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            Content Warning

         
This novel discusses trauma and abuse. However, it never explicitly realises or relives these moments for the characters. When they are described it is through the characters’ own words. Other sensitive topics that are depicted include anxiety attacks and substance abuse on the page, as well as an attempted suicide off-page. These topics are handled carefully and responsibly, however please be aware if these topics are personally challenging.
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            Prologue

         

         When they turn to each other in the middle of the night, they whisper to keep quiet. They twist on to their sides and face one another at either end of the room, muffling their words into the pillows. They put a hand on the wooden dresser that sits between their beds. The room is small enough that this is the only thing that separates them. It’s their way of touching each other without having to touch each other. It’s their way of saying I had a nightmare and are you there and I am here. And it’s their way.
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1
            Chapter One

            Banjo

         

         Banjo kicks the wall and spins to fall against it. Fifteen minutes. Basically on time. And why send him into the hall? What’s the punishment – missing class? Some genius.

         He’s given detention for after school. Banjo would rather have it on Christmas Day.

         After that, he manages to get into a fight. It happens like this: Banjo feels a dampness on his leg and stops walking. He pats the back of his knees and finds them wet.

         ‘Whit,’ he states, right in the middle of the corridor. People look. Banjo looks back. Nobody’s exactly holding a bottle of water. He turns around. There’s a wet trail behind him.

         He feels the bottom of his rucksack. It’s his bottle.

         ‘Aw, yer kidden’!’ Banjo rips off his bag and crouches down. Everything’s soaked. Jotters, textbooks, PE kit. All of it. Banjo slaps it on to the floor, but the need to punch something burns inside his hands. He takes a breath, gathers it all up, and stands.

         ‘Urgh!’ Banjo stomps a foot.

         Everyone within a mile radius jumps. 2

         The short story is that his new school is the same as any other small-time school in East Kilbride, way off the coast of Glasgow. Way off the coast of anything. Same grey corridors. Same smell of dried sweat. Same washed-out sense of despair. He gives it a month, maybe two, then he’ll be out. Not because he’s such the troublemaker, but because Banjo has some wild kind of karma. It’s his first day here. He needs some form of a fucking break.

         He’s not got a locker yet, so Banjo goes into the courtyard with his stuff in his arms and thinks about what to do with his dripping bag.

         He spots a group of guys milling about. They look about his age. That’s not the reason Banjo notices, though.

         He notices because one of the guys drops his crisp packet. Just takes it out his pocket and drops it on the ground as if the world is his own individual bin. The guy grins with all his teeth, like he doesn’t even care about the dying oceans. The prick is blond, tall, and probably popular in that smug-shitebag sort of way. He’s even got a bit of a tan despite Scotland’s version of sunshine, whereas Banjo’s a pasty, red-topped milk carton.

         Unfortunately Banjo walks over. First mistake.

         ‘Hoi.’ His voice is curt.

         They all turn.

         ‘Ye gonnae pick ’at up?’

         The prick blinks. ‘Sorry, what?’

         ‘Ye no’ gonnae pick up yer litter?’

         Prick looks to where Banjo points and back up. ‘What’s it to you?’ 3

         Anger rises, clenching his gut in a hot clammy fist. ‘Can ye no’ pick it up?’ Banjo manages. ‘Bin’s, like, two seconds away.’

         Prick grins. ‘Seriously, you part of the environmental committee or something? You go about asking people to pick up litter?’

         The other guys laugh.

         Banjo’s nails bite into his palms. It dulls the rising hysteria. ‘I saw ye drop it,’ he grits out, forcing his vowels. ‘Can ye no’ be a prick and jus’ pick it up.’

         ‘Where’d you get that accent? The bowels ay’ Glesga?’ He pitches his voice high and nasal, even though Banjo’s is deep. There are shouts of laughter now. Banjo feels his face flood with heat. As if East Kilbride is in any way posh. Might not be the city centre, sure, but it’s the Central Belt of fucking Scotland.

         ‘Oh aye.’ Banjo flashes his teeth in a grin. ‘Pure pick’d it oot fae they gutter.’

         He can see he’s losing Prick just by the way his ear tips forward to catch Banjo’s words.

         ‘Bin.’ Banjo speaks clear, pointing to the litter.

         ‘Ahh, I get it now,’ Prick says, widening his eyes like it’s all some big revelation. ‘You’re working on commission?’

         A few of his friends snicker. Irritation prickles across Banjo’s skin, sweaty and stifling.

         He speaks slow and steady: ‘Pick. Up. Your. Fucken. Litter.’

         ‘You kiss your mother with that mouth?’ Prick raises his eyebrows. ‘I’m doing charity here. If I didn’t litter, I’d put janitors out a job.’ 4

         Something wild explodes across Banjo’s body. It’s a rupturing of all his organs so strong and sudden it goes black. The world, his vision. All of it. When Banjo returns to himself he’s got Prick’s face pressed against the pavement, a fist in his hair, knee on his back, screaming: ‘Pick it up, ye wee prick!’

         He doesn’t feel the hands on him, the people pulling him off; doesn’t hear the shouts, the taunts, until a no-nonsense grip on his arm cuts off his blood pressure.

         Banjo’s wrenched upwards.

         ‘What in God’s name do you think you’re doing?’

         Banjo stares at the face of the headmistress, hair scraped back into an unforgiving bun. Her eyes bulge like a dead fish at the supermarket. That’s all Banjo can see when he looks at her. Fish.

         ‘He just went crazy!’ Prick scrambles to his feet. There’s dirt smeared across his cheek, his hair tufted to one side. ‘I didn’t do anything!’

