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Ain’t nothing but a stranger in this world


I’m nothing but a stranger in this world


I got a home on high


In another land


So far away


So far away


Van Morrison, ‘Astral Weeks’
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The Ally Ally O





THE BIG SHIP SAILS ON THE ALLY ALLY O, your youngest sister is singing, the Ally ally o, the Ally ally o, the big ship sails on the Ally ally o on the last day of September. Al-ly ally o, she belts out each time she gets to the chorus, Al-ly ally o, al-ly ally ally o-o-o.


You want to shout at her to shut up. You put your thumb over your right ear and lean your forehead against the window so you can concentrate. You think you’re on the road that leads to the Ice Bowl. But you can’t be sure. It’s raining outside, and the smear of raindrops on the window makes it impossible to read street names when they flash past. Besides, everywhere looks different now you’re playing the game. Familiar places appear at unexpected times, as if distances have somehow gone wrong, or they fail to appear at all, because you’ve turned off the wrong road too early, or onto the right road too late. You used to love the Getting Lost game. When your mum suggested playing it, you and your middle sister, then your only sister, would be beside yourselves with excitement. Once you ended up at the Pickie Fun Park and pedalled all around the lake on a giant plastic swan. Another time there was a carnival at Lady Dixon Park with helium balloons and face-painting. You a tiger; your sister a butterfly. The warm, waxy feeling of the colour on your cheeks.


Your mum must have planned it, you realise now, somehow steered your choices. You don’t think she has a plan today. How can she: she was right in the middle of the ironing, huge drifts of still-damp bedsheets, a cassoulet half-done on the stove and the radio droning when she said, I need to get out of here. The three of you, chasing each other round the dining-room table and out through the conservatory and back, stopped and looked.


The Captain says it’ll neverever do, neverever do, neverever do, sings your youngest sister, more hyper with every passing minute.


Shut up, you scream inside your head. Shut up.


Your whole body feels hot and damp. Your leggings are made out of wool, and they’re itching your legs. You press your forehead into the window.


The road to the Ice Bowl: it has to be. Maybe you’re going to Indiana Land, the rope bridges and the ball pit and the Freefall. For a moment you feel the sensation of sitting on the edge of it, legs dangling, arms crossed over your chest, before the attendant yells at you to go, go, go.


But your mum said she’d never take you there again after the rumours there was a rat in the ball pit. It was meant to be living off spilled Slush Puppies and leftover chips. It was a monster rat, a mutant. It was a whole family of rats. It bit a baby in the soft-play area. Dragged it under the plastic balls and gnawed its eyes out. Even the mums were talking about it at the school gates.


The Captain says it’ll neverever do on the last day of September. Al-ly ally o, al-ly ally o, al-ly ally ally o-o-o—


Your youngest sister breaks off. Mum, she says. What does Ally ally o mean?


Well, says your mum. I’d say it’s the Atlantic Ocean. ‘Ally’ for Atlantic and ‘O’ for ocean. And the big ship’s the Titanic. Left at these lights or straight on?


Straight on, your middle sister says.


Okey-doke, says your mum, and accelerates.


Pedal to the metal, flat to the mat, your middle sister says, imitating your dad, and your mum laughs. For the flash of a second, you hate your sister.


It’s not the Titanic, you hear yourself saying. The Titanic sailed from Belfast on the second of April and from Southampton on the tenth of April at noon. You can’t help adding, It might be the SS Arctic, though. The SS Arctic sank at the end of September. It was the fastest, most famous ship of its day, but it collided with the French steamer Vesta off the coast of Newfoundland and almost all on board perished.


Your mum glances at you in the rear-view mirror. Is that from that book? she says.


No, you say, too quickly. From school.


Your face is hot with the lie, and you’re sure she can see it. It’s true, you say. After the SS Arctic the shipping lines promised to reform their safety provision but the Titanic’s tragedy was that she was considered by all to be unsinkable.


