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Muircross, 1994

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            1

         
         It was the second day of the holidays and me and Jo were down the Causeway Field with nothing to do.

         
         The swing park had been cut down when I was nine, so all you saw now was a wee scrap of tarmac with some stumps and a bin
            and a bench. I was sat there sweltering, picking my knees, squelching my toes inside the Reeboks. All you could hear were
            the waves and the flies and bees.
         

         
         I’d had enough of making the most of it. Getting fresh air. I wanted to crawl to the Co-op, climb into their lolly freezer and slide the hatch closed over my head. I’d cuddle myself
            in, go crispy like a mammoth, lie there on the ice lollies until the bees got bored and the school bell rang and all the weekdays
            had their names again.
         

         
         The park got used for drinking now and there were cans all over the grass—black cans, goldish cans, crumpled and stamped-on
            cans with manly names and stupid wee lightning-bolt logos. Saturday nights I’d hear it all from my room—idiots, running mad
            on the cider, headlocking one another, tonguing their fed-up lassies in the dark. Even with the duvet pulled right over my
            head I couldn’t stop the noise of those Muircross boys.
         

         
         But it was safer in the daytime, and it was just me and Jo now. I was watching Jo, stood out on the grass kicking blowballs off the dandelions, dog at her feet, arse-revealing hockey shorts on with that big custard-color tracksuit top that was her da’s. Two pipe-cleaner legs poking out the bottom, like Big Bird. She must have been baking in that top. Reeking, like me. She had it zipped right the way up to her chin so I knew there were love bites. 

         
         That morning Jo and my mam had spoke to each other in that blatant way that told you something was up—they were shite at pretending.
            How long will you be at the park, Jo? A good few hours at least, Maggie. Excellent, Jo. A lot of sensible nodding, a lot of double-checking the wee unimportant things. I knew there had to be plans because my mam
            never asked my pals anything. And she never used words like excellent.
         

         
         I’d kept my mouth shut because it was Sunday and that usually meant a treat. Never a proper present, like trainers or bangles
            or a belt, but sometimes a Swiss roll, or a heat-up macaroni, or a film out of Blockbuster with crying in it. My mam was in
            a wheelchair and that made everything a pain in the arse, so if she was doing me a treat she would need me out the house—Away and get some fresh air. Stop being fizzy. Away out with Jo.

         
         Jo was twenty. She had curling tongs and she sometimes paid my bus fare, and growing up she’d had tons of boys in her room.
            She’d found a syringe once and touched it. When her dog had a phantom pregnancy she didn’t cry because she knew that was the
            circle of life. She’d also got away to college—in Glasgow.
         

         
         She’d babysat me when I was wee and she’d had her claws in my mam ever since. The pair of them were always scheming and gossiping,
            calling me a pee-the-bed, speaking about me like I didn’t exist. My da died when I was four and the boyfriends came and went, and so my mam ended
            up depending on Jo. Sometimes you knew from Jo’s face that she thought she was better than everyone, but my mam never seemed
            to see.
         

         
         I sat back on the bench and thought about treats. What would I want the most right now? I don’t mean skinnier fingers or a fancy house, just something naughty and stupid, like a cone or a cold Lilt. Chips and juice? Or a boy, maybe. 

         
         Not for the squeezing, or the love bites, just someone to sit with me on the hot grass and listen. A wee local boy in Nike
            or Ellesse with an unscarred face and a heart set on skipping this housing estate and vanishing, like me.
         

         
         Jo’s dog Bam-Bam waddled over and flopped down next to a Blackthorn can, panting, eyeing me sideways from the weeds with that
            wee bit self-pity and that wee bit suspiciousness that always got me right on edge.
         

         
         Then Jo came over, fiddling with the leash, and dumped herself down. A minute of heat went by. I couldn’t think of anything
            else, and Jo loved boasting about boys, so I said it.
         

         
         “You got love bites then, Jo?”

         
         “No,” she went.

         
         “Aye, you do.”

         
         “No, I don’t!”

         
         “Zip the trackie top down then.”

         
         She started patting Bam-Bam’s knobbly head and telling her she was good. Bam-Bam was doing her sharky smile, slavering, looking
            all rascally.
         

         
         Then Jo went, “Fuck off, Cora.”

         
         “You must be boiling in that top,” I says. I only had shorts and a T-shirt on.

         
         The park had houses round three sides and then the water. A garden radio was going somewhere. Jo stood up and got Bam-Bam
            on the leash, “Come on. Let’s walk.”
         

         
         We started across the grass and I put my sunspecs on. They were lime green and creaky and crap and they were free from Boots
            and I was ten when I got them. It was a beamer to have to wear them.
         

         
         Jo’s sunspecs were those mad oval white ones with black lenses, like girl singers from the sixties. DKNY on the side, totally smudgeless. Jo was long and thin and bendy with ginger hair in a center parting. It was chopped straight about chin height and it spread out from her face in two wavy wedges. She always had nice stuff, decent clothes. Jo stood out a mile. 

         
         “Don’t tell me to fuck off, Jo,” was the first thing I said as we walked.

         
         “You’re an annoying wee shite. You ask too many questions.” She said it in that way that made it sound like you couldn’t argue.

         
         We left the park and walked down the steps onto the Causey road. The rubbly ground sloped down then dropped off quick into
            the Firth. Folk dumped stuff on the side of the road here and we would sometimes throw it over the low fence and into the
            water, for a laugh.
         

         
         Today there were burst-open bin bags and a fake leather armchair. Bam-Bam was jerking Jo forward on the leash and flapping
            her ham tongue at everything spilling out those bags—onion skins, pill packets, coat hangers, own-brand beans tins. The whole
            heap was baking in the sun.
         

         
         Jo tied her up. “Let’s chuck that chair.”

         
         We tipped the sweaty chair up easy and flung it. It scudded off a rock and seagulls went up and then it bounced down and dropped
            off the cliff at the bottom, smashing into the waves with a faraway splash.
         

         
         I wiped my hands on my shorts. “So you got a boyfriend now?”

         
         “No. Why?” She untied Bam-Bam and held the leash in one hand.

         
         “The love bites, Jo.”

         
         On her free hand she was nibbling her nails—Purple Crush, again. “There’s no love bites.”

         
         “Zip the top down then.”

         
         “I don’t want to.”

         
         Jo wasn’t normally shy like this. I’d heard all her Glasgow stories—blue cocktails, night buses, rashes on her arse from the
            foam parties. Eating fried rice in graveyards with boys. Boys eating her in graveyards. She had so many stories. There had
            been so many boys.
         

         
         We started walking. I went, “Remember Fozzy? You loved Fozzy.”

         
         She flicked her curls back. “Fozzy was good to me.”

         
         “Fozzy was a creep. He had no lips and his eyes were too close together.”

         
         Jo brought Fozzy to my house once when my mam wasn’t there and it gave me the heebies. He tried to be nice to me but I hated
            his bony arse being on my settee. I wanted things to go wrong for Fozzy and Jo, and Jo had sensed it, and she got weird with
            me for ages after. Fozzy did a bolt to Germany last summer and Jo was in bits. I secretly smiled about it probably most days.
         

