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			1

			Jamie

			‘She disnae love me,’ I said, not even looking up from my Game Boy. I was maybe six years old, I think, sitting in my granny’s living room. My maw and my granny immediately stopped the conversation they were having, and I could tell they were staring at me.

			‘Wit!?’ snapped my granny.

			I glanced up. ‘Her.’ I nodded at my maw. ‘She disnae love me.’

			My maw was laughing. Nervously, maybe, looking back on it. ‘Aye, I dae,’ she said, looking to me and then my granny, who was all worked up.

			‘Wit’s he sayin that fur!?’ my granny shouted.

			‘I don’t know,’ said my maw. ‘I’ve nae idea.’

			My granny told me to ‘C’mere’, and I went and stood in front of them both. ‘Ye don’t think yer maw loves ye?’ my granny asked.

			She loomed over me at that age, a massive personality. I was riddled with more anxiety in her presence than that of any teacher I had through school. I didn’t ever really talk to her, but for some reason, I had just blurted that out. People on the telly were always saying ‘I love you’. They would say it to their weans, to their partners, to anybody they were close to, and it always seemed so easy for them. A few days before, I’d heard somebody’s maw say it to them when they were getting dropped off at school. All my maw ever said to me when she dropped me off was, ‘Right, see ye later.’

			
			

			I shook my head.

			‘How no?’

			‘She never tells me she loves me. She never cuddles me or anyhin.’

			My maw laughed again here. ‘You never tell me that ye love me,’ she said. ‘But I still know ye dae.’

			I shrugged my wee shoulders. I didn’t know how to, like, articulate it back then, but I just felt as if she should be telling me that she loved me.

			‘We’re gonnae need tae take ye tae the hospital then. C’moan,’ my granny said, getting up off the couch.

			‘Wit? Why?’ I asked. I felt a big lump rise in my throat, as if it had came all the way from my toes.

			‘Cause there must be something wrang wi yer brain if ye don’t think yer maw loves ye, Jamie.’

			‘Aye, ye’ll need an operation, I think,’ chimed in my maw. ‘Maybe a brain transplant.’

			I started greeting then, I remember. My granny said ‘C’mere’ again, but no in the angry way she’d said it before; it was all drawn out and nice. I moved closer to her and she grabbed me. As my granny held me tight into her, I looked at my maw. All I wanted her to do was say, ‘I love you,’ or join in and we’d have a big cuddle together like I’d seen American families do in films. All she offered me was a wee smile. She sat back and started reading her magazine.

			
			

			‘I love ye,’ my granny said into my ear. ‘An so does yer maw. Yer granda anaw. Everybody. It’s awrite . . . it’s awrite. They might no say it, but they dae. Noo go an play yer wee game.’

			I pulled away from her embrace. I’d left a big wet mark down her top. ‘Sorry,’ I said, and went back to playing Pokémon.

			My maw winked at me.

			She never ever said ‘I love you’, even after that day. My da would say it, though. He never needed prompting. Especially if he’d had a few pints. That’s why I always liked when he had a drink at the weekend.

			My maw always seemed more uptight on a Friday. More snappy and naggy than normal. She’d say things like, ‘This needs tae be done before yer da gets hame,’ while she scrubbed the toilet or washed the windows or whatever. Doing pure trivial, non-­essential cleaning stuff that could wait. Who actually cares if your windows are clean or not? But she’d be stressed out her box, running daft about the house. Cloths and bottles of cleaning stuff everywhere. The house reeking of air freshener and bleach, and every surface sanitised and gleaming. No even a single pube on the toilet floor.

			I loved when my da came home from the pub. That smell of fags and lager on his breath felt so soothing. Like the way that aromatherapy stuff works for women, smelly candles and that, to make them all relaxed and chilled out, the smell of my da after the pub did the same for me. He was always more of a laugh after he’d been to the pub. He’d say something cheeky to my maw, then turn to me and make a face, and it’d always make me laugh. If he had cans in the house, though, he’d get moody, and I’d get sent up the stair by maw. I never understood why until I was older.

