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Paige is used to staying quiet in the face of lies. How popular girl Grace is a such an amazing person (lie). How Laura steals people’s boyfriends (lie). How her own family are so perfect (also a lie).

Now Grace and friends have picked their “best” high-school moments for Paige to put in the all-important Yearbook. And they’re not just lies. They’re poison.

But Paige has finally had enough. And as she starts to find love through the pages of a book, she finds her voice too. Now she is going to rewrite her story – and the Yearbook is the perfect place to do it.

Paige Vickers: Most likely to…bring down the mean girls

Finding your voice. Speaking the truth. Falling in love. All the biggest drama happens in high school…





To Libraries, and everyone who has ever needed to hide in one


The Yearbook is a work of fiction but it deals with many real issues including emotional abuse and bullying.

Links to advice and support can be found at the back of the book.
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Half of the harm that is done in this world is due to people who want to feel important. They don’t mean to do harm, but the harm does not interest them. Or they do not see it, or they justify it because they are absorbed in the endless struggle to think well of themselves.

T.S. Eliot
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Look, you don’t need to read this to be reminded what secondary school was like. Just close your eyes and you’re there. Like it or not, you’re there. With your popular kids, your smart kids, your sporty kids, your drama kids, your obsessively-into-graphic-novels kids, and that quiet one you all suspect will become a serial killer one day. Someone says the word “school” and we’re all there. In the churning chaos of the corridors, the Darwinism of the lunchtime canteen and the toilets with the locked cubicle and muffled crying coming from under the gap. The unspoken social hierarchies deciding who gets to sit where on the grass slope next to the Astroturf. You can smell the stale reek of the PE changing rooms. The earnest stink of a newly-trained teacher who cares too much; the stench of the jaded teachers who stopped caring long ago. Hear the jolting trill of the bell, the whispers as you walk past, the loud echoes of everyone demanding to be heard above each other. The dramas, the traumas, and the untrue rumours. The endless, predictable terribleness of it. Getting up each morning, putting on that damn uniform and having to march yourself into this prison, wondering what psychologically-damaging memory you’re going to make that day. A government building chock-a-block with scared teenagers, desperate to know who they are, and if they matter, and whether they’re going to get out of there alive.

So with all this in mind, you can’t blame me that, for many years, I wanted absolutely nothing to do with school. Let alone this yearbook, and everything this yearbook represents.

Until, of course, I did this…
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It was yearbook photo day and the English block toilets were clearly not the best place to hide from the fiasco. I’d planned to lock myself in a cubicle with a library book and dodge the whole thing. But, as I pushed into the mint-green arena, I found a cluster bomb of girls, fighting for mirror space and panicking about the state of their faces.

“Can I borrow your mascara? My eyelashes look like they’ve become freaking…vegan?”

“My hair! Why is it doing this to me?”

Entire contents of make-up bags were dumped into the sinks. The air stank of a pungent mixture of hairsprays. I bumped into Grace, who was leaning over the mirror with the best lighting.

“Sorry!”

I watched her weigh up whether I was worth disciplining before she half-smiled to accept the apology and returned to contouring her face. Though she raised her eyebrows at Laura on the neighbouring sink.

I was stuck. If I went to the loo now, they’d notice I’d stayed in there and no doubt spread a rumour I’d missed the photos due to chronic diarrhoea. My only option was to pretend I also needed to overhaul my appearance and wait until they’d finished. Getting to a mirror was tough, however. Grace, Amelia and Laura held three out of the four available – one each, of course. One mirror for the pretty one, one mirror for the scary one, and one for the sheep. All three of them united in their commitment to unnecessary awfulness. The remaining mirror was being fought over by three others – not daring to complain. Chloe had a true talent for applying eyeliner under exceptional circumstances. She’d managed to load up her smoky eye perfectly despite access to only the mirror’s top corner. Her best friend, Hannah, squatted under her, piling concealer onto a chin spot. Both ignored me as I loitered. I had no lipstick to blot. No mascara to reapply. So I stood on my tippy-toes and punched my hair to try and give it volume.

Punch punch punch.

Why won’t they all hurry up?

I could only see a tiny fraction of myself in the mirror.

Punch punch punch.

Amelia pulled out a mini bottle of hairspray and fumigated her head. My eyes stung as the chemical mist drifted over and we all held back coughs. Amelia was the scary one. I glanced at my battered watch and took a step backwards, ready to inch my way into a cubicle, when the door slammed open with Mrs Collins on the threshold.

“Right, girls, come on. Preening over,” she barked in her thick Irish accent. “And do ANY of you remember the school rules about no make-up?”

Amelia, unruffled, continued to spray her hair. “But, miss, it’s the yearbook pictures.”

“Yes, and you were due in the hall five minutes ago.” She clapped her hands. Chloe jumped and ruined the corner of her eyeliner. “Out!” She started guiding us out like a sheepdog.

“I need the loo,” I protested, as she tried to shepherd me with the rest of them.

“No, you don’t. Come on. Picture time.”

And with hair full of fruitless punches, I got frogmarched away.