         
         “When you grow up and get a boyfriend then you’ll understand. It’s hard to find a decent boy. Even harder to keep them interested,”
            she said.
         

         
         “I’d never want a boy like Fozzy.” I was itching and at my absolute clammiest and I was winding her up on purpose now.

         
         “Fozzy was from Glasgow. He had a motorbike. You’d be doing well to pull a boy on a pogo stick. Get back to me when you’ve
            tongued a boy.”
         

         
         “Aye, Fozzy had a motorbike but he was probably buying you wee bits of heart-shaped jewelry, wasn’t he? Probably doing smudgy
            pencil portraits of Bam-Bam? What a beamer.”
         

         
         She tilted her head down and gawped at me over her sunspecs. “Cora Mowat, you’d wash the sugar off a doughnut.”

         
         “What’s that meant to mean?”

         
         “That you’re weird and you ruin things.”

         
         “I’m not weird!”

         
         “I babysat you for three years. I’ve seen everything in your room. I’ve read your diaries—August 1989, wasn’t it? I want to be a squirrel.”
         

         
         “That was a joke, Jo.”

         
         One time I told Jo about the sadness I felt when I saw abandoned microwaves at the side of the road. She was drinking chocolate Yazoo and she laughed so hard she spat it all down her brand-new crop top—she wasn’t even mad about the staining. After that I tried to be careful with what I was letting out in front of her. 

         
         The two of us sat down on the bench at the end of the Causey, by the brambles and the bin. If you looked left from here you
            could see onto our estate—gray boxy-looking houses that zig-zagged down the slope toward the water, jaggy and squashed like
            pensioner teeth. You could see the gardens that looked over the Firth, including mine, and the rows of low garages we sunbathed
            on before the tar and the barbed wire went up.
         

         
         I’d spent almost every minute of my life here, at the edge of Muircross. It was a manky wee hellhole sat out by itself on
            a lump of coast the shape of a chicken nugget, surrounded by pylons and filled with moonhowlers and old folk and seagulls
            the size of ironing boards that shat over everything. Chaos and fighting and shite in your hair, that was Muircross.
         

         
         There was one long road out. When you went up there on the 127 bus and glanced back from the top deck, the town looked like
            a handful of gray gravel chucked up the coast. Years back, coal mining had been the thing—pits this, pits that, pits the next. An old boy with a red nose and a lamp came to teach us about it in school, but that was at my most difficult time, so I wasn’t
            really listening.
         

         
         One thing you did learn growing up was the ways out—promises off men, the housing folk, the bingo winnings. Some people in
            Muircross got famous for their plans—they’d be full of it, bumping their gums about mad schemes and eyeing you like you were
            the shite on their shoe, until reality gave them a right good slapping. In Fife you saw the same faces over and over. Round
            here you lived in your town and then you died in your town.
         

         
         “Sit up straight, Cora. You’re giving yourself gigantic rolls of flab hunched over like that.”

         
         I didn’t move. “See, the Firth makes me sad and dreamy at the same time,” I went.

         
         “Here we go.”

         
         I looked out over the water. It wasn’t the snorkelly, blow-up crocodile kind of water you saw on telly. You couldn’t get into
            it because most of the land round here came to a stop with shopping trolleys and rubble. And it stank—it wasn’t even salty
            or fishy, it was vile. I wanted to ask Jo if ocean could go out of date.
         

         
         “I hate living round here,” I says.

         
         “People make their own lives.”

         
         After a wee minute I went, “Why are you still staying here?”

         
         “Cos living at home is cheaper.”

         
         “If I was at college in Glasgow I’d get a flat there. I’ve seen it on the telly—shops and clubs that never shut. I’d be out
            enjoying myself, not sat here gawping at the shite-colored water.”
         

         
         “Well why are you still living here, smartarse?”

         
         “Eh, ’cause I’m fourteen?”

         
         “Still begging your maw for a move? Maybe the council’s forgotten you.” She started rubbing Bam-Bam’s chest.

         
         “We’re going to Abbotscraig, me and my mam are on the waiting list. We’re leaving this place. But I’m not stopping at Abbotscraig.”

         
         She cackled and made a face and did my voice. “I’m not stopping at Abbotscraig.”
         

         
         “How’s that funny?”

         
         “A chunky wee ratbag like you. Having dreams.”

         
         Over the water, the big factory, Riggs, was pumping huge clouds of smoke into the sky. I kept my eyes on it and bit my pinky
            nail and there was silence. Then I asked again because I couldn’t not, “Who did that to your neck?”
         

         
         She pulled the zip up at her chin without thinking. “Shut up, Cora.”

         
         “What’s the big deal? Is he another wee smoothie like Fozzy?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “So there is someone!”

         
         “So what if there is? It’s my business,” she says, and I saw the sun glisten off her teeth as she said it.

         
         “I’m going home,” I went. I’d had that line planned for a while. It would bring out the real reason we were sat around out
            here. It would flush out my treat.
         

         
         “You can’t go home.”

         
         I sat there half in the shade of her. Her trackie top was flapping all huge in the wind. “Why can’t I go home?” I says.

         
         Then really quick and casual she goes, “Listen, I wasn’t supposed to be telling you, but your maw’s got a new man.”

         
         There was a clamping round my belly and a wee nettle-sting feeling moving upwards, inside. Everything got urgent so I looked
            at the ground to try and not give anything away. Slug tracks were sparkling in the sun like strands of fancy fabric. I started
            using the toe of my Reebok to trace one, dodging the dods of seagull shite, making a game of it.
         

         
         “I knew there was a surprise!” I says. The words came out all pathetic and thin. “Is that why we’re out?”

         
         “He’s making a meal for you and your maw. A welcome, for himself.”

         
         “Do you think he knows I’m vegetarian?” I goes, keeping the smile glued on.

         
         “I really don’t know.” She looked so pleased. A groggy bumblebee was doodling in circles behind her. After some silence she
            went, “Is that all you’re going to say?”
         

         
         All the thoughts were coming at once and my brain couldn’t make a sentence. I picked at the side of my thumb. “Liar,” I croaked.

         
         “You’ll soon see.”

         
         Bam-Bam was scratching her eyebrow with her back paw. A gull was screeching. Bits of my hair were tangling themselves on my
            tongue. I plucked at them. I says, “My mam would have told me.”
         

         
         “She doesn’t know how. She’s getting him to do it. Haven’t you noticed she’s changed? She’s happier, isn’t she?”

         
         I had no idea if my mam was happy or not. All I got off her was hassle—stop zipping your zip, stop chewing your hair, away and tidy your midden you wee pee-the-bed. How was I meant to know how happy she was? Was it my job to look out for stuff like this? Maybe if I’d paid attention she
            wouldn’t have needed another man.
         

         
         Jo’s face was glossy with sweat behind the sunspecs. Her hair was the color of Fanta in the sun.