Mum! your middle sister says.


Oh sorry, your mum says. Never mind, look, there’s another set of lights coming up ahead.


I want to choose, your youngest sister says. How come I never get to choose?


You do get to choose.


No, I never.


Girls, your mum says. Then she says to your youngest sister, Okay, straight on or right?


Your youngest sister wriggles in her booster seat and claps with glee. Right, she says. I mean straight on. No, right.


Are you sure? your mum says.


Yes. No … yes. Stop laughing at me. Mum, tell her to stop laughing at me.


I’m not laughing at you.


Yes, you are. You’re laughing inside your face.


Laughing inside my face?


You are.


Girls, I’m warning you.


I didn’t do anything.


Yes she did!


Right, your mum says. I’m turning right. She flicks on the indicator and pulls into the lane for turning right. Your mum’s voice is suddenly too bright again. I need to get out of here. Get your shoes on, all of you. I’ve had enough of this.


Your whole body is itching now.


The Captain of the SS Arctic was Captain James Luce, you say. He went down with his ship standing atop a wooden box, but in a quirk of fate it bobbed to the surface, and he clung on until he was rescued two days later. His sickly son, Willie, however, perished. All the children on board were drowned, and all the women too, because the panicking crew had scrambled into the lifeboats themselves.


You’re banned from reading that book, your middle sister says. Isn’t she, Mum?


A, I’m banned from reading it before bed. You can feel your voice trembling. And B, I wasn’t reading, I was reciting.


Mum? your middle sister says.


You make your eyes meet your mum’s in the mirror. You can’t work out her expression. You used to think she really did have eyes in the back of her head: that was how she knew what you and your sister were up to. It was almost a disappointment to realise how it worked.


You know all that by heart, your mum says.


You can’t tell if it’s a question or a warning. Yes, you say.


You wait for your mum to say something, but she doesn’t, and your middle sister, who’s twisted round to look at you through the gap in the seats, turns back with a huff of disappointment.


The World’s Greatest Ever Disasters! You bought it with your birthday book tokens, and at first your parents laughed at your choice. The Titanic is in there, and the SS Arctic. The Hindenburg, 6 May 1937. The explosion of the ICMESA reactor in Meda, Italy, on the tenth of July 1976, which led to a cloud of dioxin, one of the most toxic chemicals known to man, being released into the atmosphere. The Cocoanut Grove nightclub fire on the twenty-eighth of November 1942, which started when a teenage busboy tried to turn back on a lightbulb that had been unscrewed by a couple wanting to kiss in the dark.


On the blank pages at the end you’ve made a secret list of world disasters that have happened since the book was published. Only the very worst ones make it in there, the ones where hundreds of people die at a time, where whole cities are wiped out in one fell swoop, whole swathes of the world destroyed forever. Typhoons, monsoons, earthquakes, mud slides. Stunt planes colliding at air shows and smashing into the crowd. Drilling platforms in the North Sea exploding. Toxic gas leaks. On the twenty-sixth of April 1986, the meltdown of the fourth reactor at the Chernobyl plant. There was radiation detected over Scotland within hours. On a clear Sunday you can see the coast of Scotland from Crawfordsburn, as if it’s no distance at all. Your most recent addition, 24 March 1989, the Exxon Valdez oil spill in the Prince William Sound. You keep the book hidden at the bottom of the piano stool and only take it out when you really have to. Sometimes it’s a relief to know it’s there. Sometimes you wish your parents would ban it entirely.


The road is narrowing as it climbs into the hills. The rain is coming down more heavily now, lashing against the right-hand side of the car. You can feel the car shake, as if it’s trembling.


Are we lost yet? your youngest sister says.


I think we might be, says your mum.


It’s only a game, you tell yourself. It’s only a stupid game. You’re in the countryside proper now. Hedges and mud and fields. The road twists and turns, climbing higher and higher.


We’re going to have a great view of the city in a minute girls, your mum says.