         Banjo rips the litter off the ground and chucks it at his face. ‘If ye fucken tae God picked it up!’

         He’s yanked backwards by the arm so hard he might dislocate an elbow.

         ‘Both of you, my office,’ Headmistress says. ‘Now.’

         
            *

         

         She stares at them. Her white face is now red, which somehow makes her pastiness worse, odd splotches appearing here and there.

         ‘I want an explanation, and a reason why I shouldn’t suspend you both.’ 5

         ‘Me!’ Prick glances around like this is the end of a five-​part drama.

         ‘I’m sure there’s no reason why he had you pinned to the ground.’

         ‘Right, he didn’t have me pinned—’

         ‘Kyle,’ Headmistress interrupts, ‘this isn’t the first time you’ve been here. I told you next time would be your last.’

         ‘Okay, what the—’ Kyle laughs.

         ‘He didnae start it,’ Banjo cuts in before Kyle bursts a blood vessel. Because it’s true. Banjo’s no coward.

         ‘Finally!’ Kyle throws a hand to the sky.

         ‘Enough.’ She looks at Banjo. ‘Can you tell me what happened?’

         ‘Wouldnae pick up his litter.’ Banjo lifts a shoulder.

         ‘Yeah, you’ve saved the planet, well fucking done—’ Kyle claps his hands.

         ‘Very thin ice!’ Headmistress booms. ‘None of that language or you’re both expelled.’

         With that information, they both shut up.

         ‘Are you telling me you started this over litter?’ Headmistress stares.

         Kyle is silent. Banjo nods.

         Headmistress sighs. ‘Banjo, I’m aware things might be difficult at home.’

         Kyle gives him the side-eye. Banjo’s whole body burns with shame.

         ‘But that’s no reason to be picking fights. It’s your first day here.’ 6

         Banjo’s jaw is glued shut.

         ‘Right, please leave my office while I call your parents.’

         ‘Whit?’ Banjo sits up fast.

         ‘Go wait in the reception.’

         They leave.

         ‘Who they callin’?’

         ‘Fuck off.’ Kyle pushes him.

         ‘Aye?’ Banjo spins around, rises to his tiptoes right into Kyle’s space. ‘Wannae try it?’

         ‘I’m not scared of someone who looks like a wee first-year—’

         ‘First-year?’ Banjo barks. He’s fucking seventeen. He’s almost finished school. A new, bitter anger takes shape; Kyle’s clearly taking a dig at his height.

         ‘Boys!’ Headmistress calls after them.

         They both sit outside the office. The walls are a weird scrambled-egg colour, and the harsh flickering of the artificial yellow lights makes it worse. The seats are brittle plastic, fraying apart at the sides and melted in the middle by the heat of everyone’s arse cheeks.

         Once Banjo’s heart slows down, the anger drains like someone’s flushed the toilet in his stomach. The bruise blooming on Kyle’s cheek doesn’t make it any better.

         The only thing that makes it worse is Kyle’s mum coming in.

         ‘Fed up with this, Kyle,’ she hisses, trying to be quiet. Banjo keeps his gaze low as though he’s the one being scolded.

         ‘It wasn’t me!’ Kyle hisses back. Banjo feels like mouldy cheese forgotten in the cupboard. 7

         Kyle stands and they start walking out.

         ‘He might look small, but he—’

         The door swings shut.

         Banjo blows out a breath, falls forward and rests his elbows on his knees. He stares down at his hands. They’re throbbing, knuckles red and swollen. The skin isn’t broken. Banjo flexes them, and a familiar tight pain rushes up.

         He closes his eyes.

         Someone stands over him, smelling of antiseptic, a bit sweaty, warm, alive. Ready to patch him back up. Never rough, even when Banjo did this to himself.

         Banjo sometimes thinks that’s why he does this in the first place.

         
            *

         

         Paula’s not been too impressed with Banjo, obviously. Despite the fact Banjo knows this placement is temporary and he really has fuck all to prove, he still hates the little disappointed, pursed-mouth looks he gets. Truth be told, Paula’s been a bit better than most: doesn’t bring it up, doesn’t want to discuss it, just lets it be. He can still tell she’s not overjoyed she’s been handed him. He’s not even sure how much they get to pick – any child in need goes, it seems.

         He waits outside when she texts him: on way. He’ll miss the detention he got this morning by being sent home now. That probably means something. Fuck if Banjo knows. He scuffs his trainers to try and keep the heat inside. It’s just turned September, and the bitter chill stings his nose, the crisp autumn night invading every one of his senses. 8

         He’s quiet during the car drive home. Paula too.

         Banjo puts his head against the glass and his breath fogs up the window. He wipes it with his sleeve.

         ‘Jus’ goin’ a run,’ he tells Paula when they arrive at her house.

         ‘Back for dinner,’ she instructs, as if Banjo even eats with them instead of taking his plate up to their son’s old room. The guy’s not dead – he’s just thirty.

         ‘Yeah,’ Banjo says. Then he runs.

         Banjo pushes himself further than usual. The air has gone harsh and the wind whips against him. He gets lost and has to circle around before he finds a familiar street.

         He misses dinner. It’s waiting for him on a plate.

         ‘Put it in the microwave if you need to!’ Paula calls from the living room.

         ‘Help yourself to the extra!’ her husband, Henry, adds.

         ‘Thanks,’ Banjo calls, but avoids the open living room and trudges upstairs. They’re so nice it scares him. It makes him soft, want to be soft, but he’ll never survive if he is.

         He washes his dishes, though. He’s not a slob.

         His knuckles are still throbbing. At night, Banjo focuses on the pain to try and distract him from the supermassive black hole in his chest, but it doesn’t work. The hole sucks him in as it always does.