         
         “Go home now if you want. I really don’t care,” she went, grinning all weaselly, doing a big huffy drama-shrug. “But don’t
            say I didn’t warn you! He’s in your house. You’ll probably catch them at it.”
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         “Aye, so. I had a job once, at Grahamston’s, the yard in the town? You’ll be too young to mind it, like. I was seventeen—hell’s
            teeth, I was a raw laddie. Anyway, it was the boss Willy that gave me the name—Gunner.”
         

         
         My mam went, “Do you get it, Cora? Gunner?”
         

         
         I looked at them.

         
         Then Gunner went, “Willy used to say it was like I was taking aim, like.” He moved his head sideways. His left eye socket
            was scrunched closed and there was no eyeball in there. “They called me Gunner, as in machine-gunner. The RAF?” He lifted
            his arms and shot an invisible gun at me.
         

         
         “Ah, okay. That’s really funny,” I said, and ate a chip.

         
         I’d come straight home from the park and found the pair of them putting out cutlery, giggling away like the best of pals.
            The cooking had taken hours so I’d sat up in my room, but we were all round the table now eating this food he’d made. It was
            one of the latest dinners ever.
         

         
         He was a gangly-looking thing, head like a conker, hair shaved off, nose like a witch from a crap cartoon. Just the one eye.
            I wasn’t going to stare too much because my mam was looking at me and I didn’t want either of them to know that I was bothered.
         

         
         “Use your knife, Cora. You enjoying it? Tell Gunner you’re enjoying the food.”

         
         I swapped my fork into my left hand and picked up the knife. We were using the Argos plates. The last meal we ate like this was when Auntie Janine bought us the Singapore noodles after her wedding and my mam chucked it all up. It was before Auntie Janine turned against us—I was nine, I think. 

         
         “I’m really enjoying this, Gunner,” I says, trying to chew and keep smiling in both their directions at once. I wriggled in
            my chair. My belly was gurgling. I felt totally full.
         

         
         “That’s cool, lass,” he went, beaming.

         
         He was in a cleanish orange T-shirt and looked maybe a teensy bit younger than my mam and there was a tattoo on his scrawny
            arm—Tweety Pie drinking from a wine bottle with his eyes X-ed out. Growing up I’d learned to keep an eye out for all the wee
            clues.
         

         
         “I’m chuffed to meet you, like, Cora,” he went. Then he turned to my mam, grinning more. “Your daughter’s a wee smasher, Maggie.
            You’ve done a right good job, eh.”
         

         
         “Aww, thank you,” she went.

         
         They were eating spaghetti mixed in a fancy sauce he’d made from tins of chicken soup. He’d obviously been told I was a vegetarian
            so he’d done me a baked potato with oven fries. We all had Cresta from a bottle that was sitting in the middle of the table.
         

         
         “That spaghetti’s braw, Gunner. Where’d you get the recipe?” my mam goes, chewing.

         
         “Back of the tin. The soup’s concentrated. You just add milk and water, like.”

         
         “Amazing,” she goes. “And the topping?”

         
         “Crisps, doll. Scrunch them up, fire it under the grill, aye. Magic.”

         
         I ate a small, hard oven fry that almost cracked when I forked it.

         
         I was mainly worried in case the men were dangerous. Gunner was a strange one. I could picture him being dragged down off a drainpipe by the police. As he sooked his spaghetti I held my fork in front of my eye so the prongs made little prison bars up and down his face. He looked right at home, but at the same time he’d baked me a potato and oven fries—I was actually eating them—and that was a skill. That was kindness. That meant he was already better than most of the boyfriends my mam had moved into our wee house. 

         
         First there was Dunc. Then Grant and his medicine. Then there was Ravey Davey, one minute our hero, the next minute a scumbag, a rattlesnake, a big baw-faced bastard. And then Terry. Terry looked like someone that would lock you in the coal bin and force you to eat paint. He drank raw eggs
            out my plastic Deep Sea World pint cup and had a broken rowing machine that got stored under my bed. His brother owned a timeshare
            but we never did get to Puerto de la Cruz. Mam had promised that Terry would be the last.
         

         
         This lot were probably the best that Muircross had to offer—a bunch of kitten stranglers that loved our Trinitron and our
            family allowance but wouldn’t give you the green stuff from under their fingernails.
         

         
         When the breakups came, I’d put a wash on. I’d sit cross-legged on the lino and watch my pants spin round the glass, hypnotizing
            myself or maybe hiding in the noise. Sat there like a wee dumpling, maybe I was hoping that one of those men would at least
            remember I existed—that maybe I’d get a smile, or a head rub, a good luck, Cora Mowat, for me.
         

         
         But I was only there to pick up the pieces—hugging my mam, putting Roy Orbison on, feeding her quiche as she ranted and raved
            and flung her arms about like the wee guy in the bin off Sesame Street.
         

         
         “Cora, are you going to finish your baked potato? If you don’t eat it now you’ll be eating it tomorrow.”

         
         “I’m taking my time, mam.”

         
         She leaned forward. “You know Gunner’s brought a present for you? Eat up and you can get it when you finish.” Then she looked
            up at Gunner like a wee lassie and went, “Could you wheel me out to the phone box please?”
         

         
         “Aye, no problem, doll,” he says, rising up and wheeling her out from the table. She’d always told me she hated being called doll.
         

         
         “Cora, grab me my Santa hat?”

         
         My mam kept all her twenty pences in an old Santa hat left over from Christmas. I got up and found it down the side of the
            settee and put it in her lap. To be fair to Gunner he didn’t look freaked out by any of this—it was like my mam had explained
            all the wee weirdnesses of our life to him.
         

         
         When he shut the front door behind them I took the potato remains to the kitchen and binned them, then flopped onto the settee.
            My mam had gone to the bother of lighting a cherry candle and putting the radio on—it was Phase FM and they had the floor-fillers
            going. The music made me think of my pal Fiona’s mixtapes, and those amazing Fridays when me and her would get a wee dance
            round the rug, if my mam was at the social and Jo was babysitting.
         

         
         Sometimes it felt like I was trapped in myself, or like a quicker version of me was stuck in my body, but dancing fixed all
            that—I loved those nights because it was like my heart and my brain were in time with each other. I sat there on the settee
            trying to picture all that stupid carry-on happening in the same room where this one-eyed guy had fed me potato.
         

         
         Then he came back in, alone. I did a grin but I had no idea where to put my hands, and I got that frozen feeling in me, like
            when you think you have a spider on you but you can’t see it. Suddenly I was wondering what he thought of our living room,
            if it was tidy enough, if it smelled. Working out the smell of your own house is the hardest thing. Ask Mam about potpourri, I thought.
         

         
         “All right, chief?”

         
         “Hi!” I goes. He sat down next to me. Sunk in the cushions you could see how lanky he was—he was built like the men you saw
            hanging round the pool hall.
         

         
         Nothing else got said. I was desperate to say it, so I goes, “You know she doesn’t need to be wheeled about? It’s an act. She can wheel herself.” 

         
         “Ach, it’s nice to be nice. Anyway”—he leaned round to face me—“your mam suggested me and you have a wee blather, explain
            a few things? She says you like a seat out on the back step, if the weather’s all right?”
         

