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Nollaig


When I woke up that morning there was a cloud shadow on the south face of Cave Hill that was shaped like an angel.


My alarm went off and I slammed my hand down hard on it and hoped that Dad hadn’t heard. I waited for a second until I could hear the loud drone of his boozy snoring and then I pulled back one side of the curtains. It looked like an angel to me anyway. It had a lumpy triangular shaped body and two fanned-out wings. Like when you’re a wee kid and you make your body into an angel picture by lying down in the snow and waving your arms and legs about. But the more I looked at the shadow the less it seemed like something special. Sometimes you’re just too tired to imagine good things. And then the sun broke through the bruises of the sky and chased it away. It started to rain again and I closed the curtain.


Dad always sleeps until about lunchtime. He’ll get up, forget to eat anything, pour himself a whiskey and put the telly on, just in time for some rubbish lunchtime quiz show or something. He wasn’t always a waster. He used to drive the bus to school, which was good, because I always got there on time, and bad, because it meant I could never mitch off. Different now, of course. Sometimes I’d come home from school and he’d still be in bed, which was fine by me because it meant I didn’t have to talk to him. I could get changed and go out. Some days I didn’t have to watch him wasting his life at all.


I got out of bed and pulled on my freezing jeans. I was set to skip school that day but it meant an early start. Glen High is totally on-the-ball about kids mitching off. They normally catch up with you about 11:30 a.m. You might think there are no possible advantages to having an alcoholic da but actually there are. One of the main advantages was that it gave me an extra couple of hours of freedom on days when I couldn’t face school. But on this particular day I had loads to do and even with the extra time I had to hurry. I found my bra and shirt under a towel and took a breath as I stopped and had a look around the room. Clothes on the floor, a dirty mug, a couple of books. It wasn’t much to say goodbye to but it still felt a bit sad. It’s not every day you leave home.


There wasn’t a choice any more. I’d thought about leaving before, loads of times, but now I had to make a move. You can put up with a lot, I reckon, loads of people do, but then something will happen and you have to do something about it. It was going to mean being tough, really tough, forgetting about dreams and angel shadows and stupid romantic ideas. It was going to mean forgetting about Stephen.


I found my red boots and wound the laces around the hooks. Quicker to put on trainers but I wasn’t going without my old boots. The blood rushed to my head as I bent over. I made a mental note to eat something.


Stephen was going to be so pissed off. But shut up, I couldn’t think of him now. Most people wouldn’t notice I was gone. Most people. That was the main thing. There wouldn’t be any internet campaigns to bring me back. Even if Stephen wanted to, there’d be no one to email because he was the only one that cared. There’s this thing that Ms Laker the Drama teacher used to say: ‘If life gives you lemons, make lemonade.’ It’s meant to mean that if your life’s crap then you should turn it into something brilliant instead. It’s a stupid thing to say, though, because you need sugar to make lemonade and what if you haven’t got any? So I had decided; my life was full of lemons and I had no sugar so the choice was either put up with mouldy old fruit or kill myself, or, option three, go and look somewhere else for something good – forget about the dumb lemons and the stupid things teachers say and find out if I can make things different on my own, somewhere else. But it would mean really on my own – no Dad, no friends with good intentions who might tout on me when things got tough. Just me.


I found my old backpack jammed down the side of the bed. Big enough to hold what I needed, but small enough that it wouldn’t make people wonder where I was going. I sat on the bed and emptied it out: a bus receipt, half a packet of Chewits and 50p. I unwrapped one of the sweets. It was half melted and it stuck to the paper but I ate it anyway and chucked the rest in the bin with the bus ticket.


Here is what I put in my bag:


Twenty £10 notes (I’d been nicking one out of Dad’s wallet every week for ages now, in case of emergencies, and this was an emergency. I shoved them into my wallet.)