How do you know? your middle sister says, accusingly. If you don’t know where we are, then how do you know where we’ll be?


Sorry, your mum says, but she catches your eye in the rear-view mirror and you know it’s deliberate.


The car rounds a bend, and your mum slows right down. There you go, she says.


You crane to look out her side of the car.


What is it? your youngest sister says. Where?


I can see some cows, your middle sister says, still sulking, and some fields and some rain. Big wow.


On a good day, your mum says, the view from here is the best view in the world. On a good day, you can see all of the city, Samson and Goliath standing over the docks, and Queen’s Island, and all the way across the lough to Cave Hill and Divis and the Black Mountain, all of it, as if you could just scoop it all up and hold it in the palm of your hand.


I thought you said you didn’t know where we were, your middle sister mutters.


I didn’t know until we got here that this was where we were going, says your mum.


The Black Mountain, your youngest sister says. Have I ever been there?


No, says your mum. No, you haven’t.


Why not?


Well, says your mum, I don’t know my way around that part of the city.


Can we go there one day, but?


One day, says your mum.


For a moment, the only noise is the click-click of the indicator and the windscreen wipers going back and forth. Your youngest sister doesn’t know yet that ‘one day’ means not ever. She doesn’t know that there are places that you never ever go, not on purpose and not even by accident. One wrong turn, one wrong consonant; that’s all it takes.


When I first came over, your mum says suddenly, your dad drove me up here at dusk, to watch the lights come on all over the city. That’s when I thought, Yes, I could live here after all.


You always tell us to grow up and get away, you say.


Do I? your mum says. No I don’t.


You do.


You do, Mum, your middle sister chimes in.


Well. I suppose I do, sometimes. Maybe all parents do. We probably don’t mean it literally. We probably just mean, make your world a better place.


She sits for a moment. Then she shakes her head and sighs, checks the mirrors and turns the indicator off, starts driving again.


Are we going home now? your youngest sister says.


Your mum looks at the dashboard clock. Seventeen minutes past four, it says.


I don’t know, your mum says. Do you think we can find our way back?


Your youngest sister drums her heels against the seat in pleasure. Al-ly ally o! she screeches.


Oh not that song again, your middle sister says. She’s like a broken record, isn’t she, Mum?


I am not, your youngest sister says. Mum, tell her to say sorry.


She didn’t mean it, your mum says. Did I ever tell you, we used to sing that song when I was a little girl?


Really? says your youngest sister, forgetting to be offended.


I always used to assume it was about the Titanic, says your mum. But I stand corrected.


Did you really used to sing it? your youngest sister says.


We had a game that went along with it. You all held hands and wove in and out of each other’s arms, then tumbled down in a heap at the end. I haven’t thought about that in years. We used to play it in our street, a dozen of us at a time.


In Manchester? says your middle sister.


In Manchester, your mum says.


When you were a little girl before you grew up and met Dad and moved here and had us, says your youngest sister.


Yes, your mum says. I suppose that’s about the sum of it.


The road takes you past Four Winds, where your piano teacher used to live, and then joins the big dual carriageway. Who can get us home from here? your mum says, and your youngest sister says, Me! Me!, and your middle sister says, Boring, it’s just straight all the way now.


Your youngest sister is no longer singing, but the song plays on a loop in your head.


We all dip our heads in the deep blue sea.


It wouldn’t be blue, you think. There would be thick walls of grey-green fog and the waters black, choppy with rolling white-capped waves, the temperature reaching freezing. Huge jagged dirty-looking icebergs looming out of nowhere. Your dad says the joke about the Titanic is, She was fine when she left us.


With the heel of your hand you rub a patch of the window clear of condensation, but there’s hardly anything to see, the bright moons of oncoming headlights, the red of tail lights, the rain.

















Thirteen





ON THE FIRST OF JULY, SUSAN CLARKE and her family move to London to start a new life. They’ve had enough is what Susan’s mum says. She just can’t take it any more. ‘This country,’ she says to my mum.


