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      If I blink too much, I’m sorry, it’s just that ... I don’t know really. It’s just this habit of mine.

      God, I’m sorry, I don’t know what I’m saying now. Why did I start talking in the first place?

      Sometimes, I wonder why I’m even here. I look in the mirror at some fourteen-nearly-fifteen-year-old-girl.

      Me.

      It.

      Sorry.

      I leave the girls’ toilet and start walking along the second-floor corridor, my footsteps the only noise around me. I stop. Someone’s coming. I don’t know why I’m surprised by that, but I am. There are over a thousand girls in this school, but for a moment, it felt nice just being on my own with no one saying anything.

      Two girls from my year appear from around the corner and join me in the echoey corridor. They aren’t in my class, but they know me, I know they do – everyone heard about what happened to me last week. They are laughing. Is it about me? It nearly always is. I listen to their hushed, but somehow deafening, conversation, half wanting to close my ears to it and half so desperate to hear what they are saying I want to be invisible and follow them to their next class like a ghost.

      Is there a part of me that enjoys the pain of the words that chip away another brick in the wall I have built around myself – or have I become so used to it that I’d miss it if it wasn’t there? I learnt about Stockholm Syndrome last week; a condition which causes hostages to develop a kind of psychological connection to their captors. I can understand that because I feel trapped by their words that make me feel worthless, but, at the same time, the main focus in the room.

      I hear it just as they are about to pass – one word. They don’t say anything else before they are gone again, my footsteps once more the only noise in the hallway. I stop and for a moment, close my eyes, feeling the warmth of the sun through the large window which comforts me like a balm, but I can still feel the vibrations of the word passing through me in waves.

      It’s just a word. Just one word, but it comes with a weight far heavier than I can bear, and all because of something I was born with. I can’t escape it, and if I were to rip it out of my head until I was bald, my skin still bears evidence that it exists, with tiny dots of sun damage leading a path to it, and lashes so light they might as well not be there.

      And that word.

      Ginger.

      Me.

      It.

      The first hard G arrives like an alarm warning me of what is about to happen next. The second softer G, full of their joy, full of my pain, leaving me hating my hair a little bit more – hating myself a little bit more. It always surprises me that I have any hate left to give to myself. That’s a positive, I suppose. Just when you think you can’t get any lower, you find a shovel and keep digging.

      I feel the warmth again, but this time it makes my skin clammy. I realise that I am shaking, too, and I bring my hand up to my nose and take a deep breath. It’s just a word and yet it’s reduced me to this. Sorry, I should really know better by now, and have learned how to fight it, but I don’t have any fight left – that was taken from me many years ago, along with my self-esteem, to a place I don’t have a map for.

      I hear a voice in my head again, but another word this time – move.
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        * * *

      

      I had a really good day today. No one said anything, and I even had a compliment – well, it was about my pencil case, but I’ll take that. It’s a start. It was from a girl in maths. She might have marked my white top with a purple felt tip last year, but all that is forgotten because of how she made me feel today. She was sitting directly behind me when I felt a jab between my shoulder blades. I remember my back spasmed in fear as I didn’t know what was coming next. I hate being in the middle of a classroom knowing there are people behind me, talking about me, plotting. Today, I listened, desperate to hear what they were saying, and ended up missing most of the lesson. No wonder I’m behind. You’re probably thinking it’s usually the brainy kids who get picked on, but in my world, it’s the other way around. The ones who do well are either normal enough to be left alone or the ones picking on weirdos like me.

      When the girl – Libby – told me that she liked my pencil case, I was so grateful that it wasn’t about me that I nearly cried, with words tumbling out of my mouth in my haste to thank her. I passed it straight over because she said she wanted to get a better look at it. It was so embarrassing as I could feel the desperation in my voice, but I couldn’t help myself. Usually, I hate maths, but that was the best lesson I’d had in ages. The edge was taken off it by another girl who asked to borrow my new banana-scented gel pen, and I handed it over, not wanting to upset her, whilst knowing that I’d never see it again and I was going to do nothing about it – so did she, and I can still see her smile as she took off the lid. She asked to borrow one of my gel pens a month ago, too. She hasn’t returned it, but I’d give her a whole rainbow of pens if she asked me today.

