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Praise for The Sky is Mine


‘A powerful page-turner with giant heart. A book that everyone needs to read. Izzy is my hero, and her voice deserves to be heard around the world. Stunning.’


Jennifer Niven, New York Times bestselling author of All the Bright Places and Holding Up the Universe


‘Izzy’s story is raw, painful, and ultimately one of survival and strength. Amy Beashel holds nothing back when confronting rape culture and toxicity; this beautiful book will floor you and deserves to be on every shelf, everywhere.’


Kathleen Glasgow, New York Times bestselling author of Girl in Pieces and How to Make Friends with the Dark


‘The Sky is Mine is an exceptionally powerful and emotional read, exploring the themes of abuse and control in a realistic and thought-provoking way. I couldn’t put it down.’


Eve Ainsworth, author of Because of You and Tender


‘A call to young girls everywhere to stand up and make themselves heard.’


Anstey Harris, author of The Truths and Triumphs of Grace Atherton


‘BRILLIANTLY written, fast-paced older YA, so strong on the pain and shame of female vulnerability & with a lead character, Izzy, who leaps out of the pages and makes you care deeply from the first page to the last.’


Perdita Cargill, author of the Waiting for Callback series
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Amy Beashel holds a world record as the fastest woman on a space hopper, evidence, perhaps, that when it comes to achieving your dreams, the sky is indeed the limit. Amy has always been a feminist. At fourteen, she and a friend wrote a comedy sketch, I Believe in Women’s Rights, which they performed to an audience of approximately three under a tree outside the maths and science block at school. One person may actually have laughed. She is passionate about inspiring young women to find their own voice, and previously volunteered for Refuge, a helpline for women experiencing domestic violence. Amy’s time there inspired this book.


Despite swearing she would never have pets or move north of London, Amy Beashel now lives happily in Shropshire with her husband, two kids, a cat called Dooku and a goldendoodle named Boomer.
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For MDH, who never makes me doubt me.
And for Mum, who taught me the importance of self-worth.
In characters, yes, but so too, always, always, in me.





ONE


It’s not just my breath but my voice that Jacob knocks out of me. As his palms knead hard into my chest, there are no words in my mouth, just his tongue and his ‘Oh, come on, Izzy’, which spreads thick and sticky as Marmite.


I hate Marmite.


And his voice? Well, it’s hardly an invitation, is it? It’s a right.


My body is quiet too. You’d think my skin would sizzle when he pushes my back into the heated towel rail that’s ramped up so high it’s hotter even than Jacob’s breath and the brawl of his fingers working their way into ‘Fuck, yeah, the sweet spot’. Like there’s anything sweet in this. But I don’t say that obviously, cos this isn’t a conversation. It’s a raid.


And I hate Marmite, but my body just kind of surrenders. Everything just kind of gives in.


I shouldn’t be here.


Where I should be is on the other side of the bathroom door. With Grace. But Grace is with Nell, their bodies oozing in the pleasure they’ve found in each other.


‘’Nother drink?’ he says.


But just as Jacob’s hands work like cuffs around my wrists, the bathroom door opens and he’s all ‘Crap, Izzy’, like it was me who was in charge of locking the door.


It’s her. The one who’s always rescued me.


‘Grace!’ And I’m sure I say it, that her name from my mouth is a siren so loud and so urgent that she’ll run from her stumble into the sink and pull me from where I’m squished behind Jacob out into the real world, where it’ll be just the two of us again.


But all my best mate does is a quick glance-over with these Prosecco-ed mutters of ‘oops’ and ‘sorry’, and then she’s gone and I’m still here, still pressed into him as he reaches for the open bottle with a ‘gawaaaan’, as he tips vodka into my mouth, which is burning, and then I splutter alcohol into his eyes.


‘Fuck’s sake, Izzy,’ Jacob says.


And when he pulls back and his pressure’s eased, I slide down the towel rail, head like a bouncy ball on its bars, until I hit the floor and droop.


I wonder if he’s gone, because Jacob’s voice is kind of distant. Then he lets out this laugh that’s like a puff of disgust and says something like ‘gotcha’ before the blast of cool air lets me know I’m still here, on the wrong side of the door, having been coaxed in by the surprise of Jacob’s smile. Cos it’s not like he, or anyone, has paid much attention before. And yeah, he had vodka and Coke and, call me an idiot, right, but I thought the party might be easier with a shot or two. He gave me four. All with this one-for-me-one-for-you kind of grin and those hands of his, reaching up from where he straddled the loo, legs spread and his groin so pleased to see me.