			
			

			 

			I had this book I used to read when I was around that age. The Encyclopaedia of the Unexplained, it was called. A big heavy hardback. So heavy I could hardly lift it when I was a wee guy. It scared me to death, this book. The front cover was an aerial photograph of a supposed sea monster. It was a tiny fishing boat on a blue sea, but underneath it was this big black mass, bigger than any whale or squid or anything like that. Just some mad huge creature from the bottom of the ocean. Inside the book, in the sea monster section, it suggested the mass was either something like the Loch Ness monster or a giant, as-­yet-­undiscovered black jellyfish. Either way, it was terrifying.

			The whole book was terrifying, to be fair, but the scariest bit was the ghost section. That’s the one that gave me actual chills and made me shake with fear whenever I read it. The sea monster stuff was scary, aye, but sea creatures are easily avoided; just don’t go into the sea, and you’ll be fine. But ghosts? They can get you anywhere. The book had these horrible wee drawings of supposed ghost sightings, from the olden days through to actual black-­and-­white pictures, and then more recent ones as well. The drawings were scary cause everybody in them had their faces all contorted, mouths hanging open, eyes pure wide, clearly screaming. There was these pictures of folk with ‘ectoplasm’ coming out of their mouths and draping all over them. This sticky white fluid floating through the air and covering people. Apparently, it came from ghosts, but it just looked like jizz. It’s funny now, looking back, I suppose, but back then I’d be sitting in my room at night, hands absolutely trembling while I tried to hold the book and look at it closer. Desperate to pull my eyes away, knowing fine well that I’d be unable to sleep for bad dreams and the thought that there was obviously ghosts in my house who were going to shower me with their ecto-­jizz.

			
			

			There was one section in this book that I only went near if I was feeling properly brave; it was normally only during the day I was able to read it. Because obviously, as everyone knows, ghosts can’t hurt you – or even appear – during the day. It was this two-­page spread, right in the middle of the ghost section, all about poltergeists. It started off by saying that poltergeist means ‘noisy ghost’ in German. I’d heard there was a film about them in the video shop near our house, but the book scared me enough; watching the video would probably have killed me, gave me a heart attack or something.

			This section went on and on about how these ghosts could hurt you, and how it would feel like biting and pinching and kicking. It said, as well, that they were capable of moving objects and furniture around, and that if you had a poltergeist in your house, you’d definitely know about it.

			I was sure we had one.

			Occasionally during the week, but always on a Friday night, I’d hear banging and I’d hear my maw greeting. Surely, I thought, the telltale signs of having a poltergeist. I’d hear a plate smashing against a wall or something heavy being flung. Doors banging. My maw sobbing her heart out. My da shouting. I didn’t know why they didn’t just come up the stair away from the thing. I went down once during the night to suggest that they should do that, after the banging and greeting had been going on for hours and I couldn’t sleep. I opened the living room door just a wee bit and I heard, ‘Go back up the stair, Jamie,’ from my maw. The big light was on, which was weird, as my maw never put it on. The living room looked different under its horrible yellow glow; it made everything look dead, like sickly and cheap and no nice. It all went quiet in the living room until I went back up to my room. Was only a few years ago I realised that the Friday night ‘poltergeist’ I’d been so scared of was actually my own da.

		

	
		
			
			

			2

			Fiona

			Jamie was a quiet wee boy, always was. I could count on one hand the amount of times I heard him greet up until he was two. A lot of people would love that. A wean that doesn’t greet? Being able to sleep through the night, not getting stressed out when it has a tantrum in Tesco, taking it out to restaurants and being able to enjoy your dinner and not get a riddy because it won’t behave? Some women go mental, don’t they? Hearing their wean screaming all the time, it makes something in their brain sort of malfunction, frazzles the circuit boards, like a sensory overload, and it makes them snap.

			Truth be told, I’d have loved it if he’d cried more. There was honestly times where I’d forget he was even there or that I was supposed to be watching him, feeding him and just generally keeping him alive. I’d actually get a fright when he let out his quiet wee greet. Even when he was teething, it was never anything more than a soft moan. I used to zone out and forget he was in the room with me if he was sitting in his pram in front of the telly while I tidied up or something. I’d hear him make a wee gurgling noise or, on very rare occasions, he’d laugh, and I’d shit myself. Sometimes I’d leave him in his room – hours on end, sometimes – and I’d go in to see him and he’d just be in his cot, staring into space; not sleeping, just awake and staring at nothing. Like he was on standby.