         Thing is, Banjo’s been wrung through the care system since he was ten. He used to know how to shove things down and lock them away. But now he carries it everywhere: this rancid regret that bloats inside his gut and swells it raw. He lets the 9tears stream backwards into his ears to itch his jaw. He lets all the crying happen inside his mouth and releases it in slow, even breaths, the way he’s used to.

         Sometimes he thinks he’s finally getting over all the mess that happened three years ago, and then it slams into him as if it’s been no time at all.

      

   


   
      
         
10
            Chapter Two

            Finlay

         

         As soon as Finlay arrives in Glasgow Central Station, he steps off the train and looks around in wonder. People rush back and forwards as if they’ve memorised every route and scheduled every second of it. He’s never travelled by train before. The bus is cheaper. But he’s carrying luggage with him now: his whole life stuffed into a duffel and a backpack.

         He slides his ticket inside the machine and squeezes through, only to be greeted with shops, flower stalls, cafés, pharmacies, Marks & Spencer, Boots, Costa, a barrage of overstimulation.

         Finlay knows he should feel excited. This is everything he’s ever wanted.

         But all he can think about are the streets and the buildings that theoretically stand between them now. Somehow the distance feels smaller than the width of a wooden dresser. It’s been almost three years since they lived in Glasgow’s city centre. It’s difficult not to imagine bumping into him.

         Thinking about that is pointless, though. Finlay pushes it aside. He uses the maps on his phone to locate the subway station. He 11finds it at St Enoch Square and descends a pair of escalators into a dark, damp underground that smells like wet newspaper and urine. He’s swept into a queue and frantically searches for the West End on the ticket machine before he gives up.

         ‘Where?’ The admin tips her ear closer to the plastic divider.

         ‘Uh, Glasgow University.’ Finlay goes up on his tiptoes. His cheeks sting when he realises there’s not a stop for that.

         Somehow he’s still given a ticket alongside some vague instructions about how to find the campus. He descends even more stairs.

         There’s a platform at the bottom that drops off like a small cliff into a railway, with posters plastered across the wall for constipation remedies and comedy shows. The subway clatters in like a world-​weary bullet. Finlay steps on with everyone else. He grips the pole with both hands, holding his duffel locked between his shins.

         When the doors sigh open and set him free, Finlay falls out. He’s pushed and pressed, hemmed in and shoved against until every single one of his nerve endings feels rubbed raw.

         The first thing he needs to do is collect the keys to his flat. They’re being held hostage in a building nowhere near it, just to be fun and confusing. Finlay shuffles up the queue of students, keeps his head down, and presents all the correct information at the desk once it’s his turn.

         Keys secured, Finlay makes his way to his new place. By some miracle he arrives just in time for his phone to die. He watches his small moving dot on the map blink out of existence and go black.

         Then he lifts his head. 12

         A glossy plaque engraved with the words GLASGOW UNIVERSITY STUDENT ACCOMODATION stands tall, an arrow pointing towards the block of brown-grey flats directly in front of him. Despite their crammed-in appearance, they look clean and habitable.

         He yanks himself and his luggage up the set of concrete steps and buzzes the button. He waits. The door unlocks. Finlay peers inside. Nobody is there. There’s another set of stairs.

         Once he’s up them, he walks down a winding hallway and eventually finds his assigned door.

         Finlay twists his key in and opens it. And . . .

         In hostels there was never a quiet moment. People constantly appearing and disappearing, talking, snoring, laughing, whispering. He’s lived in six-bedroom, eight-bedroom, twenty-bedroom.

         But when Finlay steps into the room, he’s greeted with the sensory overload of silence.

         He frowns. Glances around. There’s a small desk in the corner, a bookcase along the wall. That’s when Finlay realises there’s only one bed. One modest little bed tucked up against the side of the room, practically shy.

         He’s got his own room.

         Did he read the website wrong? How did he miss the fact he applied for a single room?

         It’s not even small. The room has enough space to store a bike and not bump into it. There’s a bathroom. Finlay sets his stuff down and steps inside. It has a sink, a toilet, a shower. It’s his.

         Finlay walks around in circles as though he’s a simulation 13and his player is still getting used to the controls. He can’t stop opening and closing the shower door. Turning the tap on and off. Everything works.

         ‘What the fuck,’ he whispers. The words shape his mouth in the bathroom mirror; his wheat-blond hair now limp with sweat, light brown eyes unblinking behind thin-wire glasses, cheeks flushed wind-red.

         He waits for the happiness to come: to explode inside every one of his organs like he expected.

         Finlay’s never settled in one place for long. Since he aged out of care and left high school a few months ago, he’s just bounced around hostels and worked the odd temp position, biding his time before university. He applied for his degree well before he aged out, of course – frantically finishing scholarship forms alongside final essays. Finlay made sure he was accepted early, that everything would be ready. The safety net of social services pulled apart at the seams when he hit eighteen, but even during his time in care he never allowed himself to rely on it. Finlay planned his freedom meticulously, down to the second.

         And here it is, at long last.

         This is what he’s suffered for: studied, sweated, wept and worked for. Everything that happened three years ago in St Andrews should be lost to the wind now, a memory fading into the dust as his new life stretches ahead of him.

         But Finlay feels exactly the same as always.

         Shock. It’s just shock. Change is slow, and maybe he needs to make it happen rather than expect it to occur. 14

         Finlay exhales to shake the heavy pressure sitting on his chest and heads outside for the Freshers’ Fair.