‘This country,’ my mum says back to her, and neither of them says anything else.


Susan and I have been best friends since nursery school – since before nursery school, we always say to each other, in actual fact since Mothers and Toddlers in the hall of the Methodist church on the corner where her street meets mine. I don’t remember that far back, only vaguely – plastic cups of orange squash and dusty, frilled-edge biscuits, the smell of floor polish – but I can’t remember, let alone imagine, life without her.


We cry and hug and hug again and promise we’ll write to each other every other day, and all summer we do, mine big packets of letters with wax seals on the back of the envelope and hers folded up like origami fortune-tellers, a different private joke written under each pointed flap.


My dad and I look up Ealing on a map, where her dad comes from, where they’ve gone back to. On the corner of their new street is a little park called Haven Green which I misread for weeks as Heaven.


Then September comes and Susan’s letters change. I read them over and over, trying to work out what’s wrong. They are as detailed as ever: more detailed, in fact, because she’s started her new school and has so much to tell me. But they feel somehow thinner, rushed. She stops making origami and writes on ordinary paper instead, ripped from a fileblock and folded unevenly. She’s just busy, my mum says. But then her letters start to tail off. Twice a week instead of three times, then once. She stops reminding me who all the new people are and so her stories get confusing, then impossible to follow. When I write back asking questions she forgets to answer them. I don’t have anything new to tell her. Everything’s just the same as it always has been, only without her.


I spend hours each night trying to shape the day into stories to make her laugh. What Mr McNeill said in Technology. How someone saw Miss Rice in town holding hands with a man who had a shaved head and DM boots. When I run out of things to say, I write again about the old things. About the night before our Eleven Plus results when we had sausage and chips in the upstairs room of the Silver Leaf café then went to the Strand to see My Girl and cried so much when Thomas J. died we started laughing. About the mood rings from Fresh Garbage in town we swapped the week after. About the time we nicked Michael’s Game Gear and spent a whole weekend playing Sonic the Hedgehog until we worked out how to defeat Dr Robotnik and finish the game, and how raging he was that we’d done it first. I write about the Easters and half-terms we’ve gone down South in my parents’ caravan, the two of us sleeping side by side on the sofa that pulls out into a double bed. I write about the afternoons we spent phoning Long Wave Radio Atlantic 252 to win the dancing Fruitini can, which still sits on my window sill, and I write passages in the secret language that we made up.


My letters get longer, and hers start to say, I’ll write back properly next time.




*





I turn thirteen. Susan phones up and sings ‘Happy Birthday’ down the phone. Her voice sounds different now: rounder, louder, as if there’s more room in her mouth. She says things like ‘cool’ and ‘way to go’. For the first time ever, I don’t know what to say to her and wish I’d made a list, the way we used to do in case a boy rang up to ask us out. After the third or fourth silence, she says, ‘Well, gotta go,’ and it’s almost a relief. I’ve been secretly hoping she’ll be there for my birthday party on the Saturday night, even though she’s said she can’t be, but when I hang up the phone I know for sure she’s not coming.


My thirteenth birthday party is the worst night of my life. I haven’t known who to invite and I’ve invited most of the class. My parents have pushed the living-room furniture up against the walls to make space, cooked pizzas and oven chips, lined up big bottles of Shloer. At the last minute, my mum carries in a chocolate cake from the bakery on Bloomfield Avenue, decorated to look like a handbag. ‘We were going to bring it in halfway through,’ she says, ‘but we don’t want to embarrass you in front of all your friends, so here you go.’


‘Wow,’ I say, ‘thanks,’ and I try to look grateful.


‘D’you know,’ she says after a while, and smoothes my ponytail, ‘every party I’ve ever had I’ve worried about nobody coming.’


‘Yeah,’ I say. There’s no way of explaining that while I’m dreading people not coming, I’m dreading them arriving even more. At last the doorbell goes. ‘You see?’ says my mum.