			
			

			You know the way a wean’s personality starts to come through as they grow and get older? Well, even from when he was only a few months old, I could tell he was going to be the same as me: a weirdo. It was just all these weird wee quirks he had. Lining up all his toys in straight lines, organised by height, colour, frequency of use, order of preference, and sometimes even based on how much they cost. Rows upon rows of toy cars, army men, animal figures, planes – anything he could collect, really. And he was shy, too. No just in a cute way; he was really shy. He still is. He can hardly look me in the eye, and I’m his own maw.

			 

			There’s one incident from when he was a boy that really sticks out for me and shows how weird he was. Well, how weird he still is, I suppose. We’d always go to my ma’s on a Saturday to see her and my da, and then later on just my ma. We’d watch the telly together, read magazines, drink tea, swap books, and just really have a blether and a catch-­up. I’d tell her all about my week, work, what I’d been reading and what the wean had been up to. My ma loved hearing stories about him, and what daft wee things he’d said since she last seen him. The wean would play about with his wee toys or sit and watch whatever cowboy film was on the telly with my da.

			One Saturday, right out the blue, he just says, ‘She disnae love me.’ And pointed at me. Mid-­conversation with my ma, and he just hits out with that. My ma was always giving me a hard time about how I was bringing the wean up, telling me where I was going wrong every chance she could. And now the wean had said this.

			
			

			My ma turned and looked at me as soon as he said it. Honestly, the way he stood there, lingering, after he said it – it was like something out of The Omen. Didn’t realise I’d birthed the next anti-­Christ. Shoulders slumped, head bowed, looking up at us with his wee brow all furrowed.

			‘Why’s he saying that?!’ My ma shouted. How was I meant to know?!

			‘She never says she loves me,’ he said. His head and shoulders were still slumped, like he was trying to make himself even smaller. I swear when I caught his eye, though, he smirked. A horrible little smirk. Blink-­and-­you’ll-­miss-­it type of thing. Sometimes, I think he knew exactly what he was doing that day. Sometimes, I think it was the beginning of a lifelong campaign to drive me mental.

			What I should have said was, ‘Of course I love ye,’ but I never said anything. I’m not the type to say things like that. It’s just dead cheesy and a bit of a riddy. It’s something only posh people say, or people who are on the telly. My ma and da never said it to me, I don’t think, but I know they love me. People like us don’t say it. We don’t need to. Maybe folk that do say soppy stuff like that are just doing it for show. I think they are, anyway. Maybe if he was more normal, I’d have been able to say it. Maybe if I was more normal.

			My ma gave him a big cuddle, told him he was being daft. I gave him a forced smile and watched him go back to playing his game. He looked upset as he turned the thing back on. Then he wiped his nose with the sleeve of his jumper, took a deep breath, and the emotions that he’d briefly allowed to come up to the surface seemed to go away again.

			
			

			My ma looked at me, and it was as if she was absolutely disgusted with me. As if she hated me. She left the room and I turned to my da, who smiled and winked. I felt a wee bit better. My da never seemed – and never claimed, either – to be the cleverest person in the world. He was forever saying the wrong thing and making arguments with my ma worse, and he was always making an arse of simple tasks. But sometimes, with just one look, and probably without him even realising, he could make you feel like maybe everything was going to be fine. Maybe that’s a bit cheesy, but his obliviousness to any situation, no matter how serious, was always such a comfort.

			In the weeks and months after Jamie said that, I thought about saying ‘I love you’ to him, but any time I went to do it, it was as if it would get stuck in my throat. I felt self-­conscious, as if the words just wouldn’t let themselves be said. Even after all this time, I still can’t bring myself to say it to him.

		

	
		
			
			

			3

			Jamie

			I hear my maw’s room door shutting. When she shuts her door, she does it so gently, like the door frame’s lined with landmines or something that’ll explode if she doesn’t do it as softly as she can. Can only tell the door’s been shut over cause of the wee click it makes as she pulls the handle back up.

			She normally comes up the stair about half ten, and that’s when I get up. I can’t mind when my routine got as bad as it is now. I hate it, but once you get into a routine, it’s hard to get out of it. You just get, like, trapped. I mean, I’ve never been a morning person, but I never used to be fucking nocturnal like I am now. Think I just started getting up later and later. Maybe it’ll keep happening, and then eventually, for a wee while, I’ll get up at a normal time, like a normal person.

