about fit lads from her school, yet

  she’d almost walked past them when they shouted her name because she was scared they’d tease her. Now here she was, getting to share in their joke, to laugh along with them. It was just

  a shame the butt of the joke was me.




  ‘Eighteen?’ Ali snorted. ‘No, guess again.’




  ‘Sixteen?’ I said. ‘How am I supposed to know how old you are?’




  Carly was still smirking but, when I caught her eye, she looked away again, fixing her gaze on the ground.




  ‘He’s thirteen,’ said the fat boy.




  ‘Shut it, Naseer,’ Ali hissed.




  ‘No way,’ I replied, feeling bolder than before. ‘You’re not thirteen.’




  ‘He is,’ said Naseer. ‘We’re in Year Eight.’




  ‘Year Eight!’ I repeated, my voice more high-pitched than I’d intended it to be. By this point, Carly and I were in Year Nine. Ali looked like a fully grown man – it just

  didn’t seem possible that he could be telling the truth. I was convinced he was winding me up. ‘You can’t be in Year Eight. We’re in Year Nine.’




  ‘I know,’ he said. ‘Carly is the year above me. Honestly, I’m thirteen.’




  ‘He is,’ Carly piped up. ‘Honestly, he is.’




  I wasn’t sure if I should believe her or not, so I said nothing. For the next few minutes we made small talk. Naseer went to school with Carly and Ali, so they all quizzed me on who I was

  and where I lived and what lads I’d been with. I didn’t give much away; I just tried to laugh their questions off because I hadn’t really been with any lads apart from Ryan, and

  that hardly counted. I quickly realised that Ali was really loud and liked to show off, while Naseer was just obnoxious and liked to insult everyone. I guess he was probably just insecure about his

  size and bringing others down made him feel good. Still, it didn’t make it seem OK.




  After about ten minutes, Naseer turned to Carly.




  ‘Want to go for a walk?’ he barked. I could tell it wasn’t really a question, more of an order.




  Carly’s mouth fell open, as if she didn’t know what to say, but she soon clamped it shut again.




  ‘Go on, Carly,’ Ali coaxed. ‘What are you scared of?’




  Ali and Naseer started to laugh at her and I looked at the ground. Now the tables had turned and they were focusing on Carly, I could understand why she’d joined in when they laughed at

  me. It was just a relief not to be the butt of their joke.




  ‘OK,’ Carly said, after a few seconds. ‘Fine. Let’s go for a walk.’




  She didn’t look back at me as they disappeared behind the church together. I was now alone with Ali, but all I could think was, thank God Naseer didn’t ask me to go with him. I was

  so naive, I didn’t have a clue what he’d want Carly to do, but I was selfishly glad she’d be left to find out and not me.




  As soon as they were out of earshot, Ali turned to me and started to laugh.




  ‘I bet Carly doesn’t even know what a blow job is,’ he snorted. ‘Not that I’d want a fucking blow job from her.’




  I stayed silent as my mind raced at a hundred miles an hour. I didn’t know what a blow job was either, but there was no way I was about to admit that, as Ali would tear me to shreds and

  tell Naseer and they’d think it was a hoot. I guessed it might be something to do with sex and that made my stomach turn. I felt really bad, but I was still relieved Naseer had asked Carly to

  go with him and not me. Whatever a blow job was, I felt sure I didn’t want to give him one.




  ‘What do you think?’ he asked. ‘Do you think she’ll have a clue?’ He started to laugh again.




  ‘I dunno,’ I said. ‘Maybe she’ll know. I don’t know.’




  Ali shook his head. ‘No chance. I bet she actually blows his dick instead of sucking it.’




  My insides lurched violently as everything fell into place and I realised what Ali was suggesting. I could actually feel bile rising in my throat at the thought and it was all I could do not to

  gag. Kissing Ryan had been disgusting enough – the thought of doing that to a boy was so minging I could barely get my head around it. I was so innocent I didn’t even know that boys

  were supposed to enjoy that kind of thing, but I didn’t say anything because I was scared my response would be the wrong one.




  ‘You’re quiet,’ Ali said. ‘Not got much to say for yourself?’




  I giggled nervously. ‘Don’t be a dick,’ I said, as bravely as I could. We made idle chitchat for about five or ten minutes. I didn’t say much. I just agreed with

  everything he said, as he leaned against the park bench in his expensive jacket and boasted about all the things he and Naseer and their mates got up to.