Packet of chocolate biscuits


Tube of Pringles (I popped it open and ate three at once)


Three apples (for vitamins)


Two small bottles of Coke


A load of underwear, two t-shirts and my big green jumper


Phone (crap one, but I’ve had it for ages)


Personal CD player and headphones (my mum’s. It just about still works. The buttons stick sometimes and the ‘shuffle’ button doesn’t work. When you open it, the lid springs up quickly and when you close it you have to hold it down hard with two fingers to make it click shut. I can play music on my phone but I like to have Mum’s CD player with me too. It’s personal. If people were being honest about the music they liked and they wrote down all their favourite songs in a list, I reckon there wouldn’t be two people whose list was the same. It’s like fingerprints. And if you listen to someone else’s list it’s the closest you can be to them without them actually being there. So I stuffed the player in my bag even though there wasn’t a lot of room left, and I took two of her CDs too.)


I was travelling light. As light as I could for someone in my position.


First thing: a letter. I hated doing it this way but I needed to be sure no one was going to follow me. I rooted around to find something to write on – the back of an old piece of GCSE coursework about deprived housing in our area.






Dear Dad








It was impossible to write. I opened the curtains again and looked at the hills, big and solitary on the horizon. Maybe Dad wouldn’t survive on his own. But he was almost dead now anyway. A zombie dad. He never spoke in a normal way – it was always either incoherent muttering or yelling awful stuff – and only went out if he was going to the offy’s. All he did was watch telly and empty his glass. A fat tear sploshed on the page in front of me and the words swam into a blur. I scrunched up the note, wiped my face with the bottom of my t-shirt and started again.






Dear Dad


I have to go. You won’t see me again so don’t try looking. Sort out the drinking, it’s killing you.


Nollaig








I read it back and it sounded cold. I didn’t feel cold but I should have. He didn’t deserve a note, the old bastard. I thought about just leaving without saying a thing. Just disappearing from his life. But I needed to leave something so he knew I’d gone on purpose. Last night’s pleasant exchange played again in my head.


‘You goin’ out, Nollaig? Where to?’ He said it like an accusation, like I was going to rob a house or something. He was on the sofa, his back to me as I passed by the living room door. He didn’t even turn around.


‘Just out.’ Why should I tell him anyway? I was only going to the shop but I didn’t feel like talking to him.


Suddenly he swung round and the empty bottle of whiskey he’d been nursing went flying past my head.


‘Why don’t you just fuck off, you wee hoor.’


He needed to know that it was my decision to leave, not his. I could imagine him reading the note and thinking, ‘About bloody time.’


It would have to do. It felt hard to breathe, like if I screamed or something the thing blocking my throat might come out. I couldn’t do that. I had to stay tough. But standing in front of the bathroom mirror I didn’t feel tough. Because, despite running away from everyone and leaving everything behind, there was one thing I would have to carry with me, and I needed to make sure it was really there.


I held my breath and picked up the test which I’d left on the edge of the bath. There it was, the little blue line connecting what I’d imagined to how things really were. I knew it would be there but when I saw it I doubled over, just managing to lurch to the toilet bowl before throwing up. Great, now I had to flush. Dad stirred next door. He called out in a sleepy slur,


‘Noll? Wha’s goin’ on?’


I used to have this dream when I was wee, a nightmare really, about being cornered by a monster that I couldn’t see properly, I could only hear it snarling and see the light glinting off its teeth. Sometimes when Dad spoke, even when he was so drunk that I knew he couldn’t do anything, it felt like his voice was so big and low that someday it might actually become a thing on its own and attack you. I wished I wasn’t so afraid of him. It wasn’t always like that. He used to be a normal dad, a normal person, the kind that drinks tea in the morning and might even eat some toast. But that seemed like a long time ago now.


‘It’s not the mornin’ yet, Da. Go back to sleep.’


‘Urgh.’


A typical response. I tiptoed towards his room listening to the slow, rhythmic snoring.


Standing on the landing outside his room I noticed that the picture was crooked. Mum’s picture. She’d found it in the garage when we moved in here. It was a large print called The Three Marys and it showed three women standing in long robes looking a bit mystical and swoony – like they were all in love or something. They were all gazing up into the sky and clutching their hands to their chests. The print was faded and had a green tinge to it. It was rippled in the middle because it hadn’t been framed properly.