			I suppose it started when I was in, like, fourth year at school. If I didn’t have to get up for school, then I just didn’t get up, and if I didn’t have to go to bed early so I could get up early, then I just didn’t go to bed.

			I didn’t have any pals or even acquaintances. People who you maybe wouldn’t hang about with at lunchtime, but if you seen them in the corridor, you would give them a wee nod of the head or maybe a wee ‘Awrite?’ I wished I could be like the people I’d see at school who seemed to be pals with everybody – well, everybody apart from me. The lassies would just sort of sneer at me if I ever accidentally made eye contact with them. And fair enough, I’ve never been the best-­looking or the coolest or the most popular or whatever. The guys, if they were alone, would pretend I wasn’t there. If it was a group of them, my stomach would twist into knots as they moved towards me. They’d either kick me or push me or steal my bag or pull my jacket up over my heid. I started always wearing earphones so I wouldn’t hear what they were saying about me, at least. Nine times out of ten, they’d be slagging the way I looked; I got that a lot. I’ve got horrible teeth, man. And a big nose. The odd time, they’d maybe slag me for being humming of B.O. Even the teachers seemed to have it in for me. I remember once in Geography, the teacher was doing the register. He shouted out my name, and before I could say ‘Here’, he went, ‘I know you’re here, I can smell ye.’ The whole class burst out laughing, while I just had to sit there and take it.

			
			

			School was a good laugh.

			As soon as I found out I could leave at the end of fourth year after my exams and that, I just thought to myself, ‘What’s the point in even coming in?’ So I just started going less and less. My maw didn’t care. When I told her I was leaving, she didn’t even try and stop me or say it might be a bad idea. Like, clearly, if I didn’t go, I’d fail my exams, and then getting a job would be a lot harder. Which is exactly what happened.

			
			

			‘I’m no gawn back efter Christmas,’ I said to her. I had been going maybe twice a week, on a good week, for a month, and nobody had said anything. Not my maw, not any of the people in my classes, not even the teachers. Clearly, I thought, nobody cared about me. Nobody noticed whether I was there or not.

			‘That’s when I left school,’ she said, ‘and I’ve turned oot awrite.’

			Aye, you’ve turned out great, hen; single maw, divorced, shitey wee house, nae pals and a son who’s no good at anything.

			‘Wit you gonnae dae?’ she asked.

			‘Dunno,’ I grunted. I’d been expecting an argument, so I didn’t know what to say back to her. ‘I’ll just get a joab.’

			That was three year ago. Can’t even mind the last conversation I had with my maw about getting a job or going to college or anything. The only time we actually talk in real life now is when she asks me, from the other side of my door, if I’m eating alright, or tells me to go for a shower.

			A text comes through from her; she likes to check in before she goes to bed.

			 

			I’ve been to the shop. X

			 

			Did ye get chocolate spread?

			 

			I forgot. I’ll leave money out and you can get it tomorrow. Sorry. X

			 

			Fuck sake. I get up and grab my onesie from off the floor. My maw’s always on my case about it and says it’s stinking. She used to come into my room and take my clothes down the stair to wash them, but she’s no done that in ages, and I don’t know how to work the washing machine – so what am I supposed to do? Even if it does smell, and even if I smell, it’s not as if we’ve ever got visitors. And I don’t go out, unless it’s out to the ice-­cream van or the shop round the corner – and even then, it’s only if I’m desperate. So who cares? I give the onesie a sniff. To be fair, it is a bit . . . ripe.

			
			

			I tiptoe down the stair; I always tiptoe. I know I laugh at my maw for shutting her door pure quietly, but I always try and do everything as quiet as I can as well. No sure why we’re like that. See those animal documentaries where it’s like a wee mouse or a shrew or something and their weans, and they’re always pure timid and scared of everything. Never leaving their nest in case something bad happens. That’s basically me and my maw.

			When I get down the stair, I check the cupboards, fridge and freezer to see what she’s bought. I do a wee inventory in my head and try to work out how long it’ll last me for. She goes for food twice a week, on a Tuesday and a Friday, so that means today’s either Tuesday or Friday. Microwave burgers, chips, chicken nuggets, fish fingers, crisps, biscuits and fizzy juice. Class.