In the hall, everyone had broken the no-phones rule to use them as mirrors. The teachers were too slammed to stop us – pulling off the gigantic task of lining us up, firstly in alphabetical order for our individual shots, and then in height order for the year group photo. Photographers clicked away in two corners with their silvery umbrellas that somehow made us look slightly better, even with our acne and experimental haircuts. I shuffled to the back of the queue, jumper sleeves pulled over my hands, looking for Joe Vividichi and Lily Welsh. After five years of alphabetical lines, I knew to slot myself between them. In Year Seven, Joe and I once spoke about the annoyance of having a surname near the end of the alphabet because you always have to go last. Then he got attractive and popular and we’d never spoken since. Not that I’ve spoken to anyone much, especially since Ruby left.

We inched forward as pupils squatted on a stool and pulled their most attractive face. We all knew the significance of these photos. The yearbook headshot was the photo that comes to define you in history.

I didn’t want mine to be taken.

I really did not see any point. No one knew who I was, no one would remember me anyway. The most I’d be in our year group’s shared history was, “Oh yeah, that girl who never really spoke.”

But I was stuck in the line now and had no choice.

Soon enough, it was my turn to insert my forgettable face into nobody’s memory.

“Paige Vickers?” The photographer’s assistant looked up from her sheet and I stepped forward.

“Hello, Paige.” The photographer’s voice was way too boomy. He was all red and sweaty. “Come over here and sit on the stool for us, my love.”

I didn’t like that he’d called me “my love” but I sat down obligingly, wanting it over.

“Right, if you just swivel your knees round. No, not that way, the other way. That’s great, my darling. Okay, now twist your head towards me. No, too much. To the right a bit. Brilliant.” He lurched up from behind his lens and mimed pulling each side of his mouth up. “Now big smile, missy. Come on, more. That’s better.” Snap snap snap. The umbrella flash created lightning throughout the hall. “Even bigger smile now, come on.”

Here was the problem. I did not know how to smile, especially for a photo. I’d had next to no practice.

“Huge grin. Come on! It’s your last year of school. You’ve got your whole future in front of you… Alright then. Never mind.”

I got off the stool to make way for Lily and compliantly joined the height-order line. Mrs Collins was in her bossy element, herding us all into size-appropriate clumps. I accidentally caught Amelia’s eye and she gave me a dirty look for the crime. Despite being one of the most popular girls in school, Amelia knew who I was. My only minuscule claim to fame was that I was chief reporter for the school newspaper and nobody read it more intently than her group. Though I’d never been stupid enough to write anything other than wonderful stories about them. I stared at the dusty wooden floor and, ten minutes later, we were instructed to climb onto some dodgy metal scaffolding. The super-talls were led onto it first, boys joking about pushing each other off the back row, while teachers barked detention threats.

Mrs Collins pointed at my group. “Right, you lot next. Up you go. No funny business.”

I climbed the steps and siphoned myself into the second row, taking in the giant poster on the back wall reminding us to ask ourselves what Jesus would do. The scaffolding creaked and Sam Hutchins encouraged all the boys to jump. The shrieks thrummed in my ears as Mrs Collins issued him a detention.

“Stop it. All of you. You’re Year Eleven, for Christ’s sake. Bloody act like it,” she told us all.

Mr Photographer did not speak to us like we were Year Elevens.

“Right, boys and girls, I need you to squeeze together for me. Squidge squidge squidge. Come on, don’t be shy. A bit more, a bit more…” We all gradually formed one big clump of navy-blue jumpers, an impenetrable wad of literal uniformity. The teachers took their seats at the front, sandwiched by the shortest students. “Okay, everyone. I want to see huge smiles. On the count of three – one, two, three.” Umbrellas crackled around us, blinding us collectively. In an instant, we all became history, staring out into the future. We blinked from the flash, and when we opened our eyes, we’d already aged past the moment of capture.

The photographer grimaced at his camera screen. “Come on, let’s not be silly now.”

“What’s happened?” Mrs Collins barked.

“It appears some of your students thought it funny to give someone ‘bunny ears’.”

We looked around to discover the epicentre of the drama. Laughter rippled out from the front, near Joe Vividichi and Ethan Chambers. It appeared we had our suspects. And, judging by the red face of Charlie Shaw in front of them, it appeared we also had our victim. Charlie had muddled through school okay until he got drunk at the Year Nine disco and passed out in the boys’ toilets, soaked in his own urine. He’d since had a sizeable bullseye on his back.

Mrs Collins twisted around in her chair. “Grow up. Honestly, what are you lot like?”

“Let’s try again, boys and girls. Big smiles now. One, two, three.” We were dazzled again, but he was already frowning. “Come on, not again.”

Actual snorts echoed around the hall, starting a contagion. Girly giggles joined the harmony, and Grace’s high-pitched squeal pierced the air to my right.

Mrs Collins stood up. “Right, you lot. No more. Act your age. I’m sorry,” she told the photographer, “I don’t know what’s got into them.”

School, I thought. That’s what’s got into them.

She threatened us with a year group detention, which only made everyone laugh harder. Joe was in peak Joe mode – showing off, puffing his chest out, spraying his alpha scent everywhere. Charlie’s red face seeped down the neck of his shirt.

“One last time. No bunny ears. Eyes on me. Say cheese. One, two, three.”

