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Summer of 1985




Chapter One




She was greetin’ again.

I’ve been mopping up her snot bubbles since Lorraine Quinn was four and half. We met at the bus stop outside the Co-op and we’ve been inseparable ever since. Our mammies blethered while they waited with us for the school bus to St Philomena’s on our first day at primary school. The double-decker came down the hill and both mammies shoved us into the queue, telling us just to follow the big lassies. We were cut loose.

One of the primary sevens took our hands but Lorraine started greetin’ when her mam waved the bus off. The primary seven lassie handed Lorraine a bunch of roses wrapped in auld newspaper.

‘Here, you can have them. Give them tae yer teacher for the class altar.’

Lorraine was the teacher’s pet from day one and yet she was bawling again at play time. She was feart to tell the teacher that she’d lost her dinner money and had already eaten her play piece. Lorraine’s breath reeked of bacon from the packet of Rancheros she’d wolfed and it gave me the dry boak when I pushed my face into hers.

‘You’ll no starve. Miss Rankine’ll tell the dinner ladies that you’ll bring in yer money the morra.’

‘Are you sure, Angela? Do you promise that’s true? You’re no just kiddin’ me on?’

I shook my head and after a few more dabs of the blubbery hankie, she stopped sniffing.

‘Ah promise.’

Lorraine got her dinner like I’d said she would and I let her sit beside me. Faye and Mandy from our class joined us at our table. They should have been in primary two except that they’d been kept behind for a year and I soon realised why. Miss Rankine was demented with them and they were still on the first Dick and Dora reading book.

But although they were thick, they were able to tell us stuff we needed to know. Mandy explained that every Friday morning, a primary seven would bring Black Sambo round the classes to collect a penny for the black babies. Lorraine looked ready to greet again but Mandy told her to calm down, Black Sambo wasn’t a real-life darkie, it was a mechanical bank; you placed your penny in its hand and it put it in its mouth. And we had to save our silver milk bottle tops and paper from the inside of fag packets for the guide dogs. It was easy to understand why weans in Africa might need our pennies but we didn’t understand why a dog would need silver paper. We had a lot to learn.

Faye and Mandy showed us the stainless steel pail that sat in the corner and told us it was called a swill bucket. They said it was where we had to scrape our plates when we were finished. Mandy explained that pigs got to eat what was left of our beef olives and gravy, and it was all mixed up together with custard and caramel cake. I pictured manky pigs with muddy trotters sitting on the wooden benches, sticking their snouts into soup bowls of swampy left overs. I never said a word. I was too feart Lorraine would start greetin’ again and it was just as well I kept my geggie shut because Faye and Mandy were pointing out older lassies to avoid. These bears would batter us if they decided they didn’t like us, for no reason. They would’ve faced up to Gripper Stebson they were so gallus. So like a tube of UHU, we stuck together from that day on and me being a lot bigger than Lorraine seemed to help us because we never did get battered.

‘See, ah told you tae listen tae me.’

And who’d have guessed that twelve years later, she still believes every word I say is true? Lorraine has blind faith in me because she knows that I’m her best friend and I’ll never let her down. I’m like her guardian angel in disguise. But being seventeen now, I’m not the same wee lassie who started school believing that God had a Big Book in heaven and if you did something bad, you got a black mark next to your name. I’d wake up in a sweat that He had all my sins written down in the Big Book. Faye and Mandy told me halfway through primary one that it was all a load of guff that the teachers tell you to get you to behave, and it hadn’t worked on them.

Of course I don’t believe in the Big Book or God anymore, although I still believe in guardian angels. I don’t mean the cherub types who sit on fluffy clouds and play wind instruments all day, like the ones Lorraine used to glue pictures of into her scrapbooks. I mean the ones who’ve been put on the planet to protect their best pals, like me looking out for Lorraine but minus the feathery wings and rosy cheeks.

When she was wee, I’d roll Lorraine’s snotters round my hankie until it was as rubbery as the ball of elastic bands Miss Rankine kept on her desk. At least these days, there are more tears than bogies.

This time the cause of her tears was the anti-abortion film that had made her neck all blotchy. She wasn’t the only one; the assembly hall was full of lassies greetin’. That was the whole idea and it was no wonder the rector looked so chuffed with himself. Everyone called him Papa Smurf because his name was Mr Murphy and he had a bushy white beard and baw face. At the end of the film, Papa Smurf invited the Pro-Life group, led by sure-to-be-girls’-captain-next-year, Pamela Thompson – aka Little Miss Brown Nose – to go up on stage to talk about their “sterling work demonstrating our faith in action”. Pass me the sick bucket.