  After what seemed like an eternity, I caught sight of Carly and Naseer walking back round to the front of the church. They weren’t side by side, like they had been when they walked off.

  Carly was walking a little in front of him, her round face whiter than usual. Naseer was smirking behind her back.




  ‘Sorted?’ Ali said, as they reached the bench.




  ‘Sorted,’ Naseer grinned.




  Carly wasn’t smiling. ‘Holly, let’s go to the shop,’ she said. ‘I really need a drink.’




  I was relieved to have an excuse to go, and we walked off without another word. Carly was unusually quiet. I had an idea of what had happened because of what Ali had said, but deep down I

  didn’t think Carly would have the guts to do it. I doubt she’d even kissed a boy at that stage, and if I didn’t know what a blow job was, there was no way she did.




  ‘What’s up with you?’ I asked, as breezily as I could.




  ‘Nothing,’ she said. She paused for a second, as if she was deep in thought. Then she turned to me and said: ‘But guess what I just did?’




  I felt my stomach twist a little. ‘I dunno, what?’




  ‘I bet you’ve never done this before,’ she said.




  The colour had started to return to her cheeks and I realised what was happening. It had just dawned on her she had one up on me, something to boast about, something to make her think she was

  cooler and more grown-up than I was.




  ‘I sucked his dick.’




  Hearing Carly say the words out loud made me feel a bit sick and I couldn’t help but grimace.




  ‘Ew,’ I said. ‘Why? Did he make you? What a dickhead.’




  ‘No,’ Carly said. ‘I thought it would be a laugh.’




  ‘A laugh?’ I blurted out, incredulous. Carly was smiling now, a little smugly. She was starting to enjoy this.




  ‘Yeah,’ she said, as we arrived at a shop on the corner of the road home. ‘It was really small, though. Tiny actually.’ She started to giggle. ‘But I really need a

  drink. I can still taste it a bit in my mouth. It’s making me feel a bit sick.’




  ‘God, Carly, too much information,’ I said. ‘Get me a bottle of Coke while you’re in there.’




  ‘Have you ever done it?’ Carly said. ‘I bet you haven’t.’




  ‘Carly,’ I said, counting out some ten pence pieces, my voice wavering a little. ‘Just get me a Coke.’




  If I thought we’d seen the last of Ali and Naseer, I was wrong. A few evenings later, as we walked towards the church on our nightly route, Carly’s phone began to

  ring. She answered it before I could see whose name had flashed up on the screen.




  ‘Oh, OK,’ she said. ‘We’re just walking up now. See you in two minutes.’




  ‘Who was that?’ I asked, as she hung up.




  ‘Naseer,’ she replied. ‘Let’s go and meet them. They’re at the church now.’




  I felt my heart sink. ‘Naseer? How did he get your number?’




  ‘Well, I gave it to him, didn’t I?’ she said. ‘The other night. It’ll be a laugh, come on.’




  I sighed as we walked around the corner to see a group of boys huddled by the bench – our bench, or at least it used to be. There were three of them this time. Ali, Naseer and

  another boy who made me stop in my tracks. He had soft olive skin, a little lighter than the other two, and piercing dark eyes. He looked a bit daft – he was wearing a cap, which barely

  concealed his dodgy haircut. Curtains, we called it back then. But when I saw him, I felt my stomach flip over. Not in a bad way, the way it had when Ali and Naseer had taken the piss out of me a

  few nights before. It felt like butterflies, a kind of nervous excitement. He was looking at me too, and my heart started beating a little faster as we stared at each other for a few seconds.




  ‘Hey,’ he said, with a warm smile. ‘How’s it going?’




  ‘Yeah, fine,’ I replied, as casually as I could.




  I soon discovered his name was Imran and he was a year older than me. Looking back, I guess it was the first time I’d ever felt attracted to a boy and it made my head spin a little, as I

  didn’t really know what to do or how to react. Imran had caught me off guard and I had to try my hardest not to stare at him even more than I already had done. He was really fit, much fitter

  than Ali or Ryan or any other boy my age.




  Ali must have caught me looking at Imran, because he soon became a little snappy.




  ‘It’s shit round here,’ he said. ‘Let’s go for a walk.’




  As he and Naseer started off along the street, Carly and I followed obediently. Imran was behind us and I had a sudden urge to turn round to look at him, almost to check if he was still there,

  but I didn’t dare in case he thought I was some sort of weirdo. We’d been walking for about half a second when Ali turned round sharply.