‘Have a blast,’ my dad says, and winks to show they won’t mind the noise, and they go upstairs as they’ve promised.


About half the class turns up, boys as well as girls, and enough people that it’s not a disaster. But after the pizza and cake have been demolished and the boys have got bored of chucking leftover chips at each other, everyone decides to play Truth or Dare. They say I have to go first because I’m the birthday girl, and Vicky Shaw makes a show of smirking at her clique. Then she asks, ‘Have you ever seen anybody?’


I can feel everyone looking at me. Someone sniggers.


‘We’re waiting,’ says Alison Reid.


‘Did you not hear the question?’ says Vicky Shaw. ‘I’ll ask it one more time. Have … you … ever … seen … anybody?’


‘Dare,’ I say, and everyone cracks up.


‘All right then,’ Vicky Shaw shouts over them, ‘all right then, here’s your dare,’ and they all go quiet again, waiting to see what it’ll be. ‘As your dare,’ she says, ‘as your dare, you have to see all the boys in this room.’


‘Wise up,’ I say.


‘You have to,’ Alison Reid says.


‘You don’t have a choice,’ Emma J chimes in.


Vicky Shaw swishes her hair. She’s loving this. Everyone is loving this. ‘I’m not going to,’ I say, lamely.


‘Why not? Are you a lesbo?’ she crows. ‘Were you and Susan Clarke lesbos together?’


At that the whole room goes mad with wolf whistles and clapping and cries of ‘Gross,’ and ‘Yeooooo,’ and ‘Lesbo!’


‘No,’ I say, ‘wise up, of course not.’ My voice sounds hoarse. ‘That’s disgusting,’ I say.


Last year, a rumour started that Helen Russell from the year above was looking at other girls in the showers after PE, and for a whole term people stuck sanitary towels on the back of her blazer and Pamela Anderson posters on the door of her locker. We had a Junior School Assembly about bullying, but it didn’t change anything, and eventually her parents took her out of school. You saw them in Supermac sometimes, Helen Russell trailing after her mum, staring at the floor in case she saw someone she knew.


I don’t have a choice. ‘Fine then,’ I say, ‘I’ll do the dare.’


They blindfold me with someone’s scarf, and the boys spin an empty Shloer bottle to decide the order they’ll go in. The first kiss isn’t too bad, pepperoni breath and dry chapped lips and then it’s over. The second is wet and spitty, like being kissed by a Labrador. The third goes on for so long people start slow-clapping. The fourth boy thrusts his tongue so hard I almost gag. The cheering is getting louder. Someone gulders, ‘Get her bucked!’ and for a few seconds it becomes a chant. Then the fifth boy grabs my shoulders and shoves me onto my knees and up against his crotch. When I realise what’s happening and manage to wrench away and rip off the scarf, everyone goes mental, howling and whistling and punching the air and yelling. It’s Paul Forrester – fat Paul Forrester, who got stuck halfway up the ropes in PE last year and started crying in front of everyone – and as he zips up his flies and pushes his glasses back on his fat sweaty face, Andy Milford gives him a high five and says, ‘Nice one, big fella.’


My eyes are stinging, and I blink furiously and try not to cry, tell myself I must not cry because they are all watching me to see if I will, and I realise that I haven’t got a single friend in the whole room.




*





After that, I put off writing to Susan. At night, I can’t seem to sleep. When I close my eyes, I can’t get rid of the memory of Paul Forrester’s dick: how it had taken me a few seconds to realise what it was, how it had been soft and squashy and musty-smelling at first and then a tremor had run through it and it had twitched through his boxer shorts against my mouth. I lie awake and stare at the glow-in-the-dark stars on my ceiling.


A week passes, and then another. Susan sends me a postcard saying ‘Troc Till You Drop!’ On the back she has written, 




London is soooo cool. I am happier here than I have ever been in my entire life. It’s such a relief not always to be the only one!!