The whole of fifth and sixth year, even the boys, were there. There were only two weeks left to go before the school holidays and with the exams finished, it was obvious that the teachers were filling in time and were literally using murder to kill off any ideas that we had of a summer of sun, sea and sex. Most of us wouldn’t get as far as the beach at Burntisland wearing cagoules as it pissed down, but every one of us could get shagged if we put our minds to it. And I was determined that me and Lorraine wouldn’t be coming back for a sixth year as virgins.

Papa Smurf’s plan to put the frighteners up us worked. Gavin Malley had to run out of the assembly hall when the film got to the bit where the suction thingymabob hoovered the foetus out. He puked his guts up right outside the double swing doors. The Chinese whispers kicked off and everyone passed it round that when he spewed, he splashed Sister Patricia’s suede brogues with chunks of carrot. But I was sitting opposite Gavin in the dinner hall and he’d had a hot dog for lunch so Christ knows where the carrots came from.

In fairness, the ones calling Gavin a total fanny were out of order because the Pro-Life horror movie did show some revolting stomach churning stuff. The worst bit was easily the feet of a ten week old baby. They were held between the fingers of a doctor who said the foetus was developed enough to curl her toes or bend her knees if she was touched on the sole of her foot. And most women have the abortion at about ten weeks into the pregnancy. The tiny feet freaked everyone out, not just Gavin.

It wasn’t only the video nasty that was getting at Lorraine. I knew the real reason why she was sucking up snotters and dabbing at her electric blue mascara. She took the film’s message personally; stuff like abortion always got her thinking about her wee sister Janine, and whether folk who’re born handicapped should have been born at all. That’s why she could never drink much at the school discos, the cider made her as moody as the three school Goths and after two half pints the greetin’ would start.

It was the one thing that came up time and time again when she got pished.

‘Who’ll look after Janine if anything happens to my mam and dad?’

‘What if they get too old to look after her?’

‘Will I ever be able to leave home?’

The questions smouldered at the back of Lorraine’s mind and adding Strongbow was an explosive mix. I told her over and over that she should just drink Midori or Biarritz; she complained that she’d look like she was still fifteen. And I suppose she was right, it was only wee fannies trying to act grown-up who drank booze that was cyber green or neon orange and glowed in the dark. By the time you’re seventeen you need to be able to handle a starter bottle of cider before a steady stream of Snakebites and anything else you could get your mitts on. Lorraine was a light-weight and was better sticking to shandies. Nobody wants to worry about residential care for the handicapped when you’re on a night out. No matter how braw looking Lorraine is, that kind of chat definitely doesn’t get the guys buying you drinks. Lorraine attracted guys like flies round shite but I couldn’t afford to let her blow my chances of getting off with one of the guy’s pals. And we’ve never got enough cash to buy our own drinks all night.

I don’t mind minesweeping the tables at Mystique. I’ve no problem stealing drink from folk who’ve been daft enough to leave them on tables while they’re up dancing or in the bogs; it’s Lorraine who’s an absolute crapper. She always worries I’ll get battered if I’m caught and she’s feart she’ll pick up a disease from a clarty glass. I like that I never know what I’m going to end up drinking and it’s always a good laugh to see if I can get away with it. I’ve got the stomach for it, steel-lined; hard core drinking is in my genes, but I can’t risk Lorraine downing an unknown concoction. She’s embarrassing enough sober. Last Friday she slapped down her Garfield pencil case on top of the bar instead of her purse. The barman knows our group are all from St Paddy’s, but there’s no need to go advertising it by whipping out a ruler instead of a pound note. It was a total beamer, just like this afternoon in the assembly hall with everyone asking her if she was all right after the Pro-Life film and offering her a Handy Andy. And then to top it off, Little Miss Brown Nose was selling gold pin badges. She jumped out from behind a table covered in rows of tiny feet and like Skippy the Bush Kangaroo, she bounced over to us. Her ponytail swung behind her and my fingers itched to yank it until her eyeballs popped like corks. She’s a skinny bitch too. Little Miss Brown Nose stood in our way and shook an auld biscuit tin full of coins right into our faces. She doesn’t do subtle; she’s the rector’s wet dream for school captain.

‘They’re called ‘Precious Feet’ and they’re the exact size and shape of an unborn baby’s feet at ten weeks after conception. And they’re only twenty five pence each.’

‘Naw, you’re okay, we’ll leave it Pamela.’

I tried to steer Lorraine around Little Miss Brown Nose; she blocked the corridor and pulled on the badge pinned to the lapel of her blazer. She had a woollen Barathea, like Lorraine, they had to be ordered in especially from Dillon’s up the town. My blazer was made from fuzzy felt, the same colour and texture as a pool table and I got mine from McAteers with a Provy cheque.