			I would’ve liked to have some chocolate spread to have on a piece for my breakfast, but a burger will do, I suppose. I ping it in the microwave, grab a big glass of juice and head back up the stair, taking them two at a time to avoid the ones that creak.

			Back in my room, I settle down into my chair and turn on my PlayStation and laptop. The lamp in my room broke months ago, and the big light broke a few weeks ago, so I eat my breakfast by the light from my telly and my computer. I move my curtain slightly to see what the weather’s like. It’s pouring down with rain, one of those mad torrential summer downpours. I can see it coming down in big sheets, the different colours of the streetlights catching it and making it look all yellow and white and silvery.

			
			

			I put on my headset and see who’s online tonight. Lee’s name comes up. Straight away, we’re connected.

			‘Awrite, wee sacks,’ he says into my ear.

			‘Awrite, prick,’ I reply.

			‘You’re up early.’ He sounds distracted.

			Sometimes we connect and just sit and watch YouTube videos. Sometimes the same ones at the same time, sometimes no. Sometimes we sit and talk aw night, and sometimes we hardly say two words to each other. It never feels awkward, but. Lee’s the only person I talk to, but he has another pal called Seb. A mad American cunt. Sometimes, if he declines my request to connect and talk, he’ll send me a message saying he’s talking to Seb that night instead. I fucking hate Seb. I’ve never spoke to him, but I feel jealous of him. Him and Lee have been talking a bit more the last few weeks. I don’t know what they get up to, but I’ve got a feeling it’s maybe something dodgy. Lee doesn’t really like it when I ask him about it.

			Lee stays round the corner from me, but we’ve never actually met or spoke in real life. He went to the same school as me, but we don’t remember ever seeing each other there. I was a couple of years above him, but he says he saw me in the shop round the corner a couple of times, and he thought that I looked like a gamer. Then he recognised me in the ‘people you may know’ bit on Facebook and added me on there. He posted his gamertag once and I added him that night, and we’ve played together basically every day since. Sometimes I see him from the window when he walks to the shop, but I’ve never told him that. I don’t want him to think I’m a stalker or anything.

			
			

			‘I know, man.’

			We don’t say anything for a few hours, but I like the sound of his breathing and his alternate grunts of frustration or excitement at whatever game he’s playing. Makes me feel a bit less alone. It gets to about one in the morning, and I tell him I’m going to sleep. I can’t be bothered. No with him, just being awake in general.

			‘Talk tae ye the morra, mate,’ he says, and clicks off.

			I turn everything off, climb under my covers and fall back asleep.

			 

			I wake up when I hear my maw’s keys locking the front door from the outside as she heads to work. I check my phone. It’s half eight, and there’s light coming into my room from the gap in the curtains, since I never moved them back. I feel like I’ve had the best sleep ever, man. Suppose I should feel well-­rested, since I’ve slept for a total of, like, twenty out of the last twenty-­four hours. I sit up in bed. I think about maybe trying to go back to sleep, but since I’m up now, at a normal time for once, I’d be as well seeing what I can do with the day.

			I’ve still got my onesie on. Maybe I’m just used to the smell of it now, but it’s really not as bad as it was yesterday. It’s weird being up and walking about the house at this time of day, in the daylight. I’ve never realised how clean the rest of the house is compared to my room. Suppose it’s just my maw kicking about down here, and she’s no very messy. Plus, she’s no got anything else to do apart from clean.

			
			

			You’re meant to have a normal breakfast at this time of the day, I remember from my days of getting up at a normal time. I’m no really in the mood for another microwave burger, so I check the cupboard where the cereal and that is normally kept, but there’s no much in it – just my maw’s porridge. I read the back of the box and see what it’s meant to be like. It doesn’t look too appealing, but I suppose I could just fire loads of sugar in it and it’ll be sound. There’s instructions on the box for how to make it. Forty grams of the oats mixed with milk or water, and then pinged in the microwave for a few minutes. If you make porridge in the microwave and it’s acceptable to have that for breakfast, then why not a microwave burger? Why’s my body and brain saying that’s no allowed? Weird, man. Maybe it’s thinking what my granny would say about me eating burgers for my breakfast, since she doesn’t approve of my diet at the best of times. She’d be buzzing if she saw me now, though, making porridge from scratch like a legend.