         
            *

         

         Being a second-generation Polish immigrant as well as a care leaver, Finlay’s always struggled with his identity. The two things that complete a person are missing for him: culture and parents. There’s a gaping hole where his history should be. Finlay’s tried to fill it for himself, but it only ever creates a sense of loss when he attempts to learn Polish and fails. Shouldn’t it come easily to him? Shouldn’t his mother tongue make itself at home in his mouth?

         Of course, he remembers shopping in the Eastern European grocery stores where they sold pre-made pierogi, pickled herrings, yeast buns and potato pancakes with soured cream – but those things never really felt like a part of him, the same way Italian pizzas and Indian curries don’t. They’re simply the foods of the world.

         He doesn’t feel Polish because nobody ever sat him down to teach him that aspect of himself. His mother would avoid the questions or tell him to stop asking. It must have been a painful topic. But it meant he never got the photos, the recipes passed down, the second-hand clothes. He’s never met anything resembling a father, so he can fill that space with movies, with books, with his own imagination. But with his mother it’s different. Nothing fills her space.

         Finlay tries not to think about her. Sometimes he thinks about Poland. He’s never even been. Yet Finlay feels more Scottish than anything. He’s the corner shops and the cobbled streets, the smog in 15the bus lanes and smell of the oversalted fish and chips. But feeling Scottish and being Scottish are two different things.

         Sometimes Finlay wonders why his mother named him Finlay. If she stumbled upon it on a baby names website or if she was actively looking for the most Scottish thing she could find. Fionnlagh. Scots-Gaelic. ‘Fair Warrior.’ She clearly wanted him to fit in.

         His mother’s name was Kasia.
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            Chapter Three

            Banjo

         

         When Banjo returns to school after The Incident Involving Kyle and the Litter, word has got out. There’re notes in the boys’ bathroom, in the corridors, just everywhere like he’s a princess in disguise.

         This is it, to make matters great:

         
            Avoid the ginger in the hallways. Don’t look directly at him, and if spotted – remain calm, keep still, and hold your territory. Triggers include:

            
	Littering.

               	Insults towards janitors.

               	Older men.

            



         Banjo’s been getting ‘ginger’ as an insult since primary. Hardly fucking original. 17

         But it turns out he’s in Kyle’s class, and has to sit through the jeers and the taunts. People are now calling him Litter Kid, or That First-Year That Beat Up Kyle Simmons. Everyone knows he’s not a fucking first-year. But it’s a joke about Banjo’s height, because he’s about half the size of everyone, clearly.

         It’s something called stunted growth, the doctor said, which can be caused by lack of sleep or poor diet—

         Banjo grits his teeth at the memory, his chest sore.

         He passes Kyle in the hallway, who obviously veers to throw him against the lockers. For all the bad schools he’s been to, this one takes the cake.

         Which is why when Banjo sees the poster he stops.

         Athletics Try-outs

         Monday 4pm

         Fourth Year – Sixth Year

         Running. All right. He knows running. He picks up the pen.

         
            *

         

         ‘Okay, sixth year, line up over there.’ Their PE teacher, Mrs Anderson, gestures to the side, hair up in a high ponytail, her face all business. Banjo’s not exactly had the pleasure of being introduced, but two seconds of athletics try-outs and he already has a feel for what she’s like: firm, stiff, unfriendly.

         They line up along the rubber-red track outside. Kyle is here, because of course. He ignores Banjo and everyone takes his lead. People shuffle away to avoid touching him; a mile on either side. He’s an infection now.

         ‘Name?’ Anderson asks her clipboard, not even glancing up. 18

         ‘Banjo,’ he mutters.

         ‘Is that Litter Kid?’ ‘What’s his name?’ ‘That made up?’ ‘Isn’t he in the year below?’ ‘Did he not just move here?’ ‘Think he’s in care or something.’ ‘His parents dead?’ ‘Nah, heard they were dealers.’

         Banjo stares straight ahead.

         Anderson ticks his name and moves on.

         They get into position. Banjo ends up pressed between two guys who clearly know Kyle and think it’s the funniest thing in the world to jostle him out of place when Anderson blows the whistle.

         But then he’s running. The cold air feels so good against his skin that nothing else matters but the smell of ice stinging his nose, the damp grass, the dirty rain. He closes his eyes as his feet smack the tarmac. Running is Banjo’s personal brand of therapy. No talking. No questions.

         But running is a form of anger, too. A furious, forceful moving of every part of his body. Sometimes when Banjo runs he feels as if he could fly straight out his own skin, as if he could leave his body and the restless pit of rage and feel something fucking different for once.

         There’re two people in front. Banjo clenches his muscles and propels himself ahead.

         He sprints across the chalk line. Everyone rushes in afterwards like a gust of wind at his back.

         ‘Fifty-four seconds,’ Anderson says, eyebrows up, impressed. Banjo’s panting with his hands on his knees. ‘That might be a record.’ 19

         ‘Bullshit!’ a familiar voice shouts. ‘That’s bullshit! He cheated!’

         Banjo looks up.

         ‘I was in the lead the whole time! He must’ve taken some shortcut!’ Kyle waves a hand, flushed and blotchy. Sweat drips along the sides of his jaw, beetroot skin contrasting horribly with his light hair.

         ‘Kyle.’ Anderson’s voice goes stern. ‘Enough.’

         Kyle grits his teeth, chest heaving. He sends Banjo a look so sharp it’s laughable. Christ. What a sore loser.

         ‘Do you train?’ Anderson asks, focused on him.

         Banjo blinks, thrown. ‘Uh, jus’ whenever.’

         Never for a team. Never with a school.

         Anderson cocks her head. ‘You’ve never been with a club?’