‘I’m gonna go,’ I’d said to Grace in the thirty seconds she’d spared me in the kitchen twenty minutes or so after we’d arrived.


‘Nooooooooooo.’ And her voice was all don’t leave me as she pulled on the sleeve of my dress like she was genuinely so keen for me to stick around that she might actually stay and talk instead of abandoning me for Nell’s lips and whatever it was Nell was saying that gave Grace that brilliant glow.


But she didn’t. Talk to me, I mean. And so I’d stood at the table like some kind of loser until Jacob appeared with his drink and his invitation.


I’d eyeballed Grace as I’d followed his lead into the living room, thinking if she felt it – my stare that was also a plea – she’d spot the path I was taking and freak out, cos there’s no one she despises more than Jacob. And the freak-out would be a stop sign, right? But her face had been so into Nell’s face that she didn’t notice me leaving the room, and so I’d walked out, kind of huffy but still kind of hopeful, because Grace always comes to my rescue in the end.


‘Someone sort her out, would you?’ Jacob shouts to whoever in the hallway.


It might be two minutes or it might be ten before I feel a prod in my arm at the same time as ‘She’s totally out of it’ and ‘Better get Grace’. And even though I am – totally out of it, I mean – Grace doesn’t come.


I message her when I’m outside. After this guy Max from my English class has lifted me to my feet and splashed my face with water. After I’ve walked through the living room, past the eyes and the ‘oi oi’s, and Jacob grunt-laughing and sniffing his fingers. When I’ve done that – the walk of shame, I reckon they call it – I slump against the garage door, biting back the retching, as I drunk-punch words into my phone.


Where r u?


Sorry, Iz. Nell wasn’t feeling great so I’m taking her home.


But I needed u.


Sorry, so did Nell.


X


U OK, Iz?


Yes.


And it shouldn’t be a surprise, not really, how easy it is for Grace to believe it. That I’m OK, I mean. But she obviously does, cos that’s the last of the messages and she’s probably back in Nell’s arms already, while I try to keep myself upright and wonder whether or not to go home.


Thing is, there’s not much choice. Even if it feels as slippery there as it did at the party, there’s nowhere else to go. And maybe Mum and Daniel will be in bed. And maybe my step-dad’s disapproval of the dress he said made me look like I was up for it will have passed and they’ll be sleeping and the house will be as quiet as me in the bathroom with Jacob before.


‘Izzy!’


Shit. Cos the vodka’s in my fingers as well as my head, these stupid fumbling fingers that can’t keep hold of the keys or whatever I had in my hand as a weapon on standby for when someone creeps up behind.


‘Izzy!’


My feet too. These ridiculous shoes on these dumb feet that can’t walk a straight line so it’s no wonder he catches me, right?


‘Izzy!’


And the voice is a hand, is a touch in the dark.


‘Wait. I’ll walk you home, yeah?’


‘Max.’


‘Who’d you think it was? Kylo Ren?’


‘Huh?’


‘Jesus, Iz. Here, let me.’ And before he even says what I should let him do, there’s an arm round my waist and we’re walking. ‘You’re smashed. Seriously, you shouldn’t be out on your own.’


If I were Grace, I’d have an answer for that. But I’m not Grace, am I? I’m pissed.


And I’m guessing Max must have brought me back before disappearing into the night, because, like magic, I’m home.


‘What time do you call this?’


I swear I nearly crap myself when a voice comes like a burglar alarm out of the dark.


I can see the shape of him on the floor, leaning against the wall under a framed page from a book about feelings Mum bought me when I was a kid. Happiness, it says, but when I flick the switch for the light, Daniel looks so far from happiness the irony’s not even funny.


‘What are you like, eh, Isabel?’


And maybe with the vodka I misread his face, cos even though it’s nothing like happy, his voice is different from the disgusted sneer when I left for the party earlier. None of the anger or disappointment. Softer maybe, like my stepdad might actually give a toss if I’m feeling awful, like really awful, like he did when we hadn’t known him long and I fell from my bike, and before the tears even had a chance to hit my cheeks, he’d scooped up the heap of me and smothered me with kisses he said were from fairies who’d given him powers to make me well. And, sure, I already knew fairies weren’t real but, as with everything else he said, I believed him.


‘Come here,’ he says now, a whole foot taller than me so his chin rests on my head when he brings me to his chest and tells me he has concerns. And it all feels kind of weird when he says he’s worried about boys, you know, because I’ve obviously been drinking, and then there’s that up-for-it dress, and I need to be more careful because ‘You’re so special’, and it’s not just his hand on my back, but his finger. And yeah, that’s attached to his hand, but one finger has a different kind of touch.