I can’t think what to write back.


It goes all around school what happened at my party. The story gets more and more exaggerated until one day a group of girls from the year above ask if it’s true I gave a boy a blow job in front of everyone and if it is true I’m such a dirty wee hoor.


At break and lunch I sit alone now. Any chance I had of making new friends is gone. No one wants to risk being seen with me. When we need to split into pairs in class, I end up with Jacqueline Dunne, the other Norma in the class. No one likes Jacqueline because she’s so two-faced. She’s one of the biggest slabbers in the year and yet she’s always the one squealing to the teachers. But she’s all I’ve got. She starts asking me to stay over at hers some Saturday night so we can go down Cairnburn like Vicky Shaw and Andy Milford and all the others do now, and every time I make excuses. I’d rather have no friends at all than have Jacqueline Dunne as a best friend.


But one Friday night I’m watching TV with my parents when my dad says, ‘What do your friends do at the weekends, ey?’ He says it too casually, and he doesn’t look at my mum as he says it, which is how I know they’ve been discussing it.


I freeze. ‘They just,’ I say. ‘You know.’


‘Why don’t you ask a friend to stay the night?’ my mum says.


My heart starts thumping. They have no idea about my birthday party. They have no idea about anything. So many times, I’ve felt the longing to tell them everything rise up inside me and spread in my chest like a bruise. I stop myself with the thought of how sad they’d be, how furious, and, worst of all, how extra-specially nice they’d be to me. I know, too, that in private they’d blame themselves for insisting I had a party.


I’d cried and cried when Susan left, and at first my mum had said things like, ‘You’ll make other friends,’ and, ‘Of course people will want to sit with you,’ and, ‘Just be yourself.’ When she came up with the idea of a big birthday party, she was so delighted I didn’t know how to say no.


‘Actually,’ I hear myself blurt out, ‘Jacqueline Dunne said did I want to sleep over at hers tomorrow.’


‘That’s great,’ my dad says.


‘Of course you can,’ says my mum. ‘You should have said before. We’ve been so worried you were lonely.’


‘No,’ I say. I feel my face heating up, so I stand and say, ‘Can I use the phone in your room to tell Jacqueline now?’


‘Of course,’ my mum says.


After I’ve left the living room, I hear her say to my dad, ‘I always said it wasn’t healthy, being so much in someone else’s pocket.’


‘She’s a loyal wee soul,’ my dad replies. ‘Maybe she felt she couldn’t have other friends. Maybe she felt it would be abandoning Susan.’


‘Do you know I’ve wondered that myself,’ my mum says. ‘I mean, I know the bullying could get nasty. I’d Janet Clarke here in tears about it more than once.’


‘I’m proud of her, you know,’ my dad says, ‘sticking by Susan all those years.’


The skin all over my body is itching and burning. It wasn’t like that, I want to shout. Neither of us cared about anything else. We used to do magic spells so that things people said would bounce right back at them. But then I think of Susan’s final postcard. I don’t want to hear any more. I tiptoe upstairs.




*





I walk over to Jacqueline’s after lunch so we can spend the afternoon getting ready. I do her make-up and she does mine. It feels weird, being this close to her, her breath warm and damp, reeking of Juicy Fruit and cheese and onion Tayto, her fingers on my face. I can see the white-blonde hairs where she bleaches her moustache with Jolene, and I know she can see mine too.


‘You’ve actually got quite big lips,’ she says, as she strokes the bud of the lipgloss across them.


‘Thanks,’ I say, not knowing what to say.


‘I didn’t say it was a good thing.’


I can’t think of anything to say to that.


‘I’m only joking,’ she says. ‘Blot.’


I press my lips too hard against the square of toilet paper she holds out, smudging off too much lipgloss. When she rolls her eyes and goes to apply it again, I stop her.


‘Wise up and don’t be taking a pointy-head,’ she says.


‘I’m not,’ I say.