         Jesus, Banjo’s getting all hot under the collar at these compliments. ‘No.’

         Break the fucking news: there might be something he’s actually good at.

         As Anderson walks off, Banjo wipes the sweat from his forehead and hides his grin inside the crook of his elbow. When she calls who made the team, Banjo’s name comes first. Kyle is short behind, obviously. But Banjo is part of the club now.

         Excitement feels weird. He doesn’t know whether he’s happy or sick.

         
            *

         

         The locker room is fogged with the heat of about twenty guys, panting sweating showering laughing farting. Banjo tries not 20to catch anyone’s attention, least of all Kyle’s, and rummages through his backpack stained with all manner of shite and a squashed banana he forgot about.

         There’s a hot grip on his arm.

         Kyle crowds close. ‘Hey.’ His fingers go tight, pinching Banjo’s skin. ‘Let’s do a rematch. No cheat—’

         Banjo rips his arm free in a violent motion, the unexpected touch like rubbing alcohol into a wound.

         Kyle blinks, surprised at the vehemence.

         ‘Sure,’ Banjo states. ‘Now.’

         Kyle lifts his eyebrows all mocking, but he nods to some other guys. Truthfully the guys sigh, exasperated, but they all head out once they’ve collected their things. Athletics is over. The track is deserted.

         Kyle’s wee mates stand at the bottom of the track while Banjo and Kyle line up at the start. There’s even one with a stopwatch.

         ‘Go!’ the guy shouts.

         They’re both off like a shot. It’s over in about four seconds. Banjo wins.

         Kyle’s panting by the end, but he smiles in mock-grace, upper lip curling with the force of it. ‘Litter Kid’s got moves.’

         Banjo cringes at such a cheesy line. ‘Right.’ He tries to push past.

         ‘Aw, don’t leave!’ Kyle holds out his arms. ‘Teach us your ways, wise one.’

         ‘Hilarity,’ Banjo huffs, irritation buzzing through him.

         ‘I bet it’s that litter picking,’ Kyle carries on. One of his pals 21laughs; the rest look bored. ‘Gotta keep in shape.’

         ‘Look, whit in fuck d’ye want?’ Banjo snaps. ‘Lunch money or some’hin?’

         Kyle grins wider. ‘If you’re offering.’

         ‘Christ,’ Banjo says. Nothing quick-witted comes to mind, which just pisses him off more. He tries to move again. Kyle jumps in front. He wants to provoke Banjo. He wants a fight. Banjo knows the feeling.

         He shoves Kyle back so hard he stumbles and falls flat on his arse. His mates give a surprised snicker.

         Kyle’s glare is a wild, crazed thing. He stands up fast, the veins bulging in his neck.

         ‘Leave it, Kyle.’ Someone puts his hand on Kyle’s shoulder.

         ‘C’mon, he’s in foster care or something. Let’s just go,’ another one adds.

         They’re talking as if Banjo’s not even here. As if he’s just empty space. The great mouth of a wave is ready to swallow him whole. Banjo can see it on the horizon.

         Kyle shoves him with sharp fingers, jaw tight.

         Banjo’s two feet are planted firm on the ground. He’s not rising to it. ‘Move.’

         ‘No.’ Kyle crowds close again, lips pulling away from his teeth like a dog.

         ‘Awk, just fucken move!’ Banjo screams.

         Kyle punches him in the face.

         Banjo doesn’t see it coming. His head snaps back, neck whipping painfully. It’s the force of the blow that comes as a surprise. 22

         He collapses, the breath knocked out of his lungs as if both his back and his chest have smacked together.

         Kyle kicks him in the side while he’s down.

         Banjo curls up, defenceless.

         ‘Kyle!’

         ‘Fuckin’ hell!’

         There’s nobody around. Kyle lets loose: jumping on top of him in a mirror of their first fight. Banjo’s jaw snaps down in a bite. Blood erupts inside his mouth. Pain radiates all the way into his fucking teeth.

         Banjo doesn’t move. His body just locks. Maybe it’s memory, trauma response, some nonsense jumble of words a counsellor would say. Or maybe it’s because he wasn’t hungry for it today. Banjo suddenly realises these punches are meaningless. Seeking them out is meaningless. He needs to be touched in some way, but this way doesn’t count. He doesn’t feel it.

         Banjo’s eyes roll up to the sky. The endless stretch of sky. He keeps focusing on that.

         ‘Kyle!’

         Kyle stares down at Banjo. There’s blood across his knuckles. On Banjo’s tongue, in his mouth, up his nose, down his throat. Banjo’s eyes roll away from the sky and he grins up at Kyle. His teeth are smeared wet. His mouth is full of metal.

         ‘Fuck sake!’ one of his mates shouts, two hands fisted in his black hair, his brown skin oddly grey.

         ‘Idiot.’ Another one shoves Kyle.

         They all run. 23

         Banjo curls up around himself slowly. He spits out the pool in his mouth. He tests how much he can breathe. It aches to inhale but nothing is broken, experience tells him. He lies there while the air grows cold and the sky darkens. The only thing that pulls Banjo off the ground eventually is his shitty curfew. Such is life.
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            Chapter Four

            Finlay

         

         When Finlay enters campus it’s a buzz of noise and people, volunteers floating around with the purple GU logo printed on cotton hoodies, flyers at the ready. Early September in Scotland is not exactly bitter, but there’s definitely an overcast chill.

         There are rows of white stalls arranged in squares with banners above them. Leaflets for societies lie on top, alongside cards advertising free pizza plus the smallest can of Coke ever created. 50ml. Still, it’s free, and Finlay spends a ridiculous amount of time in the queue – which he still feels is time well spent when he secures said pizza and Coke. He drifts mindlessly with no real objective. He’s stopped by club hopefuls every few minutes. Join this, sign here, donate please, come tonight. Finlay nods and smiles.

