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“So uplifting and powerful – so, so good.” Cathy Cassidy

“Brave, honest, and heart-breakingly funny.” Ben Miller

“A beautiful, relevant story of courage, strength, and not letting other people decide who you are.” Kate Weston

Amelia Bright wants to be the best at everything. But when it comes to popularity, she is dead last. No matter what she tries, she can’t shake her reputation as a maggoty nobody.

When she meets cute new boy Evan, Amelia wonders if he can help her lose her loser status. And in a moment of hope, she agrees to something she quickly regrets – something that goes viral at school. Now she’s not just called “maggot”, she’s a “bad influence” – and worse. But Amelia’s determined not to let one mistake define her…she’s so much more than the image everyone sees online.

A powerfully real and funny new story from the rising queen of teen, about first kisses, learning to be true to yourself and how one click can last for ever…
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For my brilliant big sister

Content note: This book contains mild swearing and teenage themes
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It started on the way to school. My entire life unravelling, that is. Like one of those itchy, pastel-coloured jumpers Nana used to knit us for Christmas that always fell to bits by New Year. A few people were giving me funny looks as I walked up the hill, so I already knew something was up. But my sister Hannah told me to stop dawdling. It was spitting and neither of us had brought an umbrella.

It’s uphill all the way to school from our cottage and the muscles in my thighs were aching. It was only the second week back after the summer holidays and my legs weren’t used to it again yet. I stopped for a second and someone on a bike yelled, “Get out of the way!” instead of ringing their bell like a civilized human being. There aren’t too many civilized human beings at my school.

I have Orchestra practice Monday lunchtimes, so I had my cello strapped to my back and leaned forward as I walked. When you get about halfway up the hill you can see the North Sea behind the row of houses. A flock of kittiwakes was floating on the surface of the water, bobbing with the choppy waves. It was really windy, and I was slightly worried about over-balancing and getting swept over the cliffs out to sea. I’m pretty sure my cello case would float, but I’m not particularly confident in my open-sea survival skills. I can get into difficulty rock pooling. I was just imagining using my cello as a makeshift raft when I noticed a group of girls on the other side of the road laughing at me. The tallest one, Madison Hart, gave me the kind of look you might give your shoe if you’d just stepped in a dog turd.

It’s not like I hadn’t seen that look before. Last year, I overheard Madison and her friends talking about Venus flytraps. It was during our library lesson so we were supposed to be reading but they weren’t. I’m a Library Ambassador and I’d seen a book about Venus flytraps so I thought, This is my chance. A legitimate reason to talk to the popular girls! I turned my chair around to join their table and said, “There’s a book about Venus flytraps in the non-fiction section. I can get it for you if you like?”

Only they all burst out laughing. Madison looked at me as though I’d just crawled out of the bin, and said, “Don’t talk to us, Maggot, like, ever.”

Gracie Chapman added, “You are such a freak.”

Then Mrs Gordon shushed us, so I turned my chair back around and carried on reading I Capture the Castle, blinking tears of humiliation back into my eyes. I found out later they were talking about a new song called “Venus Flytrap”, and I felt even more like an idiot.

I can’t exactly blame Madison. It was DJ who started it all. He’s the one responsible for my “Maggot” nickname and subsequent major unpopularity. It was right at the beginning of Year Seven when he blurted out, “Oi, how come you’re so pale? You look like a maggot.” The name stuck like he’d tattooed it to my face. I’m in Year Nine now and I still hear it on a regular basis. I try not to let it bother me. There are more important matters, after all. Like marine ecosystem deterioration and reading the entire Classic Books List Mrs Gordon pinned up in the library and my dad being constantly disappointed in me. But still, DJ and his friends enjoy reminding me how low I’m placed in the social hierarchy at school. I’m pretty much rock bottom. Once DJ put his hand up in science and asked if my freckles were a form of facial disease. Everyone except my best friend Nisha laughed.

But there was something in Madison’s sneer that morning on the way to school that put me on edge. Like she knew something I didn’t. And I got a really bad feeling in my stomach.

“Hannah, do I have breakfast on my face or something?” I asked the back of my sister’s head.

Hannah briefly glanced over her shoulder at me, her shiny red hair whipping about in the wind. “Nope,” she said, matter-of-factly. “But you do have a massive spot on your forehead.”

“Yes, thanks, I know about that.” I ran a finger over the volcano-sized lump above my left eyebrow. Maybe I should have squeezed it. Just then, a boy a little way ahead of us turned around and shouted something. It was Arran Parsons. I recognized him immediately because he’s the only boy in my year with a moustache. He’s in one of the popular crowds so he usually ignores me. I didn’t catch what he said, but the eruption of laughter that followed from his friends told me it wasn’t very nice. My stomach flipped over. Why is Arran shouting at me? Maybe my humungous spot is visible from all the way up the hill.