‘Didn’t I say I was only joking? Big lips are good. BJ lips.’ She looks at me sideways as she says it. She was one of the few I hadn’t invited to my party; her and the Bible-bashers, who I knew wouldn’t come. I’ve been waiting for weeks for her to bring it up. But she doesn’t say any more, just layers on the gloopy pink lipgloss.


When our make-up’s done, we get dressed. I’m wearing jeans and a lumberjack shirt, but Jacqueline says I should have worn a skirt. She opens her wardrobe, which is stuffed with clothes, hanging three or more to a hanger, bundled into cubbyholes, piled up in heaps. She picks out a skirt to lend me, a purple rah-rah from Kookaï. It’s a bit crumpled but brand new, the tags still on. I wonder if she nicked it, or wants me to think she did. The girls in our class talk all the time about shoplifting, to impress the boys. Strawberry lip balm from The Body Shop or Take That keyrings from Athena; eyeshadow duos or at the very least handfuls of penny mix from Woolworths. You do it in pairs or groups of three or four, partly so there’s someone to keep their eyes peeled for security guards but mostly so there’s someone to see you do it.


Jacqueline is watching for my reaction as I hold the skirt up against me. ‘You can keep it if you want,’ she says. She adds, quickly, ‘I never really liked it anyway.’


‘I don’t know,’ I say. ‘It doesn’t really go with my shirt.’


‘Duh,’ she says, and sniggers to an imaginary audience of Vicky Shaws and Alison Reids. She hokes through one of the cubbyholes and hands me a strappy vest top.


‘I have loads of these,’ she says. ‘My dad buys me whatever I want. He’s so pathetic.’ Then she says, ‘What?’


‘I didn’t say anything.’


‘Well, he is. He doesn’t even look at the price tags. He’s such a dickhead.’


‘Yeah,’ I say, vaguely.


‘What do you mean, “yeah”? You haven’t even met him. I’m only having you on. Keep that, too, if you want.’


I turn away to get undressed, but I can feel her watching me, feel her eyes, narrowed, sliding up my bare back. I yank on the vest top as quickly as possible and wriggle my jeans off only when I’ve put the skirt on over them.


When it’s Jacqueline’s turn to try on outfits, I pretend to be reading one of her More! magazines. ‘Bet you’re looking at Position of the Fortnight,’ she says, ‘you wee hallion.’


When we’re both dressed, she makes us pose together in front of the mirror. ‘Looking good, wee dolls,’ she says, and puts her arm through mine. After a couple of seconds, I take my arm away. ‘What?’ she says. I pretend, too late, that I’m adjusting my ponytail. ‘Everyone still says you and Susan Clarke were lesbos, you know,’ she says. Then she says, before I can reply, ‘Oh my God, I’m only joking. Can’t you even take a joke?’


As we’re leaving the house, she shouts to her mum that we’re away out. Her mum, who’s sat in front of the TV with a puffy face and unwashed hair, doesn’t ask where we’re going or when we’ll be back. I think of the rumours that Jacqueline’s dad pushed her mum right through the French doors, shattering them all over the patio and smashing her collarbone.




*





We walk up and down the high street for a while. We don’t meet anyone we know, which I’m secretly glad about, because I don’t want anyone to see me with Jacqueline Dunne. Then I feel mean for feeling that way. Janet Clarke always used to say, ‘You have to give people a second chance, then another second chance, then a third second chance after that.’ I push the thought of Janet Clarke from my head.


It starts to rain. We sit in the bus shelter and watch the old ladies in the doorway of the musty old tea room across the way, saying their goodbyes, wringing each other’s hands, kissing each other’s powdery dry cheeks with puckered lips, as the stout waitress stacks chairs on tables behind them. It’s funny to think of old people having best friends. I try to say this to Jacqueline, but she pretends to mishear me and says, ‘You like to think of old people having sex? That is so minging, you weirdo,’ and cracks up at herself. The moment is gone then, and I don’t try again. I’m not sure what I even meant in the first place. We sit there, not quite touching. The street lights come on. A queue starts to form outside the Silver Leaf. ‘Why don’t we share a gravy chip?’ I say, without thinking.