I hated that picture. It seemed stupid to have it up on the landing wall, romantic Bible bollocks in the middle of our crappy lives. But it was Mum’s and she had liked it so I left it up. I stretched my hand out to straighten The Three Marys and as I reached up and touched the frame the first Mary looked at me. I swear to God she did. She’d been looking sadly up to heaven and when I touched the frame her head moved and her eyes met mine.


It must have been a split second – a tiny moment – but when she looked at me I noticed her eyes were the colour black, like mine, and it was like everything except our eyes looking at each other disappeared. I missed a breath and pulled my hand away and the print swung back into its crooked position and the Mary was looking at heaven again and I snapped back to where I’d been – the landing, the blue line of the pregnancy test, the note in my hand.


I’d already known really. I’d started to feel it. My belly had this slight curve to it that it never had before and I knew that soon I’d be able to see it really clearly. Everyone would. But until I saw the result it was like I could keep it inside me – like a secret story, just for me. And now there was a pregnancy test telling the story too: yes, you are going to have a baby, yes, you are going to be a mother, yes, yes, yes, this is real and there will be another person, there is another person under your skin. Maybe it was normal to see mad things when you felt mad. I straightened the picture, crept downstairs, put the note on the kitchen table and left the house, out, into the wet morning light.
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Stephen


Oh. My. God. Batty McFelan and his daily friggin’ OBSESSION with school uniform. I swear, if there was only one kid in the school, Batty would tell him his tie was too short. Today it was my shoes. So what if Converse aren’t ‘school regulation’? (They’re black with sliver trim – I got them ordered from New York and I’m telling you, they are bloody class.) I’d been wearing them since the start of term. And I know he noticed before today. Everyone noticed before today. Hello? That’s the whole point! God. He was jealous, probably. Sitting there in his dog-shit coloured suit taking the register like he was bored out of his head. At least he gets paid to be bored. At least he didn’t have to go to double Maths first lesson.


‘Wear them tomorrow and it’s detention,’ he said. ‘And don’t roll your eyes at me, lad. I’m watching you today!’


I turned towards Mark for some moral support and, FFS, Mark totally turned away and started chatting to Kyle Freeman! All right, I wasn’t meant to acknowledge him in public but a sympathetic look might have been nice. Urgh. That was my morning. Not even 9 a.m. and it was already a completely rubbish day. And Nollaig wasn’t even in. Who was I gonna bitch about McFelan to? I hoped she was just late. We’d be able to send notes during Maths at least.


But she never showed up. I texted her a few times. No reply. It wasn’t particularly unusual for her to be absent. Some days she just didn’t bother coming in, especially if she’d had a heavy time with her auld man the night before. He used to be OK, Nollaig’s da. He was always a bit stern and stiff, the type that doesn’t give much away, but most men round here are like that – you can’t tell what’s going on with them. It was different in my last school. People – I mean men, and boys – were a bit, well, softer round the edges. Anyway, in the last couple of years Nollaig’s da had got worse. It was hard to remember the times when he wasn’t always drunk, and sometimes he’d give her a slap. She didn’t like me talking about it really. Things were bad for Nollaig. The days when she came to school and her eyes were red and she said hello with her teeth gritted – those were the days I knew not to ask. I know that sounds bad – like if you’re someone’s friend you should ask, but trust me I’d learnt when to ask and when to shut up, and so had everyone else, even the teachers.


In Maths we were doing quadratic equations and you could tell that nobody could be arsed. Craig and Arnie were giggling at the back of the class like a couple of primary school kids and every so often they’d look over at Emma McConkey and burst out laughing, but you knew they were doing it deliberately. Emma was ignoring them, facing the board, looking as if she was concentrating really hard on the equation that Mrs Poole was drawing in big characters with a green pen. Rumour had it that Emma had been down the reccy with Arnie last week but she’d refused to give him what he was after. She’d pay for that.


‘Oh, Craig and Arnie, put a sock in it!’ said Mrs Poole, finally snapping.


‘Put a cock in what, Miss?’


‘That’s it, Arnie! OUT!’ She indicated to the door.


