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Chapter 1


My name is Cariad. That’s Welsh for Darling. But my personal translation is ‘Someone once thought you were good enough to name.’ Whoever they were, I have no idea where they are now.


Anyway, I don’t live in Wales. I never did. I’ve never even been there. Maybe my parents had never been to Wales either, who knows? It doesn’t matter now anyway. That’s one thing you learn when you’re ‘in care’ – nothing really matters. Life goes on, as they say. And the only thing that’s real is the present. This moment, right now.


That’s what I was repeating to myself as I looked out over the sea.


This moment, right now. That’s all there is.


This morning, when I’d got detention for another missed maths homework, didn’t exist any more. Last night, when I’d got hammered on two litres of Diamond White and Stevie B. tried to get off with me – that didn’t exist any more either, thank God.


What definitely did exist was my thumping hangover, unfortunately. But the wind and the sea exist too, I told myself. Every wave shooshing on the sand below me, every whisper of cool air breathing life into my body. The long drop between this cliff top and the sand below. The thoughts about what it would feel like to jump. The seal flipping up, suddenly, from the water. Was it a seal? It seemed too big but it was hard to tell. It flicked out of the water and in again, a sleek body, unaware that anyone was watching, showing off to itself. Enjoying itself. I wished that I could see it up close.


‘Cariad,’ Madge had said on one of her visits, ‘you really have a hard time having a good time, don’t you?’


I suppose she was looking at my gurny gob, trying to make me smile. But it was a stupid question because what does ‘having a good time’ really mean? Does it feel like being drunk? Having a laugh with other people? Just being day-to-day happy? I didn’t know, but I was pretty sure my sea creature friend had it all sussed. The water skited up from its tail as it crashed back into the water. A dolphin maybe? Not that either.


I finished off my bar of chocolate and dropped the wrapper over the edge of the cliff. Maybe the seal would eat the paper and choke and die. That was me, though – always thinking of the consequences after I’d done the action. Madge used to say that all the time: ‘No point crying now, Cari. You need to start thinking about stuff before you do it.’


Before you drink two litres of cider and throw up all over your new foster parents’ bathroom. Think, Cari. Think.


Before you steal crisps from the school canteen (even if you’re dead hungry and you know that there’s no way anyone will lend you the money ’cause everyone knows they’ll never get it back).


Think.


Before you try to dye your hair with lemon juice and a bottle of green food colouring and ruin your brand new (yawn) school uniform. (Well, how was I to know it was gonna rain on the way to school?)


Think.


Before you stay out all night and cause a village manhunt. (Why is it always a manhunt, by the way, even when you’re not a man?)


Think. Think. Think.


Stop yourself from acting on impulse or having any fun. Think. Before you get chucked out of yet another foster home.


I watched the dark sea creature for a while and then it was gone again, and I waited for it to come up for almost another hour before giving up. It is gone and doesn’t exist any more, I thought, like all the other moments and all the other hours and days and weeks and years. And I couldn’t think of a moment I’d like to have had back. Not one. Except for maybe that seal-thing flipping up out of the water.




Chapter 2


Here are some of the foster placements I’ve had:




The O’Kanes (three months)


Not their fault really. I was thirteen and I didn’t want a new home, so I was, quite deliberately, a little shit. I smoked in a classroom, and then I used the same lighter to set fire to my bedroom. Really bad stuff like that. I’m surprised they lasted as long as they did, to be honest. They had a lovely dog called Rufus and I cried when I had to leave him. I still miss you, Rufus Pooch.


The McGibbons


The two-week drive-by don’t-blink-or-you’ll-miss-it puke-stained ship-in-the-night. Why the hell would you foster a kid if a bit of vom’s gonna send you running? OK, so it was a self-inflicted illness involving the contents of their weird globe-shaped drinks trolley thing, and the stain will probably be on their hall stairs carpet for eternity, but still, two weeks? Amateurs!


The McCunes (one month)


Punched my ‘foster-brother’ Jason McCune when I heard him calling me a refugee at school. I broke his nose and his parents totally freaked out. It was one hundred per cent worth it.


The Whites (almost a year!)


They had stamina. And a guinea pig. I liked them. I was just starting to think that I’d pulled it off – actually found a ‘family’, but then Mr White died of a heart attack. For God’s sake. And that was the end of that. He had always been the one who stuck up for me when I got in trouble, and to be fair to Mrs White I was a bit much to cope with when she was dealing with losing her husband, so it wasn’t a big surprise when Madge told me she’d asked for me to be placed somewhere else.