  ‘You two can’t walk with us,’ he said. ‘You have to walk behind us. And not too close.’




  ‘Eh?’ Carly said, confused. ‘What’s that all about?’




  ‘You just can’t,’ said Naseer. ‘We can’t be seen with you. OK?’




  ‘OK,’ we said, exchanging confused glances.




  ‘Meet us up by the other church,’ said Ali. ‘The big church in town. Wait a few minutes before you follow us.’




  I could suddenly sense Imran behind me. His aftershave smelled nicer than Ali’s and I could feel the heat of his breath on my neck.




  ‘I can walk with you two,’ he said. ‘I don’t mind.’




  Ali shrugged, and he and Naseer set off while the three of us hung back, keeping our distance a little.




  ‘Why can’t we walk with them?’ Carly asked, as they disappeared around the corner. For effect, she added: ‘Dickheads.’




  Imran let out a little laugh. ‘Because if their dads or uncles see them walking about with girls like you they’ll know they’re up to no good, that’s why.’




  ‘Girls like us?’ Carly said. ‘What’s wrong with us?’




  At that moment in time I wished Carly would shut up. I didn’t really care why Ali and Naseer couldn’t be seen with us – I was just happy Imran was walking with us instead of

  them, as he seemed so much nicer.




  ‘You’re not Muslim,’ Imran laughed. ‘And guys like Ali and Naseer are supposed to be good Muslim boys. They’re supposed to be respectable. And their families think

  girls like you are trouble.’




  ‘Oh,’ I said. ‘Right.’




  Imran smiled at me, his dark eyes beaming as he fixed them on me. My stomach flipped again. ‘But don’t worry. My dad doesn’t give a shit what I do.’




  The Methodist church was a bit more modern, a red-brick building with lots of trees and bushes around it. Ali and Naseer were leaning against the wall.




  ‘Hey, Holly!’ Ali said, as we approached. ‘Come with me. I want to speak to you.’ He gestured to the bushes behind the building. ‘Round there.’




  I looked to Imran, naively hoping he might tell Ali to leave me alone, but he didn’t say anything, so I followed Ali a few paces behind until we were out of sight of the road. We stood

  looking at each other for a second, as Ali leaned against a tree. He was looking at me expectantly and suddenly everything fell into place. I felt two little beads of sweat prick the back of my

  neck as it dawned on me that he wanted me to do what Carly had done to Naseer earlier in the week.




  ‘Well?’ he said. ‘You going to give me a blow job or what?’




  I shook my head. ‘No, Ali,’ I said. ‘I’m not doing it. I don’t want to.’




  He folded his arms and lowered his dark eyebrows. Although he had the face and the build of a man, for the first time he looked a bit like a spoilt child, angry at not getting his own way. My

  heart was beating a little faster than usual but I was determined to keep calm. All I could think was, please don’t make me do it. Please don’t. I felt sick just thinking of it. I

  couldn’t help but think of Imran and how I’d rather be standing round the front of the church with him, not hidden away behind some trees with Ali.




  ‘Oh, why not?’ he said. He sounded whiny, which would have made me laugh had he been asking me to do something a bit less disgusting. ‘You know Carly did it for

  Naseer.’




  ‘Yeah,’ I replied, trying not to stumble over my words. ‘Well, I’m not Carly. I don’t want to do it.’




  We looked at each other for a few seconds, stuck in a sort of deadlock.




  ‘I actually really like you, Holly,’ Ali said. ‘I think you’re really cool. And you’re pretty.’




  I could feel the blood rushing to my cheeks. No one had ever told me I was pretty before and, I have to admit, I was kind of flattered, as I’d always been self-conscious about my looks,

  but I still didn’t fancy Ali. Not one bit.




  ‘Oh, please, Holly,’ he went on. ‘I don’t just want a blow job. I want you to be my girlfriend.’




  ‘But I don’t want to be your girlfriend,’ I protested.




  Ali looked confused. I could tell that wasn’t what he was expecting me to say. I wondered if he’d asked any other girls to be his girlfriend, and if they’d done this to him

  first.




  ‘But it’s not fair,’ he said. ‘I’ve come round here with you and we’ve been away for about five minutes now. I’ll be a total joke if Naseer can get a

  blow job and I can’t.’
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