         
         He stood up and I stood up, then I walked through to the kitchen in silence and he followed. There was mess everywhere from
            his cooking. I was praying my present wasn’t going to be more food.
         

         
         He stopped by the fridge. “On you go, I’ll be out in a sec, eh?”

         
         I switched the outside light on then sat down on the warm step. It was dusky and the sky was darkish-looking. Beyond the Swingball
            set and the back fence you saw the Firth and the North Sea sparkling in silence. There was an armchair bobbing out there somewhere.
         

         
         “Right!” Gunner sat down next to me, but on the ground. It made our heads more level. He had an Argos side plate with two
            damaged doughnuts on it.
         

         
         “Is this my present?” I took one, grinning.

         
         He laughed. “No, just a wee treat.”

         
         I smiled at the doughnut and bit into it like I knew that. I felt like he was watching, so I couldn’t chew in my normal way.

         
         “I love doughnuts,” he went, wiping sugar off his mouth.

         
         Seeing him close he actually looked all right, even with just the one eye. He had cheekbones, and cute curly lines round his
            mouth when he smiled. Why wasn’t he out doing young man things, dancing, downing cider in cars? What was he wanting with a
            mam who had a moany wee kid like me?
         

         
         Right then I got the feeling he must have a few women on the go. For definite. I could picture them—nippy creatures in no-make
            coats pushing pigletty bairns in prams round the low flats, pouting. Probably calling him G.
         

         
         He says, “So these phone calls. What’s that about?”

         
         “It’s stupid. She phones a psychic hotline most days, for advice. This woman Moira tells her when her luck will change. What her destiny is, all that kind of thing.” 

         
         “Sounds mental. How’s she paying for it?”

         
         “Family allowance, I think.”

         
         “Right,” he went, pushing more doughnut in his mouth. Our voices sounded different outside and I wondered if he heard it too.

         
         I says, “It keeps her happy. She goes out on a Friday to the social, and she gets her hotline most nights. That’s about it.
            We’re lucky we’ve got the phone box in front of the house.”
         

         
         “I suppose.” He put the plate in the grass and brushed his hands together. “So how are you getting on at school, darlin’?
            Do you like the school, eh?”
         

         
         “No.” I stopped and thought of any extra things I could say about it, then I says, “I hate it,” with a crinkled nose and a
            wee crap laugh.
         

         
         “So what do you see yourself doing in the future, lass?”

         
         Gunner had seen inside our house so he knew the type of folk we were and there was no point acting the wee idiot daydreamer.
            “I dunno.”
         

         
         He leaned in. “I was the same at your age. What school you at anyway?”

         
         “District. Same as my mam.”

         
         “I went to District! Does Argyll still teach English?”

         
         “That’s unreal, I have Mr. Argyll! I’m always forgetting stuff. He hates me. Late again, Mowat! Mowat, calm yourself! Mowat, organize your desk! Those are his catchphrases.”
         

         
         “Argyll was a cunt,” he went. He wasn’t sorry for the word in how he said it or how his face was. And he was right. My heart
            went flimsy. I couldn’t gulp.
         

         
         “Aye,” I whispered, wanting to repeat the word back to him, showing him that even though I didn’t say it much I still knew
            it, that we could be pals because of this, but deciding, Too fast, Cora.
         

         
         Then my mam came, wheeling herself round the side path. She had a shoebox on her knee that I just knew was my present so I looked down, because of the awkwardness of presents. There were dots of sugar and doughnut crumbles stuck in the laces of my Reeboks. 

         
         “Hello, Maggie doll,” he went.

         
         “That’s me done on the phone. I’m going in to do Ceefax, but here, this is for you, Cora, from Gunner.”

         
         I stood up and took the box off her and then sat back down.

         
         “Only a wee thing,” Gunner says.

         
         I flipped the lid back and scrumpled the tissue away—pink Asics. Soon as I saw them some of my nerves went—brand new, rubbery-smelling,
            spotless, with tags. They hadn’t belonged to anyone else. I couldn’t wait to see Jo’s face.
         

         
         “Oh wow! I love them!” I went straight over and gave my mam a hug.

         
         “Go and hug Gunner. It was all his stupid idea!”

         
         Gunner was sat with his arms out. I told myself it was okay and put the shoebox down in the grass. Then I walked over and
            leaned down and hugged him. He smelled like a stranger. His shoulders felt solid, like a tree, or the monkey bars.
         

         
         “See you pair soon,” my mam went, disappearing round the side of the house.

         
         After a wee minute he goes, “So, your mam gave me the size. Do you like the color?”

         
         I hated the idea of pink, but I nodded yes. Then I sat down again. There was a silence so I says, “Where is it you live?”

         
         He looked at me funny. “I’ve been staying with a friend. Big Ally. In his garage. Just temporary, like.”

         
         “Do you not have a house?”

         
         Then suddenly he goes, “Shh, listen.” He was pointing at the sky.

         
         I sat on my hands and looked up. It was getting near total black and there was nothing there—no moon, no patterns of stars.
            Then there was a noise—the weird soft noise of a bird saying something.
         

         
         “What is that?”

         
         “A hoolet. Hoolet’s the Scottish word for owl.”
         

         
         “How can you tell without seeing?”

         
         “My da taught me.”

         
         The trainer tissue hissed in the wind. I looked at him. Did people with shaved heads really know birds? I went, “So do you
            know other bird names as well?”
         

         
         “Aye—paitrick, hern, cushat. There’s loads,” he goes. “My da was a miner, but he was a poacher too. We used to walk a lot,
            before he did a bolt.”
         

         
         “That sounds cool.”

         
         There was a pause. Then he goes, “You really like them?”

         
         “Owls?” I went, trying to be funny.

         
         “Trainers!” He rubbed his neck. “Like, it’s no easy. You—I’ve never—there’s never been a kid involved, eh.”

         
         Right away I just says, “What’s that like then? Me being here?”

         
         “Hopefully we can be pals, lass. Would you maybe want to go for a walk or something, sometime?”

         
         I looked at him. I knew I wanted to go in—I was tired from the sun and the worrying, and the amount of potato. “Maybe,” I
            says.
         

         
         Then he put his hand on my shoulder. I felt like a big lump of nervousness underneath it, like I was sat there waiting to
            be crushed up like a cracker.
         

         
         I was dying to wriggle but I grinned more instead. Was this all right? Was this him trying to be a da? Jo would know. Fiona
            might. When Fiona got back off holiday I’d be telling her the lot.
         

         
         “It’s been nice speaking to you, darlin’,” he went, squeezing harder.

         
         The owl had stopped. My calves were crampy from sitting the same way too long. I nodded. “Thanks for the doughnut and the
            potatoes. And for the trainers. And for telling me about the hoolet.”
         

         
         All I wanted was to put those Asics on—inside, alone in my room, where I could sit and think and look down calmly at myself and be myself in silence. Then after, me and my mam would sit up late with a big bowl of Space Raiders in front of the telly—we’d be wearing our jammies, breathing normal, not having to smile and pretend. And I’d still have the trainers on. 