         He signed up to do a four-year nursing degree because he’s a masochist. No, that’s a lie: he wants to be a nurse, to help other people, to contribute to society. Actually, that’s the real lie. The truth is that nursing is a stable job. It was either nursing or a career in shovelling chips. But despite the fact undergraduates don’t pay tuition in Scotland, Finlay’s hopes and dreams and entire future 25depend on the scholarship he managed to obtain. It’s a yearly one-​off payment, which he’s just received and now needs to ration.

         All he needs to do is keep himself floating above the pass mark: 40 per cent. Less than half. No pressure.

         Although nursing is a stable job, Finlay still needs to actually find employment until he’s qualified. At least something part-time. He was working and staying in Hamilton for a while, a short gig at a chippy and a temporary accommodation unit to tide him over until university started. Now he has to search for work nearby, then calculate the hours he’ll need to both stay alive and work around his nursing schedule.

         But that can wait for today.

         Finlay quietly wanders around, his eyes passing faces, and then—

         Finlay stops, looking down. His cheeks sting. Christ in Heaven.

         There’s a boy at one of the stalls. He is absolutely beautiful.

         Finlay’s wearing baggy jeans. The kind of baggy people save for travelling or when they’re doing nothing because of how shapeless and worn they are. Holes gape at the knees, threads loose and trailing. He’s painfully aware of the location of each sauce stain on his hoodie, but the T-shirt underneath is frayed, the once-bright logo now barely legible.

         Finlay can’t help himself. He glances up again.

         It’s like a punch to the solar plexus, somewhere between the gut and the lungs.

         Perfect Boy is tall and lean, with deep brown skin, long shoulders, and this careless way of holding himself. Only his profile is visible, sleek black hair just a little on the longer side, 26curling at his nape but falling in swept-back curtains at the front. He lifts a hand to run it through with fingers. Dark eyes, thin hooked nose, sharp jaw. His smile is like daybreak. It changes his very nature.

         Finlay is frozen. Then he spins on his heel and bolts away. He finds safety behind the rack of potted plants awaiting homes. When he braves the stalls again, Perfect Boy is nowhere to be seen.

         Someone forces a flyer into his hands as they pass. Finlay looks down.

         9.30 a.m.–11.30 a.m.: Welcome and Introductions, Nursing and Healthcare School.

         Shit. Was he supposed to know about this? If he went now, he could just about make the last hour. It’s not that far.

         Finlay finds the building in minutes. He creeps into the back of the room and takes a seat three rows behind anyone, next to the aisle so he can get out at any time.

         Two VP students stand at the front with badges down their denim jackets, colourful hair and huge smiles that strain as they speak.

         ‘This is your chance to find out what’s so incredible about Glasgow!’ One gestures around. ‘To make friends, to try new things; yes, you’re here to learn and the course is intense, but you’re looking at the best years of your life—’

         ‘Hello.’ A voice appears at Finlay’s ear, soft and gentle.

         Finlay turns.

         The sun beams through the windows. Perfect Boy is standing in the aisle. Right beside Finlay. 27

         What kind of twisted act of fate is this?

         PB is wearing charcoal-grey trousers, a wool coat, a white polo tucked into his belt and a satchel bag strapped across his chest: clearly posh-boy preppy. His brown hands hold the strap: long fingers, square nails, a ring on his thumb and silver watch on his wrist.

         When their gazes touch, Finlay feels this shock wave jolt through him like static connecting. He feels weirdly, eerily, as though he recognises this person.

         That obviously can’t be true.

         ‘I’m not sure if I’m meant to be here,’ PB continues, speaking low.

         Finlay’s brain has unfortunately short-circuited from the overload of stimuli. It doesn’t know whether to focus on his mouth, his eyes, his hair, or pass away.

         ‘Is this the Induction for Medicine?’ PB asks, eyes optimistic.

         Of course.

         He’s a med student.

         Finlay manages a short shake of the head.

         Perfect Boy puts a fingertip to his mouth. ‘Ah.’ He nods. ‘I’m in the wrong place.’

         Finlay swallows. Say something. Say something.

         (Stop staring at his mouth.)

         ‘Happens,’ Finlay croaks, which is nothing, so adds, ‘I was almost enrolled into selling my kidney once.’

         There’s this moment. This stunned slackness that settles over Perfect Boy. Then laughter booms around the room. 28

         Everyone falls silent.

         The students, the VPs, Finlay.

         Everyone.

         Perfect Boy realises. His eyes blow wide as they dart around the room. He looks at Finlay.

         ‘Sorry,’ he whispers, face so theatrically apologetic. ‘Sorry!’ he addresses the room at large, holds a hand up in a lofty wave, and leaves.

         Finlay stares after him. His presence has a lasting effect, like the warmth of a sunspot.

         ‘Okay.’ One of the VPs clears their throat very pointedly.

         Finlay ducks out after a few minutes to avoid further embarrassment. None of it was vital to his learning anyways.

         Perfect Boy is standing outside the building. He’s peering down at his phone, one hand cupped above the screen.

         Finlay stalls long enough that PB spots him.

         ‘The problem I’m having –’ he begins, as if they’re already friends. But why does he feel so familiar?

         ‘– is that my maps are quite sure it’s here,’ PB finishes.

         Finlay squints over PB’s shoulder, but not for the excuse to bask in his heavenly heat. He actually does want to help this lost person. He points to the building across from them over said shoulder.