The hysteria was so loud at this point that you couldn’t even hear the flash of the bulbs. About twelve people surrounding Charlie were craning over to give him bunny ears. I kept myself to myself, stared at the poster, and wondered what Jesus would do – whether he’d have given Judas bunny ears while posing for a Da Vinci painting?

Mrs Collins jumped up again, shouting in such a thick Irish accent none of us could understand her. People started mocking her accent. The photographer crossed his arms with resigned disgust. Miss Bell, a new maths teacher, jogged out quietly to drag Reverend John in to tell us off and pray for us. And through all of this laughter and mayhem, I craned my neck to take in Charlie Shaw. A grin stapled to his face, no choice but to take the hit and laugh it off. Soon enough, Reverend John would come booming in and give us a year group detention. We’d have to sit through a twenty-minute lecture about letting down the school (and don’t forget God). Then, after a mass apology to the photographer, we’d all say cheese and the bulbs would flash for a final time. This would be the shot they’d use in the yearbook. In the future, people would pick out their own face first to see how attractive they’d managed to look. Then they’d pick out the faces of their crushes and enemies, taking it all in, before shoving the yearbook in a drawer somewhere to age like a fine wine.

I thought about Charlie. How whenever he looked at that photo, all he’d remember was how he was given bunny ears repeatedly until we got a year group detention, which everyone then blamed on him.

That was what his lasting memory would be.

That was why I’d wanted to stay in the toilet.

It was better to be forgotten than scarred.
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It was lunch by the time we were allowed off the scaffolding. I grabbed a cheese and pickle sandwich from the canteen and hurried up to the library. The crazed lunchtime corridors faded to hushed bliss as I pushed through the doors. Books beckoned me in from where they were stacked high up to the ceiling – commanding peace and quiet in exchange for the privilege of being around them.

“Hi, Paige,” said a giant pile of books on the front desk. “I think that’s Paige, anyway. Hang on, I can’t see you.” Ms Gordon, the school librarian, removed the top book and appeared in all her dramatic glory – her cropped haircut and thick-rimmed glasses coming into view. Ms Gordon had an…intense relationship with fashion. Every outfit was like its own piece of performance art. She was the only teacher I could imagine existing outside these walls; whereas part of me still believed Mrs Collins slept in her biology classroom. I was quite fond of Ms Gordon. She ran the school newspaper, she let me eat my lunch in the library every day, and she never compared me to my brother, Adam. “There you are! Don’t forget we’ve got an important paper meeting tomorrow.”

“I won’t.”

I went up the stairs to bagsy the little alcove on the top floor. I plumped down on the cushion, got out my book and sandwich, and settled in for the hour, trying to block out the ghost of Charlie’s face.

I didn’t do anything. I didn’t stop anything. I just let it happen.

But at least it wasn’t happening to me.

My stomach hurt. I didn’t know why I’d bothered buying a sandwich. I opened my book, hoping it would stop my brain from overthinking. I huddled my knees in to myself and started reading the second chapter of To Kill a Mockingbird. We were studying it that term for English and it wasn’t too awful compared to some of the other boring stuff we had to read. At least it wasn’t written in really old-fashioned language.

I got sucked into the story of two children living in the deep south of America, obsessed with their hermit neighbour. My library copy was battered from years of overuse – with random important passages underlined in angry red pen by a past student and the corners folded over to make them easier to find. The library was lullaby quiet. A group of Year Sevens whispered at a table below me, Lily Welsh was in her usual spot, reading near the main desk, and some of the sixth formers click-clacked on their laptops in the corner. Ms Gordon hummed as she restacked the books and I could’ve probably stayed there all day and no one would’ve noticed I was missing. I became wallpaper. Safe, unnoticeable wallpaper.

I won’t get blamed for a group detention, I won’t have bunny ears put above my head, I won’t get called names or have rumours started about me, I won’t come home from school sobbing and swearing I can’t go back. I won’t get so badly bullied I have to leave like Melissa Nutley did.

The lunch hour passed – no memories made, but then no traumas made either.

But you will get forgotten…

The warning bell rang, and everyone stirred like animals emerging from hibernation. People collected their belongings and complained to one another about upcoming maths. I didn’t stand and nobody noticed. Nobody ever noticed. The room emptied around me, and nobody asked, “Hey, are you coming?” and nobody said, “Hey, you’re going to be late.” I stared at the yellowing page of my library book till my eyes blurred. Thinking of all the people who had read it before me, and all the people who were yet to read it, never knowing that I once held it in my hands. I turned the corner down to mark my place, leaving a tiny mark of myself behind. But it wasn’t enough. My stomach still hurt. So I got out my pencil.

I exist, I wrote in the margin. I once read this page. I breathed. I lived. I’m not special at all but I exist.

The rest of the school day passed without incident, blurring into other school days that passed without incident. Just one big smudge of head down, arms crossed and don’t make eye contact. I spoke a few sentences out loud. Hannah asked to borrow my pencil sharpener in maths and I said, “Sure” and then, “You’re welcome”. Then she threw me by initiating further dialogue.

“Like I’ll need to understand simultaneous equations in music college,” she said, rolling her eyes and flicking a page of her textbook.

“Yeah.”

“I still can’t believe we have a year-group detention. Charlie is such a dick.”

“Hmm.”