I put my hand over my forehead, but Arran shouted again, even louder. Then there was no mistaking it. Obviously, I’d heard that repulsive word before. I’d just never heard it directed at me. Hannah must have heard him that time too, because she stopped walking and I almost crashed into her. My cheeks burned crimson and a sick feeling pooled like salt water in my stomach.

“What did you just say?” Hannah shouted back at him. Hannah’s always been more daring than me. It’s like she doesn’t care what anyone thinks of her, not even Dad. I’m the exact opposite. I hardly think about anything else.

I tugged on the edge of Hannah’s coat. “Leave it, Hannah. Please.”

“Ask your sister! She’s the one sharing!” Arran shouted back, holding up his phone. His blond hair was shaved at the sides, but dyed black and gelled into spikes at the top. I don’t know what that style is called, but it reminded me of a great crested grebe. Then he said it. “Nice bangers by the way.” And I felt as though I’d plunged feet first into the freezing depths of the North Sea.

“What does he mean by that?” Hannah asked, turning to me. My cheeks were probably deep scarlet by now. “Amelia, what’s going on?”

I stared at the ground. Tiny dots of rain were spattering the concrete and the tops of my shoes, and the wind was swirling autumn leaves about like sparks from a bonfire. Now, wind, I thought. Now would be a really good time to pick me up and carry me out to sea.

“Amelia?” Hannah said again. “Why did he say that?” My sister repeated the horrible word Arran had shouted at me. It felt like an arrow had struck me in the chest. I couldn’t catch my breath.

“How am I supposed to know?” I said, trying to hide my scarlet cheeks with my hair. “I don’t even know him.”

Then my phone started going. My phone never goes on the way to school. Nisha gets a lift early with her dad on his way to work and goes straight to the library where you’re not allowed to use your phone. And let’s face it – who else was going to message me?

“Why is your phone going off like that?” Hannah asked, stepping towards me. For a moment I thought she was going to frisk me like security guards do at the airport. Inside my pocket, I held on tight to my phone.

“It’s not my phone,” I said weakly.

“Right,” Hannah replied. “Like someone else has the opening bars to Fauré’s Élégie as their message tone.” I immediately regretted letting Ju-Long show me how to download that message tone after Orchestra practice last week. We were almost at the school gates, and crowds of people were starting to appear from different directions. Most of them seemed to be looking at me.

Hannah took my arm and gently pulled me to one side of the pavement, out of the surge of people heading up the hill. “What’s going on, Amelia? Why is everyone staring at you?”

I stood there for a few seconds, summoning up the courage to lie to my sister. I knew from experience it wasn’t a good idea. But I couldn’t bear for her to know what I’d done. “Arran’s just joking around,” I said, feeling my heart sink low enough to meet the tide. “I’d better go. I don’t want to be late.” But I couldn’t disguise the tears collecting in my eyes.

“Amelia!” Hannah shook my shoulders to try and make me look at her, but I kept my eyes fixed on a flattened piece of chewing gum stuck to the ground, wishing I could somehow trade places with it. “Tell me what’s going on.”

“Nothing,” I said quickly, my voice quivering slightly. I couldn’t meet Hannah’s eyes. Because the truth was, I knew exactly why people were staring. And that knowledge was almost drowning me. I had to find somewhere to hide. “I’ll see you later.”

I brushed past Hannah, accidentally knocking her with my cello case, and carried on into school. One of my socks had slid down and gathered under my heel, but I didn’t stop to pull it up even though I’d probably get a blister.

Once I was a few metres away from the music block, out of the crowds, I allowed myself to glance at my phone. It wasn’t some stupid meme or so-called “joke” DJ had created about me this time. It was the thing I’d feared the most since hearing Arran Parsons shouting “Slag!” at me: The Photo.

Hot tears blew across my face into my hair, the ones I’d been holding in so Hannah wouldn’t find out. I didn’t bother wiping them away, even though the salt stung my skin in the wind. Now I knew for certain why people were staring at me. And why my phone was going off as though I was a member of the popular crowd instead of the maggoty-nobody I actually was.