Family doesn’t exist, I told myself. Not for people like me, anyway.


I had other placements, and sometimes I lived in a ‘home’. I had gotten away with loads of stuff – smoking blow, drinking, staying out. But now I was sixteen and by the time I was eighteen I’d have nobody. I kind of hoped that I’d pop off like Mr White some day: quickly, without a long illness, before life got too boring.


But then Dawn and Jacky happened.


I had been with them in Ballybaile for three months before Robin Merrow went missing. They were a good bit older than any of the foster carers I’d had before, and they had already fostered a few kids in the past, but none as old as me. Technically I didn’t really need to be in care any more but my social worker, Madge, thought it might be good for me to hang on for a year or two. I didn’t have much choice. What else was I meant to do? It wasn’t like I was going to go and rent a flat with my fabulous career as a serial foster-reject. You might wonder why an elderly couple would want to be bothered with someone like me. It’s not as if they didn’t know my history. Well, the answer was: God.


I found out pretty quickly – Dawn and Jacky were seasoned God-botherers. Bingo, I thought – a couple of naïve old dears who I could wrap around my wee finger and pretty much do as I pleased. But actually, as it turned out, they weren’t going to be a pushover at all.


The first thing they did was set out One Hundred And One Rules For Naughty Care Kids. They literally had them written down and they read them out loud to me over breakfast.


1.We don’t have a regular curfew – we’ll work things out as they go. But when we say you have to be home, you have to be home. Or you don’t get to go out the next time.


2.You do your homework or you don’t go out.


3.You keep your room relatively tidy. Dirty laundry goes in the wash, dirty dishes go in the kitchen sink. We all pitch in in this house.


4.Nobody in this house smokes. If we smell cigarette smoke off your clothes we’ll assume you’ve been smoking, and that’ll be a strike against you.


‘A strike? Like, “Three strikes and you’re out”?’


‘You’ll not be getting rid of us that easily, love,’ Dawn said, smirking. She was enjoying this. ‘It’s more like three strikes and you’ll be spending Sundays volunteering with the Sunday School.’


‘Aw, what?!’


‘Fair warning.’ She smiled. ‘Toe the line and you’ll be grand.’


Church on Sunday wasn’t a punishment (so they said) but it also wasn’t optional. I’d never been to church in my life and it was just as boring as I might have expected, but I got used to it. I would use the hour to sit and daydream about the future I’d never have. I’d been doing this since I was a little kid. I used to make up stories in my head about having a great foster family who would eventually adopt me. They’d have a dog or at least some kind of pet. I’d have a nice bedroom all to myself with clean sheets. The house would be close to the shops.


When it got obvious that it was never going to happen I thought, screw it, why not dream bigger? The most outlandish, wildest dreams ever! Why not dream about heading off in a time machine to the year 3097 where people didn’t have their own bodies any more – everyone’s personality was just on a little microchip that you could insert into anything. You could be a class robot that never needed to sleep and could stay up all night partying, or you could be a bird flying around going wherever you wanted to. Because it’s all a fantasy, isn’t it? There is no actual ‘happy ever after’. That’s just for fairy tales and little kids. So, every Sunday morning, surrounded by people who thought that their sky wizard God was actually real, I’d sit there and make up a better story than the one they were selling. It passed the time.


As for friends, I had had one or two from previous placements. None that were actual, real friends, but that was how I liked it. Be nice to the majority of people and they won’t bother you too much. Don’t get too involved. Have a laugh but keep your distance. Dawn and Jacky wanted me to go to the church Youth Fellowship and make friends there. It wouldn’t have been my first choice of venue to find friends, but I wasn’t bothered – they’d do. I could always make other friends in school if I needed some variety. I found out very quickly that I was going to need the variety.


Jessica Crothers and her Holy Roller friends were obsessed with two things: God and gossip. They’d flit from discussions about what Jesus really meant in some parable or other to talking about their latest hot topic, which, right now, was Robin Merrow.


‘Apparently Robin Merrow aced his history test last week.’


