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BEAUTY COMES AT A PRICE. AND GIRLS MUST PAY.

In Belle and Joni’s world there are two options for girls:

One, follow the rules of the Doctrine like Belle: apply your Mask, work hard to be crowned at the Ceremony, be a Pretty.

Or two, fight the rules like Joni: leave your face bare, work hard to escape to the Education, be an Objectionable.

But maybe there is a third option…
 Change the rules. Reclaim your power. If you can…

What would you choose?






YOU COULD BE SO PRETTY is a work of fiction but it deals with many real issues including eating disorders, domestic abuse, pornography, misogyny, sexual harassment and assault, which some readers may find distressing or offensive.







To C,
 This book grew into being as I grew you into being.
 Every day I’ll fight for a better world for you.
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I’ll never forget the sound of my mother’s scream.

It woke me with a shrillness that pierced my bones and I scrambled up in bed. I was initially too terrified to move, my heart a frantic hummingbird in my chest, until I heard a wail that soured the air of our house. I kicked my covers and teddies off, ran to the door and listened at the crack, waiting to hear intruders, but the house was still apart from my mother’s quiet sobbing. With shaking hands, I reached up to twist the doorknob and padded out into the corridor.

“Mother?” I whispered.

I found her in the corner of the bathroom. A huddled mess on the bath mat, bent over like a dropped doll.

“Mother?”

She flinched and looked up, the moonlight hitting her beautiful tear-streaked face. She reached out an arm, and I went to her instantly. My mother clutched me to her ribcage and wept onto my shoulder. “Oh, Belle,” she gasped.

I tried to pat her back. I didn’t know how to help. I was only seven years old.

“Mother, I’m scared. What’s wrong?”

“I can’t…I can’t…Belle, what am I going to do? They’re going to…they’re going to make me an Invisible.” She let me go and reached up, holding out a thin hair on her head. “Do you see it? Oh, Belle…” In the night’s shadows, it took a second to make out the source of her scream. There, in my mother’s manicured fingers, was one stray grey hair. It was the same pale colour as the moonlight glowing through the window. I took it between my fingers, not understanding at first. It felt different to the rest of my mother’s hairs. Wirier, denser, and stripped of all pigment. A howl erupted from her throat and she collapsed in on herself again.

I sniffed up my own tears, feeling the most desperate helplessness. I didn’t fully understand what an Invisible was yet. I wished my father was there, but he was never there. Always away, working, doing his part for the Industry. And even though I was young, I knew she wouldn’t allow herself to be like this if he was around. Then a solution occurred to me. I told my mother to wait and I ran into my room, raiding my desk drawer for my colouring pens. I returned and paused in the bathroom doorway. My mother was still crying, while holding out her strand of grey hair like it would contaminate the others.

“Mother.”

I sat cross-legged next to her and she seeped into my shoulder again.

“I don’t want them to make me an Invisible, Belle. I can’t.”

“Mother, this might help.”

I took the pen lid off with my teeth. She watched me take the offending strand between my pudgy fingers.

“You’re not invisible, Mother,” I told her, as I held the felt tip to the hair and started to colour.

It was an awkward job. The strand kept dropping from my fingers and I’d have to rummage to find it again. And it was a crude solution; the colour was hardly a perfect match. But the ink took to the hair surprisingly well, sinking into the porous texture, transforming it back to vitality, until it fell back, blended, into the other hairs.

“There we are, all done,” I said, using the voice she used on me when I grazed my knee and needed a plaster.

My mother gathered herself from the floor, slowly rising until she was level with the sink. She leaned towards the mirror, examining her reflection. Even with her tear stains, even in the bad light, even without her Mask on, she was so beautiful. She turned her head this way and that and then smiled before twisting back to me.

“My beautiful girl,” she said, bending down to scoop me up into a hug. I wrapped myself around her like a spider monkey. “Thank you,” she whispered into my hair. “Thank you, my beautiful, beautiful girl.”
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I clung to Mother’s leg while we both watched my father leave. She stood like a marble pillar, her eyes following him around the house, as he packed his things and told her all the reasons why she was disgusting and pathetic and how no one could blame him for leaving. His New One loitered by the front door, her arms crossed defiantly, shooting my mother looks of repulsion, her young, sculptured chin jutting out, all like, I don’t blame him either. But Mother stood resolute, her hand shaking on my shoulder, and gave him nothing back. It was safer that way. He might want to inflict one final blow as a parting gift.

She did flinch, however, when he slammed the door behind him, leaving us in an empty house. But she recovered, squeezed my shoulder and stood motionless again, waiting…waiting…

Only after half an hour did she trust he’d actually gone. Her legs caved and I fell to the floor with her. “It’s going to be okay,” she whispered, kissing my cheeks, stroking my hair. “It’s going to be okay, it’s going to be okay.”

I started crying, relieved and yet missing him already, and she hugged me to her, rocking me until I was calm again. Then, out of nowhere, she stood resolutely, a look of determination carved into her face.

“Mother?”

She walked upstairs, and I followed at her feet like a hungry kitten, until we reached the bathroom. The floor was littered with bottles Father had flung down in his haste to leave his family. Mother located a vial of Mask Remover in the corner, emptied it onto some cotton, and I sat on the toilet as she slowly, carefully, wiped her Mask off. I gasped as unseen parts of her revealed themselves. My mouth dropped open as she wiped and wiped, until a pile of coloured cotton clogged the sink. Then, smiling at her reflection in the cabinet mirror, she opened the door and took out a pair of scissors.

“Mother, no!”

She ignored me and stared ahead as she hacked off all her hair, letting it fall on top of the stained cotton.