Mum appears at the top of the stairs and his hand flattens into a palm.


‘You OK, Isabel?’ Her voice tries to be a glass half full.


‘She’s good,’ Daniel says before I can say anything, using the bulk of him to shift me out of her sight.


And I guess from how her footsteps take her back into the bedroom, like Grace, Mum must also be choosing to believe that I’m fine.





TWO


It’s not the first time someone’s slipped me a pair of inflated tits under the table. And even though Miss Green’s on to him, I’m pretty sure it won’t be the last time Jacob pulls up some hardcore on his phone and passes it round the class like a tin of Quality Street at Christmas.


And if it weren’t for his juiced-up excitement, I could hand it straight back, but there’s this film of sweat from Jacob’s palms, and what with that and the shock of that mesh of bodies going at it like hairless animals in a screen-sized cage in a zoo, the phone falls to the floor in an all-eyes-on-me kind of clatter, and Jacob rolls his eyes, like, seriously, Izzy, as if I’m the idiot here.


It’s stupid really, how I can look at the phone as I pick it up but not at Jacob as I put it down on the desk, how his hard stare makes me feel as naked as those women in the film.


‘Honestly, you lot –’ Miss Green doesn’t clock Callum Gun’s hands miming just what he’d like to do to her bum as she walks from the whiteboard towards me – ‘how many times have you been told? No phones in class.’


‘Sorry, miss.’ Though Jacob’s voice is a sorry-not-sorry kind of smirk as Miss Green picks it up, turns it over and sees the mass of skin, the wet mouths and the perfectly timed shot of the man getting just what he came for. ‘I’ll delete it, miss,’ he says, but we all know that if he does, there are a thousand more where that came from – those films he called ‘life lessons’ when I saw him watching one on the bus a few months back and he did that V shape with his fingers, tongue between them, the other boys sniggering and, yeah, some of the girls too. ‘Come on, miss,’ he says now, ‘it’s a laugh, innit.’


But Miss Green, the inside of her bottom lip pulled back between her teeth, doesn’t look like she thinks that’s true.


‘Don’t be a prude, miss. It’s just bodies.’ He winks. ‘Natural, innit.’


I catch Grace’s eye, like, say something.


‘Ask Izzy, miss,’ Jacob mutters.


I swear my face melts into my body, melts into the floor.


Only it doesn’t, not really. There’s too much of me, too many inches of thick shame to disappear, and though Grace’s hand on my thigh is an anchor, it’s not enough to steady the shake, which starts in my fingers but spreads like gossip through the college corridors to the rest of me, cos though the click of Miss Green’s heels on the floor might have prevented her from hearing Jacob’s jibe about me, the rest of the class received it loud and clear.


Not that it’s anything new. Because, no kidding, it’s five weeks since that party, and Jacob’s still getting off on how easily I shrivel when he’s around.


‘Watch yourself, Mansfield.’


If Jacob’s voice was a sorry, not sorry, Grace’s is a you will be. But his shoulders are, like, whatever, as he stands, all that six foot two of him, following Miss Green to the front of the classroom, where he leans over her desk and in that voice, deep as hell since three or so years ago when he and his mates hulked from boy body to man body, he apologises, just sincere enough this time.


Miss Green tells him, ‘Any more of that and, honestly, Jacob, I’ll have no choice.’


‘Thanks, miss,’ he says, head down as he turns away from her, slipping the phone into his pocket, where he makes a pantomime grab of his dick. He mouths in my direction, ‘You love it.’


Max Dale shakes his head, like, you nob, Mansfield.


But he’s smiling.


Everyone’s smiling, right, cos it’s natural, innit? Anything else, and you’re just a prude.





THREE


‘All I’m saying is: I’m so totally glad boys aren’t my thing, that’s all.’ Grace’s voice is, like, totally am-dram. Ever since Mrs James, our Year Three teacher, told her how wonderfully she used emphasis after her turn reading Fantastic Mr Fox aloud in class, she’s been sure to verbally underline at least one word per sentence. ‘Jacob Mansfield is such a creep.’


She reckoned the breeze along the seafront would shift the humiliation that’s smeared like cheap sun cream across my skin, but the June heat’s making me stickier, which fits with the indignity, I guess; at least there’s no doubting that I now look as crap as I feel.