I still don’t know why I was striding towards school instead of running in the opposite direction – to one of the docked boats on the shore and setting sail for a desert island or something. Maybe because right then, I didn’t have the faintest idea just how bad it was all going to get.
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Three days later, I was sitting outside Mrs Weaver’s office. The blinds were closed so I couldn’t see what was happening inside. I could imagine my dad’s face though, his forehead creased in frustration and silent fury, like when the New York Yankees have gone a point down. Or when I only came second in the Year Eight Spelling Bee last year. Despite always trying my best, I’d seen that look more times than I cared to remember. A look that makes you feel like a total and utter failure.

The dull roar of lunchtime noise came drifting down the corridor like a bad smell. All the fields were out of bounds because they were waterlogged, even though it was only September, so everyone was hanging out in classrooms and corridors. My stomach was doing backflips, terrified someone would spot me.

Selina, my dad’s girlfriend, was sitting in the chair next to mine. She had a sympathetic look on her face that made me feel a hundred times worse for some reason. She tilted her head to one side, gazing sadly at me through extended eyelashes. Her lipstick shade was called Velvet Allure. I know because she’d spent the last ten minutes telling me all about the contents of her make-up bag. As though I was sitting outside the principal’s office wondering which shade of bronzer sculpted and defined Selina’s contours. I guess she could tell I wasn’t interested, because she put her make-up away, then put her wrist under my nose.

“Your dad just bought me this perfume. It’s called Purple Nightshade.” She indicated for me to inhale. “Mike’s so romantic.”

I know she was trying to take my mind off what was happening. But my brain automatically went to the first thing I knew so what came out of my mouth was, “The purple nightshade plant is highly toxic.”

Selina would have probably looked concerned if her face wasn’t full of those chemicals that paralyse your facial muscles. It would be hard to tell how old she was if I didn’t know already. She’s twenty-nine. Only fourteen years older than Hannah. Twenty years younger than my dad! It’s one of the reasons Hannah says we’re not allowed to like her.

“Toxic?” Selina asked.

I didn’t mean to say the rest of it. But my stomach was doing somersaults and I was terrified about having to talk to Mrs Weaver about The Photo, so my mouth went into overdrive. “Yeah,” I said, my eyes flicking from the office door to Selina’s face. “I read this murder mystery novel where a character uses purple nightshade to kill people. It was set in the nineteenth century, but I’m pretty sure it was accurate. First, it paralyses your vocal cords, then it restricts your breathing, and finally you get these violent convulsions.” I mimed the final stages of purple nightshade poisoning in case Selina didn’t know what the word “convulsions” meant. Then I straightened my uniform and checked for the hundredth time that my top button was done up. “It’s a pretty flower, but ultimately fatal. My dad sure has a weird idea of romance. It can literally kill you.”

In my defence, it was impossible to tell if Selina was horrified because her face didn’t move. But I guess she must have been, because she spent the next few minutes reading about purple nightshade on her phone. I wasn’t lying or anything so I didn’t mind. But when she pulled a packet of wipes out of her bag and started removing the perfume from her wrists and neck, I did feel kind of bad.

Don’t get me wrong, I don’t hate Selina. It’s just that I’m not supposed to like the person our dad started dating three weeks after leaving Mum. But Selina is one of those people who is impossible to dislike. Mostly I just pretended I didn’t like her in front of Hannah. Still, I had no idea what she was doing here. She’d been with my dad for about a year, but Selina wasn’t family. If I was going to get excluded or suspended or executed by firing squad, or whatever punishment Mrs Weaver had in store for me, I didn’t want Selina there to see it. Maybe she thought me getting in trouble at school for the first time was a spectator sport, like when she came to watch me play baseball. More likely, Dad was taking her out to somewhere fancy for lunch afterwards and she didn’t want to wait in the car. But mainly, I didn’t want her there because I felt so ashamed.

I shuffled my feet around and my left foot accidentally swung into her leg. “Sorry,” I said quietly.

“Hey.” Selina smiled and squeezed my arm. “You’ve got nothing to be sorry for.” I’m not sure if she meant accidentally kicking her leg or The Photo. But then she said, “Listen, none of this is your fault, okay. Whatever they say to you in there, whatever your dad says, you never asked for any of this. You’ve got nothing to feel ashamed about.”

I nodded, but it was like her words were as empty as the air. I couldn’t imagine what Mum was saying about me in the office. Not without feeling as though my heart was in one of those steel clamps we use in Design, getting tightened by the second. She’d had to close the shop, so she was probably thinking this was all a giant inconvenience. That the retail world shouldn’t have to stop because I sent a romantic photograph. Only Mum wouldn’t use the word romantic. She’d probably use one of the words she’d said the night she first found out. Indecent. Stupid. Senseless. Disgusting. Utterly foolish, Amelia! Words that had stuck in my ears like leeches and wouldn’t come out. I could still hear them even now.