         PB stares at Finlay, their heads close, and grins a smile so disarming it could topple monarchies.

         ‘I’m Akash.’ He thrusts out an open palm.

         Akash. Something is niggling at him: burrowing deep and taking root. 29

         But Akash hasn’t said anything, so Finlay takes the hand.

         Akash’s touch is warm and dry. He’s so sure when he shakes Finlay’s hand. That kind of surety is infectious.

         ‘Finlay.’ Finlay smiles helplessly.

         Akash blinks. He squints. His head lists to the side and studies Finlay for a beat. ‘Wait. That wouldn’t be Finlay Nowak, would it?’

         Finlay’s heart stops. ‘Yes?’

         Akash grins even wider, if that’s possible. ‘Finlay! Oh my God, it’s Akash. Akash Singh!’ He bumps fingers to his chest.

         Finlay does nothing. He was right. Somehow, he does know Akash. But he doesn’t know how, or more terrifyingly where from. He feels something try to force its way in, but his barriers are iron-​clad. He locked everything out.

         Finlay stands there, silent, staring, while his entire body reels from the impact.

         ‘Um.’ He pulls away and scratches his eyebrow. Their handshake is broken. ‘I’m sorry, I don’t—’ he stutters. He can’t say remember. He does remember. But it’s buried, alongside his childhood, St Andrews Residential Home, and everything else Finlay threw dirt over.

         ‘It’ll come to you!’ Akash starts walking across the street. ‘Sorry, I really need to go, catch you later!’ He gives that little wave, spins around, and runs away.

         Finlay walks back to his flat. He doesn’t go to any more events lined up that day. 30

         
             

         

         
            *

         

         The vague outline of a memory tugs at Finlay. It’s a memory he’s often thought was a dream, because those two things are one and the same sometimes.

         There’s the fuzzy shape of a house. There’s a kitchen and it smells like spices and flavours and feels like the sunshine that shines on the walls and turns them a dappled yellow. It smells like a pot of tea and a basket of clean linen, sounds like the freezer door being yanked open, we’re just getting ice lollies! The feeling of grassy, mud-stained trainers kicked off at the doorway, can Finlay stay? Finlay’s here!

         
            *

         

         The walls of his accommodation are painted with bright, colourful geometric triangles amidst a slate-grey background, probably to create a funky atmosphere. Everything feels like luxury. Finlay has to remind himself that his standards are barbarically low: a cot and a working roof suit him.

         Somehow Finlay takes a wrong turn on his way to his room, down another hallway, and before he knows it he’s inside the common area.

         It’s a small room. There’s a kitchen complete with a stove and a dishwasher, a short wooden dining table with basic wooden chairs tucked underneath. Two people stand over a pizza box on the counter, the microwave door ajar and wafting the scent of melted cheese into Finlay’s nostrils.

         ‘Because the risk of food poisoning, especially from takeaways, is—’

         The girl pauses when she sees Finlay, a slice of pizza aloft in her hand. The other girl turns around too. 31

         They all stand silent and blinking.

         ‘Hey!’ The girl who was discussing food poisoning beams wide. Her hair is cropped short, ashy blonde melting into pink tips. She’s wearing a thick-knit jumper, beige trousers, and heeled boots. ‘I’m Derya.’

         Finlay can’t make himself move.

         Derya, still smiling, gestures to the other girl. ‘This is Jun.’

         Jun stands beside her, sleek black hair a curtain across her shoulders, East Asian features warm and welcoming. She’s wearing a grey blazer with a ribbed yellow turtleneck, boot-cut jeans, and a yellow beret. She’s beautiful. ‘Hi!’ Her voice is light.

         Finlay does nothing. He hasn’t even properly stepped inside.

         ‘Did you just get here?’ Derya asks.

         Finlay looks at these girls. They’re clearly lovely, trying to invite him into their small circle. But his social battery has run dry, completely depleted from moving into his dorm and having a very brief encounter with an incredibly beautiful person from his past. Right now, Finlay would much rather be alone than spend another second in public. It feels as though his skin has been scrubbed off with a scourer. It’s not that Finlay doesn’t want to make friends here – he desperately wants to, with a physical ache below the ribs, but he’s just as desperate to retreat into the safety of his room, where he can’t get any social interactions wrong and have to beat himself up for it later.

         When he stayed in hostels, everyone was there to make friends. They were backpacking through Scotland, having a wild stag do, on a cheap holiday or off to a rave. Instead of making Finlay more 32sociable, it had the opposite effect – he boxed himself in, completely intimidated by people who could introduce themselves at random, crack jokes that made everyone laugh, and strike up a friendship in the span of a few seconds.

         ‘Um, no.’ Finlay smiles, nods, and ducks out the room.

         He goes out into the soft carpeted hallway. He’s about to leave, but stops.

         There’re murmurs from the other side of the wall. Finlay listens.

         ‘Was that too much?’ ‘No, you were absolutely fine! I think he was busy.’ ‘True – God, I am so glad we’re across from each other, I’d literally have nobody if—’

         Finlay walks back to his room, lies on his bed, and hugs his teddy, Mr Black. He closes his eyes and spreads an arm out to press fingertips to the wall. He pretends he’s touching a wooden dresser: that there’s another person touching the other side.
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            Chapter Five

            Banjo

         

         Banjo gets up off the ground and has no idea what to do next. He can’t go back looking like this. He doesn’t want to give Paula early-onset whatever-the-fuck. Banjo knows this would be one hell of a let-down. The stab of guilt only adds to his difficulty breathing. For lack of anything better, Banjo heads to East Kilbride Community Hospital.

         ‘How did this happen?’ the nurse asks, acting as though she’s about to buzz the police in. When Banjo lifts his shirt to reveal his battered ribs, her mouth drops open.

         ‘Do you need to call somebody?’

         ‘Naw – no, ’hanks.’ He shuffles on to the bed. ‘Jus’ need cleaned or whut.’

         She blinks. ‘Were you in a fight?’

         ‘Uh. No.’

         ‘Were you attacked?’

         Banjo grimaces. Technically. But it’s fucking embarrassing. ‘No.’

         She doesn’t look as if she believes him. Obviously the one 34explanation left is that a building fell on top of him. Banjo offers nothing.

         She tilts his chin to the side and presses the cut with an alcoholic wipe. Banjo winces.

         ‘I’ll need to stitch this up,’ she states, annoyed at him because she thinks he’s Britain’s next delinquent. ‘It’s too deep. Are you allergic to anything?’

         ‘Codeine,’ Banjo answers instantly. ‘No painkillers.’

         The nurse won’t know he’s lying. Because who the fuck turns down free painkillers? Banjo, that’s who. He never wants to see another one in his life.

         She jots it down. Then she injects something into his mouth before she starts, holds him still and pushes it into the side of his face. Next she pulls her equipment out and starts stitching him up. The sensation feels alien, his skin tugged to one side. When she’s finished Banjo touches along his upper lip, the flesh all fat and fuzzy. He moves his jaw around and hears it crack inside his ears.

         Then he leaves with an ice pack for his side and a lollipop for his ego.

         Banjo’s got some change in his pocket, so he goes over to the vending machines ’cause he’s thirsty as shit but not for water. He needs some sugar, pronto.

         It’s as he’s pushing the coins in that he sees a girl. On the row of plastic seats near the exit. She’s got a small face, thick brown hair in a messy plait, ripped jeans that show patches of bronze-gold skin. In short: she’s fucking gorgeous. Her eyes are focused on him.

         Banjo pauses, half-bent. 35

         She smiles. It’s small, sure, but it’s there.

         Banjo blinks. Slowly, very slowly, he turns to see who’s behind him. Nobody. She’s smiling at him.

         Holy fuck.

         Banjo whips around, dumbstruck, doing some three-sixty on the floor like it’s disco night. By the time he looks back, though, she’s on her phone.

         Probably just being friendly.

         Only the next time Banjo sneaks a look, she smiles again.

         Right. That’s it.

         Banjo swallows, grabs his lemonade from the vending machine, and puts on some fucking balls. He almost talks himself out of it twice. But by that point he’s halfway there and he can’t just upside-​down himself in the other direction.

         ‘Ya’ aw rih’?’ His words come out jumbled and slurred with the fat lip. Christ, he meant to say hello. He might’ve actually spat on her.

         ‘Hey.’ She smiles up with hazel-gold eyes. ‘How are you?’

         ‘Yeah, noh’ bah’.’ Banjo nods. He tries to swallow. It takes a few attempts. He probably looks like a dog in hot weather. He’s still wearing his PE kit, silly wee shorts showing off his gangly legs.

         ‘What happened?’ She nods to his face.

         ‘Jus’.’ Banjo waves a hand. ‘Goh’ in a figh’.’

         He sees the way she nods, dropping eye contact for a second, afraid of him now.

         Banjo needs to fix it.

         ‘Fur char’tay.’ 36

         No idea. He’s got no idea what he’s saying.

         She blinks when she looks at him. ‘You got in a fight for charity?’

         He nods. ‘Yeah.’

         She stares. ‘With who?’

         ‘Uh. Ye’ know. Governmen’ stuh’. Top secreh’.’ He taps his nose.

         She stares. Then she starts laughing.

         Banjo stiffens up entirely.

         She stops, sensing his reaction. ‘You’re joking, right?’

         ‘Oh,’ Banjo says. She was laughing at the joke. His face is hot in a new way. ‘Right.’

         She laughs again. ‘I’m Alena, by the way. But you can call me Lena, if that’s any easier.’ She points to her face. ‘On the tongue.’

         ‘Righ’, ’hanks.’ Banjo laughs too, which really hurts his mouth stitches. ‘I’m Ban-joh.’

         He can’t even say his own name. Is there any hope?

         He’s about to repeat it when Alena says, ‘Hi, Banjo.’ She gets it right first try. It twists his gut into a knot that can never be undone. ‘Do you go to St Triduana’s?’

         Banjo frowns and looks down at where her gaze is fixed on his shorts, with the school logo stitched into the fabric. His heart leaps. ‘Eh – yeh, you?’

         ‘I’m St Bride’s,’ Alena says, as if that means anything to Banjo. He’s not got a clue.

         ‘Right.’ Banjo bobs his head. ‘D’ye wan’ lema’nade’?’ He holds it out awkwardly.

         ‘I’m all right,’ she says. 37

         He retracts his arm. ‘Uh, yeh.’ Why on earth did he just try to give her his lemonade? The whole fucking can?

         ‘Want to sit?’ Alena points beside her.

         Banjo nods and takes the seat.

         ‘So. Why ’ou ’ere?’ He rests his elbows on his knees and turns to her.

         ‘I’ve got Crohn’s disease,’ Alena says. ‘I was in for some treatment, but I’m going home. Just waiting to get picked up.’

         ‘Oh righ’,’ he says, as if he knows anything about what she just said. So of course, like a complete idiot, Banjo says: ‘Cool.’

         Alena raises her brows.

         ‘Noh! I jus’ never meh’ someone wae a disease before,’ Banjo stutters. Then he hears how that sounds and basically becomes radioactive. ‘Crap, no – it’s no’ nice or anythin’—’
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