Jessica stirred her latte with a long spoon, raising an eyebrow as she spoke. I was dying to ask why getting a good test result would be newsworthy, but I didn’t have to wait long to find out because everyone at the table leaned in and began talking. Jessica’s statement was apparently all they needed to set them off. She flicked her gorgeous black hair from her forehead and smiled thinly as they gabbled.


‘Oh my goodness! The best evidence yet!’ said Martha, a small wiry kid with the neatest bob haircut I’d ever seen.


‘There is so something going on.’


‘Guuuuys, should we be gossiping about this?’ said Alicia. ‘Maybe we should pray for him at the break-time prayer meeting?’


Brief silence.


‘Well,’ said Martha, reddening, ‘if we don’t say anything about him, how will we know what to pray about?’


Another silence.


I sipped my Coke through a red straw. Dawn had thought it was a good idea for me to spend time with them after school. Sometimes we just walked to our houses together, but sometimes we’d stop off at Jenny’s café for a drink. I didn’t mind them really. They were friendly and not bitchy in a really bullying way, despite the obsession with Robin Merrow, but I knew I’d never really be good friends with them. They really believed all the God stuff, and they kept trying to get me to believe it too. They called it ‘witnessing’ and they took every opportunity to ‘spread the gospel’ in my direction. Jessica noticed me and feigned an apologetic look.


‘Oh my goodness, I’m sorry, Cari. You’ve literally no idea what we’re talking about. How rude of us.’


The silence was broken and now the attention turned to me and the need to fill me in, for the sake of politeness, of course. I played along. I wanted to know the detail just as much as any of them.


‘So,’ I said. ‘What? I’m guessing that he’s banging the history teacher? Ms Trainor, right?’


An audible gasp.


‘Oops. Sorry – I’m not used to minding my language.’


I was really making an effort when I was in public. I hoped that Dawn and Jacky would appreciate it. Martha giggled, and Jessica touched my arm lightly.


‘Oh, don’t worry – we take people as they come.’ She flashed a wide, genuine smile. ‘But yes, we’re pretty sure, like, about eighty per cent sure, that they’re having a fling.’


The group lit up with excitement to hear their suspicions verbalised by the demure Jessica who probably hadn’t had a ‘fling’ in her entire life. Jesus. Had any of them? Is this what they did? Sat around talking about everyone else’s love life so that they didn’t have to have one of their own? I wasn’t complaining, though, I wanted to hear more.


‘Wow.’ I leaned in too. ‘So, how long has it been going on? And how do you know?’


A storm of conspiracy spun around them. They had it all sussed, naturally. The short skirts Ms Trainor wore ‘only on the days when she had Robin’s class’; the wink they’d seen Merrow giving her as he passed her in the corridor, followed by her blushes; the increasingly good grades he had achieved despite failing in every other subject; and, crucially, a rumour, ‘which only might be true, but there’s no smoke without fire’, that Robin Merrow had had to leave his last school because of an incident which culminated in his name on the sex offenders’ register for being a paedophile.


‘Wait. What?’ I set down my Coke.


‘It’s probably true, my mum says,’ said Jessica, finishing off her latte.


Her mum was a lawyer and ‘my mum says’ was often the end of any conversation. Nobody else’s mum was a lawyer, so what did they know?


‘I can’t believe … ’ I started. They all looked at me. ‘I mean, I find that hard to believe … and how would that have anything to do with him having it off with a teacher?’


A chill had descended again. My fault this time. Jessica was putting on her coat and the other girls started to put on their coats too. Martha nudged me and half-whispered, ‘Because. He’s obviously a perv.’


I looked at Jessica and she shrugged her shoulders and flicked her hair again. ‘Facts are facts,’ she said. ‘He’s interesting, but you should stay away from him, Cari. For your own safety.’


What facts? I thought. But I didn’t say anything, and we left the café and walked towards our houses quietly, led by Jessica.




Chapter 3


Dawn and Jacky’s TV was massive. I don’t mean plasma widescreen massive. More like you could hollow it out and house a family of five inside. The screen itself was a normal size. It sat in the corner of the living room and at night after dinner they’d sit, Dawn knitting on the sofa, and Jacky on his armchair, and tune in to the news, the big set sitting there like a giant dinosaur fossil. Sometimes, behind the headlines, you could hear it whirring as it struggled to light up the news presenter, grinding its gears like an old clapped out car.


The picture went fuzzy again and Jacky sighed, rising slowly from his seat to give it a bang on the side.