         
         Gunner had spoke to me like he was my pal. He had used one of the worst swear words in front of me. He had made me feel like
            it was all right to speak, so without going over it too much I just says, “What time do you think you’ll be heading home?”
         

         
         Then he went, “This is my home.”
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         Fiona was the year below me at District and me and her had met in the corridor—I’d be getting sent out of German for being
            me, and she’d be getting sent out of French for being her.
         

         
         The two of us would sit by the vending machine at the top of the stair, blocking the coin slot with chewed-up jotter paper,
            doing Chinese burns, singing that song she loved, about the parrots. Classes were just pure shame for me, and who needed German
            anyway? Fozzy maybe. And Hitler.
         

         
         Her family always went away the first week of the school holidays, but she was back the Monday after Gunner’s move and I met
            her at the top of her road. She was stood in her roller skates eating a banana, wearing a crumpled neon tracksuit with her
            fringe stuck to her forehead in a row of oily upside-down question marks. Eye shadow on, again. Blue stuff. I did wonder who
            was letting her out like this.
         

         
         There was a whole week of Gunner in the house to tell her about. The night of the potatoes I’d gone straight upstair and got
            my Always and my razor and my Salon Selectives out the bathroom and hid it all under my desk. Then I put the new Asics in
            the middle of my rug and lay on my bed sideways just gaping at them. It was like the more I thought about everything the more
            the newness and the pinkness seemed to be draining away.
         

         
         I was already exhausted from grinning but I knew there was more to come—more potato, more rubbishy jokes, more wee chats with his hand on my shoulder calling me darlin’ or lassie or doll. I was kind of an expert at dealing with these things—guessing men’s moods, learning their footsteps, keeping myself calm
            when it was just me and him on the settee. But having another big guy stooping round the place made our wee house feel half
            the size it used to be.
         

         
         Fiona was pale as a custard cream. I goes, “Was the holiday all right then?”

         
         “The caravan smelled like school steak pie.” She pushed off and started rolling. “Greenock’s a shiteheap.”

         
         “It must be better than here?” I was jogging after, kind of clomping the Asics on the pavement, trying to make her see.

         
         She zoomed ahead then she birled round and goes, “So, Cora! This latest da of yours, does he look like he sniffs the swing-seats
            then?”
         

         
         “Fiona!”

         
         “Am I not supposed to know? It was Jo that says. You know what she’s like.”

         
         “A muntery wee gossip hound.”

         
         We crossed the road and started up the brae. At the top the air was pure and coolish and there were night puddles still. You
            saw glimpses of the Firth all round, stuck flat behind the houses like a bit of brown tape.
         

         
         Fiona was clacking up behind me. I was panting, “Listen. First off, he’s not my da. Second, no he doesn’t look like he sniffs the fucking swing-seats. That’s typical Jo. I wanted to tell you about him myself.”
            I stopped and rocked on my feet, tensed my thighs a bit. “Anyway. Look what he got me.”
         

         
         She put her skates at angles and stopped. Streets away you heard workies clanking and mopeds going down the coast. “Jesus!
            He must be rolling in it.”
         

         
         “Brand new.”

         
         Fiona used words off telly like asswipe and wicked and when her cat Stevie was ill she gave him a saucer of Calpol. She even wore wool tights outside of the school once. I
            was best pals with the lassie but I wondered sometimes why I cared about her opinion.
         

         
         Over the week I’d walked the Asics up the high flats and twice round the newsagent, and on Wednesday night me and some third-year
            girls had gone up the old Miner’s Welfare and danced in the car park, then dropped half a paving slab through a skylight.
            The only damage was a single dot of bean-juice on the left laces, from last Friday’s dinner. They looked amazing still. It
            was just hard to know how to feel about having them.
         

         
         I’d worn them out again because me and Fiona had agreed I’d be asking Gary Grieve to the park. I’d asked five different boys
            for a date since starting at District and I’d got five different nos. Everyone knew. I couldn’t wait to start fresh somewhere else—I’d speak slower, stand straighter, smile. I’d get my words
            out in order and I’d concentrate. There’d be different boys. Better boys. A way more fanciable me.
         

         
         But Fiona had told me to keep trying and today was mainly her idea. A good wee project, that’s what she called Gary Grieve, and I kind of got it. He worked in the Co-op and he had one of those hunky JCB chins,
            but he owned an anorak with a removeable hood and his head was shaped like a lightbulb. Plus, he took himself way too serious—I
            saw him practicing his own signature once in detention.
         

         
         “You don’t think my mam’s new boyfriend buttering me up with trainers is weird?”

         
         “What is it you’re even wanting? All men turn out to be ratty eventually.”

         
         “Maybe someone decent?”

         
         One of the wheels on her skate started chirping like a wee mad bird. “Cora, they’re worth thirty-five quid at least. He must
            be loaded. Looks like your mam’ll not need her place in Abbotscraig!”
         

         
         “We’re on the list, she’s desperate for that downstairs toilet. Anyway, he’s taken me for chips, twice. Without my mam. And she seems happy. If my mam’s happy then maybe we can make a wee go of it.” 

         
         She ate a bit of banana and chucked the peel in the hedge, then rolled away and shouted back, “Do you think this one will
            make you wash his quad bike, like Ravey Davey?”
         

         
         “He doesn’t have a quad bike, actually. He cooks. He makes us meals. He sometimes calls me chief.”
         

         
         “That’s cute. Anyway, you nervous about Gary Grieve?”

         
         “I think so.”

         
         “You’ll be amazing. Be bolshy! Imagine someone’s tied a skipping rope round your chest and is pulling you—it makes you walk
            confident. And show him those shoes. You always think the boy has the power, but he’ll be shiting it too. Look at you, you
            wee fucking stunner. What boy’s going to say no?”
         

         
         We turned onto the path by the low flats. At the junction a man was drilling the pavement. The beeps went and we crossed.

         
         “So was the move-in okay?”

         
         “Gunner brought his stuff round the Tuesday night. His mate Jack helped. They used my mam’s stairlift to get it all upstair.
            I had to help shove it all into my mam’s wardrobe, in the drawers under her bed. Loads of it, in carrier bags. My mam ended
            up moving some into my room.”
         

         
         “Presents, maybe?”

         
         I pictured the manky bags and boxes. “Could be. Anyway, his mate Jack has a car, and he picked us up and we moved all these
            boxes from Jack’s house into a shed on another estate. Then after, Jack got us all pizza crunch suppers and we sat listening
            to his handheld radio. You tune in and listen to the police on it.”
         

         
         “What kind of car?”

         
         “An Astra.”

         
         “Holy moly.”

         
         “It felt a wee bit weird, like. Moving bags about in the dark.”

         
         She winked at me. “Wait till he goes out. Then rake through it all in your own time.”

         
         The pavements in town were packed with old folk and druggies and lassies with prams, and you could smell all different types
            of frying from the cafés and pubs. The sun was out and it was roasting.
         