As usual, Grace glides through, talking at a hundred miles an hour, unaffected by humidity or shame. ‘If I was straight and had to choose from that bunch of pervs, I swear I’d die. Literally,’ she says, and, not for the first time, I wish I was gay too, because my best mate has a point – they don’t make it easy, those boys, and if I were gay, maybe Grace wouldn’t need Nell.


‘Nell would never be like that,’ she says.


And in my head, I’m thinking, Yeah, yeah, we all know Nell would never be like that, cos Nell is never anything but perfect, right?


‘OMG, Izzy, it’s bliss!’ Grace had swooned when, six weeks into their relationship, they’d ‘taken the plunge’ and spent a night in a Margate B & B, looking the following morning like two flushed explorers who’ve discovered a new moon.


‘Taken the plunge?’ I said, as we drank hot chocolate after, partly to dissect and partly so she wouldn’t be entirely lying when she told her mum she’d been hanging with me in the Old Town. ‘It sounds so wet.’


And she smiled, like, yeah, that’s the point, and though she was holding my hand at the time, like she always does when we’re revealing secrets, I felt this thin line being drawn between us, and I’ve had no hope of finding my way back to her side since.


‘Max isn’t so bad.’ I look away from Grace to the wind farm as I say it, or whisper it really, because I know what Grace will say. She’ll say, in a voice that sounds like one of those feminist books she’s always taking from the library, that I deserve better and nothing is better than something if the something thinks jacking off to that misogynistic smut is OK.


‘Yeah, not so bad if you like to spend time with someone whose idea of romance is sending out a group Snapchat asking three fingers or four.’


I know she’s proving some political point, but you’d think that, over a month on, Grace would stop using the most mortifying moment of my life to do it.


‘That was Jacob,’ I say, like it matters, cos right from the beginning, when we first started college and Jacob made some comment about us being scissor sisters, Grace lumped all that lot together in a box labelled ‘scum’. ‘Max is actually quite sweet.’ And I think of how he made sure I got home safely from that party and how, last Friday, when Grace was off with Nell – when isn’t she off with Nell? – and Max was at McDonald’s, he called out my name as I took my chocolate thick shake and asked if I wanted to walk home.


Normally, I’d have been, like, hold on, and disappeared to the loo to call Grace and ask what she thought, but Grace’s giggles at lunchtime had made it pretty clear what she and Nell were up to that night, so, without saying yes or no, I just shrugged and fell in step alongside him, realising quick enough how even Max’s voice had less swagger when Jacob Mansfield wasn’t in tow.


‘What you listening to?’ Max could have just pointed at the earphones hanging round my neck, but he actually lifted one from my shoulder and nodded at the phone poking out from the pocket of my bag. ‘Play it,’ he said.


If I’d put it like this to Grace, I swear she’d have been rolling her eyes, like, you just don’t get it, do you, Izzy?, and citing it as an example of Max’s patriarchal power. But it was more gentle than that, more of a question, and not even a piss-take when I had to explain it wasn’t Radio 1 or Spotify but this show, Desert Island Discs, that basically sums up my childhood with Mum.


‘It’s a radio programme,’ I said to Max. ‘On Radio 4.’


‘Radio 4! Isn’t that for old people?!’


‘Not always!’


And I reached for the earphones, but Max was all ‘I’m kidding, Izzy!’ and totally ‘Go on then, tell me more…’


‘It’s simple really. Each guest imagines they’re cast away to an island and has to choose the music they’d take with them.’ Funny, isn’t it, how easily the words came when it was just the two of us. ‘Eight songs. Possibly the only music they’ll have for the rest of their lives!’


‘Cool.’


And I couldn’t tell if Max was serious, but: ‘It is!’ I was practically gushing. ‘Cool, I mean.’ Though really it’s so much more.


I’ve been listening to them all again, those Desert Island Discs. On my own this time around, although sometimes, but not so much recently, if Daniel’s out I’ll give Mum an earphone, and while it’s not the green chair the two of us would squish into when I was a kid – that didn’t go with Daniel’s leather sofas apparently – the shared wires bring us close enough for me to feel her shoulders drop and her breaths deepen, for me to believe she’s also remembering how Desert Island Discs was once our thing.


Because it was definitely a thing. We’d kick off Sundays listening to pop music in a super deep bath. She’d let me wash her hair, stick a flannel to her face and make shampoo potions, which I’d rub into the purplish lines on her tummy, and we’d marvel at my wizard genius as, over time, they faded silver. When the water was cold and we were wrinkled, we’d get dressed, and I’d curl into Mum’s lap in that charity-shop green chair she bartered down to seven pounds fifty-five after we first moved out of Great-grandma’s place. And she’d stretch to switch from Radio 1 to Radio 4, ready to welcome guest after guest on to this island we’d made perfect for two.