			I take the bowl out the microwave, sit it down on the worktop and just look at it for a bit. It looks honking. Bit of sugar, though, and I bet it’ll be class. I lean down and smell the bowl. It doesn’t really smell like anything, but maybe my onesie is overpowering everything else.

			I stir a big tablespoon of sugar into it and swirl it about; the stuff is so thick it’s like mixing cement. I lift my spoon, and almost all of the porridge is clinging to it in one big dollop, wee drops of milk dripping back down into the bowl. Horrendous. I lick it like a big, bogging lollipop, like a lollipop you’d get in a fucking gulag or something. It tastes as bland and crap as it looks. I dump the whole mess into the sink.

			
			

			I spy a couple of quid lying on the worktop and a note from my maw: ‘Money for choc spread. X’. I could have a piece and chocolate spread, maybe even toast if I’m feeling fancy. Maybe I’ll put on some denims. Maybe I’ll even walk about a bit, see what’s changed. Today will be a good day.

			If I can just go to the shops.

			It’s easy for a normal person to go like that, ‘Aw, I’ll just jump out to the shop,’ and not really think anything of it, but even the idea freaks me out. I’m craving chocolate spread, and if I want it, I’ll have to go outside. Moments later, I’m up the stair and peeling off my onesie, searching in amongst the mess of my room for semi-­decent clothes I can put on. A cloud of tiny wee flies rise up from the pile. They float in circles around my head. Must be at least two or three months since I last went outside. It should be warmer than the last time; people outside have been cutting about in T-­shirts and shorts instead of big jackets. I find a pair of denims and a hoodie, put them on and head back down.

			My keys are kept in a wee basket on top of a unit next to the front door. My hand hovers over them for a bit. I don’t know what it is, but the thought of going outside now is making me feel pure sick and sweaty and nervous. I tell myself to get a grip and just grab them. But I can’t. I shut my eyes and try again. I feel them under my fingertips, all jaggy and cold. I pick them up. I try to make my hands place the key into the lock, but I’m shaking. Fuck knows what’s the matter with me. I take a deep breath and try and steady myself, the key pure skittering around the hole. Eventually, it clicks in. I shut my eyes again, unlock the door and pull it open.

			
			

			The fresh air slaps my face, and the bright sunlight is murdering my eyes. I stand for a minute, but I’m getting more and more nervous and I feel like I’m gonnae be sick. Nah, not today. I slam the door shut and lock it. I can’t do this. Not today.

			I’ll just go back to sleep.

		

	
		
			
			

			4

			Fiona

			‘How’s the wean?’ my ma asks me while she stirs the tea. There’s more than just a hint of scorn in her voice.

			‘Aye, he’s fine,’ I reply, buttering the bread, trying my best to come off as if everything really is fine. She drops the spoon into the sink with a clatter and it makes me flinch. I can feel her eyes boring into me.

			‘Wit’s he been up tae?’

			‘Och, just the usual. I hardly see him.’ There’s no point in lying to her, really. She’s like a human lie detector. I slap some ham down on to the bread.

			‘That’s terrible, Fiona, hen,’ my ma says, adding a wee tut at the end for emphasis. She lifts up the cups, mine and hers. Must be the millionth time I’ve heard her say this since Jamie left school. That must be nearly three year now, actually. Jesus Christ.

			‘A couple ae year oot ae school an no even a sniff ae a joab?’ she goes on.

			What does she want me to say? I absent-­mindedly cut the pieces. ‘I cannae force him tae get a joab, can I?’

			
			

			‘Aye!’ she shouts. ‘Wit did I dae when you left school?’

			I don’t have a smart-­arse answer for her here. When I left school, just after I turned sixteen, same as Jamie, my ma took me into the city centre and got me a job in a newsagent’s. She wouldn’t take no for answer, just walked in and demanded that the guy employed me.

			‘Och,’ I say. ‘It wis different back then. There’s nae joabs oot there noo.’

			‘So ye keep sayin. Wit’s aw the other boays his age dain, eh? Aw they other weans like him, they’re aw apprentices an workin in shoaps an at college. Wit’s he dain? Nothing.’