‘We should just get a new set,’ said Dawn.


‘Nothing wrong with his one,’ said Jacky. ‘Not much, anyway. It would be a sin to get rid of it.’ He sat back deeply in his chair. ‘Besides, I wouldn’t be able to lift the thing.’


Dawn smiled behind her knitting. They were so chilled. They never had arguments or got cross about things, even when the kids up the street threw eggs at their windows a while back; they just went out and cleaned them and got on with things. It wasn’t as if they were feeble, though. They had opinions. Sometimes Jacky would chat back to the news presenter and explain why whichever politician they were interviewing was one hundred per cent wrong about everything they were saying. They’d say what they thought about stuff like that. They just didn’t see the point of getting angry about anyone else’s opinions.


The news was usually depressing: massive wars in faraway countries; stupid world leaders messing everything up; politicians, and their boring love-life scandals. Then after the main news it would be our turn in Northern Ireland. The local news was always crap too: someone who got their knees done at the back of Asda; a robbery at the Credit Union; a fire at an old person’s house. Dawn would tut, and Jacky would shake his head. I wondered why they watched the news if it was always so terrible. But I kind of enjoyed the ritual because it happened every day and it meant that Dawn and Jacky’s scheduled ‘homework time’ was over and it was nearly the end of the day, and I suppose it was a bit like doing the lottery – there was always the hope that one day something really interesting would happen. Maybe that’s why Dawn and Jacky watched it too.


And then one day, something really interesting happened.


‘Oh my goodness!’ said Dawn. And instead of saying ‘Sssh!’ Jacky just sat there, his gob open, and I did too.


The news presenter read out the details: ‘The massive luxury cruise liner has the capacity to hold over three thousand passengers. It is not yet clear if there are any casualties. Police are appealing for calm and asking locals not to visit the scene.’


And there they were – my cliffs, only now they were populated with cops, and the cops weren’t watching dolphins. The ship had sort of crashed onto an awkward rock that you couldn’t see properly if the weather was bad. Nobody knew yet how it had ended up there but the locals being interviewed were full of ideas.


‘Well they must’ve gotten themselves rightly lost,’ said one man in a flat cap, his white hair sticking out at all angles. ‘I’ve said for years they need to clean that lighthouse more often. And this is the consequence. They’ll keep it clean from now on, won’t they!’ He seemed almost happy.


‘It’s a big shock,’ said another woman, somewhat younger. ‘And Ballybaile’s only wee. I don’t know where they’re all going to go.’


The close-up footage showed a huge ship, standing like a fortress, static in the water, its lights flashing as the sun went down, the choppy waves licking around its walls. The front of the ship was hidden by the rock it had run into. I couldn’t imagine how it had happened, or how they’d ever be able to shift it. But I knew one thing. I’d be going back to my cliff as soon as I could.




Chapter 4


‘Stay away from him … for your own safety.’


What was it to her, anyway? I walked up the hill, off the path, through the wet trees. Jessica was a weird one. On one hand it was impossible not to like her, because she never did anything nasty. She was perfectly pleasant to everyone, no matter what group they belonged to in school. She was friendly to the geeky kids, the popular kids, the goth kids, the gay kids, the bad kids. Everyone. In fact, I think that’s why I was suspicious of her. She clearly enjoyed being the Queen of the Chrissos, letting all the Jesus freaks know exactly how they should behave at all times (‘We should show Sandra some grace, it can’t be easy when the whole school thinks you’re a slut … ’. ‘We should all volunteer for the environmental group to plant daffodils this weekend. After all, we are stewards of the planet as well as being concerned about the afterlife, right?’) But it was all a bit … controlling. For some reason the others hung on her every word, and I didn’t mind going along with them most of the time – it kept Jacky and Dawn happy, and I just tuned out when they started going on about the Bible – but something was nipping my head as I walked up through the steep forest, slipping on the wet roots. That thing she’d said – the warning about Robin Merrow. She had started telling me how to behave, too. And I didn’t like it.


Nearly at the top and the sun had almost gone. I was trying to make it to see the sun set but as I rounded the top of the hill I could see a blue police light flashing in the distance near my lookout. I turned off my usual route. Maybe I could get around the other side of them. Surely they wouldn’t stay there all night.