And my mates reckon it’s a bit weird cos, I know, right, Desert Island Discs isn’t exactly Teletubbies or Postman Pat. And, to be clear, I did watch those things too. But Sundays were special. ‘Incredible’, Mum would say sometimes when the castaway had chosen their eight tracks, their luxury and their book, struggling occasionally to decide which one record they’d save if their collection was at risk of being lost to the sea, ‘what some people do with their lives…’ She’d hold me for some time after. ‘What they overcome.’


And last Friday, Max’s smile when I did hit play – it was curious, none of that sneering they’re so full of in the canteen. And it felt kind of nice, kind of all right, to be with Max Dale when Grace was so obviously caught up in Nell.


‘’S cool.’ He nodded, like, honestly, Iz, I’m not taking the piss, returning the earphone when the castaway’s track ended.


Jacob was hurling ‘oi oi’s from across the street by then, sniffing and waving his fingers, and it was clear the moment was done.


‘Later!’ Max was away, over the road, shrugging off whatever Jacob was saying, with one last look back at me before they were gone.


‘Quite sweet?’ Grace says now. ‘This flake is sweet, Iz.’ She licks at the 99. ‘Max Dale is not sweet. He might not be as gross as Jacob, but he’s best mates with the guy, and that’s got to say something.’


‘I’m best mates with you. I hope people don’t judge me for that!’


I take a swipe at her ice cream, but she’s too quick.


‘Should have got your own,’ she says. Then, like always, she says, ‘Have a bit if you want.’ But I’m on this food plan my stepdad Daniel’s cooked up for my mum and me. ‘Suit yourse— Oh, hold it a mo, would you?’ And the Mr Whippy’s practically in my face as she starts digging for her ringing phone in her bag. ‘Babe,’ she says, as the cold slips down my throat and into my belly. ‘Sure,’ she says, ‘about ten minutes, yeah?’


And the cold mixes with the sad cos it’s clear I’m about to be abandoned. It’s practically a habit now, how Grace leaves me for Nell. Even the chocolate’s no consolation.


‘You don’t mind, do you, Iz?’


Of course I shake my head, no, I don’t mind, because as much as I hate that face Grace has whenever she hears from her girlfriend – that wide-eyed look of the Beast in the animated version when he meets Beauty on the stairs for a dance, sporting a suit and that crazy big can’t-believe-his-luck kind of grin – it offers me hope, too. Hope, I guess, that for all the crappy places it can take you, it’s also possible love will lead you to that top-step moment when anything seems possible, when the Beast changes from a monster and a happily ever after doesn’t seem so much of a fairy-tale trick after all.


‘Go! Have fun.’ I mean it too.


Just like I mean the smile as she skips off and mean it still as Max Dale appears from behind a beach hut, asking in that not-so-swagger kind of voice if I fancy meeting up later. Grinning, totally friendly, totally cool, he says, ‘Thought maybe you’ve got some more old-people radio shows you wanna share?’





FOUR


‘Who was he?’ Daniel’s voice is a can of Coke – I know the rising bubbles are in there but can’t be sure how fierce they’ll be until he opens the can. It’s always tricky to tell how much he’s been shaken.


‘Who do you mea—’


But my stepdad’s speaking over me, already on his next lot of questions, asking if ‘that boy’ goes to my college and where did we head to looking so close and so conspiratorial.


‘Imagine my surprise,’ he says, stirring milk into the tea he’s making for me, taking the sugar from the cupboard but with a quick glance at my belly, an almost undetectable shake of his head, putting it back without adding any, and then arranging three cookies on a plate and leaving them on the end of the breakfast bar, just within arm’s reach. ‘I wasn’t sure if it was you at first. I didn’t think you were the kind of girl to be out with a boy on your own.’


He takes a biscuit, delicate bites, elongated chews, eyes on me while my gaze flits from him to the plate, where a chocolate chip has come loose.


It’s just a chocolate chip. But it’s not, not really. It’s willpower. Or, on Daniel’s part, just power, full stop.


Daniel’s behind me then, his breath in my ear. ‘There’s certainly no mistaking you from behind though, is there, Isabel,’ he says, the smile in his voice as cool as his hand on my back, that flesh between my T-shirt and jeans. Two of his fingertips press and pull on my skin until Mum appears, and he sweeps his palm away, like it was never there, to her waist, easing her from the two remaining cookies. ‘Nah-ah-ah! Not on the food plan, remember!’ And he slides the plate along the work surface straight past me and across to the other side, scooting around to catch it before it falls. ‘Save!’