         
         Yonks back, men fought battles over Muircross. There were olden buildings and a thing called the Muir Cross—where the maidens
            hung about—and that’s why it got called Muircross now. Mr. Macfarlane taught us how the harbor was important four hundred
            years ago. It was crusted in sea-crap now and when the water went out you sometimes saw bald guys in anoraks measuring stuff
            down in the slime. Muircross boys dropped a shopping trolley on them once.
         

         
         We crossed the road and stood outside the Co-op where the window at the front had a blown-up image of a lasagna covering it.
            Fiona tried a wee moonwalk in her skates while I moved around a bit, checking my reflection in the dark bits where the cheese
            had burnt. I was five-foot-nothing and glossy like a chicken breast.
         

         
         I was never going to grow into one of those babes you saw stroking Porsches on the telly—I was a wide-hipped girl with crumbs
            in her bed. Did I make up for that with an arse-licking personality and a push-up bra? Not really, no, but standing there
            thinking about it was only going to make everything worse.
         

         
         I strolled through the sliding door into the cool shop picturing the skipping rope round me. It was a tiny crappy Co-op with
            only a couple of staff, but I’d never seen the boy behind the counter before.
         

         
         Fiona rolled next to me, whispering, “That’s not Gary Grieve!”

         
         “Gary always works a Monday in the holidays,” I says.

         
         “Maybe he’s ill?”

         
         I felt like I wanted to bolt. Then the tall boy went, “Can I help you lassies?”

         
         Fiona leaned forward onto the counter and started flapping her eyelashes. “What’s your name then?”

         
         “Dennis.”

         
         “That’s a luscious name,” she goes, all squeaky.

         
         It felt like the noise of my breathing was getting played over the shop Tannoy. Then she suddenly says, “Dennis, do you want
            to go to the park with my pal Cora Mowat?”
         

         
         I felt like someone had shot an arrow in me, but not in the romance way. I swiveled quick on one tiptoe, firming up the flab
            in my thigh, posing the Asics a bit, trying to seem clean and female and normal and wantable through the racks of Juicy Fruit
            and Tic Tacs.
         

         
         My right eyelid was spasming. I needed a pee. He looked into me. “I dunno. How old are you?”

         
         “She’s sixteen!” Fiona was giggling.

         
         Dennis says, “Just me and you, Cora, aye?”

         
         I tilted my head down and looked up at him through my eyelashes, like sixteen-year-olds do, and felt my chin-flab doubling.
            “Think so,” I went, foxy as I could.
         

         
         He flicked his fringe out of his eyes and went, “Aye okay, I suppose.” Aye okay, I suppose. It sounded amazing. “How about Friday night? I’ve got my provisional, I’ll pick you up?”
         

         
         Fiona’s eyes went like bin lids. I took a huge breath. “Aye? Okay, brill! I’ll be at the bus shelter! Top of Viewpark Terrace.
            Maybe?”
         

         
         “Fine. Eight o’clock?”

         
         “Aye.”

         
         “Amazing!” Fiona goes, dragging me through the sliding doors. “Wicked!”

         
         Outside, buses were hissing through the heat. Fiona put her hand up and we high-fived—that was the kind of thing Fiona loved
            to do.
         

         
         “Easy-peasy.”

         
         “Fiona! Who the fuck is he?”

         
         “He’s got a car!”

         
         We sat on the bench by the postbox. Over the big square harbor seagulls were floating like kites against the grim drifty clouds from Riggs. “You said I was sixteen?!” 

         
         “Well he’s seventeen.”

         
         “You’ve set me up with a stranger and he’s three years older than me!”

         
         “His mum’s a teacher. My big sister got her in P7. The family’s loaded.”

         
         My brain started doing that usual thing of jumping ten chapters ahead at a million miles an hour, but for a change it was
            positive. Me and this Dennis, driving the road out of Muircross in his car, probably a big sporty one, removable roof, “Insanity”
            by Oceanic giving the cows the heebies. Gary Grieve was a looker, aye, but there was no way Gary Grieve had a car—Gary Grieve
            had velcro trainers.
         

         
         “He seemed so tall. I’ll see his proper clothes on Friday. I’m guessing he won’t turn up in the Co-op polo.”

         
         Then she went, “We gonna go back in and get a drink?”

         
         I was about to say we should go down the Savoy plaza when a voice, calmer and older, went, “Hello, Cora.”

         
         I looked up. It was Samantha the school nurse. She was standing in a yellow flamingo-pattern dress, with her boyfriend, Jay.
            The pair of them looked so clean and healthy, like they’d been snipped out the Freemans catalogue and sellotaped down in the
            wrong town.
         

         
         “Oh hiya,” I went.

         
         “Cora, you’re purple, pet, are you okay?”

         
         “Just a bit warm.”

         
         “So how are you getting on? Weather’s amazing, isn’t it?”

         
         No, I thought. “Aye,” I says. “Me and Fiona were going to go to the Savoy, for juice.”

         
         Jay tapped Samantha’s arm and nodded at the Co-op, then went off toward the shop. Jay had flame tattoos and a tree-trunk neck—he
            was famous in Muircross for smashing melons with his head on Record Breakers.
         

         
         “Jay and I are off to Glasgow, to the cinema,” Samantha said. “You ever been to the big Odeon in Glasgow, Cora? Renfield Street?”

         
         “Never been to Glasgow, no.”

         
         Then she leaned in with her cute sharp bob swishing forward, and I smelled a lipsticky smell off her, and she went, “Listen,
            did your mum manage to make that appointment for you? The thing we chatted about on the printouts, before the holiday? We’ve
            not got a number for you at the school.”
         

         
         I couldn’t move. I wanted to complain about how she’d said it. How loud she’d said it. How she’d said it outside the fucking
            Co-op. It was just classic Muircross. Round here you dropped your Mr. Whippy and the whole fucking estate found out before
            the ants had even tasted the flake.
         

         
         I did a chuckle. “Aye, she did. Thanks.”

         
         Then Jay walked back over with a carrier bag of cans and crisps, rubbing his face with his palm like he was sick of kids.
            A tatty seagull started prancing round the postbox, one bent wing going like a window wiper.
         

         
         It was like my lie was floating there between us in a speech bubble. I shuffled my damp arse, then Samantha said something
            else, and before I worked out who was going where, or what had really been said, they were gone.
         

         
         There was tingling round my skull. Techno in my ribcage. My pits were fucking reeking. I wanted to fly up like one of those
            brightly colored pricks in a comic and punch that sun square in the fucking face.
         

         
         I closed my eyes. I breathed. I could picture it—me, in a grown-up life, away from this shite. On my own two feet, with stuff
            to do, and a job. And a man. On a motorbike maybe? Or maybe a motorbike of my own?
         

         
         A life in a place where nobody knew my name, or read my diary, or came up with explanations and printouts about me. No psychics, no boyfriends, no council waiting lists. No how you getting on, pet? No big plug-licking bastard of a stepda leaving his pubes on the soap and feeding me potato and lies.
         

         
         Fiona goes, “They bought a shitload of crisps!” 

         
         I looked at her sideways. She says, “Sometimes I open two packets in the kitchen, in secret, then I pour one into the other
            so my mam thinks I’m only having one. It’s wicked!” 
         