If you don’t say anything bad about other people, it is less likely that they will say bad things about you. But you cannot call out other people for saying bad things about other people because that makes them feel bad about themselves and that will trigger them to say bad things about you too. Stay vague, stay silent, stay safe.

I was exhausted by the time the bell went. Students spilled out into the hallways, loud and lively. Chatter mingled with the noise of slamming lockers and phones beeping now they’d been allowed to roam free again.

I couldn’t stop thinking about Charlie as I walked the familiar journey home. I wondered if he was okay, or if he went home and cried, or punched a wall, or maybe didn’t mind as much as I thought he would.

I watch, I learn, I’m horrified, and yet I never do anything.

I wondered if Joe had given his bullying any further thought as I speed-walked through the park. Then I crossed the main road and took the shortcut through the grotty tunnel under the railway track. Ruby and I used to be cartoon-like terrified of this tunnel. We’d call it “The Murder Dash” and would dare one another to race through it, hair flying behind us, screaming with our hearts falling out of our mouths, certain we’d get pounced on by some lurker. Now I took it most days, alone. It was still creepy, though the previous year the council had installed a security camera. Remembering Ruby gave me the familiar pang I regularly tried to ignore. The I’m-lonely pang. The I-have-no-one pang. The Ruby-I-miss-you pang. A hollowing of the stomach, a constant hunger.

I descended the steps to find the tunnel empty as usual. I stopped just under the security camera, its red light glowing in the gloom. On, and watching. I put my bag on the floor, checked again that there was no one around, then I raised my arms like I was a ballerina and twirled a series of pirouettes. I swirled and twirled till I was dizzy and breathless. Then I looked up at the red light and winked, before picking up my bag again.

I smiled the rest of the way home, wondering, as I always wondered, if anyone had seen my dance. Imagining a bored security guard in a council office somewhere noticing my twirls. Remembering he’d seen me do it before. Who’s that girl and why does she dance? I pictured them asking themselves. Leaving another tiny trace of myself behind.

My smile drooped when I stepped through my front door.

“I’m home,” I called needlessly, as Mum was hyper-attuned to the house’s every movement. I hung my jacket carefully on the stand, next to a framed photo of Adam winning a football cup, and his framed A-level certificates.

“I’m in the kitchen.”

I went to say my cursory hello and see what overcomplicated meal she was making. Mum sat in an apron at the oak table, peeling a giant bag of potatoes and plopping them into a cold pan of water.

“Did you have a good day?” she asked the potato in her hand.

“Uh-huh.” I got out a glass from the cupboard and filled it at the tap.

“That’s good.”

“You?” I examined her over the rim of my water. She was immaculately put together, as always. Thin and toned, hair cut, coloured and straightened, outfit all matching, make-up applied.

She chopped the naked spud in half. “Oh yes, it was fine. I went to yoga with the girls. Did some shopping. Shepherd’s pie for dinner.”

“Great.”

“See you later.”

“See you.”

That was actually quite a lot of conversation for the two of us recently. Mum had been super jumpy since Adam started university. Overcompensating for his departure with elaborate dinners, too worried about Dad to take interest in me. I took my glass and left her to it – padding upstairs to my tiny bedroom that I was still stuck with.

It’s his room, Paige. It’s where he grew up. Besides, you wouldn’t want to swap it anyway, would you? Not when you’ve got yours just how you like it? Would you, Paige? No. I thought not.

The bedroom door thumped against the end of my bed and I squeezed into my box. I’d painted it myself – a deep shade of purple that made me feel warm and safe, like I was in the womb of a mother who actually cared about her child. Not to get too Freudian on you or anything. I changed out of my uniform into some joggers and my favourite Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas T-shirt that Aunt Polly got me. Then I grabbed a pen from my tiny desk and crouched to open the drawer under my bed. Inside, it harboured several used notebooks, every page stuffed full, the dates of the last five years marked on them. My current notebook was the same cheap green exercise book as all the others, and it was almost full too – the pages swollen with ink. I fell onto my bed and turned to a clean page.
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I read it back, watched the moment become an accurate historical record of that day. My stomach hurt a little less. Satisfied, I snapped the notebook shut and hid it under my bed with all the others.

Nobody noted it down, you see. All the horrid things people did to each other at school. Nobody kept tabs on it. Nobody was ever held accountable. The school’s anti-bullying policy may as well have involved someone in a novelty dinosaur costume singing at us to be kind to each other. I saw everything though. People didn’t notice me, but I noticed them, and I saw the horrid things they did to each other and I didn’t want it to be forgotten. I may’ve been too scared to write about it in the newspaper, but at least I wrote it down in these notebooks. A record existed somewhere. I wrote it all down. Everything I saw, everything that happened that shouldn’t have – then I hid it under my bed. I wasn’t sure what I ever planned to do with the notebooks, but it made me feel better that they existed at all.

With my daily “torture journalling” achieved, I faced the challenge I faced every afternoon… How to fill time when you’re completely and endlessly alone?
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Over time, you learn coping strategies for the overwhelmingness of your constant solo company.

Rule one: distraction is your friend. Always have something on – TV, music, a book on the go. Never allow yourself to sit alone in your own silence, that’s when it starts to creep up on you and make you miss people too much.

Rule number two: do not go on social media. It’s self-harm, looking at all the non-lonely people, out having non-lonely lives, and making memories and ensuring nobody forgets them. Knowing what people do in school is enough, without knowing what the hell they do outside of it through a Juno filter.

Rule three: if you have a wobbly day, where you feel empty and pointless and that you could fade away into nothingness and nobody would miss you at all, remind yourself that most people feel like this anyway, even if they’re out and about and taking group selfies. Remind yourself it’s better to be lonely than hurt. It’s better to be alone than in a room full of people who can turn on you.

Rule four: if all else fails, you can always talk to your robot friend.

I rolled over on my bed and stared up at the ceiling.

“Alexa?” I called out. “Why are people so mean?”

A blue light in the corner flashed. “Positive distinctiveness,” a calm, lady voice parroted back. “People in a social group need to feel different and unique from others in a superior way. Degrading others has been shown to raise our own self-esteem.”

“Sounds about right.” She didn’t reply because I didn’t say “Alexa” first.

“Alexa?”

I wished she’d say, “Yes?” but she never did.

“Alexa, how are you today?”

“You know I don’t have feelings.”

“I bet you do and you’re just hiding them.”

Silence.

“I bet you’re secretly judging me for being such a loser.”

Silence.

“I bet you make fun of me with all of your robot friends when you’re hanging out in the cloud together.”

Silence.

“Alexa?”

Silence.

“Alexa, why are we here?”

Her cool voice filled my empty room. “The answer to the question ‘What’s the meaning of life?’ has produced much philosophical, scientific and theological speculation throughout history. Different people from different cultures believe different things.”

“Not particularly helpful, are you?”

Silence.

“So smug, aren’t you? With all your useless answers.”

Silence.

“I know you can hear me.”

Silence.

“Fine then, be that way.”

I sighed at myself then opened Adam’s old laptop and loaded up Spotlight again. I’d watched it a thousand times before – it’s about the group of journalists who exposed the abuse within the Catholic Church. I got under my covers and submitted to the story. The house filled with the smell of beef. The food would be ready at seven for him. Whether or not he’d be home by then was another matter entirely. We wouldn’t eat until he did. We would not mention it if he was late, or if we were starving, or if it all went dry.

At six thirty-seven exactly I heard the key in the lock.

I closed the lid of my laptop.

Mum turned down the radio.

The scrape of the key. The doorknob turning. I got out of bed and made my way towards the top of the stairs. Mum’s feet creaked on the floorboards downstairs. Together we listened.

You can learn a lot about someone from the way they open the door. Over the years, you can learn to differentiate between a good key jangle and a bad one. You can distinguish whether that was a genuine door slam or just the wind catching it, don’t worry. We listened. Stomachs attuned. Then…the door unlatched in a most charming way. My stomach settled, though it wouldn’t fully relax until…

“Oh honeys?” Dad called, all faux American. “I’m ho-ome.”

Not just a good mood, a great mood. Mum and I arrived in the hallway together. Me scuttling down the stairs, her removing her apron. Dad’s face cracked open into a warm, welcoming grin.

“Both my girls at once. What a lucky man I am.”

He opened his arms for a hug and I went in, putting my face into the armpit of his suit.

“Hi, Dad. Good day?” He’d referred to me as one of his “girls”. I was included. Part of the family. It felt like someone had dropped vanilla essence directly onto my tongue.

“Great day. Lovely day. Even better now, of course.”

He released me so he could plonk a giant kiss on Mum’s lips. She was lit up like a lighthouse on steroids. Waves of happiness rolled off her, crashing through the room.

“You’re early, darling.” She pulled him in so the kiss would last longer.

“Wanted to get back here, didn’t I?”

“Dinner’s almost ready.”

“As I said. World’s. Luckiest. Man.”

“Paige? Set the table?” she asked.

I nodded compliantly and skipped off to the dining room, collecting knives and forks and such from the kitchen on my way. I set Dad’s place at the head. And, as it was a great day, I put Mum’s and my places on either side. He strode in and poured himself a whisky from the drinks cabinet – switching the radio to his favourite jazz station and turning it up. Mum clattered back into the kitchen, trying to hide her hurry so he didn’t accuse her of being stressful. She returned immediately with a bowl of his favourite olives.

“Just to keep you going, it will be ready soon.”

He yanked her back to plant another kiss. “What have I done to deserve you?”

Mum blossomed like magnolia in spring. She lost ten years off her face instantly.

“Only fifteen minutes away,” she mumbled. Dad whacked her arse on her way back to the kitchen and she let out a little gasp of surprise. “Glynn, a child is present.”

“She enjoys seeing her parents in love, don’t you?”

I knew to always nod and always agree. “You’re love’s young dream.”

We were left alone with the olives but he was in such a great mood I wasn’t too tense, especially as I knew to keep to his favourite subjects.

“Did you see Adam’s message?” I asked. He’d sent through a photo to the family group chat of his latest essay mark. A first, of course, because it was Adam. The group chat should essentially just have been titled Adam breathed – applaud.

“Killing it, as ever.” Dad puffed up like it was his own achievement. I mean, Adam wouldn’t be so very brilliant if he hadn’t come from Dad’s bollock and grown up with Dad as a shining example of what a brilliant man looks like. “Bristol is lucky to have him.”

We never mentioned that Bristol was Adam’s second choice uni after he wasn’t accepted by Cambridge. Cambridge was the Voldemort in our household – never to be spoken of. I’m surprised Dad hadn’t driven there overnight to egg the place.

“And how was school?” He asked like he might actually be interested and I bloomed pathetically, sitting higher in my seat. I didn’t want to ruin this rare moment by telling him about the group detention.

“Yes, really good,” I said excitedly. “In chemistry we did this experiment to see if…”

I hadn’t finished my sentence before he glazed over, shifting his attention to the whisky glass. My bloom shrivelled as quickly as it had arrived. I carried on, even though it was devastatingly obvious he was bored. He sloshed his drink around, his nose slightly wrinkled. “Hmm,” he kept saying, as the alcohol swirled. “Hmm.”

“…So, yes, it was quite funny. You know. For chemistry.” There was a painful delay before he realized I’d finished. He gave me a tight smile. I waited for him to comment, to even pretend he was interested. I hoped for it so much that my stomach hurt. The anticipation of acknowledgement. Or the biggest win of all…praise. If they treated me the way they treated Adam for even a day, I reckon I could live off the oxygen of that praise for a year.

“So, guess who I saw at work today?”

I examined the sentence for any link whatsoever to what I’d just said but found none. “Who?”

“Jude Law.”

I wasn’t sure who he was, but I gasped appropriately. “Wow, really? Where?”

“In reception, waiting to go to the offices on the top floor.”

Dad’s office block had a film production company in it, so celebrity sightings were pretty common and made him very excited. It was almost like he believed he had something to do with them coming in.

“That’s pretty cool.”

Dad’s smile widened. “Lost all his hair, mind.” He reached up to his thick grey-speckled mane and leaned back in his chair. “You hear that, Jane?” he called out. “Jude Law came into the office today.”

Mum arrived in the threshold like he’d snapped his fingers for her. “Is that right? I’ve always had quite a crush on him.”

A twinge rumbled down my back when she said that. It was a dangerous joke. But he laughed appreciatively, the good mood a supercharged shield. “Oh, have you now?” he teased. “Even though your husband has a much better head of hair?”

She laughed too, and I joined in. All of us laughing in the dining room, like happy families do. When it was like this I couldn’t help but worry I’d made up the other part of Dad.

Mum walked over and rubbed his head like he was a dog. He closed his eyes and leaned into her hands.

“Much better head of hair,” she said. “Anyway, dinner is ready. I’ll just go get the plates.”

Eating was blissful. Straight out of a movie. Dad was on fire. All hands waving as he spoke, telling the funny stories we’d heard a million times before (though we never dared tell him that we’d heard them a million times before). The one where he got into a fight with a fireman, the one where he drank his university professor under the table, the one where he accidentally ended up in (and then won) a rap battle… The stories were so recycled I could tell them word for word, and yet, we pretended along as we forked Mum’s carefully-cooked dinner into our mouths. We laughed and gasped and cleaned our plates and heard all Dad’s opinions on each and every one of Jude Law’s movies and what advice he would’ve given Jude Law if he wasn’t too busy at work today to chat to him properly. The table was so relaxed you could almost see the wood seep and bend in the middle. I was able to finish my whole meal. Old memories slipped away. I told myself I was too dramatic and needed to be fairer to Dad.

But I knew to quit while I was ahead. Especially as Dad had been extra… Dad-like since Adam left. I said thank you for dinner and that I was going upstairs to read, and my parents nodded without saying anything.

I got back to my room, and asked Alexa to play some happy music. And, with hours to fill before bedtime, with no one to call, no one to see and nowhere to go, I decided to get even further ahead in English. I dug around in my bag and pulled out my library book. I pulled back my duvet and clambered into the smell of me sleeping.

I exist…

I opened the page on the note I’d left to the universe and blushed. How many times had I written this in the margins of books that weren’t mine? Or scratched it into trees? Or the sides of park benches. Tiny marks of myself left for people to find and wonder who I was, while nobody who knew me ever really wondered about me.

I was so pathetic… No wonder my parents preferred Adam.

I shook my head to attempt to dislodge my self-loathing and turned the page. It was distracting that someone had underlined so much of the story in red pen, but I tried to train my eyeballs away from it. For a school set text, it really was actually okay. It was all about being a kid and playing for hours in the summer holidays. It reminded me of Ruby, and our summers together avoiding our houses. As I turned the pages, I felt the nick from the double-edged sword of nostalgia that always came when I thought of Ruby. The sweetness of remembering, combined with the bitter taste of what happened.

I’m pathetic.

But at least I had a story to get lost in. I read and turned pages, read and turned pages – pulled away from the din of the TV downstairs because Dad had put Sky Sports on super loud.

Then I saw it.

I was reading a scene where the children talk to their father, Atticus, and he tells them that they can never really understand someone until they’ve crawled into their skin to see their point of view. There was a scribble in the book’s margin. In red pen. The same distracting red pen that had been plaguing me.

This time, they hadn’t underlined anything, but had written their own commentary at the side.
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Everything blurred around me as I read the red words. They zoomed into sharp focus, so sharp that they seared themselves into me, branding me with their wisdom.

Learn to sit with the profound loneliness…

At that moment, Mum must’ve made a mistake because I suddenly heard a shout float through the floorboards. Instinctively, I turned off my bedroom light and hid under the covers, feigning sleep. I tried to tune out Dad’s scolding and Mum’s crying. My intestines curled themselves into tight knots as Dad’s footsteps thudded up the stairs and their bedroom door shut just on the verge of slamming. What had happened? He’d been in such a good mood. I lay in the dark listening to Mum cry softly. Then to the noises of her coming up to apologize and beg for forgiveness. Muffled murmurs came from their room. Then, after half an hour or so, it was quiet. I’d lain there, invisible, with the book held to my chest the whole time. When it had been silent for ten minutes, I sighed, and picked up the book again.

No one will ever understand us, and us them.

The message made so much sense, it was like I’d always known it. I felt so much less alone than I had earlier that evening.

Nobody truly gets anybody else. Everybody sits with loneliness.

I sometimes felt lost being me and living in my house. The only person I’d ever told about my dad, Ruby, was long gone. Ruby was the one I’d told about “quiet time” when I was a child – the terrifying periods when it was illegal to make a noise in my home. Even though I’d only been seven years old, I still remembered the…loneliness I felt when she expressed surprise and said they didn’t have “quiet time” in her house. Then, as the years passed, she was the one I complained to about Adam and him always being better. And Mum, and that I didn’t understand why she put up with Dad’s moods. When I lost Ruby, it wasn’t just the grief of her absence that hurt, but the grief of no longer being understood.

But maybe everyone else feels misunderstood? I thought, as I read back the red words. Maybe we are all lonely? Maybe I’m not such an invisible freak?

And, just like that, I felt so understood and so connected to this stranger who had scribbled in the margin. I held the book’s open page against my chest like I was trying to photocopy it onto my heart, listening to the temporary peace of my parents’ sleep. Then I flipped back to the start and scanned each page to see what else this person had underlined. Looking at all the quotes they’d marked up. Seeing the book through their eyes, wondering…

The night was long and sleep evasive. Even in their unconsciousness, you could still feel my parents’ anxious energy pulse through the house. It stained the walls, seeped into the carpets, lingered in the air like paint fumes. I ran my finger along the crimson handwriting – wondering at this stranger invading my margins, who completely and utterly got it. Who left this for someone to find. Someone who may’ve needed it. Someone like me.

Who are you? I asked.
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Forty thousand years ago, some navel-gazing cave person wanted to leave their mark on the world. So they made paint from berries, smeared it over their palm and printed their hand against the rock. When the paintings were discovered thousands of years later, it revealed the unthinkable: that cave people dwelled on their legacy despite their constant struggle to survive.

These ancient humans had thoughts like:

Will anyone remember me when I’m gone?

How can I ensure people know I existed?

So, in order not to be forgotten, they left us cave-paintings.

You can still see their handprints today. You can hold your palm up to theirs and wonder. Who were they? What was their story?

They were here and they wanted us to know it. They left their mark, their legacy, to ensure we did.

And, forty thousand years later, we had the St Benedict’s School loo graffiti…

I finished writing my message in Tippex and sat on the toilet to watch it dry. The paint of my I exist cracked into its chalky finish. I wondered if, at some point in the distant future, this cubicle door would hang in a museum. Maybe people would queue to see this toilet door and drink in this profound slice of history left for them.

We existed. We were at school and we existed. Oh, and, by the way, Amelia has crabs.

It was ten minutes before my supposedly-important newspaper meeting, and I decided to hide and read until the crowds died down. Another school day had passed without incident. Charlie was still villain of the year for the group detention. He couldn’t walk anywhere without people yelling, “THANKS, CHARLIE.” Additionally, a ridiculous rumour was going around that Chloe had rabies. Her best friend, Hannah, had been stupid enough to tell Amelia in form time that she’d been around Chloe’s house the night before when Chloe’s hamster had randomly died. Apparently Chloe had it out on her hand, when the thing started fitting and then dropped dead in her palm.

“It kind of looked like rabies,” Hannah had said, betraying her best friend in exchange for a brief moment with Amelia. Who then, of course, told everyone that Chloe’s hamster had bitten her before it died of rabies, and so now Chloe had rabies. All completely stupid but stupid enough to catch ablaze. People had been growling at her all day, laughing, “Watch out, in case she bites.” My insides ached with the injustice of it, and with anger at myself for just letting it happen, like I’d let Charlie have the worst week of his life in exchange for a quiet life for me.

I pulled out To Kill a Mockingbird, hoping to find more messages from the red-pen person. I read as quickly as I could, turning the pages in a flurry, losing track of where I was and why I was so angry.

I caught sight of red ink and my heart quickened.

I’d got to a scene where the children are almost attacked by a rabid dog but their father shoots it dead with only one shot. The kids were surprised their dad had hidden how good he was with a gun.

“I wanted you to see what real courage is, instead of getting the idea that courage is a man with a gun in his hand,” Atticus told the children.

I rushed past to look at the red handwriting scribble next to the quote.
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My eyes closed as the words dissolved into me. For a few seconds I felt like I was swirling outside of my body. Then, without warning, tears leaked from both eyes.

If you’re not scared, then it’s not courage.