I don’t know if it’s the actor in him, but Daniel’s always saving things: biscuits, the day, us. I swear he’s waiting for a part as a knight just so he can come home in the shining armour. As if looking like George Clooney isn’t enough. He’d opt for the white horse too, come charging in like he always does with his facial-ed skin, his massaged cuticles and his dyed grey hair to cast his net across the room, hauling Mum in with those practised lines of his, not the ones from scripts but from the part of Daniel that personally wrote their wedding vows in which he promised to love her fully, endlessly, differently from the way anyone has loved her before.


‘He’s passionate,’ Mum’s said in the past, and my mates would back her up, swooning like they do when he dons the tux with the undone bow tie, suit jacket hooked on his finger and slung over his shoulder in what appears to be a casual way but, believe me, I’ve seen him rehearsing it in the mirror before heading off to some party so middle-aged women can have their photo taken with their arms wrapped around a fake George.


So my stepdad isn’t some horsebacked prince but a look-alike, though he prefers to tell everyone he’s an actor really, the George thing is just for fun, but with Clooney being so popular, ‘and so handsome’, Daniel jokes in that way that manages to be self-deprecating even though he’s basically saying he’s, like, really hot, the celebrity-double work just keeps on coming so ‘it’d be foolish to say no’. Daniel is anything but foolish.


‘Come on then, Isabel, spill the beans.’ He winks at Mum. ‘I believe our little minx here may have bagged her first boyfriend.’


‘He’s not my boyfriend.’


‘The lady doth protest too much.’ Crumbs from the second cookie spill from between his teeth.


‘He’s just a friend.’


Grace would kill me for even calling Max that. For even walking those few minutes with Max and shrugging my shoulders, like, yeah, when he asked if I was free later.


‘All I’m saying is I hope you don’t do anything you shouldn’t with your friend.’


What I want most is to snap Daniel’s fingers in half as he makes those air quotes around ‘friend’, but I don’t, obviously, cos if Mum’s anything to go by, the best thing to do is just ignore the fact that Daniel’s being a complete and utter dick and just sit there staring at that one last cookie like it might actually be the answer to your woes.


As if.


She won’t even look at me. Picks at her bitten nails instead, pushing them into her hairline, where the red, which looked so electric in those photos she’d begged her grandmother to take of the two of us when I was a baby, is now muted by thicker, wirier stands of grey.


‘You wouldn’t want to end up like Vicky Pollard here, would you?’ He nudges Mum with his elbow.


My face must be, like, I don’t get it.


‘Teenage mum,’ Daniel says. ‘What a slaaaaaaaaaag.’ His voice has echoes of a TV-show insult – a comedy, right. A joke? But Mum had enough of that at the time, I reckon.


I get it at college too. Boys spitting the word out in fake coughs as I walk down the corridor. The girls don’t bother with names, but their quick-up-and-down-on-me eyes are as lethal as slurs, and then there are their giggles behind hands, which have probably been in way worse places than mine are rumoured to have gone at that party.


Ugh, that party. Too much vodka and not enough dinner or Grace, and I couldn’t stop Jacob Mansfield doing whatever he did in that bathroom. The rest would have been a blur if it weren’t for the picture he took of me slumped into the wall, my up-for-it dress ridden over my thighs, legs slightly apart and mouth dropped open like he’d literally only just pulled out his tongue. Three fingers or four, he scrawled in red across my body in the photo, sending it to his mates, who sent it to their mates, who sent it to their mates, cos obviously it was, like, the funniest thing ever.


You know, someone once said how the things that aren’t great at the time are the things that will eventually become your best stories to tell in the pub. Dark humour maybe. So perhaps there’s hope, right, that, one day, I will tell the tale of Jacob Mansfield and his fingers out loud and it won’t feel like fire in my bones.


Today’s not forever, right? Things can change.


‘I’m just teasing, Isabel.’ Daniel’s voice is a don’t-be-ababy-now kind of chiding. ‘Joking aside, you should be careful though. Shouldn’t she, Stephanie?’


Mum looks at him, like, whatever you say, Daniel.


‘You want to save yourself for someone special,’ he says, not for the first time but for the first time in front of my mum. ‘Not like your mother here, sleeping with any Tom, Dick or Harry when she was sixteen.’