Arnie fist-bumped Craig as he swaggered out. I glanced over at Mark but he was pretending to be engrossed in the equations too. Arsehole. Why did I put up with him? But I knew why. When we were together, alone, when he wasn’t pretending I didn’t exist, he made me forget the way he treated me in school. I used to try and write it down so that I’d remember: ‘Today Mark was a total prick in PE. He actually sniggered when Craig called me Queen of the Flower Fairies, as if he’s not one himself! Twat!’ But no matter how I tried to remember, I always forgot as soon as he paid me any attention. I hated myself for liking him.


‘Stephen Corr. Snap out of it and start getting some work done, please!’ Her voice was tense. The McThick Twins had rattled her.


‘Yes, Miss.’ I picked up my pen.


‘He’s dreaming about bums and fit blokes, Miss!’ called a voice at the back of the room.


‘Right, Craig!’ She slammed the board marker down on her desk and the whole class jumped. ‘I’ve had enough of this today. You can leave too.’


‘Wha? I didn’t swear! I was only messin’!’


‘Out. Now.’


‘’SAKE!’


Craig scraped his chair back as noisily as he could, stood up and slammed it under the table again. He picked up his bag and gave Mrs Poole the evil eye as he left. She held his gaze, giving him the evil eye back. It was brilliant. The best thing to happen in Maths in ages. I smiled over at Emma and she smiled back. I wished Nollaig was here to see this. It was about time for Craig to get put in his place. Arnie was the really nasty one – I reckoned there wasn’t much hope for him – but Craig? He was just a follower – Arnie’s shadow, a jumped up wee shite. His family were loaded and everyone knew he’d get away with anything he liked at school because of who his da was and how much publicity he gave the school. When Daddy’s in charge of half the city you can do what you like, can’t you? School fairs, Christmas concerts, the opening of the new sports hall, there was Craig in the paper, like he was a model citizen, beaming out of his smart designer gear, with his posh lad boy-band haircut and his fat da, Councillor William McRoberts, standing there like he was Jesus Christ himself.


‘What are you smirking at, Stephen?’


I snapped out of my daydream.


‘Nothing, Miss.’


But it wasn’t nothing. I’d be smirking all day remembering the look of shock on Craig’s face when Mrs Poole kicked him out. Sweet!


But I wasn’t smiling for long.
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Nollaig


Leaving the house was easy. The gate squeaked as I closed it and I didn’t bother doing the latch. I felt a little thrill run down my back thinking that I’d never have to be back here again. People feel sorry for kids who run away but I bet no one runs away unless it’s worse for them at home. I wondered how many kids had made it. How many had got away and lived happily ever after. You only hear about the ones who end up becoming crack-heads and prostitutes or … let’s not think of that. That wasn’t going to be me.


There was a child’s plastic Winnie the Pooh football in the next-door garden. One day maybe I’d have a house, maybe I’d be buying my kid plastic junk from the Pound Shop. Maybe everything would be OK. It had to be. I turned right and made my way to the corner going over my plan.


Up until I missed my period four months ago everything was the same as it always had been. Boring school (but at least Stephen was there), hanging around town until as late as I could, coming home and trying to avoid Dad, doing whatever I needed to do (sometimes nicking a couple of quid off him, sometimes going out again for some food at the Spar, sometimes even doing some homework, depending on what mood I was in). But then, boom, everything was different and I ended up pregnant. Yeah, I know it doesn’t happen quite like that, believe me I know, but I didn’t want to think about how it happened.


I know I should have done the pregnancy test straight away but it wasn’t that easy. For one thing, I was busy. There’s a lot to sort out when you’ve got a dad like mine. The day-to-day stuff like getting food and having clean clothes – those things are easy. It’s fooling everyone else that’s the hard part. People notice things. Too many missed homeworks; falling asleep in class; bills not getting paid on time; the odd bruise on your face. You have to have a supply of stories that never run out. Your brain’s buzzing all the time thinking of what’s around the corner, who will be the next one to spot that your dad isn’t behaving like a dad’s supposed to.