‘You mean you don’t support the rights of the unborn child?’

Little Miss Brown Nose rattled the biscuit tin again.

Lorraine sniffed hard and I felt her tug on my sleeve. I pushed past, ‘We’ll buy one later when we get change.’

I linked arms with Lorraine and propelled her down the corridor as if she was bursting for a pee.

‘Don’t worry, there’s plenty of change in the tin.’

I marched on, ignoring Little Miss Brown Nose and pushed the swing doors open into the foyer. The warm waft of damp blazer, teenage BO and Spicy Nik Naks was a breath of fresh air.

‘C’mon, let’s get oot of here. If you keep this greetin’ up, they’ll all start tae think you’ve had an abortion.’

I knew that would shut her up. A flash of fear made her eyes bulge and she choked on a blob of snot. Lorraine didn’t argue and followed me through the packed foyer as we elbowed our way out the side entrance. The smirry rain had cleared and I told her to put her brolly up.

‘But it’s no even spitting,’ said Lorraine, raking around in her school-bag.

‘It’s no tae keep us dry ya fanny, it’s tae keep us hidden.’

‘Eh?’

‘Jeezo, do ah have tae spell out everything for you? Do you want detention for doggin’ it?’

‘Naw’.

‘Well get yer brolly up so the teachers dinnae see it’s us going over the canal bridge.’

I tilted my head up towards the staffroom window I could barely see through the thick fog of smoke. And they had the cheek to lecture us about the dangers of smoking. She got the message and we both huddled in close under her lipstick print umbrella. I loved that brolly. Lorraine offered to give me it when my gran’s auld one blew inside out and the spokes snapped. I told her thanks but no thanks, her mam would kill her if she gave me more stuff.

‘Make sure you keep ma folder dry,’ I said.

I held the oversized plastic bag with my artwork tight across my chest. The art department gave out the bags to anyone who didn’t have their own portfolio case. I lugged mine in and out of school under my arm like a ginormous badge telling folk I was arty though not trendy or posh enough to have the right gear.

Little Miss Brown Nose was in my Higher Art class and had a black leather zipped case from Millers Art Shop in Glasgow and a full set of her own chalk pastels and watercolours. It was shit making do with the school’s supply of chalks. There was hardly ever any skin-tone coloured chalks left and you had to make do with stumps of random colours. I’d stashed a couple of sticks of the best colours in my bag a few weeks back. It was a worry; once they ran out the game’s a bogie and I’d be at the mercy of all the shite left in the art department’s stock.

I was never going to be able to put together a decent portfolio for my Art School application without my own watercolours either. And I still had to tell my mam and dad about wanting to apply after sixth year. I’d get round to it, eventually, it just never seemed like the right time.

It was getting harder and harder to speak to them. My mam and dad talked at me, not to me. I’d outgrown them when I was about twelve and we’d lived on different planets ever since.

At least I had Lorraine to keep me sane. We walked arm-in-arm along the side of the canal wall and past the bus bays. In a matter of hours, chaos would return to this corner of the school grounds as pupils pushed and shoved to get on their bus. The hard men from the schemes would sit up the back of the top deck to smoke but if the bus was late they had time to give an unlucky first year the legendary Hanging Wedgie. The ten foot canal wall was perfect to dangle a wee first year from their pants and it was even better if they were wearing cartoon ones that their mam had bought them. This had the added bonus of giving the whole bus queue a laugh at their Spiderman pants while they screamed in agony as the cotton cut into the crack of their arse. The fear of being a victim to the Hanging Wedgie must cause primary seven weans all over Falkirk many a sleepless night before the move to the big school. The teachers turned a blind eye, probably kidding themselves on that it was character building without having to admit that they were just as feart of the hard men as the wee first years.

At this time of day, there was no one else around, and me and Lorraine walked up to the bridge over the Forth and Clyde Canal. The path took a steep left through the Bleachy, a shortcut through an industrial estate where it ended at the back of the town hall car park. The Bleachy gave me the heebie-jeebies and I’d never walked it alone even in daylight hours. Mr Stanners told us in our first year History class that the land opposite our school was once used as a bleach field to let cloth dry out in the sun. It was hard to imagine anything in the area being clean and bright these days. The Bleachy was now a maze of boxy concrete buildings with corrugated iron flat roofs and lock-up garages. Round every corner, mad dogs strained on their leash until their mouths foamed if you dared go near the yards of the garages and workshops that lined the muddy path. We called them Bandeath dugs; they were usually a cross between an Alsatian and a wolf and they came from the Bandeath dog shelter in Stirling. No one in their right mind would buy a dog that looked as pig ugly as these brutes. They weren’t pets; Bandeath dugs were tougher than night club bouncers.