I swear her face doesn’t even flicker. My heart, on the other hand – my heart is raging. Because they may have been young, but Mum’s promised me my dad was special. She doesn’t say this now though, does she? Just sits there as Daniel takes his time chewing that last bloody cookie.


‘Oops, sorry,’ he says, hand over his mouth in Oscar-worthy shock at his greed. ‘I didn’t even offer you one. Probably for the best though, eh.’ Mum’s as blank as ever when he pinches her bum. ‘We all know what you ladies are like: a moment on the lips, forever on the hips. I’ll make us something healthy for dinner while you do your homework, shall I?’


Only I don’t do my homework. What I do is sit with my Jar of Sunshine, taking off its lid, removing the yellow beads my real dad gave me and rolling them between my fingers before tucking them back inside along with these whispers about how special he was. How different he was. How much I wish he was here.


And then I think about calling Grace. And then I sit and think about Grace with Nell. And then I sit and think about Grace with Nell and me with nobody, until my phone beeps with a message from Max Dale saying he meant what he said earlier, about meeting up, and, sure, Grace says a nobody is better than a somebody if the somebody isn’t the right body, but she’s not the one sitting on her own, desperate to avoid dinner and its inevitable scene.


Sure, I say to Max, a small part of my big body wondering if there’s some trick in his offer.


This isn’t a joke, is it? I ask him.


And he’s straight back with a No, promise.


So, before I have time to doubt the decision, I put my Jar of Sunshine back on the shelf, and I go.





FIVE


‘I’ve been working on the music I’d take,’ Max says.


I must look at him like, huh?


‘To my island, Izzy! It’s hard, man. To narrow it down to eight. Didn’t you say they can take a book too?’


‘Yeah’ is all I can manage. I want to be funny. I want to be cool. Basically, I want to be Grace.


‘Go on then.’ Max nudges me with his knee as he hands me a Freddo with one hand and picks up a pebble with the other. ‘What would yours be?’


And I wonder about that feelings book mum bought me, about taking the happiness Daniel cut out of it and sticking it back in, because maybe with that and the desert-island isolation I’d have a chance of finally putting all my screwed-up feelings straight. But no way I’m admitting that to Max, obviously, so: ‘I dunno. Carol Ann Duffy?’


‘Carol Ann Duffy?’ Max’s voice is all are you sure?, and I’m convinced he’ll do a Jacob and call her a dyke, but: ‘You mean the poet?’


‘Yeah, we read her in English Lit.’


‘I know.’


Of course he does – he was there, wasn’t he? Slouched beside Jacob, who was sly-winking: ‘That Duffy, she’s one of your lot, isn’t she, Grace? Go for her, would you? I mean, you like a white one, don’t you? Saw you at that party and you was well into that bird. Whatsherface? Nell, isn’t it?’ And it was all kinds of spineless, but I couldn’t deny the relief that for once they were talking about that party and hadn’t yet mentioned Jacob’s fingers or me. ‘Don’t your mum and dad mind their little black princess going out with a white girl?’


‘White girl, black girl…so long as it’s not a little nob like you, Jacob, they don’t really care.’


She always has the answer, does Grace.


‘“Anon”, that’s one of Duffy’s poems, right?’


And I don’t know what to say now, because Max Dale talking about poetry is as much of a shock as Max Dale inviting me out, as Max Dale not laughing, like, fooled you, when I met him by Tesco Express, half expecting Jacob to appear from behind the bins to take another photo of just what an idiot I am for actually believing Max Dale might want to spend time with me. But the thing is, he does. Want to spend some time with me, I mean, cos he was all smiles and ‘All right, Izzy’, totally shy even as he suggested we go to the beach.


And now, with his Freddos and his pebbles, he looks at me like, come on then, you’re the one who kicked this game off.


‘Yeah, I like that one, “Anon”. Depressing though.’


Max looks at me like, how come?


‘Women not having a voice and all that.’


‘Different these days though, innit?’ Max says. ‘Look at Grace. No one can say she hasn’t got a voice.’ And his voice? He tries to make it as cool as his Coke but, like the can in the evening sunshine, it can’t quite stay chilled. ‘Speaking of Grace –’ he plonks the whole bag of Freddos in my lap – ‘I know she’s got a girlfriend, Izzy, but do you reckon that it might just be, you know, a phase?’


And thank god for Max’s nerves because all those jitters with his fingers and the pebbles and the looking at me, like, don’t tell her I’ve said this – yeah, it all adds up to him not picking up on my disappointment.