			I’m not looking at my ma, but I can feel her staring at me. When I eventually meet her gaze, feeling quite daft and guilty, she drags her eyes off me. I know she blames me for the way the wean is. I tried to raise him the way I wished she’d raised me, but it’s become clear that her way must have been better. Even though I’ve turned out to be a loner, at least she made sure I was equipped to go out into the world and survive. I’ve not done any of that for Jamie. If I didn’t want to do something, if I was too scared or nervous, she’d just force me to do it. I’ve let Jamie rot in his room, thinking I was doing a nice thing for him, letting him stay in his own wee safe space without a care in the world.

			Nothing is said while we eat our pieces and drink the tea. I flick through a magazine but don’t take it in. The primary colours of the pages, bright and intrusive, are just a horrible, lurid blur. Out the corner of my eye, my ma is sitting with her eyes on the telly, even though it’s on mute. She’s gripping her cup so hard I worry it might shatter. She catches me looking at her and I look away instantly. It’s like a weird show of dominance. She’s the matriarch of the pride, and I’m just a new mother who’s let her down. A daft wee lassie. Maybe she’ll take my cub from me and exile me out into the desert.

			
			

			‘I’ll try and get him a joab, then,’ I say, cutting into the silence. ‘I’ll find him something.’

			She doesn’t reply. Not that I wanted her to, anyway.

			I finish my lunch and stand up, putting on my jacket.

			‘That you away, hen, aye?’ she says.

			‘Aye, I better go and make sure the wean’s awrite.’

			‘Bring him wi ye the next time. In fact, come up the morra. I want tae have a word wi him.’

			 

			Later that night, I chap Jamie’s door. I can see the blue light leaking out from the gap between the bottom and the floor. ‘Jamie,’ I say.

			Inside, I can hear him making weird noises, wee exhalations of breath and grunts and groans as he plays his game.

			I try a bit louder and give the door another chap. ‘Jamie.’

			‘Fuck SAKE!’ I hear him moan. ‘Naw, no you. It’s ma maw. Hing oan.’ I hear the sound of rustling plastic; I’ve never seen or heard him empty the bin in his room. I imagine it’s probably piled waist-­high with rubbish. Crisp packets, biscuit wrappers, and god knows what else. ‘Wit is it?’ he says.

			‘Can ye come oot fur a minute, please?’

			More rustling. The door opens just a fraction and he pokes out his head. ‘Wit is it?’ he asks again, only he sounds more annoyed this time. He’s a lot spottier than the last time I seen him. His hair badly needs a cut and is all greasy, clumps of dandruff and other matter clinging to it. A foosty smell eman­ates from inside. A heavy smell that feels like it’s settling into my jammies, grabbing on to the fibres with tiny, stinky wee hands that won’t ever let go.

			
			

			‘I was up at Granny’s the day,’ I say. ‘She was asking fur ye.’

			He rolls his eyes. In the blue light, he looks the palest I’ve ever seen him. He’s like a wee ghost. Practically transparent. A normal reaction from a normal person here would be something like, ‘Aw, wis she, aye? How’s she getting on?’ But Jamie just sighs.

			‘I thought we could maybe apply fur joabs the night.’ I’m trying to sound cheerful, as if I’m suggesting we go to the pictures or something. He does a big dramatic groan and slams the door shut.

			‘Jamie, c’moan,’ I plead. But it’s no good. I hear him go back to waffling away to his pals online. I imagine maybe there’s some other wee guy, just like him, in another scheme or on the other side of the world having the same argument with his poor maw at the same time.

			In bed, I try to text him. See if that’ll get him to talk a bit more. He seems to find communicating with me a lot easier when it isn’t face to face.

			 

			Do you want to try and look for jobs tomorrow then? X

			 

			I stare at the screen for a bit, willing him to reply with something that shows even a crumb of positivity.

			 

			
			

			Aye if ye want

			 

			It’s been a wee while since we done up your CV. We’ll get it sorted and see what jobs we can find. X

			 

			Okay.

			 

			Okay. See you tomorrow. X

			 

			And that’s it, end of conversation. Sometimes, through the wall, I can make out what he’s saying when he’s blethering away through his headset. ‘Naw, it’s ma maw,’ I think I hear him say now. ‘She’s dain ma heid in.’