The puddles along the Bleachy were always oily and rubbish piled up in corners like multi-coloured snow drifts. It wasn’t the devil dogs and the filth that freaked me out. The Bleachy was always dark, even on a sunny day and then there would be the men on their tea breaks, overalls rolled down to their waist, greasy thumb and index finger holding a fag between them and blowing smoke rings. And it was just luck what flavour of abuse we got when we walked past in our cow-pat green uniforms. St Paddy’s was the only high school in blue-nose Falkirk that forced the pupils to wear a uniform. I didn’t mind; it was better than looking like the tinks that spewed out of Falkirk High wearing sweatshirts and joggy bottoms. The downside was that I’d be as well wearing a T-shirt advertising ‘I’m a bog trotting tattie munching Tim!’

On a good day, it was the usual banter, “Gies a flash o’ yer tits doll”. The green and gold uniform didn’t hold the same attraction for all the men; the colour turned the air as blue as their Proddy noses.

‘What’s that mingin’ smell?’ There would be a pause for a theatrical snort for a lungful of air and hairy nostrils flared. ‘Hang on; ah’d recognise that pishy smell anywhere. Aye, it’s a wee Fenian bastard.’

That was another reason for the lipstick brolly, no eye contact sometimes helped reduce the risk of the workmen starting on us. Lorraine and me were lucky. There was only one guy standing outside his garage reading the Daily Record and he didn’t even look up as we rushed by. The air cleared at the end of the Bleachy and all we needed to do was skirt round the side of Brockville football ground and we’d be back to civilisation.

‘So where now brown cow?’ asked Lorraine.

I laughed to keep her happy. Lorraine never got anything exactly spot on. God loves a trier, that’s what her mam always said when the exam results came in. Rita believed in miracles and still thought Lorraine would be able to go to uni. The teachers weren’t as holy.

‘We could go tae the library. At least it’ll be warm,’ I suggested.

‘No chance, we’ve no just dogged school to be back at a desk and surrounded by books.’

‘Aye, ah suppose you’re right enough. But there’s no much else tae dae on a Wednesday afternoon in Falkirk.’

‘There’s no much to do anytime in Falkirk.’

I shook my head and sniggered. Lorraine tapped my shoulder

‘What’re you laughing at?’ she asked.

‘You dinnae even ken you’re funny.’

‘I wisnae joking.’

There was no point in trying to explain irony to Lorraine despite the fact that she’d attempted to sit Higher English.

‘The market’s on a Wednesday,’ I shrugged. ‘And you’re looking for new jeans for the weekend.’

‘Good idea, but we’ll need to keep an eye out for my Auntie Mary.’

‘Why, is she looking for jeans too?’

The thought of Lorraine’s Auntie Mary in jeans was hysterical although Lorraine didn’t get the joke.

‘Naw, it’s ‘cause she always goes to the fish van at the market!’

I placed my art folder between my knees and made my hands into binoculars so that I could rhyme off, ‘Mary had a little lamb, she also had a bear, I often saw Mary’s little lamb, but I never saw her bare.’ It was enough to get Lorraine giggling, and it didn’t take much.

The outdoor market was set up in the car park outside Coasters. The building had originally been an ice-rink and was now a roller-rink where me and Lorraine used to skite about on a Saturday night before we graduated to the town’s nightclub and danced and drank in Mystique. The car park was just as mucky as the Bleachy and I had to dodge puddles to protect my beige suede Tucker boots. I made Lorraine stop at the van selling deep fried doughnuts.

‘I wish you could bottle that smell,’ said Lorraine plunging her nose into the paper bag of sugary dough. It made me sick that Lorraine could eat as much crap as she wanted and was still a skinny minny; I only had to walk past the chippy to put on weight.

‘And then you could wear ‘Eau de Doughnut’ perfume, instead of that Strawberry Body Shop shite you douse yourself in.’

‘Shite? Funny that the bottle’s half empty and it wisnae just from me wearing it.’

‘Dinnae look at me, ah never touched it. And why would ah want tae stink of fruit anyway?’

‘Because the guys’ll know you’re soft and juicy.’ Lorraine stuck her tongue through the hole in the doughnut and I nearly choked on mine. I spat out bits of damp dough to make space for my laugh.