Jacqueline looks at me like I’m mental. ‘You have to have an empty stomach,’ she says.


‘Oh yeah,’ I say, remembering too late. She means for the alcohol to work. You have to down it through a straw and on an empty stomach. Everyone knows that. She can’t stop smirking, and I know that she’s storing it up to tell the first person she can in Form Time on Monday. She’s probably storing all of it up, everything I’ve done and said since I got to hers.


I could just walk off, I think. I could just walk all the way home. Except that my clothes and overnight things are at hers. Except that of course I can’t.


‘Are we just going to sit here all night or what?’ I say.


‘Pointy-head on you!’ Jacqueline says. ‘Fine, let’s go.’


We cross the road to the Winemark and stand outside until a couple of students going in agree to buy us a carry-out. Jacqueline tells them we want a bottle of strawberry Ravers and hands over some money. I’m pretty sure by the careful way she pronounces strawberry Ravers that she’s never done this before either, but neither of us is letting on to the other.


‘Did you and Susan used to get blocked together?’ she says, airily, as we turn into the side alley to wait. I don’t want to admit that we never did, so I say, just as airily, ‘Yeah.’


‘What did you used to drink?’ she says.


‘Oh,’ I say, and then it comes into my mind from nowhere, the drink my mum once ordered at the Knock Golf Club Christmas party: ‘Pernod and blackcurrant, mostly,’ I say, and Jacqueline goes quiet.


When the students hand over the bottle, we both stare at it for a moment. ‘Give it here,’ I say, as if I know what I’m doing, and I stick in my straw and manage nearly a quarter of the bottle. It doesn’t taste as bad as I’d expected. It’s a bit like the red marshmallow penny sweets from the very bottom of the tub in the newsagent’s, sticky and slightly melted. Jacqueline has her go and passes it back to me. We’ve the whole bottle finished in less than five minutes.


‘We’re going to be blocked,’ she says.


To my surprise, I giggle. I can feel the glow of it already, sweet and fuzzy and tingling, spreading from my stomach and inside my limbs.


‘Oh my God,’ she says. ‘You’re blocked already. Come on then. We don’t want to waste it.’ She links arms, and this time I don’t take mine away.


We weave up the road together like a bad three-legged race. It’s still mizzling, but even the rain feels less wet with the strawberry Ravers inside you. An old lady mutters at us as we pass her, something about a night like this and the pair of yous in your figures, and we start giggling and then start laughing and laugh the rest of the way.


When we get to Cairnburn Park there are a few groups there already, at the benches, in the kiddie playground. We stand at the fence by the playground, looking for people from our year. The only light is from the street lights on Cairnburn Road, running along the far side of the playground. I know Cairnburn Park: I walk past it every day on my way to school, and when we do cross-country in PE we run circuits around it. I try to remind myself of this. But even the trees look somehow different in the dark.


‘The peelers raided the park two weeks ago,’ Jacqueline says.


‘I know,’ I say.


‘They lifted the under-age drinkers and took them down the station.’


‘Yeah, I know.’


‘What would your folks do, like?’


‘I don’t know,’ I say. It gives me a queasy, painful, pleasurable feeling, thinking about what my parents would do if I was lifted by the peelers for under-age drinking; like pressing your tongue hard into the bloody space where a tooth has just fallen out. ‘Ground me?’ I say.


‘Obviously, like,’ she says, and rolls her eyes. ‘Obviously they’d ground you. I mean what else.’


‘They might not though,’ I say.


When he was thirteen, my father got himself paralytic on home brew that he and some friends made and stored under the floor of the scout hut. Three of them carried him home and propped him up on the doorstep for my grandma to find, then rang the bell and legged it.
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