And then you have to think about yourself too – about what’ll happen if you do the things that other kids do to get through it. Did I feel like taking the stuff that Lee Riddell was selling round the back of Tesco? Too right I did.


‘Imagine – how great would it be to know when you’re next going to feel good?’ he said to me one time, grabbing my hand and pressing two of the little pills into my palm. ‘Imagine having control over it. That’s what this stuff does. Life’s shit, but you take this and will feel amazing. Nothing will hurt, you’ll want to be alive, you’ll feel fucking alive …’


But I put them back into his hand and he shrugged and walked off, shaking his head like I was a total loser. You just have to look at the kids who follow Lee round to see how much ‘control’ they have. Their eyes are dead – they’re like ghosts. But I’d still been tempted. I wanted to have that control so badly and the best I could do was to console myself every night, as Dad snorted and stumbled around the house, with the idea that at least things couldn’t get worse.


And then they did get worse.


Imagine waiting for that private girl thing that’s meant to happen every month … and it being a week late. And then two weeks. And then three. And you know why. Every time you go to use the loo you hope it will be there and it’s not and you know why. And you also know that as soon as you stop waiting for it to come you’re going to have to start thinking about what’s in its place. Thinking about it makes you feel sick. Or maybe that’s not the reason you’re feeling sick. And the thought of it makes you feel sick again. And you don’t know whether you’re actually, really sick or … You do a Google search on ‘periods stopped, feeling sick, not pregnant’ just to see if maybe it could possibly be something else, something else, please something else.


But it’s not something else.


Imagine that.


Well, I didn’t want to imagine it. I kept on hoping that my period would come back and I would forget about it. And then one day, about a month ago we were in Geography and we were watching a documentary about Africa. These people in a village had learnt a way to irrigate their fields with water from a nearby river so that they didn’t have to go and fetch it in jugs. But they’d gotten these dirty hose pipes that had been used at some chemical plant and now people were dying because although all the food was growing it had been ruined because of the chemicals. Sharon Greer was sitting beside me sniffling into the arm of her jumper.


‘Oh for goodness’ sake, Sharon, do you need to go out?’


Mrs Mitchell could be a right bitch sometimes.


‘Sorry, Miss. It’s sad, that’s all.’


‘Not as sad as your trainers,’ someone muttered. A few people giggled, Sharon pretended to ignore it, the teacher shushed everyone and we all went back to watching the documentary. Except now I couldn’t concentrate on it. I pushed my chair back as far as it would go and leant back to take a glance at Sharon’s shoes. There was nothing wrong with them. They weren’t brightly coloured or weird looking. They didn’t even look cheap. What they were was ‘not expensive enough’, and you could tell that they weren’t right by looking at them, because they didn’t have a logo. Suddenly, I wanted to cry as well.


I raised my hand.


‘Yes? What now?’


‘I need to be excused, Miss. Please, Miss, can I go to the loo?’


She tutted.


‘Is it really urgent? There’s only ten minutes left of this film and it’s for your coursework.’


I could feel the tears filling up in my eyes. I knew if I blinked they’d spill out. I could see a couple of people had noticed because they were nudging each other and looking over at me.


‘Yes Miss, sorry, I really have to go.’


‘Fine … Go on then!’


I got out as quickly as I could, ran down the corridor to the toilets and locked myself in a cubicle. I took off my jumper and buried my face in it and I cried, hard. There was something growing inside me, something that was going to eventually be a person and I couldn’t ignore it and the internet couldn’t fix it. And I was going to have to look after that person and one day they’d have to go to school and get laughed at because I was going to do such a crap job. I wouldn’t be able to get them the right clothes or help them to fit in. Or maybe I’d feed them wrong and they would die like those babies in the film. Because I didn’t know what I was doing, because this was not meant to happen. And suddenly there was another thought.


I bolted out of the cubicle and almost knocked over a couple of sixth formers who’d come in to do their make-up before home time. I ran straight past the Geography room, to the other end of the corridor. I slammed my hand against the fire door bar and burst out into the car park. The public library was just down the street and I needed to be there, fast.