			I turn off my light and try and go to sleep. When I hear him talk about me like that, it makes me feel like the worst maw in the world. Suppose I probably am.

		

	
		
			
			

			5

			Jamie

			‘She’s oan ma case aboot gettin a joab, man,’ I say to Lee. ‘It’s a nightmare. Just wish she’d leave me in peace.’

			‘My maw’s the same wi me,’ he replies. ‘Tried tae get me tae go fur wan in McDonald’s.’

			‘I think that’d be class.’ How have I never thought of applying for there? Maybe I’ll apply for that tomorrow.

			‘Wit? Working in McDonald’s?’ Lee doesn’t seem to share my enthusiasm. He says that like he’s laughing at me.

			‘Aye. Just flippin burgers and that. Like SpongeBob.’

			‘If it wis just like that it’d be good, but see if ye had tae be the cunt servin cunts, that’d be murder.’

			‘Like Squidward. That’ll be why he’s in a bad mood aw the time.’

			The only thing that fills me with more dread than going outside is having to interact with other people. Imagine me serving folk in McDonald’s – my old teachers and other ­people’s maws looking down their noses at me, and angry das getting raging cause the ice-­cream machine is broke. Nah, Lee’s right. I’m not applying for there.

			
			

			‘Have you ever had a joab?’ I ask him.

			‘I’ve had two. Hated them both.’ He sounds distracted. We’re both watching a top-­five video on YouTube at the same time. It’s the five scariest videos of ghosts ever caught on camera, apparently. I’ve got the sound off, cause it’ll scare me too much.

			‘That’s defo fake,’ Lee says. ‘I could make a class fake ghost video.’

			‘Did I ever tell ye aboot how I thought ma hoose wis haunted?’

			‘Naw, don’t hink so. But ye dae talk a lot ae shite, so it’s hard tae keep track.’

			‘Aw, shut up, man. Ye want tae hear ma story or no?’

			My laptop screen shows night-­vision footage of a guy and a woman lying in bed at night. Something grabs the bottom of their covers and pulls the duvet right off them, dead slow. The woman wakes up, pure screaming and throwing herself about the bed. Fuck that.

			‘That’s a real poltergeist, defo,’ says Lee.

			‘That’s wit I thought we had in ma hoose.’

			‘Aye?’ He sounds genuinely interested now.

			‘Aye, man. Used to hear loads ae banging comin fae doon the stair at night. Ma maw pure greetin an aw that. Used tae hear ma da shoutin, couldnae make oot wit he wis sayin cause he’d be steamin. This happened fur years, man. Then wan mornin ma maw had a black eye and ma da wis naewhere tae be seen.’

			‘Woaft, did the ghost kill yer da?’

			‘Naw, ya fuckin idiot. Ma da wis the ghost.’

			
			

			‘Yer da’s a ghost?’

			‘Naw, read between the lines, man. Fuckin hell. It wisnae a poltergeist I could hear – it wis ma da, getting drunk and throwin stuff aboot. Shoutin at ma maw.’

			‘Awwwww right. Fuck sake, that’s mental.’

			‘I know, man.’

			That’s the first time I’ve ever told anybody about that, I think.

			‘Did he hit her a lot?’ Lee says after a wee moment of silence.

			‘Dunno. That wis the only time I ever seen her wi a black eye, though. Maybe he did, or maybe it wis just a wan-­aff. My maw’s never mentioned it since.’

			‘D’ye still see him?’

			‘Noo an again, aye. But I’ve no seen him in a while.’

			‘Dunno if I could even look at ma da if he hit ma maw,’ Lee says.

			I start to feel quite guilty. ‘I know. He’s still ma da, but, int he?’

			‘Aye, I suppose.’

			The top-­five video has concluded with a ghostly figure in a black cloak, walking through an abandoned factory. The subtitles say it’s the soul of a guy who used to work there. The figure runs his hands over the machinery, and they look pure chalk-­white. He turns back to look at whoever’s holding the camera, and then runs towards a red fire-­exit door.

			‘That wis shite,’ says Lee.

			I agree, but even with the volume off, I’m still creeped out by it, and I hope Lee stays up with me so I’m not alone. I stare at my own reflection in my laptop screen as it goes into standby mode. Sometimes my face kind of creeps
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