But by the time I had got to a safe place where I could come out of the trees it was dark, and I’d also forgotten to lift a fag from underneath my secret hiding stone. So, there I was, at the top of the cliff, freezing my ass off in the dark, nothing to do with my hands but shove them in my pockets. I could see the police cordon, off to my left at the spot where I wanted to be. Stupid wee blue light flashing on and off, as if the emergency hadn’t already happened. I’d get the fag on the way down, maybe. This spot would do. I settled myself on a boulder, drew my knees up to my chin underneath my black coat and wrapped my arms around them. Hood up. I looked out to sea. And there it was.


I’d never seen a cruise ship before. On the telly it had looked big, but now, in the dark, some of its lights still flickering, it looked like an alien spaceship. Far too big for our country. Completely still, as if it was ground into the bottom of the sea, it made the helicopter training its spotlight from overhead look like a tiny insect. The waves were black, and they beat high against the side of the ship like a shadow fire burning up and falling away. When I looked behind me at the forest and back again to the ship it felt like two universes had come together and I couldn’t stop looking back and forth at everything that I knew and everything I had never known before.


The glow of the beam from the helicopter made me wish for warmth and I cursed myself for forgetting the cig. As I had the thought, I heard a noise, about ten feet away: the rasp of match on scratch. I saw the glow of a tiny light, the pulsing red of a sucked in flame.


‘Who’s there?’ I hissed, before remembering that it was likely to be a cop.


I prepared to bolt, but there was no need. The light fell to the ground and disappeared, and I heard the swift retreat of a coat, or something like that, moving quickly. Whoever they were, they were gone. A tiny spark danced on the ground and I ran to it. I sucked hard on the cig, drawing in the warmth. I checked the tip; burning nicely again. Well, thank you, Mister Nobody. Thank you very much! Back on my rock, hugging my knees, puffing on my smoke, happy as a pig in poo, I watched that skyscraper in the sea until the fag was done and then for a few minutes more, and I thought about all those rich people and where they had gone, into a tiny country half the size of their spacecraft; weird alien people on a cold, wet planet.


None of them could have been as content as I was right then. Maybe I didn’t have the best friends or any proper parents, but I had people I knew in a way – cops who lit up their presence so you could avoid them, religious do-gooders who expected people to be good so they’d never suspect it when you snuck off into the night; predictable people. That’s what belonging meant, right? Knowing what moves other people were going to make. Belonging meant no surprises, except the odd stranger in the darkness who’d abandon their fag for you.


Shows how much I knew.




Chapter 5


Jesus, it was boring trying to be good. Jessica’s prayer meetings were equal parts hilarious and dull. We had special permission from the prissy English teacher to use her room, so we sat on the desks and closed our eyes. Well, the others closed their eyes. Sometimes I did too, because I don’t know if you’ve ever sat in a room with your eyes open watching a bunch of other people, talking, with theirs closed, but it’s weird.


‘Dear Lord,’ Jessica would begin, ‘we just want to bring these things before you today, Lord. We just want to raise these things before you. We just hope you will hear our prayers.’


Whoever the Lord was, he really liked hearing the word ‘just’, because everyone used it way too often.


‘Lord,’ Martha would say, after an appropriate silence to make sure that Jessica was finished, ‘we just want to raise Rebecca Sloan before you today. We just want to ask you to heal her from the burden of her eye infection. And, er, we just want to ask that nobody else gets it. Amen.’


‘Amen,’ we’d all say.


It was always stuff like that. Never mind babies getting bombed in Syria or people getting chucked in jail for protesting against the government. It was always, ‘Please just let our exams go well,’ or, ‘Please just let the weather be good for the Scripture Union ramble next weekend.’


I never joined in the prayers, obviously, but I went along at break times because it meant I didn’t have to go outside and wander around on my own, and also because Dawn and Jacky thought it was the best thing ever. It’s the not the absence of things that people notice – it’s the presence of things. I learned that at the last foster home with Mr and Mrs Green. You could literally bite your tongue to stop yourself telling the science teacher that his bullshit homework didn’t matter to anyone on the planet, and you could take the long route back to stop yourself from punching Davy Stamford because you knew if you went the usual way you’d see him calling some kid gay or fat or flicking his floppy fringe at some girl he was harassing as if she should be grateful for his gross attention. Those kinds of things went unnoticed. But as soon as you got caught getting off with Cormac Kelly in the boys’ toilets, then that’s it: all beliefs about the Foster Girl confirmed. What harm does a bit of a feel do anyone for God’s sake? They should’ve been rejoicing that I had normal teenage urges rather than wanting to have sex with donkeys or something. Or with a teacher. God, was he really having it off with Ms Trainor? I get it that she was good looking, but she was also a teacher …