The woman in the library looked at me over her glasses with a pinched mouth. It was only 3 p.m. and everyone knew Glen High doesn’t get out until half past.


‘Geography project,’ I panted.


She couldn’t have believed me. I was a mess. I had run half a mile in the wind with my face streaming tears and snot. She took out a box of hankies from under the desk. The box was cream coloured and had lace around it. She still looked stern but I took a hankie and wiped my face and re-tied my hair and she said, ‘That’s better,’ and she half smiled.


‘Card?’


I handed it over.


‘Computer number three.’


‘Thanks.’


There are two computers in the library that are in little booth-type things, so you can be a bit more private. The rest are out in the open. Anyone can look over your shoulder and see if you’re Googling how to make a bomb or writing a love email. Today I had to take an out-in-the-open computer but it didn’t matter, I didn’t even care if anyone saw me, I’d just say it was research for another class or something. Religious Studies. An essay about abortion. The funny thing was we had done that essay last year but now I couldn’t remember anything about it.


I went straight to Google and typed in ‘abortion’, ‘how many weeks pregnant’ and ‘UK law’.


The search engine threw up the results and I looked at the first few – advertisements for abortion clinics – not what I was looking for. Then one from the NHS. I clicked on the link. I found out straight away that I couldn’t have an abortion in Northern Ireland unless I was really ill. My heart started to race. What did kids here do then? But that wasn’t the information I needed right now either.


The library was warm and the moisture from people’s raincoats was rising in half invisible clouds from the backs of their chairs. The windows were steamed up so you couldn’t tell if it was still raining, but it probably was. If we get five days of sun in a row in Belfast it’s a ‘heatwave’. I wished that I had a drink of water.


I scanned down the page looking for a number.


24.


I was four months gone, tops. It was going to be OK! And then something happened. Before I could even start worrying about how I was meant to afford to get to England and pay for an abortion and do all that without anyone finding out. Before I had even typed anything else into Google. Before I could even think about how I felt about all of this, I just started feeling it. I didn’t want to be pregnant, believe me, I really, really would rather have had a rare disease that had stopped my periods and made me throw up every morning and afternoon for three months. But I didn’t want an abortion either. I couldn’t imagine myself with a baby. But other people did it, didn’t they? Maybe it would be OK. Maybe it would be better than OK. I just knew that, either way, I wanted to find out. That was all. I was sure.


I clicked the log-off button and stood up. My legs wobbled beneath me. I had almost had a plan and now I didn’t. I put my hand on the computer desk to steady myself.


‘You all right, love?’ said the man next to me.


‘Em, yeah. It’s just a bit warm in here.’


‘Here, here, have a wee drink, you should have said,’ and he handed me his bottle of water. I recognised him. He used to work in the Spar. He used to slip me and Ciara Doherty the odd Black Jack for free when we were kids and our mums’ backs were turned. He looked old now.


‘Mr McEvoy?’


‘Aye love, that’s right. How’s your da?’


I took the bottle. It was warm and the thought of drinking from it made me feel queasy. How’s my da? He’s barely human, Mr McEvoy. He’s never sober any more. He makes me cook him dinner and then he doesn’t eat it. He calls me ‘Noll, love’ when he needs me to go down the offy’s, and then when he’s had his fill he calls me a bitch and ten times worse. But what do you want to know about all that, eh? What does anyone want to know?


‘Em, Dad’s OK.’ I handed the bottle back. ‘Thanks, but I think I just need some air. I have to go, Mr McEvoy, nice to see you.’


‘OK love, tell him I was asking after him, will you?’


‘Yeah. I will, yeah.’


I checked the screen to make sure I’d logged out properly and I hoped he hadn’t seen what I’d been looking at. I made a quick exit and headed to the play park on my way home. It had stopped raining but the park was almost empty, just a couple of kids on the swings with plastic bags under their bums to keep them dry. A woman was standing behind them in between the two swings, pushing both of them with one hand each, alternately. One swinging forward when the other went back.