When she was done, my mother’s new face turned to me and everything about her was different. It wasn’t just the lines I could now see that I hadn’t before, or the shape of her skull through her new haircut…but her eyes…they were bright and dancing.

She brought me in for a kiss, and there was a lightness in her touch. A fresh way of holding herself, like she’d lost stones of Sin.

“We’re free, Joni,” she whispered to me. “Now we are free.”
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I wake up how I wake every day – exhausted and hungry, with the ghost of my mother’s scream vibrating around my head.

“Belle?” she calls up the stairs – happy and energized and not screaming on the bath mat. “Are we doing Body Prayer together or not?”

“Coming.” I allow myself thirty more seconds to lie back and fully rid myself of my recurrent nightmare. I hate waking up. Sleep’s my only distraction from the gnawing in my stomach. I imagine a breakfast of scrambled egg, yellow and rich with melted butter seeping into thick white bread. Then I chastise myself. I am so greedy, so disgusting. I should not desire such things.

“Belle? Come on. You need as much time to Mask today as possible.”

I’m so grateful to my mother for keeping me in line. I jump out of my bed and into my Body Prayer clothes. I sync my Device to the Ranking as I run downstairs, so everyone can see how much Sin I burn. It’s particularly important to post today, it being the Selection and all. There are only eight weeks of lessons left before the Ceremony, and today at school everyone is voting to select the shortlist of potential winners. As Mother has reminded me for months – years, even – this is the most important day of my life. I feel light-headed as I jump off the last step and clutch the banister for a second. Sometimes I eat a banana before Body Prayer, but it’s such a waste to do that when you can burn off more Sin on an empty stomach.

“Honestly, Belle, come on.”

My mother marches into the hallway, her arms crossed over her hard torso.

“I said I’m coming.”

She smiles and strokes my cheek, softening. “Sorry, my Bella Donna. I just want to make sure today goes perfectly for you. Remember, I’ve turned down two Mask appointments so I can focus solely on you today.”

“I know, I know, thank you.” Like I had any choice in that.

“Come on, let’s sweat out that Sin. It’s the most important day of your life to date.”

“I know.”

She picks the hardest intensity prayer and, as the world wakes up around us, Mother and I fall into perfect synchrony, the spring air seeping through the open windows. Sweat pours from my skin until I’m slippery with it. My legs burn like fires are raging inside of them. We jump so far and so high that the house shakes and it’s just as well Father isn’t here, like he usually isn’t. He’s constantly away, driving long distances to help the Industry. Once our Sin has been suitably burned, we turn to Muscle Pulling, leaning over in an array of stretches to yank our sinews as lean and long as possible.

“Have you picked your final Look?” Mother asks, reaching down to touch her toes.

“I think so. It’s a bit warm for the denim but I reckon I can pull it off.”

She flips herself upright, takes me in and smiles again, touching my cheek once more. “Oh, I’m so excited for you. I’d do anything to relive my Just Right years.”

“Let’s just hope I get Nominated.”

I ride another nausea wave at the thought of not getting enough votes today and failing to fulfil the Doctrine’s destiny for me. I must win the Ceremony. I must be the Prettiest. I must Have It All.

“Of course you will. You’re my daughter after all.” She wrinkles her nose. “But you can never be too careful. Come on, I’ll let you shower first.”

Everyone always wants to know my morning ritual so they can copy it, but, as today is so busy, I’ll explain briefly. I wake up, I do my Body Prayer, I wash, scrape off my top layer of skin, then scythe off any new bodily growths. I strip my hair, apply colour balance and nourishment mask, then rinse. After drying myself off, I brush my body to stop Sin Dimples forming, then I apply my creams. There’s the compression one, then the nourishment one, and finally I apply skin camouflage. While they’re settling in, it’s time for my face. I pour acid onto my fingers and dab it on, then face nourisher, then light-blocker, before adding a pre-Mask. Then it’s back to my hair, which takes another forty-five minutes to sculpt perfectly around my face. Mother comes in to do my Mask today. She blends three different colours of face camouflage and begins to artfully dab it on, painting a new face over mine, and adding illuminator so I glow out light. Then it’s onto my eyes and eye framers, rosy cheeks, more illuminator. We will do lips after we’ve had breakfast. God, I’m so hungry. After a small meal that hardly touches the sides of my stomach, I get into my chosen Look, set up the Halo and let Mother take photos for the Ranking. It’s the Selection Day, so I have to get my poses perfect. I squeeze every muscle in my body so they’re taut, and then arch my back, point my toe forward, hold my breath till I’m practically blue, and ensure my hand is on my hip with my arm bent away from my body. The Doctrine insists this must look effortless, so I arrange my Masked face into a relaxed smile and look off to the side, hiding my wince of discomfort. We finally upload, deleting any visible Sin that crept in, then we sit together on my bed and refresh our Devices, seeing the Validation come in, counting it up, working out if I’m getting the most. Very quickly it’s clear we’ve totally smashed it. I’m Number One in my class’s ranking so far, and very far ahead. Vanessa, my best friend, hasn’t uploaded her Selection Day Look yet, but it would take a lot to beat me.

“We did it!” I shriek, feeling the familiar mixture of relief and self-esteem flood through me. I am the Prettiest. I got it right today. I have the crown for another twenty-four hours, and these twenty-four hours are the most vital.

My mother high-fives me, jubilance radiating from her face – or maybe that’s just the Halo I’ve left on. “A team effort. I have no doubt you’ll be selected for the Ceremony today, but still…it’s always better to smash it.” She strokes the curl flowing down across my forehead. “You’re so lucky,” she sighs. Her face falls – though only metaphorically, due to all the Immobilizer in it. “So young still. I used to have hair this silky, before I had to start covering it…”

My stomach twists under my cropped top, tugging out last night’s nightmare.

“…but, hey, your mother still hasn’t become an Invisible, has she?”

I shake my head. “You’re still the most beautiful mother in town.”

And we hug delicately so as not to ruin each other’s hair.

I start the torturous process of walking to school in my Selection-worthy shoes. Mother offers to drive me in on her way to appointments, but agrees that would make my Look seem too high-maintenance. Walking is taking much longer than usual though, as I can only take tiny steps in these high heels.

My Device goes and I pause for a moment, leaning against someone’s garden wall, resting my feet.

Damian:
 DAMN GIRL, your upload this morning was HOT
 Blue Balls Belle strikes again
 Just casually editing the pics so your mouth is open…
 Xxx

I feel an initial ripple of discomfort before I remind myself this is a compliment. The Doctrine says I am lucky to receive such attention. Especially from Damian, especially on Selection Day.

Belle:
 You are too gross

He sends back a tweaked version of my Look with a penis leading to my mouth. I should be flattered. The Doctrine says I should be flattered. I am flattered. I check nobody is looking and then bend down to rub my aching feet. I must get my reply just right. Unoffended, up for it, a laugh, carefree, fun, sexy, not too serious.

Belle:
 I feel sorry for you that Deep Fakes are your only sexual outlet.

Damian:
 BURNNNNN. YOU’RE SO SMOKIN’ HOT YOU BURN GIRL.

I smile at myself. That seems to have done the trick. Just as I’m about to keep walking, a notification pings in. Vanessa’s just released her Look to the Ranking. Dammit. Not bad. She looks amazing. I feel a funny mixture of rageful fear that she’ll outperform me, combined with joy because she’s my best friend and I want her to get Nominated too. I send off my Validation and put my Device back in my bag, eager to get to school to see the Selection all play out. People simply must Nominate me when they see me in real life.

Ergh. Joni’s walking ahead of me, on the other side of the road. She doesn’t walk, that girl, she lollops. Her arms swinging, legs open, her disgusting rucksack jiggling. I find the disrespect she shows herself and the Doctrine so repulsive. It’s also quite scary, like she’s a contaminant. Lollop lollop lollop. If there’s one thing I can count on today, it’s that Joni’s NOT going to be Selected. She’ll claim not to care, of course. Along with the rest of the pathetic Objectionables. All Joni cares about, it seems, is beating me to the Scholarship, which I don’t have time to worry about until next month as I’m so preoccupied with the Selection. She’s got a good chance at beating me too, with all that spare time she has due to her lack of personal grooming, wandering about, walking like a man who just sat on a cactus.

It’s her choice, I remind myself, as rage blooms through me.

I repeat the Doctrine’s mantra until it calms me down to the bones.

It’s her choice. It’s her choice. It’s her choice.

I am so grateful to the Doctrine, for helping me navigate this world now the Bad Times are over. For giving us these Rules to help us acclimatize to our freedom. But they are only guidelines, I remind myself. If someone as repugnant as Joni wants to waste her freedom by rejecting them, that’s her choice, and I must celebrate her choice because we are so lucky to have all these choices. I just wish she could respect MY choices a bit more, rather than always making wild claims at school that we’re all brainwashed if we don’t want to be as disgusting as her.

I sigh and let the anger evaporate off my skin, soothed by the Doctrine. I totter along, excited to see Vanessa and scream at each other’s appearances. In fact, I’m so calm, I don’t initially notice the car that’s slowed down next to me.
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I wake up feeling gloriously well rested. It’s late. I should probably have set my alarm for half an hour earlier, but who cares? Sleep is so wonderful and restful. Long live sleep, that’s what I say. I smell slightly, so I take a shower but can’t be bothered stripping my hair. I’m sure the Doctrine will cope with one more day. Well, actually, the Doctrine can’t cope at all with such things. If Belle turned up today with Day Three hair, I think everyone would pass out with shock. But everyone will be looking at the Pretties today – exclusively so. Literally nobody is going to notice me on Selection Day.

“You’re going to be late,” Mother says as I thunder down the stairs. She’s sitting at our kitchen table, which is covered with placards and other protest paraphernalia.

“I’m never late. I’ve timed it perfectly.” I plant a kiss in her wiry hair and grab two slices of white bread and shove them into the toaster. Then I lean against the counter and point at the pile of signs. “What’s the fight against today?”

She sighed. “There’s still no regulation at the Empowerment Centre. Anyone can call themselves a technician and carve someone up. I heard they agreed to see a twelve-year-old last week.”

“Twelve? Jeez.”

“With parental consent. Which all the brainwashed Pretties will happily give, of course.”

“Twelve is…” I try to remember myself at twelve. I hadn’t even started my bleedings yet. “…quite an extreme age.”

“But it’s their choice, remember?” Mother puts on her Doctrine voice.

“But of course.” I laugh. “Totally. Can’t go around questioning logic like that.”

She stands up and kisses the top of my head. “That’s my girl.”

I eat my toast and watch Mother whirlwind around the house, clutching her activism leaflets, before finally leaving with a rushed goodbye.

“Enjoy Selection Day,” she calls on her way out. “Or, should I say, endure it?”

I laugh out some toast crumbs. “Only eight weeks left until I can hopefully get the Scholarship and escape.”

“Exactly. Getting into the Education is the only Selection that matters, remember? Right. Time. I must go.”

The house is eerily quiet once the door closes, and I inhale it, enjoying the calm. Living with my mother is like living with a constantly combusting firework – beautiful, but noisy and exhausting. Despite myself, I use the quiet to run through the likely Selection that day, placing silent bets on who’ll get through. I hate that part of me’s still vaguely interested. I hate that I’m tempted to check my Device and see what’s happening on the Ranking. I wish I could be stronger like Mother. But, then again, Mother isn’t seventeen. She reminds me of this often.

“It will be much easier once you’re out of your ‘Just Right’ years,” she’s said countless times, when the Doctrine gets too much. “The noise will never be louder than it is now.”

I bring my empty plate to the sink, wash it, check the time on my Device, and realize I could actually be late if I’m not careful. I dash upstairs and clean my teeth, not bothering to check the mirror, and then close up the house and make my way into school.

I think about Mother as I rush along. She seems so strong, so certain, so unbothered by it all. I wonder if she gets moments of doubt, like me. Or if she really, truly doesn’t mind being so hated. The Society generally tolerates and ignores Invisibles until they try to be seen and heard. Then it hates them. No decorum in that. Our whole town despises Mother and her ilk. She faces daily disgust. I’ve heard her be called “an abomination of a woman” and yet she claims it’s funny. How? Maybe she’s right. Maybe it will get easier for me in time.

My musings are interrupted by an annoying clip-clop sound behind me. After a while, I turn around to see if I’m being stalked by a horse, but no, it’s Belle of all people. She’s teetering to school in the world’s most ridiculous heels. She does it vaguely effortlessly. Everything about Belle appears annoyingly effortless. She’s lost in her Device as she clops along, no doubt triple-refreshing the Ranking as the Looks come in, worrying if she’s Masked enough to fulfil her true life’s purpose. I wrinkle my nose and keep walking. It’s good for me that she looks so Pretty. Any moment she’s committing herself to the Doctrine is a moment she’s not studying for the Scholarship. Because she’s annoyingly smart, Belle, as well as being annoyingly beautiful. I have to put up with her in all my First Set classes. Not content with being the Prettiest Pretty, she’s determined to get into the Education too. She hardly needs to sleep, from what I can tell. Totally superhuman. How else does she find time to get such good marks in school while looking like that?

I plod on, checking the time on my Device again, wondering if I’m going to make the first bell, when I notice the clip-clopping has slowed almost to a stop. I turn back to see a car inching along beside Belle. Her face has changed. She’s no longer absorbed in her Device but is smiling nervously at the driver. “Honestly, thank you but I’m happy to walk,” I overhear her saying in a diabetically sweet voice. I slow and wait for the car to drive off, but it doesn’t. It keeps kerb-crawling and Belle’s trot is a wobble now. “Honestly, you’re being very generous, but I want to walk.” I hear her say it a little louder this time.

Then something changes. The car stops.

“Stop being such an ungrateful slutty bitch,” a man’s voice shouts from the window. And I’m running back, threading my house keys between my knuckles, joining Belle’s side.

“Is everything okay here?” I ask, trying to sound like my mother at her most scary. “Belle?”

Her eyes are wide. Maybe she’s shocked I’m here? I look into the driver’s window to see a youngish man with a red-tinted face, glaring at me with acute disgust.

“Who ordered the monster?” he asks.

“Excuse me?”

“I wasn’t speaking to you,” he says.

I turn back to Belle. “Are you okay?”

She’s shaking. “I’m fine.”

“Hear that, you Objectionable mess? She’s fine. There’s nothing wrong with offering a Pretty girl a lift to school.”

“Unless she says no and then you won’t leave her alone.”

“It’s a compliment,” he says, quoting the Doctrine. “Come on…into the car.” I can’t believe it. The man’s taken off his seat belt and is walking around towards us. Belle grabs my hand and my body floods with adrenaline as he gets closer. I take in his rosy face. He’s calm. That’s what makes it worse. He’s going to drag Belle calmly into his car like that is a totally normal thing to do.

“Honestly,” Belle says, “I just really feel like walking. I need the air…” Belle can’t stop herself following the Rules and trying to appease him, even as he takes a step closer. I scan around to see if anyone’s going to help us, but the street’s empty. He lurches forward and grabs Belle’s waist with both hands. She shrieks, just as my fist flies out and I punch him in the eye, then sink my keys into his leg. He lets out an animal roar and staggers back against the car. I move forward and kick him hard in his groin and he lets out another howl and collapses onto the pavement, while Belle stares at me wide-eyed.

I turn to her. “Run. Now.”

“But…but…” She’s shaking. Frozen and shaking.

“But what?”

“It’s…it’s…a compliment.”

“No, it’s not, it’s an attack. Run. Now!”

I drag her with me, and it’s like she suddenly gets it. She grabs my arm and lets me lead her away, while a stream of abuse and threats erupts from the man’s mouth. I twist back and he’s trying to get himself up, staggering on the pavement, leaning against his car, clutching his groin. If he catches up with us, we’re doomed. I spy an alleyway and tug Belle towards it, but she’s slowing us down, hardly able to run in her stupid heels.

“Lose your shoes,” I shout as we start down the alleyway.

“What? No. They’re my—”

“Do you want to actually die? Lose them now.”

I crouch down and go to tug her heels off. She lets out a noise of surprise but then her survival instinct must override the Doctrine, and she bends over and whips them off herself. We leave them behind as we pelt along, fear pulsing through my blood.

“I’m coming for you,” he yells from somewhere behind us.

“We have to get out of the alleyway or he’ll catch us up.” Adrenaline’s made my brain quietly calm and I race through exit routes with strange clarity. If we jump over some fences, he may think we’ve run out the top of the alleyway, and we could lose him. I can’t hear his footsteps yet but there’s no man faster and stronger than a man angry at a girl. Belle’s slightly ahead of me now, her breath coming out in even pants. Of course she’s faster than me, she does Body Prayer every day.

“We need to scale the fences,” I gasp out.

“What?”

I point at the garden fences on either side. “We need to climb over a few of these. He won’t think we’ve done that. Then we can hide in someone’s garden, wait for him to run past.”

“What? I can’t.”

I hear his yell again closer behind us, coming towards the alleyway entrance. “Where are you bitches?”

Belle turns white under her Mask.

“It will throw him off. It’s the only way.”

“Okay.”

I easily scale the fence, but Belle can’t. She’s hardly able to lift her leg up in her skintight denim. I clamber back over and give her a leg-up, but she’s uselessly stiff. In the end I have to push her over, and hear her topple to the other side. I vault over too, landing in a bush beside her.

“What the hell?” she’s complaining, trying to get up, her clothes covered in mud. “You just pushed me—”

“Shh, we need to keep going.”

I scarcely take in the garden we’ve landed in. I’m too busy sizing up the height of the opposite fence. “I’ll give you another leg-up.”

“Umm, no thanks.”

“You won’t get over it otherwise.”

And she can’t argue. We race across the lawn and I give her another leg-up, pushing her over the next fence, and the next, before we collapse in a random rose bush – panting, scratched, terrified.

“This is actually madness—”

“Shh.”

A few gardens away I hear his heavy footsteps thud down the alleyway. Belle grabs my hand and we stare at each other, suspended in total fear, as we listen to him grunt in pain and anger. Sick bubbles in my throat now that I’ve done all I can. How can this be happening? Why won’t he give up? How can I be eating toast and then, half an hour later, be about to be attacked by a total stranger? The footsteps pause. Has he figured it out? Belle’s eyes meet mine again and we stare at each other, breathing in one another’s breath, our entwined hands damp with sweat, shaking in the thorns of the rose bush, awaiting our fate…

And then…mercifully, his footsteps pick up again, and he races down the alleyway, chasing our ghosts.

We wait five minutes and hear nothing more.

We are safe. For now, we are safe.

My ribcage releases and I roll out of the bush onto some stranger’s lawn, gasping quietly up into the blue sky. I try to take deeper breaths, but they arrive short and sharp and mostly useless. I feel Belle shaking by my side. She starts weeping and we stay like that a while. Both of us sprawled out on the lawn, stunned, scarcely believing it’s over. Trying to take in that it happened at all.

Once fifteen minutes have passed, my breathing’s better and the reality of our situation grinds in. I start assessing our surroundings – working out what we should do next. I look up at the house, wondering why they’ve not noticed two girls in their Just Right years land in their gardens like fly-tipped rubbish. But the curtains are closed. They’re either away, or still asleep.

I manage to find my voice. “Are you okay, Belle?” This is essentially the first civil conversation we’ve ever had, despite growing up in the same class our whole lives. She regularly sniggers at my appearance and I snigger right back at hers. But today we’re united by fear. She staggers up, wiping the mud off her clothes, examining the scratches across her bare stomach. She tries to wipe away the black bits of Mask from under her eyes and I notice how her tears have carved rivers of paler skin through it. Her hair looks, quite rightly, like she’s been dragged through a hedge backwards. But she’s safe. So am I. Somehow.

She looks up at me and I can see she’s still shaking as she smooths down her ruined clothes. I expect her to acknowledge what just happened. To thank me. For saving her. For rescuing her…

But this is Belle we’re talking about so, of course, instead, her face sets, and all she says is, “You’ve ruined my Look.”
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What a complete disaster. I don’t even know where to start with what a disaster this is. My hair? I can feel an actual burr in it. My Mask? Ruined. I whip out my Device and use reflection mode to assess the damage, but, even with Halo-mode on, I am a mess. On Selection Day of all days. How can this be happening to me?

Joni, of course, is focusing on all the wrong things.

“I just saved your life and you’re worried about your Look being ruined?” She looks even worse than me, unsurprisingly. Her face is red, and she’s got an actual snot trail smeared across her cheek from crying. I shudder.

“It’s Selection Day,” I remind her, glancing down to see if my manicure’s ruined and noticing my hands are shaking again. I fold them into my muddy lap. “I know that means nothing to you, but excuse me for having a life to be proud of.”

“Are you forgetting you’d have no life at all if I hadn’t just saved you?”

“Oh, stop being so dramatic.”

My words aren’t quite matching how I feel though. In truth, my heart feels like it’s been squeezed in a vice until it almost exploded. Whenever I blink, the man’s face flashes behind my eyelids, and I want to scream and cry for about ten years. The way he went from friendly to violent so fast. The feel of his hands on my waist. What would he have done to me? Despite the wisdom of the Doctrine, his attention didn’t feel like a compliment…

I push all this from my brain and focus on things I can control. How do I get out of this garden? How do I mend my Look before school? I’m already late. I’ve missed my Grand Entrance. Oh, this is such a nightmare. I decide it’s all Joni’s fault and glower at her, but she has the audacity to look at ME in disgust? She staggers to her feet and sweeps mud off her vile T-shirt. I’m surprised she’s shown even that ounce of respect for personal grooming. Then she starts trampling around the garden, muttering to herself. “Okay, okay, what to do…call Mother? No, she’s… The Protection Agency…do I call them? No, they’re not safe…”

“What are you doing?”

“Figuring out how to get to school safely. Oh, brilliant, there’s a gate.” She points and, sure enough, there’s a gate onto the street.

“Get to school?” There’s no way I’m going to school before I mend my Look. Maybe I should call the Protection Agency? When the compliment gets dangerous, you’re supposed to call them. Those are the guidelines. More importantly, I can use their mirrors and undo the worst of the damage, then I can arrive at school before lunch and the final hour of voting. “Maybe we should call the Protection Agency?”

“No, they’re not safe. And we’re not safe until we get away from this madman and into school,” she says.

My breath catches. Was he really a madman? There it is again – his face behind my eyelids. He was so calm as he grabbed me. Oh God, if Joni hadn’t come…

If Joni hadn’t come and made him angry by randomly attacking him…

I let out a laugh and get to my feet. “But of course you feel the actual Protection Agency isn’t safe. That makes total sense.”

“How do you know he wasn’t a protection officer?” Joni shoots over her shoulder, trying the gate’s latch and finding it unlocked.

This is too much. She’s ridiculous. I know her mother’s a gross conspiracy theorist, but I thought Joni would have more intelligence. She’s my main competitor for the Scholarship after all, and is always trying to put her hand up before me in classes.

“Because they’re here to protect us, not drag us into cars?” I scramble up properly and wince as I follow her, my feet stinging on the gravel path, reminding me that I’ve lost my shoes. What was I playing at, letting Joni rip them off me? It all feels dreadfully embarrassing now. Though, when I glance at the windows of the house, I feel another involuntary shudder. Nothing feels safe. The thought of the attacker still lurking around here somewhere has me breaking out in a new sweat.

“I’m not calling them. You can. But I’m getting to school. We’ll be safer there.”

“And if we happen to bump into the man on the way?”

“We won’t. School’s only five minutes away.” Her voice betrays her, breaking on the last word. Our eyes meet again and we can’t look away for a moment – both of us united in how totally terrified we are. Then I shake my head, dislodge it, and tussle with what to do. I can ring Mother, but she’ll go nuts if she sees the state of me. Or I can run to school with Joni and arrive a total mess and ruin everything. No…I just need to convince Joni that she’s wrong and…oh no, where’s she going?

Joni pushes through the gate, crouching low, looking side to side. Then, without turning back, she runs ahead, the gate crashing closed behind her, not even waiting for me.

“Joni? Joni!” I whisper as her footsteps get quieter. She’s left me. I push through and catch her up. She’s hiding behind a parked car and doesn’t acknowledge my presence, just mutters to herself.

“Okay, so the alleyway ends there to the right. That’s the way he went. If we go left, through that other alleyway, we should come out near the school gates…”

My brief respite from fear vanishes, and I nod, taking in her plan.

“Let’s go.” Joni darts across the road before I even have a chance to think about it. I speed after her, scuttling past a few houses, before running into another alleyway. For a second, I think I see the man, standing there in the middle, waiting for us with a smug grin, and my body freezes in terror…but the alley is empty, and I run through my ghost of him, and feel fresh tears fall down my face, ruining my Mask further. We run and run, my feet burning as they trample over pebbles and gravel and filth and rubbish. At every turn, I think we’ll see him, but soon enough we’re outside school, bent over and panting.

“We’re here,” I say, glancing for one last time up the road.

“We made it.”

We smile at one another in a quick, unacknowledged truce. Relief surges through me, settling my breath for the first time since the car slowed down next to me, and I almost drown in it…before something cold kicks in. A guilt. A feeling of me-being-silly. An irritation…

I glance down at my demolished feet. “You owe me a new pair of shoes.”

Joni laughs harshly. “Still no ‘Thank you for saving my life, Joni’?”

“He was only being friendly,” I find myself saying in an odd robotic voice. I turn and hobble off towards the school gate, suddenly not wanting to be near her a second longer. “You’re the one who attacked him and got him angry.”

“Are you being serious? I stopped him attacking—”

“You stopped him offering me a lift to school.” I interrupt her, still not sure why my voice is so robotic.

She laughs again. “Oh well, sorry. I must’ve just been jealous he didn’t pick me to abduct.”

“Well, he didn’t, did he?”

She’s lolloping behind me and I can feel her anger radiate off her body. “Oh my God, you actually think that, don’t you?” she says. “That he was just offering you a nice lift to school, and I’m jealous?”

I narrow my eyes. Maybe that is what I think? I need some kind of story to distract everyone from why I look so Objectionable.

“I forget how…totally brainwashed you are.”

Irritation rips through my skin. Joni and her stupid conspiracy theories. Almost as ugly as her.

“More like hair washed,” I shout back, triumphant in my insult. “Something you don’t seem to understand. Tell me, when was the last time you stripped your hair? Back in the Bad Times by the looks of it.”

The insult doesn’t land. As I glance back, I see her face looks mildly amused. Like I’ve done exactly what she predicted I’d do. And her arrogance morphs my fear into anger. She thinks she knows me?

We turn onto the school’s drive.

“Your heels,” she says quietly. “They’re like that for a reason, you know.”

I turn back. “Like what?”

“Impossible to walk in…to run in.”

We’re now at the school gates and I really don’t want anyone to see us. Nobody can see the state of me. Or see me standing alongside Joni. I should flounce off and not indulge her deluded programming, especially as someone could be looking out the window right now. But something holds me still a moment too long.

“What do you mean?” I find myself asking.

“I’m just saying. Everything about how you’re dressed today for the Selection, about how you dress every day… You think it’s to make you look Pretty. But it’s actually to make you weak.”

“Excuse me?”

“Those shoes.” Joni points at my dirty bare feet. “You wore them because they make your legs look long and slim. You think they complement your body and finish off your Look. But have you ever thought why shoes like that get the most Validation?” she asks. “It’s because they weaken you. They’re bad for your health. Your mobility. It’s because they make it harder to function. To even go from A to B, and live your life to its fullest and without pain. Those shoes make it harder to run from danger. Just like those ridiculously tight denims you’re wearing made it impossible to scale those fences. Again, it’s about making you physically weaker…especially as you have to be hungry all the time in order to fit into them.” Joni looks at me with pity. SHE looks at ME with PITY. The world turns upside down. Also, how does she know I’m so hungry? “You think following the Doctrine gives you power,” she says, “but it’s all designed to weaken you, to make you compliant.”

For a moment, her words staple me to the ground. My mouth hangs open. For a second, everything is forgotten and my brain feels buzzing and cluttered and—

The bell goes, jolting me back. And before I have a chance to mend my Mask, our whole year group pours out of the assembly hall, finding me a total mess and standing next to the worst Objectionable in our whole school.

* * *

I’m so angry. So unbelievably angry. Everyone’s seen me looking like a total train wreck the day of the Selection and it’s all Joni’s fault. If she hadn’t dragged me through the mud and then held me up trying to radicalize me to be as disgusting as her, everything would’ve been perfect. Fixable. But no, out everyone poured, seeing me breaking all the Doctrine’s Rules. I’d rather everyone had seen me nude than without my proper Mask on. We’ve been the gossip of the whole school all morning.

“Did you see? Belle? Without a Mask on, I know.”

“They almost died.”

“Well, Belle did. I think Joni was just there.”

Thankfully, nobody thinks Joni and I were hanging out of Free Will. And I’ve worked very hard to spread the official storyline, which is that the attacker came after me because I looked too good and he couldn’t help himself. This is, thankfully, corroborated by the Protection Agency when they turn up to interview us individually. I called them to piss Joni off. Also, I wanted to ensure everyone knew just how serious it was, hoping that would deflect from my temporary Masklessness.

“I hope we’re not taking up too much of your time,” I told the protection officer, as I sat in the head teacher’s office, hoping I could leave soon. I was missing all the gossip about the Selection and hadn’t had one chance yet to check my Device.

“Your friend seems to think this man is very dangerous,” the officer said. He had a notepad out on his knee, though I noticed he hadn’t taken any notes.

“She’s not my friend,” I clarified.

“Yes, she said the same.” He smiled at me. “I must say, you don’t look like you’re the sort to spend time together.”

I smiled. I’d managed to cobble together a replacement Mask and mend my Look and thankfully it was holding up okay. Vanessa’s Mask was too dark a match for me, but she had lent me the spare pair of heels she kept in her locker, and I’d found a drying pot of old Mask at the bottom of my bag.

The protection officer smiled again. “So, talk me through it once more. You say this man wanted to offer you a lift to school?”

I nodded. “Yes. He kept telling me how Pretty I was. But he got…umm…aggressive when I wouldn’t get into his car.”

“That’s a shame,” the man said, like my attacker had left a banana peel on the road that I’d accidentally slipped on or something. He looked me up and down, taking in my tight denim, new heels, my torso on show. Something prickled inside me, but I must have just still been in shock or something. “And were you wearing this when it happened?” he asked, gesturing to my Look.

“Umm, yes?”

“Well, you’re a very pretty Pretty, Belle. Maybe he just couldn’t help himself?”

The prickling in my stomach got stronger. “He did seem quite dangerous,” I found myself saying.

“Oh, I’m sure he was. Sadly, when you’re such a Pretty, Belle, you’re going to incite a lot of this.” He winked. “It’s a curse sometimes, as well as a blessing, looking like you.”

That’s when I realized the Protection Agency wasn’t going to do anything. That they didn’t think this was a problem. Just like Joni said. And though I’d only called them to get my story straight, and I knew I should trust their judgement, a small chill ran through me knowing that man was still out there. How was I ever going to walk alone again if they didn’t catch him?

But it’s Selection Day, and I can’t allow myself to be distracted. Especially after such an abysmal start. I don’t want stupid Joni to get into my head with her mad conspiracies. Anyway, the whole drama seems to be working out in my favour.

“Belle,” Damian calls, when I get into the recess room at lunchtime. “I heard you’re so Pretty today that you’re inciting boners in random members of the public and they simply must attack you.”

I smile as I make my way over, walking carefully in Vanessa’s slightly big shoes. “And there you were, thinking you were special.”

He laughs reluctantly and puts an arm around me, drawing me to our corner with the rest of the Pretties. As we’re walking, he reaches down and pinches my buttocks. I startle, but when I look over, he’s grinning and acting like he didn’t. I laugh, to let him know I find it funny, like I know I’m supposed to.

Colin is all set up with his polling booth and there’s a queue of about five students casting their votes for the Selection. We glide past, pretending we’re not hugely invested in who everyone is voting for, and I feel Colin’s eyes on me. He’s wanted to Link with me since childhood because he is delusional. “You need to be more careful,” Damian says, as we reach the corner of Pretties. “Your whole Blue Balls act, Belle…well, it has consequences. Of course men are going to get violent. If only you were more giving with your beauty, like Vanessa here.”

“Hey,” said Vanessa, who sits swinging her legs on our table next to Ben, her long-term Link and Damian’s best friend.

“Giving is one word for it,” Ben says, and they high-five each other. “Though Nessie here really loves taking it too. Don’t you, gorgeous?”

“Ben! Shut up,” she shrieks, reaching out and hitting him. It’s hard to tell if she’s genuinely angry or not. Vanessa and I have been best friends since we were fledglings and were the first in our year to get into On The Cusp Masks. I felt I really knew her until she fell madly for Ben and Linked with him. Now I find her harder to read. He doesn’t always seem very nice to her, but it only seems to make her love him more.

“What? Come on, we’re all friends here.”

Damian laughs. “Can I join your friendship circle, please? I’m stuck with Blue Balls Belle here.”

Everyone laughs while I feel myself stiffen up. Damian came up with the nickname Blue Balls Belle only last week and it’s sticking. Hard. I’m starting to worry it will really spread and become a problem. I’ve refused multiple dates with Damian, always with good humour, but this new “Blue Balls” joke feels dangerous. Inspired, the boys load some Smut onto their Devices and stream it to the recess-room screen. This is their favourite thing to do – as in, they do it almost every day – and we all twist to watch, everyone but me pointing and laughing. My stomach dives, like it always does when Smut comes on.

“Don’t worry about Damian,” Vanessa whispers as the boys wander over to the screen to point out all the flaws of the Smut actress.

“Hmm.”

“It’s your choice, remember?” she says, parroting the Doctrine. “Stay a Vanilla for ever if you really want.”

“Hmm.”

To tell the truth, I’ve been dreading this day coming. I knew there was only so long I could hold out on not doing anything with all the male attention I attract. Being a Vanilla was aspirational in my younger years, but, as other girls have renounced their Vanilla status, I’m starting to look stuck-up. And the Doctrine states I mustn’t be a Vanilla by the end of the Ceremony.

Everything’s going wrong today. It feels like the tall tower I’ve spent so long building is toppling over and crumbling to dust. I’ve worked so hard to follow the Doctrine, and to be the Prettiest and now that power feels like it could be snatched away. I’ve been counting down to Selection Day for months, and now, with hours to go before the results, I’m dreading it rather than looking forward to it.

Laughter ripples across the recess room, and I jerk my head around to see the cause of celebration. The Smut actress looks like she’s in real pain, and Damian and Ben keep rewinding it, adding their own dialogue to it.

“If only I had a bigger mouth.”

“Please don’t stop until I bleed.”

The other boys start laughing in a howling, wolflike way, and I scan the room to see who else is watching. A few people have turned away, including four Beta Boys in the corner who Damian frequently accuses of being Fairies. But everyone else is finding the clip hilarious. The Try Hards are, predictably, right near the screen, copying everything Damian and Ben are saying, one of the girls laughing with a closed mouth and sort of swooning around their company. They’re so pathetic, really. I think I find them harder to stomach than the Objectionables. The Smut actress yelps and the boys erupt into more laughter, rewinding the clip so they can watch it again.

“Put it on slow motion,” a male Try Hard calls, and Damian nods, no doubt making his day.

“I love it when they get spat on,” Damian adds, putting it on super slow motion.

I force myself to look away, arranging my face into bored disinterest. I cannot show Smut getting to me, especially after the mess of today. It will make the rumours worse. There have been mumblings since the “Blue Balls Belle” inception that I’m secretly a Frigid, and that will ruin my chances of being Selected. My eyes flicker to the polling station again. The queue is even longer now, Colin looking a bit frantic at the table. I scan everyone’s faces as they bend over to make their Nominations. Do they look like they’re writing my name? My stomach tightens. I want this so much. If this morning’s drama and my temporarily Maskless face stops me getting Nominated…I don’t know. The humiliation would be too much to bear. I’d never forgive Joni Miller.

And, like she knew I was thinking of her, in sails Joni. Lollop lollop. Yuck. She’s making her way to the Objectionables’ Corner with one of her even more repulsive friends. Seeing her again ricochets me back to that morning. Her hand in mine. Pulling me away from danger, and pushing me frantically over the fence. Our eyes locking, our breath suspended. My heart starts racing again.

Joni flops onto a chair with her legs wide open, her hair falling into her face. One of her gross friends – the one who looks like a dead fish – leans towards her, to console her by the looks of things. What’s going on? Joni never needs consoling. I wonder how her interview with the Protection Agency went. What was it she said this morning? That you can’t trust them? More memories swarm in.

“It’s like this for a reason, you know.”

“It’s all about making you weaker.”

My head starts to throb. A choking noise echoes from the screen followed by more laughter, and I look over at Damian’s face, which looks fully alive. He’s so handsome but, boy, there’s a darkness behind his eyes. He’s pointing out the Sin on the Smut actress and the Try Hards practically vibrate the carpet with their laughter.

Damian’s officially asked me out three times now. And I know what’s expected of me if I Link with him. My eyes go to the screen. I should be immune to Smut. It’s basically played at least once a day at school and Damian regularly sends me clips to enjoy. I should enjoy it, like the Doctrine tells us to. Everyone else does. I should think it’s both sexy and funny. The Doctrine says Smut is fun and healthy and only Frigids take issue with it because there’s something fundamentally wrong with them. The Doctrine says it’s the ultimate celebration of our freedom, and only broken girls don’t want to celebrate their freedom. I can’t be a Frigid, can I? If I am one, nobody can ever find out. As I glance at the screen, the attacker’s face flashes in my mind and I start shaking. I want to be anywhere but in this room
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THE DOCTRINE
states that the Bad Times are
over and True Gender Equality
has been achieved.

The Doctrine has issued guidance
on how women and girls can
best integrate themselves into

this new world of Enpowerment.

Of course, the Doctrine is
only guidance. It is not law.
It is every individual’s choice whether
they want to embrace it or not.

We must celebrate every girl’s choice,
without question.

That is what we all fought for.
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