I sat on the desk, swinging my legs, waiting for the rest of the God squad to arrive. Jessica was already here, of course, checking her watch and tutting. I felt like asking her why she was wasting precious time which she could have been spending talking to the Lord and filling him in on the latest gossip. Poor God, having to listen to this drivel every day. What would it be today, I thought? Please just don’t let anyone get food poisoning at the Sixth Form formal, the way they did last year?


‘What’s so funny?’ asked Jessica.


I didn’t have to answer because Martha came in followed by a couple of the other Christians. Jessica smiled but not so broadly that they wouldn’t know she was pissed off at their being late. They took the hint and got to work immediately. Everyone was sitting on top of a desk in a loose circle arrangement. Jessica began, as always.


‘Lord. We just thank you today that we can spend time with you.’


Boke. I could just hear Jesus saying, ‘Cut the crap, Jess. What is it you want?’ She got to the point soon enough.


‘We just want to pray for all those people who were shipwrecked in Ballybaile last night. We just pray that all of them are safe and that, er, the ship won’t cause any environmental damage with things like oil spills or whatever. And we thank you that nobody died in the accident.’


Yeah, thanks so much for ramming a massive ship up against a huge rock. I bet the passengers are all deeply grateful for your goodness, oh Lord.


Pause.


Martha began. ‘Yes, Lord, we all want to thank you for your love in this difficult circumstance. Let us also remember those who are suffering difficulties in our school. Like Robin Merrow, for instance.’


You could almost see everyone’s ears prick up at the mention of him.


‘He is surely a troubled soul,’ she continued, ‘and we, uh, just want what’s best for him –’ (everyone nodded, prayerfully) ‘– and so we just pray that you will guide him along the path of righteousness, away from, er, Ms Trainor, and into your precious light.’


I bit my lip, but it was too late, a giggle had erupted. I tried to turn it into a cough. Jessica opened one eye and scowled at me.


‘Help us, oh Lord,’ she said, her eyes closed again, ‘to take the troubles of our friends seriously, and to—’


The bell rang, and everyone said a swift ‘Amen’ before grabbing their bags and leaving.


The troubles of our friends? It wasn’t as if Robin was a friend of any of them. I opened my locker and started looking for my maths books. And troubles? Ms Trainor was totally hot. Boo hoo, poor Robin Merrow, having regular sex (allegedly) with a smokin’-hot teacher on his lunch break. Hahaha!


‘What are you smiling about?’


I hadn’t noticed him until he spoke. When I turned around he wasn’t looking at me, he was hoking through his own locker, a few doors up from mine. I didn’t reply. Maybe it wasn’t me he’d spoken to. We both closed our locker doors together. He looked over.


‘Not speaking to me then?’ His mouth turned up slightly at the corners. More amused than annoyed, I thought. I don’t think I’d ever been that close to Robin Merrow before.


‘I … no, I just didn’t know if it was you who’d spoken.’


He looked around demonstrably. There wasn’t another soul in the corridor. Everyone was in class already. I could feel my face grow hot.


‘Only messin’,’ he said, smiling. ‘I’ve got fuckin’ maths now.’


I shrugged. ‘Yeah. Fuckin’ maths. Hate it.’ We began to walk down the corridor, side by side, but not close together.


‘Probably beats prayer time, though, eh?’


Holy shit. He knew I went to prayer meetings? How did he know anything I did? I started wishing his maths room was closer. This was excruciating. It’s not like I fancied him or anything, but he was clearly the most interesting person in the school, and right now I was looking like the least interesting person.


‘I don’t really … I mean, I’m newish here so … Jessica was nice to me and I’m just trying to be nice back … I don’t really believe … ’


‘Hey, it’s cool. I don’t care what people are into.’


He wasn’t looking at me, but his smile was broad. He wore his backpack with both straps, like he was going for a hike or something. Nobody did that except first years, and none of them did it after the first week, unless they had a death wish. But Robin Merrow clearly didn’t give a shit. He must have been six foot at least and he had broad shoulders and big hands. Nobody was going to make fun of his backpack.