‘You like Grace?’ I ask him, and he nods, shy but not quite defeated.


‘Yeah. Well, sort of.’ He just about dares to look up. ‘And I get she’s gay, but Jacob reckons all girls come round in the end.’


And I might not say anything, but the rolling eyes must convey exactly what I think of Jacob’s theory because Max shakes his head, like, all right, point taken.


‘Did it look like a phase when you saw her at that party with her girlfriend?’


‘S’pose,’ he says. ‘I’m surprised you can even remember.’


Honestly, I’d rather he swooned over Grace than we talk about that.


‘You were gone, Izzy.’


‘No more than you or Jacob or any of your other mates.’


‘Isn’t the same for us though, is it?’


And I wonder how much Max would like Grace if she were here now, laying into him for that.


‘You fancy getting something to eat?’ he says.


‘Haven’t we already?’ I hold up the Freddos in my lap, like, what more could we possibly need?


Max is all fair point, when there are these shouts from up by the huts.


‘Eh, eh, what’s going on here then, Maxy? Getting yourself a bit of Izzy action, are you?’


Jacob’s not looking at his mate though. His eyes are on me.


‘Loosened you up a bit, didn’t I, Fingers?’


Despite our silence, he keeps going.


‘You need to drop her back at KFC, Max. Recycle her bucket.’


My big toe finds a small patch of sand among the pebbles, digs in.


‘You at football in the morning?’ Max asks.


I see what Max is doing, but changing the subject doesn’t stop the burn in my face, that churn in the pit of my belly.


‘Yeah, mate.’


The two of them drift up the path in a rush of banter and brawn, and I wonder how long it’ll last, this easy chat about my vagina. It’s not like either of them is calling it that but, let’s face it, that’s what it comes down to. What I boil down to. For them.


‘Sorry ’bout Jacob,’ Max says when he comes back, snatching the last Freddo from my palm. ‘He’s all right really. He’s only trying to be funny.’


And I’d love to believe him but…‘Is it though?’


‘What?’


‘Is it funny?’


You’d think from his silence that I’d asked Max the square root of 3.8 billion.


‘What Jacob says, I mean. What he does. Is it actually funny?’


And I’m not usually one for confrontation. I mean, there’s no way I’d speak with Jacob like this, but Max isn’t Jacob. It’s not that I know what Max is exactly, but he’s not that.


‘Like the other day, when he was banging on about the fingers thing for, like, the millionth time, you know, when he said he knows how much I liked his sweet stuff.’


‘Oh, yeah, with the Curly Wurly.’ And maybe it is actually funny, because then Max is kind of laughing when he remembers how Jacob unwrapped the long chocolate bar, poking it up inside my T-shirt, prodding my boobs with it, playing to the crowd, asking if anyone fancied fetching the crumbs. ‘It’s not like he actually touched you though, Izzy.’


And yeah, there were no fingers that time, I guess.


‘Shall we then?’


My eyebrows must be, like, what?


‘Get something to eat?’ Max says, smiling as if ‘it’s not like he actually touched you’ will have undone all the shame that comes with Jacob’s ‘jokes’.


‘Sure,’ I tell him. Cos it’s not like it’s his fault Jacob’s a complete bellend. And, more importantly, it’s not like I’ve got anything better to do, what with Grace otherwise engaged and my stepdad on the prowl at home.


So we start walking up to McDonald’s and Max turns to me, totally serious, and tells me, ‘Your old-person programme’s not so bad, you know.’


‘My old-person programme? I hope you’re not demeaning the iconic brilliance that is Desert Island Discs?’


‘Not demeaning it at all actually. I quite liked it.’


‘You listened to it?’


‘Yep. Some comedian. He only went and admitted he was a virgin until he was twenty-six! Twenty-six!’ Max repeats, with a quick look over his shoulder to check no one but me is listening. ‘No way I’m waiting that long.’


‘So you’re…’


‘Yeah.’ His voice is a finger to his mouth, like, don’t say anything though.


‘The way you and Jacob and that lot bang on…’


‘Just bants though, innit.’


Yeah, right, isn’t it always? But I don’t say that, obviously, because I’m not Grace, am I? Never will be.


‘Sorry,’ I say, when we’re done with the Happy Meal and back outside in the late-evening sun. Max looks at me, like, what for?


‘About Grace.’


‘Whatever.’ And if Max’s voice were a pair of glasses, they’d be rose-tinted to match his not-totally-given-up-yet grin.


‘Max.’


He turns around when I call him back.
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