      I am so tired now that I feel my eyes drooping over my homework. I don’t even know what I’m looking at anymore. Giving up, I close my book and notice my pencil case peeping out of my open school bag. I smile then reach over and pick it up, turning it in my hands, but quickly drop it when I see writing on the bottom, hidden from me before, the sound of pencils and pens crashing together inside it as it hits the floor.

      One word: G I N G E R, written in giant letters and signed Libby.

      The word smells like bananas.
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        * * *

      

      I tried everything to get the pen marks off my pencil case, but in the end, I threw it, because even if I had managed to clean it, I wouldn’t have been able to rub out the memory. Mum bought it for me last Christmas and I told her I spilled correction fluid all over it. She believed me, too. I feel like the disappointment of what Libby did has tipped me over the edge into somewhere I don’t know but definitely don’t want to be.

      I see the gates of my school ahead and look up at the first-floor window of the common room. So many girls are already inside even though it is still so early. I take a step back. I don’t think I can do this today. When it first started, I told myself every single day that it was fine – after all it’s just words. But, four years later, those words have turned to feelings of hate. In my head I scream I HATE HATE HATE MY LIFE. I hate being me.

      That surprises me. Even though I already knew this about myself, I never fully realised it until today. Something about it gives me an odd kind of strength. I even laugh – how can it possibly get any worse? I squeeze the strap of my rucksack then go inside.
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        * * *

      

      I wake up in the middle of the night. It’s Sunday, maybe Monday by now, but it’s about three days since Libby wrote on my pencil case. My skin is damp, and it feels as if all the breath has left my body. My mouth is completely dry, too, and as I reach for the glass of water on my little bedside table, I notice that my hands are shaking. I put the water down and look at the moon peeking through the gap in my curtains. Suddenly, I start to cry, and at first, it hurts me, the dryness of my throat ripping with every sob, before I feel the world start to spin. My head is pounding now. Help me, I want to cry out, but I can’t because I am dying.

      I can’t breathe …

      I am plummeting into a black hole …

      Spinning, spinning …

      I can’t stop …

      I am flying, somersaulting …

      Or am I still?

      I grab my quilt, the softness bringing me back down to earth.

      Finally, the room stops spinning.

      I see the curtains again. I am lying on my bed.

      There is a moment of complete silence. I have never heard nothing before – didn’t know it was possible – and now there is a wave of pure pain. My pain. What just happened to me?

      I sit up and put my hand on my chest to check I am still alive. I think I am, but what am I? I turn on my lamp then get out of bed and look in the mirror.

      I see me – it. My hair. My freckles, the orange brownness of them. I want to cut them out, stab them with a compass. Pick out each and every one then feel the satisfaction of blood rising to the surface before running down my white arm. I keep looking and something changes inside me – a hardness, a softness. I have given in to the gods of whatever wants to hurt me. What do you want from me? Take it, take all of it, I don’t care anymore.

      I go back to bed and fall asleep with my face turned away from the moon.
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        * * *

      

      I am standing outside the pharmacy in town. I came here straight after school because today is the day, but for some reason, my feet won’t budge. Just do it, please. You want this …

      But do I?

      I can’t believe I’m stalling when I’ve wanted this for so long and my mum is finally letting me as it’s my birthday. I have been coming to this pharmacy every day for weeks now, waiting for this moment, looking at all the tones graduating from blonde to black. I even know what colour I am going to get, too – No. 55, Medium brown. The woman on the packet looks happy. Maybe it will make me happy, too. I move away from the metal railing I have been leaning against and push open the door.

      A bell rings as I do, and the pharmacist and his wife appear from behind a little window at the back of the shop where all the medication is kept. ‘Hello,’ they say in unison as they recognise me now.

      ‘Hello,’ I say back, but turn before they can try and make conversation with me and put me off what I need to do. When I first started coming in here, I think they thought I was going to rob them – couldn’t understand what I was looking at every day. Thankfully, there is a lot in here that any teenage girl might like; stands of nail varnish shaped like small mountains and row upon row of make-up. A few times a week, I’d buy a lollipop from the
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