I sat there and watched them for as long as they swung, giggling and shouting for a harder push. Back, forth, quick and regular, like two clocks in time with themselves but not each other, tick, tock, tick, tock, or a complicated drum beat that somehow works although it sounds like it shouldn’t. That was when I started to think up my plan, right there on the park bench, with my school trousers getting soaked through, watching those little laughing kids making sense out of that crazy rhythm. I knew I had to take a chance on something. If it wasn’t going to be an abortion then I had to think, because things were about to change in a big way, and it wasn’t going to involve bringing a kid up in my dad’s house, no way.
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Stephen


Breaktime. I was standing to the side of the lockers at the bottom of the stairs with my back to the wall. Nollaig had showed me this spot when I’d first started at Glen High. It was the best hiding place and the best vantage point in the whole school. You could see up the stairs to get a look at who was coming down before they could see you. If it was someone you wanted to avoid you could duck underneath the stairs quickly. The funny thing was that these days I spent most of the time looking for people, well, one person that I wanted to see, rather than people I wanted to avoid. But normally he didn’t want to see me. Heh. Maybe I should have given up my spot to him and then he would have been better at hiding from me. Maybe someday, when I wasn’t so obsessed with him, I would.


Anyway, the other good thing about that spot was that you were practically hidden from the people walking past in the adjoining corridor as well. It meant you could spend the whole of break or lunchtime there when you were meant to be in the cafeteria. Noll and I had scoped it from all angles when I first arrived at the school. The space was just about big enough to hide us both a couple of years ago. These days we had to be a bit more careful. Nollaig. I missed her today. I was just reaching into my pocket for my phone when I heard the voice.


‘You should not be here at breaktimes. You know the rules.’


God’s sake. It was McFelan again. Of all people. But how did he see me? I looked down at the floor. The strap of my bag was sticking out beyond the locker. He must have seen it. I couldn’t believe I’d been so stupid. I knew what was coming next.


‘Office, lad. Now.’


He really had it in for me today. There was no point in arguing. I followed him to the principal’s office.


I liked Mr Jakks’s office. I know that’s a strange thing to say, but I liked sitting in there. It was comfortable and bright and, unlike the rest of the school rooms, which were bland and over-growing with piles of worn out textbooks, the principal’s office felt organised. Mr Jakks’s room had warm, sand coloured walls and a thick terracotta carpet. He sat on a soft black leather chair in front of his huge desk. I sat opposite him, beside Batty McFelan, feeling tiny. It was warmer in his office than in the rest of the school and I wondered if we could make the chat last beyond the end of breaktime and into triple Science. That’d be sweet.


I wasn’t worried about being in trouble. I’d been here before because of uniform regulations. There was the time I dyed my hair blue and then the time I refused to remove my coloured wristbands. I knew that Jakks wasn’t too concerned about kids’ uniforms as long as they behaved themselves generally. If you complied once you’d been told off then you knew it would be OK for another while. So I let my hair go back to its natural colour, and I took off my wristbands. And I’d wear the proper shoes tomorrow. I’d be annoyed to have to hide my lovely new Cons but it wasn’t worth a load of hassle and if I behaved myself now I could probably get away with wearing them later on. Once or twice anyway, I reckoned.


I relaxed into the blue cushion of my seat as Mr Jakks chatted calmly on the phone to some parent about their child’s late homeworks. Batty’s face was purple with the anticipation. You’d think he’d seen me nickin’ money out of the school canteen or something. He looked as if he was going to have a heart attack if Mr Jakks didn’t finish his phone call soon.


As Jakks hung up the phone Batty sighed deeply, which made Mr Jakks raise an eyebrow.


‘Mr McFelan. Stephen.’ He addressed us in a slow, deep voice. ‘How can I help you?’


‘Well!’


And McFelan was away, ninety miles per hour, relating the story about my ‘inappropriate footwear’ and ‘general attitude’ and ‘following the rules about breaktime’ and ‘setting a poor example to the younger ones’ and blah-de-bloody-blah.


I just sat there, staring at him. I imagined my eyes boring a hole into his skull. What would I see in there? Not much. A tiny, hard brain, like a small lump of coal, huffing and puffing and grinding its gears to enable him to make the odd grunt.
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