We walked from the old building to the new one without saying another word. He thinks I’m a dick, I thought. Shit. The price you have to pay to stay with the decent foster parents. How could I let him know that I wasn’t like the Christians? We were at his maths room now, and the opportunity was gone.


‘It was nice meeting you,’ he said, as he walked towards the door.


‘Um. Thanks. You too,’ I said.


‘Here,’ he said, winking at me, still grinning, ‘Mr Johnstone’s raging with me. Say a wee prayer?’


If you’d told me yesterday that I’d soon be sharing a joke with Robin Merrow I’d have imagined it would be something to look forward to in a week full of boring bollocks about quadratic equations, news interviews with rich people having to get off their boat, emailed prayer requests from Martha about getting a C on her geography paper and, of course, the church sermon at the end of it all. I might’ve said that meeting the mysterious Robin Merrow would have been something of a highlight. But, as I sat in class and tried hard to pin down the words floating around the textbook, I felt like a sinking brick. The only thing worse than someone getting you all wrong is when they get you all wrong and think that you’re the type of person who goes to prayer meetings during break time. And the only thing worse than that is being the type of person who goes to prayer meetings during break time. Urgh.


‘Cariad?’


Who said that?


‘Cariad? Are you listening?’


Shite, it was the teacher.


‘Yes. Yes, sir.’


‘Good. What answer did you get for number twelve?’


‘Uhhhhh … ’


He rolled his eyes and turned back to the whiteboard and started blahing on again. I looked at my blank page – as empty as the rest of the week, maybe my whole life, was going to be. I felt the poke of a pen on my back and turned around. It was Stevie B., offering me a folded piece of paper. I glanced back at the teacher. Still waffling on with his back to the class. I took the note and opened it, using my bag for cover.


Sesh at the well after school?


God. What I wouldn’t do for a can of cold cider right now. I was meant to be going to the café with Jessica and the Christians but surely they wouldn’t miss me just this once. I could do without Stevie and his wandering hands but if there was going to be booze that meant that Brains Baxter would be there too, probably with some others, so it’d be OK. What would I tell Jacky and Dawn if they found out I hadn’t gone to the café? I’d think about it later. Without turning around I signalled a thumbs-up to Stevie B. and smiled to myself, hoping that someone who knew Robin Merrow had witnessed the exchange and might tell him about it for some reason. I desperately needed some fun and I’d been good as gold. Surely the Lord himself wouldn’t deny me that?




Chapter 6


It was called the well. Nobody knew who’d come up with the name, but it wasn’t really a well. It was essentially a big dip in the ground halfway up the hill. There was room in the pit for about five people, seven at a squeeze, and when you sat in it only your head could be seen. It was brilliant because it kept the breeze out and the trees overhead gave some shelter. When we went there you’d have to spend a few minutes clearing the rubbish out of the bottom of the pit where the last group had left it. Bottles and cans (mostly cans, though), crisp bags, fag ends, sometimes spliff ends, the odd condom (urgh). Nobody really minded, though, because when we were done we’d just leave all our cans there as well, and the next lot would clear it up. It was an unspoken rule – you can leave your own shit as long as you clear up whatever’s there from the last time, so it doesn’t get too piled up.


I hung back at the school library for a while just to make sure I wasn’t the first one there. I didn’t particularly want to be alone with auld octopus hands, although I felt like he was harmless enough. He usually backed off if you told him to fuck off, and to be fair sometimes I didn’t tell him to fuck off, so I couldn’t blame him for trying, I suppose. Still, it’s always easier if there are more people around, and also, I wouldn’t have any booze with me, so I was relying on the others to come up with the goods. Specifically, Brains, who could pass as twenty-four if he took off his school tie. Blokes are so lucky being able to grow a beard and just automatically look older or cooler. But Brains was also a good student – targeted for Oxford, sure to get a string of As in his A levels, president of the Physics Society. But he liked a drink as much as anyone, and everyone else was happy to let him use his ‘unsuspectable’ status to help them out.

OEBPS/images/9780349003313.jpg
Ev or
~ Spar l’o%//

Faumg/

LEY-ANNE
M MILLAN





OEBPS/images/titlepage.jpg
EEEEEEEEEEEE
MMMMMMMM