         
         “Amazing, Fiona.” I shut my eyes so tight the sparkles were starting. “Absolutely wicked.”
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         My mam was on her seventeenth twenty pence—I was counting. She goes, “But do you see any cash on my horizon, Moira?”

         
         We were sat out in the phone box together. The rain was bucketing. It had started after me and Fiona got to the Savoy and
            had basically kept on all night—we were supposed to be having a summer but the sky outside was the color of slush.
         

         
         I was chasing the droplets down the plastic window with my pinky, tracing them round the old graffiti—scratchy-looking cocks
            and balls and jaggy hearts and names from my mam’s day like RAB and YODSY. “There are opportunities ahead,” I heard Moira saying. Her words were thin and crackly in the handset and they mixed with
            the rain sounds outside.
         

         
         The Amazing Moira was my mam’s favorite psychic. My mam asked her the same old questions—about men, money, the future, her
            cholesterol. It made me feel sad to think, but sometimes I did wonder what it would be like to just have a normal mam.
         

         
         There were good bits. Unlike most Muircross mams she was pretty—her skin was pale with no plooks or scars, and she had cheekbones.
            She had the same ski-slope nose that I had, but maybe age ten I realized a lot of my features probably came from the side
            we never spoke about.
         

         
         My mam couldn’t reverse her chair properly into the phone box, so when it rained I would sit on her knee and hold an umbrella to cover her legs. I was too old to be sitting on her knee but it let me help her with something. And it gave me time to think. I was never sure if that was a good or a bad thing. 

         
         I’d only said about five words to Samantha but I couldn’t stop replaying them. She’d helped a lot of folk in school—my classes
            were filled with lassies and boys who couldn’t shut up and toe the line and she didn’t want me getting expelled like them.
            She’d been a help to me too, but it annoyed me sometimes because she spoke about my life like I could just choose different.
         

         
         I wanted to say to her, My name’s not Melody or Beth. My mam never kept cereal in plastic tubs. None of my clothes were OshKosh anything. In winter I took the shower gel to bed
               to warm it up for morning. Round here the options for lassies like me were school or a baby, shelf-stacking or shoplifting, gin on the Shreddies or
            tongue in the socket. I wanted my own proper future, but I wasn’t choosing it the way other folk could.
         

         
         Samantha saw I was sometimes struggling. She says to me I should be getting checked for anxiety, and for being hyper. Samantha
            never had a life like mine but when I read the printouts she gave me it was like she knew me inside out. It was just a couple
            of photocopied sheets stapled together but reading it I felt like maybe everything wasn’t my fault after all.
         

         
         I was supposed to ask my mam to make an appointment for after the holidays, but my mam’s life was already full of shite that
            when I grew up I would never do—ringing helplines and going on waiting lists. Opening envelopes. Crying. I didn’t want to
            give her more hassle. I didn’t want to be sounding like a wee pee-the-bed.
         

         
         “Thank you, Moira. So will my aura improve if I buy these supplements you’re talking about?” She did the hand movement so
            I held up the Santa hat. She grabbed a couple of coins and shoved them quickly in the slot.
         

         
         “I’m hungry,” I says.

         
         She did the angry shush face at me and put a finger in her open ear. The phone box was one of the things my mam had been obsessed with—it had taken
            her two years to get the council to lower the phone so she could dial it easier.
         

         
         “And do you think a different diet might bring more success?” She nodded along with Moira all smiley then said thank you quickly
            twice and then hung up. Then she did a moody face.
         

         
         “I’m starving,” I went. “Do we have soup?”

         
         “Look, Miss Fizzy, don’t you speak to me when I’m on with Moira. It’s a waste of money if I can’t hear the advice, pet.”

         
         “I’ve had no breakfast. My knees are soaked. I’m starving.”

         
         “Let’s go inside.”

         
         I ran ahead with the umbrella as she wheeled herself through the swish of the rain, then I bumped her up the steps. Our house
            had a gray face and sneaky eyes and our front door was black. The only colors were the crap red concrete toadstools that Terry
            had bought and painted for her, on one of his good weeks.
         

         
         The house was dim inside. In the kitchen, through the back door glass, the Firth was all wild and the Causey was blank and
            the rain was two types at once. I stared out and thought about Dennis. I’d spoken to him only for maybe a minute but he was
            already helping me escape.
         

         
         “There’s no soup,” my mam said from the doorway. “But put some noodles on. Top cupboard. I’m sticking the telly on.”

         
         My mam was mainly good at frying eggs or doing crisp sandwiches. Her other meals were honestly rank—Auntie Janine used to
            say that even wasps wouldn’t land on my mam’s cooking.
         

         
         “I can’t make noodles, Mam.”

         
         She closed her eyes in that careful way, “Cora, shush! Moira is sending me wavelengths.”

         
         I stood and watched her, wondering if this kind of stuff went on in other houses. I says it again, “I can’t make noodles, Mam.” 

         
         She opened her eyes and flung her head back, sighing. “You are some lassie, Cora Mowat. Get the noodles down. Find the smallest
            pan.”
         

         
         I did what she asked as she wheeled herself up to the cooker.

         
         “Right, boil the kettle,” she went. I filled it and clicked the button and we looked at each other while it started rumbling.
            I hated doing tasks while other folk watched—it was a different-feeling pressure to anything else, like when magnets won’t
            touch.
         

         
         “Where’s Gunner?” I asked.

         
         “Out earning. He’s got business. In Edinburgh.”

         
         “What sort of business?”

         
         “All you need to know is that he’s looking after us. He’s getting me some things in the next few weeks. Things that the council
            turned us down for.”
         

         
         “Like an electric tin opener?”

         
         “Be a smart aleck if you like. I’ve needed one for years.”

         
         The kettle was growling now, drowning out the pecking of the rain on the window. “What does he do?”

         
         “He’s an independent trader. Now put the ring on. Number six.”

         
         I thought about the bags and boxes in my mam’s room as she held up the packet of instant noodles. “Now, these are not the
            best. These are the Panda ones. The best ones have the Dragon holding a wok on them. But these are braw all the same.”
         

         
         “Chicken?”

         
         “Flavoring, Cora. They’ll not start clucking. First, take the brick of noodles and the powder sachet out, then chuck the packet
            away.”
         

         
         I flipped the bin lid up and chucked it in. “Do you think Gunner could fix our shower curtain?”

         
         “Not a clue. Now pay attention, the ring is hot. Put the empty pan on the ring for a minute, it will heat up and the water will boil quicker when you put it in.” She put the pan on the ring, raising herself up to see what was happening from down in her chair. She started grinning. “Aw, Cora, I’m hunky-dory with these. I love them. I’ll tell you what, they’re beezers for a rainy day like this.” 

         
         “You’re easily pleased.”

         
         “Listen, enough of your cheek. Now, look at the state of this place. When I’m at the social on Friday night I want you tidying
            this kitchen.”
         

         
         “I’m busy on Friday night!”