We leaned against the back of the doughnut van and I licked the inside of my paper bag. Lorraine’s pure jammy; she has the appetite of a sparrow. I come from a family of big eaters and my dad says it’s not my fault, it’s the metabolism I was born with and I can’t fight against my genes. He keeps telling me not to worry about puppy fat. He calls me his Chunky Monkey and squeezes my chubby cheeks. But it still hurts when I get called a porker when I pass boys in the street and they squeal like a pig. I blame the black babies. When you’ve been brought up to clear your plate because there are black babies starving in Africa you don’t like to waste good food. I finished Lorraine’s doughnut off, scrunched the bag up into a ball and lobbed it over the metal railings.

‘Did you know that cats can’t taste anything sweet?’ asked Lorraine.

I shook my head, ‘Jeezo, nae wonder you failed yer prelims, you talk a load of mince.’

‘It’s a scientific fact! I saw it on Tomorrow’s World.’

‘So says Professor Lorraine Quinn.’

‘We’re no all as brainy as you, Professor Angela McMenemy. But I’ve got other assets.’

Lorraine opened her Barathea to prove that her blouse buttons were straining. Her tits aren’t as big as she makes out; they just look big on her skinny body. She’s been wearing the same size of school blouse since third year. Rita has never noticed, too busy looking after Janine. At least my mam does my ironing. Lorraine has to do a lot of other housework stuff I get away with too and as much as she drives me radio rental, my mam always makes my tea and hangs out the washing.

I ignored Lorraine and walked up one side of the market stalls. I paused in front of a stall selling tea towels with red cups and saucers embroidered on them. ‘Not five pounds, not two pounds…’ The man’s skin looked too big for his face, like the foreskin I’d labeled on my Higher Biology worksheet and yet the crowd of auld wifies hung on his every word as if he was Tom Jones. Their eyes were glued to him as his meaty hands came together – bang and the deal was done. The women breenged through the crowd and waved their one pound notes in the air like knickers they were about to throw on stage. And all for the privilege of buying a couple of rags of cotton. The showman threw the bundles of tea towels into the adoring group; his stock was dangerously low. I wanted to wait to see if it turned violent when the tea towels ran out but Lorraine had already wandered off. I saw her pause at a stall selling jeans and remembered why we were at the market. Lorraine picked up a pair of jeans with white piping down the leg seams and stroked the denim.

‘Try them on in the back of the van darlin’.’

The guy had a beard like a balaclava and smelt as if he’d eaten a big plate of Chicken Kiev. He shouldered the door and pulled on the plastic handle. A faded sticker on the back window said, ‘DRIVER CARRIES NO CASH. HE’S MARRIED’ and some other smart arse had written on the muck splattered rear, ‘also in white.’

I nudged Lorraine’s arse with my knee and she climbed inside the rusty Transit. I followed and closed the van’s door. Almost shut. Lorraine unzipped her pencil skirt and rolled it down like she was peeling a banana. She lay on her back to yank the stone-washed jeans up over her hips. I sat on my hunkers on top of a pile of dark jeans; the dye from the denim honked, and reminded me of burning hair, just like the time I crimped Lorraine’s hair for the school disco in fourth year when she was going through her Cyndi Lauper phase. I left the crimping irons clamped shut a lot longer than I should have and a whole clump of blonde hair came away in my hands. The singed patch was at the back, she never noticed at first and she didn’t dare to blame me; I never claimed to be a hairdresser.

Lorraine struggled with the jean’s flimsy zip and her peach pair of tanga briefs snagged in the zipper’s teeth. We knew Hairy Face was watching. Lorraine’s giggles turned to snorts and I guessed what was coming next.

My mam said it was because of Janine that Lorraine was an attention seeker and a show off. Lorraine liked to tell lies too. When I was seven, I begged my mam to let me go to ballet lessons and get a pony like Lorraine. I didn’t believe my mam when she said that Lorraine was lying. And yet I knew that she only went to the Brownies at the community centre and I’d never known anybody to have a pony in their back garden. It took me a while to accept that my mam was right, Lorraine was nothing but a drama queen and always performing. I didn’t love Lorraine any less; in fact I realised that’s why she needed me to wipe her eyes when she came off-stage and the applause died.

‘Let’s give him a proper show.’

The zipper was pulled free; the teeth had bitten a hole in Lorraine’s knickers. Her hands groped for the hole and she pulled the cotton apart. I held my breath at the sound of the knickers ripping. The tear was big enough for her to insert three fingers. The door of the van creaked open an inch or so too.

I kicked Lorraine’s thigh, hard enough to push her on her side and her face into a pile of denim jackets.

‘Fuck off, that hurt!’

The van door slammed shut. Lorraine rolled on to her back, rubbing her thigh as she tugged the jeans off. She threw them at me and I batted them into the corner of the van. