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Praise for Sh!t Bag

‘Funny, direct, real-feeling and romantic, this superb YA debut conveys the reality of managing life with an ostomy’

Guardian

‘What could have been another “issues” book is elevated by Knox’s writing and her whip-smart and honest main character. A funny and charming read’

Irish Independent

‘A compelling and insightful read that sheds a brilliant light on hugely important topics’

Glamour

‘This bold, brilliantly funny book is the best YA novel I’ve read this year. Xena Knox is one to watch!’

Cat Clarke, author of Girlhood

‘A must read! With disability representation and written from Xena’s own experience, it’s full of sass, humour, embarrassing moments and something all teens will love. Xena’s characters feel SO real, you’ll be hooked from the first page’

A. M. Dassu, author of Boy, Everywhere

‘What an incredible read! Freya is feisty & unfiltered – and now she has an ileostomy bag & is furious. This unflinching story of disgust, humiliation and hard-won wins educated me in the most entertaining of ways … Highly recommend’

Sue Wallman, author of Lying About Last Summer

‘A sharp, funny book that addresses a hidden issue’

The School Librarian
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TO MY SUPER HERO.




CHAPTER 1

TAVI

Axel shrugs. ‘I just think we need different things from the relationship, Tavi.’

‘Sex––!’ I snap.

He flinches like we’re not alone in the bus shelter and I’m publicly embarrassing the both of us. ‘Now you’re being aggressive,’ he says.

‘I’m not being aggressive,’ I say quieter. ‘I’m pointing out we need different things from … the sex.’

Axel looks away down the street and says, ‘Yeah, well …’

Is that all I’m worth? Yeah, well. After everything I’ve done. Everything I’ve let him do. All he leaves me with is a yeah, well?

‘Maybe best I don’t come to your birthday thing on Sunday …’ he says, kicking his heel against a paving stone. ‘It’ll be too—’

‘You have a whitehead! On the side of your nose.’

He flicks open his phone and uses it like a mirror. ‘How long’s that been there?’ he asks.

I shrug. ‘Lunch … ?’ I’ve only just noticed it. But let him think he had a pus-filled zit on his picture-perfect face, all the way through double Spanish, when he was snuggled up beside Larissa Perfect Fucking Hair Ferucci.

I flare my nostrils as he scratches off the offending spot. ‘It’s bleeding now,’ I say helpfully.

‘Yes!’ he says exasperated.

‘Maybe put hand sanitiser on it, so it doesn’t get infected.’

He glances at me quickly. ‘Do you have any?’

‘No …’ I say dripping derision, knowing there’s a bottle in my bag. ‘Larissa will.’

Axel blinks.

Those long eyelashes … I hate myself.

He prods his index finger against the bleeding area and says, ‘This is supposed to be fun – relationships …’

I can’t stop my snort. ‘Fun? Not with us it’s not.’ I fold my arms across my front defensively and chew on my thumbnail. All I can think about is touching his cheek now. My face touching his cheek. I should give him the sanitiser.

‘You want me to say sorry?’

I don’t reply. And stare just past him, at the dusty grime collected in the gap between the shelter’s glass wall and its metal frame. Numbly, I say, ‘You’re right. We need different things from a relationship.’ A vehicle looms into my window’s view, and I realise it’s Axel’s bus. He shifts – he’s seen it too.

I look down at my balled, soggy tissue and sniff.

‘I have to go,’ Axel says.

I stare at the empty tarmac where the bus used to be and struggle to swallow the lump in my throat – just like Tuesday night when Axel grabbed me there and called me a slut.




CHAPTER 2

LISS

Ella chucks her phone on her desk and returns her focus to her iMac, and the YouTube girl tapping a frozen mini doughnut on a table. ‘Axel’s finally dumped Tavi,’ she says, sliding the video forward.

‘Oh no! Poor Tavi,’ I say, setting my Diet Coke on Ella’s bedside table and standing. ‘Do you need to go see her?’

‘Nah. She’ll be all neg.’

‘You sure?’ I say, hovering. ‘Was that her?’

‘Maz. He’s with Axel now. They’ve gone for burgers.’

I wait for Ella to expand on why that means she’s not calling Tavi to check in on her. But Ella seems engrossed with the ASMR video.

I sit again.

‘As much as I hate that arrogant prick,’ Ella adds, ‘you can’t totally blame him. Axel told Maz she refuses to put out now.’

‘Oh …’ I say, as if that explains everything. I bite my lip so I don’t say what I really think.

‘I mean, it’s not like she’s a virgin!’ Ella says. ‘They were shagging before, weren’t they.’

‘Um, I don’t know …’

Ella clicks through to another ASMR-mukbang creator and falls silent.

I check the time. I need to get going.

Ella suddenly swings round in her chair to glare at me, and says, ‘If Maz even dared to dump me, never mind go for burgers after!’

Frozen like that mini doughnut, I manage, ‘He wouldn’t dare.’

‘No. He knows I’d cut his balls off!’

I nod. Because what do you say to that?

‘Anyway,’ Ella says, swinging back to her iMac. ‘I should probably make an effort and give Tavi something for her birthday. Want to come in on it with me?’

‘Me?’

‘Yeah.’

‘If you think … I don’t have much money.’

Ella grunts and waves a hand dismissively. ‘There’ll be something in Mum’s promo cupboard.’ And mutters, ‘She’s never free. Never initiates messaging. Not since Mr I-Carry-A-Nail-File-In-My-Pencil-Case got in her knickers— Want to get a burger? I need a Bloat Burger now I know the boys are there.’

‘I should get home,’ I say carefully, then admit, ‘I’ve got running club tonight.’

‘Course you do,’ Ella says, baring her teeth. ‘Right, well, eff off then.’ She shoos me.

I stand and fix the cushion I’ve crushed on the chair. Take my Diet Coke can, to put in the kitchen recycling.

Ella’s flicking through her phone. She looks up at me. ‘You still here?’

‘No, I’m going.’

‘Good.’ But she gets up and walks out ahead of me. I follow her downstairs, presuming she’s seeing me out. Until she stops by the big carved wardrobe at the door and strains up on tiptoe to look inside.

‘I’ll just get rid of my can … ?’ I say.

‘And?’ Ella replies from inside the cupboard.

I’m washing the Coke’s stickiness from my fingers, when I hear a scream out in the hall. ‘You okay––?’ I shout. But when I get to Ella, I find she’s doubled over laughing.

She points at me and says, ‘You’re definitely coming with me to Tavi’s birthday on Sunday!’




CHAPTER 3

TAVI

‘Happy birthday!’

I look over Ella’s shoulder and lock eyes with Larissa – who’s standing in my hallway, on my birthday, wishing me a happy birthday.

‘Larissa,’ I say coldly, letting go of Ella to glare ice at her too. ‘This is your idea of a fun, girly afternoon is it, Ella?’

Ella wiggles a finger at me and grins. ‘That’s still to come!’

Mum sticks her head out from the family room. ‘We’ve not quite finished setting up— Oh, hello!’ She practically skips down the hall and beams at Larissa. ‘Now, who are you again?’

‘Larissa Ferucci. I’m in Tavi’s year.’

‘Larissa … ?’ Mum frowns. ‘Have we met?’

‘No, Mum,’ I say sharply. Please shut up. You definitely do not recognise her.

I can see Mum admiring Larissa’s long, blonde, bouncy hair and – as I dreaded – gives an almost imperceptible nod of recognition, smirks, purses her lips like she’s fighting hysterics, then says, ‘Why don’t you girlies pop upstairs? I’ll shout when we’re set.’

I have no desire to pop anywhere with Larissa, thanks, never mind up to my room! But the fact Mum’s now laughing at me – I can’t handle further humiliation if she says something. So, I lead the way upstairs.

A few weeks back, Mum interrupted me mid-creation of a new hair and make-up style. She’d immediately laughed that although I looked lovely, I didn’t really look myself. It wasn’t till she left me alone that I remembered my iPad was propped up beside me, open on Larissa’s Instagram, zoomed in on a picture of her from Axel’s birthday party the week before. With the exact same big, bouncy blowout I was attempting to recreate.

That was the birthday party that Axel told Larissa – in front of everyone – that she looked fire.

So … well, you probably get where I’m going with this. Sad, pathetic little old me thought I’d try and see if I could light a paltry match in my boyfriend’s boxers by making myself look as luscious and bouncy as his ex-girlfriend. Larissa Perfect Fucking Hair Ferucci.

Lot of good that did me!

Up in my room, Ella drops onto my bed, unzips her rucksack and pulls out a birthday card and folded, pink gift bag. ‘This is the best thing I’ve ever given anyone! Shut the door, Liss!’ she demands.

Larissa shuts my door.

‘Not being rude, Larissa,’ I say, trying to block her view of my photo wall filled with pictures of me and Axel, ‘but why are you here?’

Larissa glances to Ella. ‘Ella said …’

Ella interjects, ‘You’re not exactly heavy in the friends department these days, Tavi. Especially now Axel––’

Fully aware of my shit life, I cut Ella off. ‘Who’d need enemies with friends like Larissa—?’ I turn my glare on Larissa to make it clear she doesn’t intimidate me.

Larissa blinks like one of those innocent baby dolls with long eyelashes. And says like she’s confused, ‘Umm, what have I done?’

‘You know!’ I snap. She wants to humiliate me. Especially now Axel’s dumped me.

Larissa looks to Ella for help.

‘You got any popcorn?’ Ella says, leaning back ready for the show.

I death-glare Ella and turn on Larissa again. ‘You called me a cock-tease. What else? Oh yeah, a skank. Cheap! Messy … Apparently I smell like own-brand washing powder! My hair’s greasy. I have blackheads the size of potholes—’

Ella blurts, ‘What the hell, Tavi?’

My heart’s thundering I’m so pumped with adrenaline. Reliving the shame I felt the first time I heard these things Larissa said about me. How I’ve had them spinning round and round in my head ever since. How I’ve felt worthless and low. A nobody.

Watched the way Axel lights up when he’s around her, despite everything she’s said about me. Their history, together. I can’t look at Larissa anymore. I’m all out of bravery. I do, however, look at Ella.

Her mouth is gaping and she’s flushed, frowning at Larissa. She says, ‘You never said that … ! Did you?’

Larissa whispers, ‘Of course not. Never.’

I say, ‘Axel said you’d deny it!’

ELLA

The doorbell rings downstairs.

‘Did you invite anyone else?’ Tavi snaps.

Jeez, nippy much! ‘No,’ I say.

She rushes out onto the landing and shouts down, ‘I’ll get the door!’

I toss Tavi’s gift out of the way and go to the landing myself, to lean over the banister. If Axel just slimes his way back in again … ! I watch Tavi downstairs, she flips her hair to add volume. Pauses, and opens the front door. And with a bang, confetti and rainbow tissue-shards cannon into her hall, blocking her from view. A chorus of Happy Birthdays and bodies and foil balloons crowd inside and move along the hall out of sight. Tavi closes the front door and stares along the corridor as I hear hellos further inside. I can definitely hear a male voice … Is it him? It would be typical of Axel to rock up and act like nothing’s changed.

Tavi’s stock-still, back against her front door.

‘Who is it?’ I hiss over the banister.

She glances up at me, says apathetically, ‘My sister’s mate. Her mum. And my mum’s best friend. Happy Birthday to me!’ Then snaps suddenly into aggy mode, ‘Why would you bring Larissa––?’

I sigh and reach back to pull Tavi’s bedroom door shut so Liss can’t hear us, but Tavi must think I’m blanking her because she runs up the stairs.

‘Chill out,’ I whisper, holding up my hand. ‘I was shutting the door.’

‘Why did you bring her? Do you love humiliating me that much?’

‘No one’s trying to humiliate you, Tavi. Not me or Liss anyway. I actually thought you’d get on. We’d have a laugh.’

‘Great idea. Let’s laugh about how Liss is perfect and … I’m such a skank that Axel can’t get it up anymore and that’s why he’s dumped me because he finds me repellent compared with Larissa Fucking Perfect Hair Ferucci!’

I frown, running Tavi’s words over in my head again.

Tavi blinks furiously and wipes away her angry tears.

I hadn’t quite realised that Axel’s succeeded in completely obliterating Tavi’s self-confidence.

Tavi’s eyes flash to her bedroom door. ‘That was a joke about Axel not being able to … I’m just …’

‘Course it was …’ I say carefully.

She nods, and just stands there looking tired. Finally she says, ‘Seeing as it’s my birthday, do you think you and Larissa could maybe come down and try and make things a little bit fun for me?’ And she walks back downstairs.
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