         
         “Busy?! Throwing shite off the Causey? Cora, what did I say to you? The three of us are to be a team. Everyone’s to turn over
            a new leaf. You’re cleaning this kitchen on Friday, madam.”
         

         
         I did my moodiest mouth. “Right.”

         
         “Look, pour the water in.” She wheeled herself back while I poured it in. The water started gargling as it hit the hot pan.
            “Brilliant. Now empty the powder in the water and grab a fork and stir, then lay the noodles flat in there.”
         

         
         I did what she said, then took a step back and started fiddling with the alphabet magnets on the fridge.

         
         “Now, they should sit for two minutes, then you turn them. Soften each side, you see? I hope you’re remembering all this.
            When you get your own place you’ll be able to make these for yourself!”
         

         
         “I am, Mam.” We both stared into the noodle steam like it was hypnotizing us. I spelled out FLAPS on the fridge. I says, “So
            when’s Gunner back?”
         

         
         “I’m not sure.”

         
         “He seems nice,” I went, to keep her speaking.

         
         “He is nice.” She said it quiet, and didn’t look up from the pan. “He’s going to start taking you on walks. Regular.”

         
         “To the chippy again?” I did BALLS with the letters.

         
         “No, proper walks. Just you and him. You’ll have to ask him where.” Behind my mam, along the top edge of the flaky window frame some wee droplets were shimmying, ready to drip. She goes, “The pair of you seem to get along.” 

         
         “The Asics are cool. He seems all right.”

         
         She reached over and shook the noodle pan. “I sense a but coming.”
         

         
         “I want him to get to know me. Like, I’m fourteen now, I’ve got my own ideas. I was younger before with Terry and stuff. I
            don’t want you telling Gunner all my beamer stories.”
         

         
         She laughed. “My own ideas. And what do you mean beamer stories?”
         

         
         “Don’t ruin it telling him stuff about me when I was wee. Making fun of me. And don’t tell him I have a diary.”

         
         “What stuff?”

         
         “How I used to be afraid of Miss Piggy. The time I found the bottle of lemonade in the hedge. When I tried breakdancing. The
            fizziness. All the usual stories.”
         

         
         “You were a good wee breakdancer.”

         
         “Mam.”

         
         “Cora, are you worrying again? I’m not going to bring a man in here who isn’t nice. I know you were upset in the past, with
            what happened with Dunc and Terry. But Gunner is a way better man than that pair. I guarantee that, pet.”
         

         
         “I see that,” I says. I wasn’t lying. I looked at the pan. “Can I turn the noodle brick?”

         
         “Aye.”

         
         I flipped it. “Does it look all right?”

         
         “Softening up nicely,” she went. “Anyway, don’t you worry about Gunner. He’s my problem. And listen, this time you need to
            make more effort too. You’re older now. Open up a bit.” Then there was a silence where I was supposed to respond but the rain
            spoke instead. Then she went, “You don’t see Jo as much these days. You pair not going on the buses anymore? She’s always
            good for a gossip.”
         

         
         “Gossip gets boring.”

         
         “Maybe you should find some different pals then? Listen, at your age I was out all day and all night. By the time I was sixteen I’d been to gigs in Paisley and all sorts! I’ll never forget, right”—she moved round to face me—“1980, Altered Images, in Edinburgh. Oh, Cora, I was braw. I had this dusty-blue Crimplene blouse, and my hair cut short and styled up like wee Clare.” 

         
         “Who’s wee Clare?”

         
         “Clare Grogan! Altered Images. Tanya always says I looked like her. What a magic night that was, I had the time of my life—me,
            Tanya and Saskia. Of course, two weeks later I met your da. And that was my life over.”
         

         
         “It was easy for you. You were pretty and popular. You never loved bread the way I do.”

         
         “Easy? In a wheelchair? In the eighties? It’s not about how popular you are, not when you can’t get on a train. Not when you’re
            getting called a cabbage and a spaz in the street. You’re a right idiot sometimes, Cora Mowat. Pass me that tea towel.”
         

         
         I handed it to her. I says, “Jo goes to foam parties,” just to change the subject. “At college. It sounds amazing!”

         
         “Foam parties?”

         
         “A normal disco but they pump foam in, like Matey or whatever. Jo met Fozzy at a foam party. Jo meets all the boys there.
            Do you think you get wet at a foam party?”
         

         
         “I’ll need to speak to Gunner. See if me and him can go to one.”

         
         “You’re thirty!”

         
         “Your mam’s still got moves.” She started rocking herself back and forward, shimmying left and right with the tea towel in
            her lap. “Now come here!” She pulled me round and I wheeled her back and forth a bit over the lumpy lino while she waved her
            arms and wiggled in the chair.
         

         
         My mam always tried to drag me into dancing and it was a right beamer, but it was nice too because those were the times she
            smiled. I squeezed round next to her, watching how she closed her eyes as she sang whatever tune she was singing to herself.
         

         
         Then she blinked them open. “Ah, but keep stirring! Fuck sake, you’ll burn the arse out of them, you stupid lassie!”

         
         I grabbed the fork and poked the noodles. The straggly top layer was fine but underneath they had gone burnt and brown and
            wouldn’t come off the bottom of the pan.
         

         
         “Fuck sake,” she whispered, all scowly. She grabbed the pan and took a bowl out and used the fork to scrape the noodles into
            it. “My last packet of the Panda brand. Why can’t you do anything without getting fizzy? Pay attention, lassie! These aren’t
            cheap!”
         

         
         The first thing I thought was, Yes they are. Watching her tutting and huffing I started to wonder what was happening inside her head. I hated her, sometimes.
         

         
         Was it wrong to imagine rolling my mam into the sea? I looked through the wet window at the Firth. I’d pictured it so many
            times it never even felt like a fantasy—she’d drop off the edge of the Causey and I’d wait for the plop, then I’d walk back
            and use all her twenty pences to order an eighteen-inch margherita from Fusco’s, extra cheese. I’d make a den up on the settee
            and get Phase FM on and I wouldn’t wash my hair for a fortnight. And then I’d change the locks and there’d be no more men.
         

         
         She shoved the bowl at me—a wee slop of noodles the color of highlighter pen with burnt bits squiggling through. “Finish those,”
            she went, sighing off into the living room.
         

         
         “Thanks!” I went, all cheery.

         
         “You being sarcastic, you cheeky wee shite? On Friday you can practice making them again by yourself, after you’ve cleaned
            the kitchen. What kind of fourteen-year-old girl can’t make food for herself? You really need to start pulling your weight.”
         

         
         When it got like this between us I knew her music always helped her calm down. I walked through after her. “Can we put a record
            on, Mam?”
         

         
         “I’m putting the snooker on.”

         
         “‘Tracks of My Tears’?” I went. “Or ‘Raglan Road’?” I tasted a forkful of the salty noodles.

         
         “You can put Lena on,” she went, pulling herself onto the settee.

         
         I forked up all the remaining noodles and chewed them down. My mam only had about fifteen records, and Lena Zavaroni was always
            near the front. She was obsessed with her.
         

         
         “Nice and loud,” she goes.

         
         I pulled the record out. Lena looked up at me
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