The faint sound of Dad’s distinctive American accent drifted through the wall. I hunched a little lower in my chair and prayed for it all to be over. I wished I could erase what I’d done. Go back and delete everything. Only, I didn’t know how far back I’d have to go. Because all this actually started way before that dumb photograph. The photograph was just the bit everybody saw.

I took off my glasses and rubbed the bridge of my nose. Mrs Weaver’s office window looked blurry, and the pattern on the carpet tiles disappeared. Life would be easier if everything could stay like this. Completely out of focus. A blurred world where nobody sees anything clearly. Then no one would know it was even me in the photo.

I hadn’t opened the heavy book on my lap. Mum had said they’d probably be a while talking without me, so I’d brought it with me. Taking along Crime and Punishment seemed appropriate considering the circumstances. I thought it would help Mum and Dad to forgive me. Only now all I felt like doing was face-planting it. I jumped as the office door suddenly opened. Mrs Weaver’s face appeared, blurred. I smiled and quickly put my glasses back on. She did not smile back.

“You can come in now, Amelia,” she said in her gravelly voice that always sounds like she needs to cough. “We’d like to hear what you have to say.”

I swallowed the planet-sized lump in my throat and stood up. Crime and Punishment dropped to the floor with a hard smack. Selina picked it up and put it on my chair. Then she squeezed my hand. Her long nails tickled my palm. It felt sort of nice. I smiled to let her know I appreciated it. Hannah and I had made a pact out of loyalty to Mum to freeze out Selina at every opportunity. Like Hannah says, blood is thicker than Botox. But even if Selina’s face did remind me of my old Bratz doll, I couldn’t freeze her out completely. Over the past few months she’d been nothing but nice to me. Way nicer than Dad. And she has this sunshiny quality. Like a bearded dragon. They look kind of weird but they are gentle and friendly and you can train them to sit on your shoulder. Besides, it’s not like I could afford to be that picky. I could count the people supporting me on one hand and still have fingers left over.

I tried to walk towards the office door, but for a moment I couldn’t move. None of the books I’d read had prepared me for facing the high court judgement of my parents, Mrs Weaver and Mr Harding. Oh God, I thought, please don’t let Mr Harding have seen the photo.

I’d had to see Mr Harding at the start of Year Eight, exactly a year ago now. It was a few weeks after Mum and Dad had split up and they’d thought it would be a good idea if I spoke to somebody about how I was feeling. Only the person the school picked was Mr Harding, vice-principal in charge of student welfare. Also my religious studies teacher. It was one of the most embarrassing moments of my life. I had to miss PE and go to his office for a meeting instead. He had a box of tissues out on the table and I remember thinking that whatever happened I should make sure I didn’t cry. It felt like a test that I badly wanted to pass. So I spent the whole session telling Mr Harding how much I was looking forward to studying Judaism that term. And that maybe I could write a blog about it for the school website. Also I had an Orchestra performance at the town hall coming up that I was excited about. It must have worked because my heart was still in jumbled-up pieces about Dad leaving, but I never had to go to Mr Harding’s office and talk about it again.

“Come along, Amelia,” Mrs Weaver croaked, signalling for me to follow her. “Let’s try and get this sorted out, shall we?”

As I walked in, Dad’s eyes were fixed on the floor, as though he couldn’t bear to look at me. It felt like being hit in the heart by one of baseball legend Aroldis Chapman’s fast pitches. He can throw the ball at over one hundred miles per hour. I sneaked a look at Mum as I sat down on the chair between them. I could tell straight away she’d been crying. The crumpled-up tissue in her hand was a dead giveaway. Aroldis Chapman fast pitch to the heart number two. Three strikes and you’re out.

“Amelia,” Mrs Weaver began, resting her hands on her desk. She must have been married for a really long time because her finger had expanded around her wedding ring so much it looked like a tight gold belt. I wondered how she’d remove it if she ever got divorced. They would have to cut it off. The ring I mean, not her finger.

Mrs Weaver is one of those people who strongly believes in eye contact. She noticed me looking at her hands, so I quickly moved my eyes to hers. Then I gulped involuntarily.

“As you know,” she said, “I’ve spoken to your parents. But before the school board makes a final decision about any action we’re going to take, we’d like to hear what you have to say on the matter. We’ll get to the, erm, photograph in a moment.” She said “photograph” like it was a dirty word. I felt like crying all over again. “But perhaps you’d like to start by telling us about this list business.”

The List? I thought. How does Mrs Weaver know about The List? The giant lump returned to my throat and for a moment I couldn’t say anything at all.

Mrs Weaver smiled stiffly at my parents, and Mr Harding looked at me expectantly. It made me think about the Ancient Greeks looking to Aletheia, Goddess of Truth, waiting for her to reveal the secrets of the Oracle. Only nothing I could tell them was exactly a secret any more.

“You’d better tell the truth in here, Amelia,” Dad said, in full baseball coach mode. His American accent always got stronger when he was mad. He still hadn’t looked at me. I nodded and he added, “I hope you know you’ve let us all down.”

Strike three. I was out. Tears began to flood my eyes.

“Mike,” Mum said. “Amelia feels bad enough already, without you making it worse.” Dad scoffed and Mum rubbed my arm. I wanted to crawl onto her lap and sob into her chest like I used to when I was little. For her to tell me all of this would go away. But I stayed in my chair and tried to focus on Mrs Weaver’s sympathetic eyes.

“In your own time, Amelia. We know this is a sensitive matter,” Mr Harding said. He was a really loud breather, which made the seconds before I said anything stretch out even longer.

I ignored the bile collecting in my stomach, and tried to remember the exact moment I first heard about The List.
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SIX MONTHS EARLIER

The List happened towards the end of Year Eight. No one’s ever officially admitted to starting it, but we all suspect it was DJ. His real name is Daniel-James Gillingham, but everyone calls him DJ. Except for Mr Fitzgerald, our history teacher, who never calls anyone by a nickname, unless Richard the Lionheart counts. And except me. Because ever since DJ coined my “Maggot” nickname at the start of Year Seven, I’d decided not to speak even one word to him if I could help it. He’s the most annoying person out of everyone in our class. Like pins and needles in human form.

I remember it happened just after the first May bank holiday. There had been this extreme heatwave and my skin was peeling. I’d stayed at Dad’s that weekend and used some of Selina’s tanning oil. I figured it would give me the “fast, natural-looking shimmering glow” it promised on the bottle. The same kind of bronzed skin Selina has. Only the company ought to put some kind of warning on the label. Because when it’s thirty-five degrees and you’ve got skin the same colour as Olaf’s, it does not give you a natural-looking tan; it gives you second degree burns. Hannah kept joking about my red skin now matching my hair. Hannah’s hair is this beautiful, rich auburn. It’s wavy and bouncy and her skin has a kind of peachy glow, like the inside of a cockle shell. My hair is a fiery copper colour and extremely frizzy, like bright orange candyfloss. I’m paler than a ghost and covered in ten million freckles. My sister looks as though she’s been kissed by Alectrona, the Goddess of the Sun. I look like I got into a fight with her.

Selina said she felt awful for lending the tanning oil to me, even though technically I’d found it next to her handbag in the kitchen and used it without asking. She didn’t tell my dad I’d taken it though. I begged him not to make me go to school the next day. But he said I had to “ride it out and see this as a learning curve”. Thankfully Selina went out and bought this special aloe vera gel that took the redness down a bit. As she was rubbing it in, she told me I should protect my skin in the summer. She talked about UV radiation damaging the DNA in our skin cells and causing premature ageing. I was quite surprised she knew stuff like that because Hannah was always going on about how stupid Selina was. Anyway, the next day my skin felt a bit better, but I still looked as though you could use my face as a barbecue.

I FaceTimed Mum hoping she’d agree to let me stay home. But she said I couldn’t miss school and besides, she had to open the shop. The retail world can’t come to a halt because you’re sunburnt, Amelia! Mum thinks the world economy will collapse if people can’t buy lavender oil and wind chimes for one day. Gramps took the phone and said, “Not to worry, sweetheart. Red suits you.” Which wasn’t exactly the reassurance I needed.

Gramps has lived with us ever since Mum and Dad split up last summer. It happened when we got back from visiting Gramps in hospital after his stroke. Mum said she didn’t want him living on his own any more and that he should come live with us. Only Dad said he’d rather nail his ears to the side of a moving train than listen to Gramps’s sarcasm every day. So Mum tipped a box of rose petal bath flakes over Dad’s head. That was the final nail in the coffin of their marriage. Dad packed up his stuff and moved out. He took the little baseball player ornament from the mantlepiece and the big picture of the New York subway map from the kitchen. The nail’s still in the wall but Mum never replaced the picture. She didn’t open the shop that weekend, even though Ravens Bay gets flooded with tourists every summer. Instead, she kept finding bits of dried rose petals in the living room rug and crying about it for ages. I’m still not sure if she was crying about Gramps’s stroke, or Dad leaving, or the state of the living room rug. Maybe it was all three.

Anyway, the morning after the tanning-oil disaster, my skin was cracked and peeling, so I wasn’t exactly looking my best. No matter how much aloe vera gel I used, my face still resembled the Arizona desert during drought season. Of course, this had to be the day Mrs King assigned us partners in science to dissect flowers. And naturally, she put me, the person with the highest test scores, with DJ, the person with the lowest. I tried to look at it the same way Theseus must have looked at facing the Minotaur. Or when the New York Yankees had to come back after losing the 1960 World Series. Only nothing could make me feel better about working with someone famous around school for low-key bullying, letting off a stink bomb during the Christmas concert, and drawing pictures of genitalia on textbooks.

As I took the stool next to his, DJ gawped at my face and said, “Yuk! Maggot’s shedding her skin!”

His friend Lachlan on the next bench paused from probing a gas tap with the end of his pencil and smirked. “It’s further proof she’s reptilian.”

DJ laughed. “Maybe you’ll get lucky, Maggot, and your freckles will come off.” Then he asked Mrs King if he could wear a lab coat and protective goggles because I was moulting.

I know I should have said something back. But I’ve never exactly been good at sticking up for myself and Nisha was on the other side of the room. Anyway, Mrs King had made her work with Leo McKillan, who never wears deodorant, so she had her own problem to deal with. Besides, they’d only have made worse jokes about me if I reacted. So, I ignored DJ’s remarks about using my face as a Bunsen burner and made sure I thoroughly wiped the microscope after he’d used it so I didn’t get any of his eye bacteria on me. I didn’t want to touch even one atom of his being. Afterwards I heard him tell his friends I was “even grosser than a maggot up close”. Which was ironic coming from somebody who spent most of the lesson firing spitballs at the ceiling.

Anyway, that was the day they must have made The List. I went to Nisha’s house after school so we could work on our science homework. Her mum was making vegetable fritters with bhakri – these round flatbreads that puff up like little clouds. The smells floated up the stairs and made my tummy rumble. I was flicking through the pages of my textbook on plant anatomy and waiting for another layer of Selina’s rescue moisturizer to soak in, when Nisha’s phone pinged.

“Oh no,” she said. “I’ve been tagged in something…by DJ.”

“Just ignore it,” I said as I watched Nisha tap her screen. “It’s bound to be something gross.” DJ did not tag people like me and Nisha in posts unless it was something vile. The last time I got tagged by DJ, he was comparing me to a parasitic fungus.

Before I started secondary school, I imagined being invited to birthday parties and forming secret clubs and having sleepovers all the time and being liked. Giving inspiring speeches in assembly and everybody cheering at the end. (I don’t know where I got this idea from. Maybe from binge-reading the entire Malory Towers collection when I was eight.) I guess school is like that for some people. Like Madison Hart and her friends, for example. And my sister. School is so easy when people like you. The reality for me is that I am intensely unpopular. And so is Nisha, by virtue of association. Luckily she doesn’t seem to mind. Besides, she has all her friends from Dance Club and the dance school she goes to on Saturday mornings. Plus, she knows a bunch of people from the temple she visits sometimes in Middlesbrough. My “friends” from Debate Club barely acknowledge me in the corridor. And let’s just say Orchestra and the Library Committee aren’t exactly renowned for improving your social life.

“I’m not sure what it is,” Nisha said, her eyes scanning her phone as she scrolled. “It’s some kind of list.”

“A list of all the idiotic things DJ has done this year? Because that will be a long read.” But Nisha didn’t reply so I went back to reading about the cell structure of plant organs. I was certain it was more riveting than anything DJ had to say. But after a while, I looked up. “Nisha, you’ve been quiet for over a minute. It must be something interesting.”

Nisha studied her screen for a while in silence, her eyes not giving anything away. Then she said, “Urgh!” through gritted teeth.

“What is it?” I asked.

“You don’t even want to know.”

“I do,” I said, sitting up. “If it’s something mean about you then—”

“It’s not just me. It’s about half of the girls in our year! Look.” Nisha handed me her phone and went over to her dressing table, peering at herself in the mirror.

“Fit or Fug,” I read. “What does that even mean?”

“You’re going to hate it.” Nisha glanced at me then went back to her reflection. “It’s a list. See those rankings at the side? I’m fifty-fifth.” The textbook I’d been reading slid to the floor and I lost my page.

“But that’s ridiculous,” I said. “You scored ninety-two per cent in the maths test last week.”

Nisha sighed the same way she does when she mentions a famous person I’ve never heard of. “Amelia, it’s not that kind of list. Fit or Fug?” I looked blankly at the phone then back at Nisha. I had no idea what she was talking about. “Fit means attractive and fug means ugly. And I’m fug,” she stated matter-of-factly. “It means they think I’m ugly, Amelia. They’ve ranked the girls in our year on how pretty they are, and I have come out almost bottom.”

“That’s ridiculous!” I said.

But Nisha wasn’t listening. She took her phone back from me and read aloud. “Fifty-five: Nisha Desai. Giant ugly mole thing on her arm. Bigger sideburns than Mr Cole.” She put down her phone then swept her shiny black hair over her shoulders. Nisha has the longest hair in our year. Not that we’ve officially measured it or anything, I can just tell. She usually wears it in a plait that goes all the way down her back for school. She could sit on it if she wanted to. She’s the best person I’ve ever met and the exact opposite of ugly.

“Nisha, you are amazing. DJ is the biggest idiot in the entire school.”

“Thanks.” Nisha half-smiled then leaned towards the mirror, studying her hairline. “Maybe I could wax these bits.”

“You do not need to wax anything. DJ needs to wax his mouth permanently shut,” I said, watching her examine the sides of her face in the mirror. “Hang on a minute, am I on there?”

Nisha tapped her phone and scanned her screen. “I can’t see your name.”

“I suppose I should feel grateful I’m too unpopular to even be considered.” Nisha went back to looking in the mirror. The corners of her eyes were glistening with the beginning of tears. “Hey,” I said. “Don’t get upset. DJ isn’t exactly the most pulchritudinous boy at St Clement’s Academy.” Nisha gave me the same pained look she always does when I use one of the words from my New Word Every Day poster. My prize for coming second in the Spelling Bee at the start of Year Eight. Sarika Dhar got the first-place trophy. Mum complains about the poster all the time because the gold scratched-off bits end up getting trodden into my bedroom carpet. She doesn’t appreciate the effort that went into getting that thing. I’d practised hard-to-spell words all summer. I was certain this would be my moment of glory. Then Miss Chabra asked me to spell curmudgeon and I knew it was all over. Dad would have been impressed if I’d won the trophy. The New Words poster just made him say, “You gotta up your game, Amelia. Second place is the first loser.” And he’s right, you know. Everybody in the top five got the same poster. I did get my photo on the school’s Instagram though. Standing next to Sarika with my eyes on the trophy I didn’t win. And the unusual words do come in handy, if you don’t mind the whole class groaning at you for using them. I know one thing for certain though: I’ll never misspell curmudgeon again as long as I live. Missing out on first place is one of the worst things that can happen to you, if you ask me.

“Pulchritudinous means beautiful,” I said, smiling. “Anyway, I would not trust DJ’s judgement on anything. He couldn’t even recognize a daffodil in science today! And he called the microscope binoculars.” I pulled Nisha into a hug. “Plus, he’s seriously deficient in oral hygiene. I accidentally smelled those spitballs he was making and honestly, I gagged.”

Nisha laughed, but then her face went back to looking sad. She pulled up her cardigan sleeve and traced her fingers over her birthmark. Nisha calls it Splash because it looks like a delicate splash of brown paint. When we were younger, her mum told us it was the mark from being touched by a goddess. I still kind of believe that.

“You’re beautiful, Nisha,” I said. “And that’s not even the best thing about you. You’re clever and kind and smart and an amazing dancer. And – need I remind you – the reigning hula-hoop champion of Ravens Bay Primary School. You’re going to get into the best dance college in India and be in films and tour the world and DJ will eat his stupid words.” Nisha sniffed. “You’re literally the best person in our whole school. Mrs Weaver put that painting you did of the harbour up in reception. You are so talented. Who cares what that idiot thinks?”

Nisha nodded then sighed. “I know. But it’s not just him, Amelia. Look – loads of boys have commented. And some of the girls.”

“Really? Because I actually feel like commenting on it.” I grabbed my bag and fished about for my phone.

“Hey, Amelia, wait!” Nisha’s eyes flicked from her phone to me. “You know what, let’s just forget the whole stupid thing. Don’t even look at it.”

Just then, my phone beeped in my hand. It was a notification.

djgilly_999 mentioned you in their story.

“Am I on the list?” A feeling of panic rose in my throat. “You said my name wasn’t on it.”

“Amelia…” Nisha started to say as I tapped my phone. “There’s another page. Sorry, I didn’t see it. But seriously, don’t look.”

Ignoring her warning, I tapped my phone, waiting for the page to load. Then what I read made my stomach drop. “I’m bottom?”
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Nisha put her hand on my shoulder as we both peered at my glowing screen. “Like you said, it’s just a stupid list.”

I gave Nisha a look then went back to staring at my phone. “I’m bottom out of everyone. It says Extreme Fug Zone. Meaning extremely ugly, right?”

“It doesn’t mean that,” Nisha said, resting her head against mine. “It means DJ and the other people who wrote this list are the ugly ones.”

I knew she was right. Like, in my brain I knew she was right. But I felt shame spread over my body like an ink stain. Tears hovered in my eyes, not spilling over, just suspended there, like they were too sad to even leave my eyeballs. I already knew I was considered a total loser at school. And that nobody fancied me. But the ugliest out of everyone? We both watched my screen as I scrolled down again.

Extreme Fug Zone!!!

61. Ears – Kristen Sandringham

62. Ella Walker

63. Hattie Lawson

64. Maggot – Amelia Bright

“So,” I said, trying to stop the tears from spilling over. “Not only am I a maggot, I’m the ugliest girl in our year too.”

“Amelia,” Nisha said, putting her arm around me. “You are not ugly in the slightest.”

But it was impossible to get through to me. I was barely even listening to her. “Sixty-fourth,” I said, still staring at the screen. “I’m literally last.”

“It’s the first time I’ve scored higher than you in anything.” Nisha grinned at me, but I looked away. “Amelia, come on. I’m joking! Like you were just telling me, it’s a dumb list some of the boys made. It doesn’t mean anything. We should just forget about it. Rating girls like this is gross.”

“It’s not just gross it’s completely wrong!” I blinked and tears spilled down my face. “And it’s not just some of the boys – look!” I zoomed in on a comment from Madison: lol, this is so accurate. There must have been hundreds of others. “Everyone is commenting!”

I knew I shouldn’t have taken it so seriously. But being at the bottom of that list summed up everything that was wrong with my life. No matter how hard I tried, no matter how many competitions I entered, hard words I learned, books I read, and music exams I passed, I was always judged on what the popular people thought. And they thought I was nothing. They didn’t care about my accomplishments. In fact, all that stuff counted against me. The only categories they considered worthwhile were fit or fug. And the results were in – I was an Extreme Fug. How could I just forget about that?

“Mrs Gordon said your new glasses were really pretty today!” Nisha said.

I sighed. “Mrs Gordon is a librarian. She doesn’t know anything! She has a collection of tiny llamas on top of her computer.” I actually liked Mrs Gordon’s tiny llama collection. But at this exact moment I didn’t want to think about the fact that the only person to compliment my looks was the school librarian. “This is about the popular people at school, Nisha. And all of them think I am repulsive.”

“Well, you’re definitely not repulsive,” Nisha said. “Why do you even care? You said it yourself – DJ has a brain the size of a pea.”

I took off my glasses and wiped my eyes. “That is factually true. But that makes it worse. I’m supposed to be clever, right? It should be easy for me to figure out a way to get accepted by them.” I dropped onto Nisha’s beanbag and sighed. “I may as well just give up. I’m never going to succeed at school.”

“Duh, you are succeeding.” Nisha gently shook my shoulders. “You do well in everything!”

“I do well academically.” I rolled my eyes. “But what’s the point in that if no one actually likes me? The only thing people are likely to remember about Amelia Bright is this list! That’s if they can even remember my real name. They’ll probably put Maggot Bright: Extreme Fug Zone under my photo in the Yearbook.”

“Amelia, people do like you! Don’t I count for anything?” Nisha looked at me like I was out of my mind.

“Okay, you and a few people from Orchestra like me. But literally no one else. I mean, can you think of another person who genuinely likes me?” I sat up and folded my arms. I knew Nisha wouldn’t be able to think of anyone else. I was the opposite of my sister. Hannah does well academically and hundreds of people like her. No doubt she’ll get Head Girl next year. She’s always elected Class Representative. I’d put my name forward twice and both times I’d got the least number of votes. When I’d told Dad, he didn’t even try to hide the look of disappointment on his face. “You gotta get people to like you, Amelia! Like your sister!” he’d said. As if it was that easy. Like if I just tried a bit harder, I could magically morph into Hannah before everybody’s eyes.

The stupid thing is, that’s exactly what I wanted to happen. I love my sister. I love her so much sometimes I wish I could be her instead of me. I know one thing for certain: Hannah would have been at the top of this list. She got nine Valentine cards this year. Nine! The only Valentine card I’ve ever had is one from Gramps. And that was only because he felt sorry for me.

It was probably around this moment – waiting for Nisha to come up with someone other than the school librarian who didn’t hate me – that I realized succeeding at school had nothing to do with grades
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