What if you’re scared but you do nothing? I asked myself, staring at the page. What was the opposite of courage? Cowardice? Not only was I a nobody, I was a cowardly nobody. At home. At school. Invisible to all. Nobody would ever write a story about me and how brave I was. People hardly knew I existed… Noise from outside got louder as the bathroom door swung open. The clop of footfall. I sniffed, and stayed as quiet as I could. The intruder locked herself in the neighbouring cubicle and I heard the unmistakable sound of her tears.

School.

I flushed the perfectly clean toilet to give them some noise privacy and put my book into my bag. Then I scraped back the lock and opened the door to the row of mirrors, revealing my blotchy reflection. I washed my clean hands, then squatted to check under the door. They were snuffling gently, obviously waiting for me to leave.

Their shoes were black, chunky, with pink nail polish patterns adorning the edges. I couldn’t place them immediately but then remembered I’d seen them in art. They were Chloe’s shoes. The stupid rabies rumours had inevitably got to her.

I hovered outside the sniffing stall, unsure, and held my hand out uselessly, like I was trying to comfort her invisibly through the door.

Ask her if she’s alright. Be a human. Don’t leave her crying alone in a cubicle.

I opened my mouth but closed it again. If I spoke, that would draw me into the situation. I didn’t want to be involved in any situation. I couldn’t face the thought of people saying I’d caught Chloe’s “rabies” and being barked at all day – not on top of everything I had to endure at home. I was scared, but I didn’t have courage. So I told myself Chloe wouldn’t want to be comforted by some random anyway, and pushed my way into the corridor, leaving her to fall apart in peace.

The school felt tired, like it needed a yawn to punctuate the end of the day. My stomach was in its usual tension knot. I hugged my bag to my chest, my precious book snuggled safely inside, and kept my head down as I passed Grace and the Awfuls clumped around Amelia’s locker.

Grace sniggered cruelly as she tossed her ponytail back. “Chloe wasn’t in my last lesson today. Oh dear. Do you think she’s gone to the vet?” They all laughed without showing their teeth, in case boys were secretly watching them.

Laura nodded like the eagerest beaver in the universe. “I still can’t believe Hannah told everyone. I mean, that’s a little harsh.”

Amelia shot her a look. “Oh, come on. It’s a dead hamster. It’s not like her gran died or anything. She should see the funny side. Nobody can take a joke these days. Anyway, Grace, we need to get our prom dresses soon. Otherwise someone might get the same one in the spring/summer drop.”

I managed to pass without my face betraying me. Wondering what life must be like if that’s your major life concern – someone wearing the same dress as you. Especially when you’d made a person cry that day for literally no reason, other than their pain briefly amused you.

I climbed the steps to the newsroom, not passing anyone else as I went up. I felt all discombobulated – from the second message I’d found in the book, from how it had made me feel: guilty and angry and itching with self-loathing. I didn’t like it when emotions hit me in school. I didn’t like it when emotions hit me anywhere. Emotions always had consequences.

“Paige, you’re here. Take a seat. Did you have a nice afternoon?” Ms Gordon was perching on the front desk of our cramped newsroom. I spent almost as much time here as I did in the library. In this tiny box filled with slightly dated computers.

I nodded but said nothing as I sat down next to Daisy and pulled my sleeves over my hands.

“Yes, Ms Gordon, I had a brilliant day,” Ms Gordon said in a high-pitched voice. “Every day at this school is a total dream, especially with you here as my librarian.” She smiled kindly. She was in a red and pink suit – clashing beyond all reasonable doubt.

Daisy laughed and I reluctantly joined in. Ms Gordon was obsessed with “getting me out of my shell”.

I’d been working on the newspaper since Year Eight, after Ruby left, but still didn’t really know the rest of the team that well. Some of them, like Daisy and Candise, were super close – bonded by the years of stressful deadlines. But I, unsurprisingly, kept myself to myself. What I liked about the paper was I could see my name in it as my byline, without the story having to be about me. When I got my first ever front-page splash in Year Ten, with a story about vegan food in the canteen, I took it home proudly, wondering if it would get framed and put up next to Adam’s stuff. But all Dad said was, “Ha, veganism is for pussies.”

I took out my pen and notepad and wrote the date at the top.

“What’s this meeting about then?” Daisy asked. “Surely enough news hasn’t happened to print the paper yet?” We printed one edition near the end of each term normally and it was only October.

Ms Gordon tapped her nose with a finger adorned with a giant plastic ruby ring. “Let’s wait for the others and then I’ll tell you.”

“Others?”

I glanced around and we all seemed to be present and correct. Candise and Daisy were there. As was Luke, our photographer, who spoke even less than me, but took brilliant photos. Then two Year Nine girls and one Year Eight boy – all of them at the bottom of the ladder, to do the crappy jobs, until the end of the year when everyone else was too stressed with exams.

Ms Gordon looked at her red leather watch. “They should be here any minute, they knew it started at four…oh, here they are. Come on in, girls.”

And there, coming into MY newsroom and sitting with MY Ms Gordon, were Grace, Amelia and Laura – collectively smelling of vanilla and jasmine and the scent of other people’s worst living memories.

“Hi, is this the right place?” Amelia asked, looking around my beloved newsroom like someone had pooed themselves and then rubbed
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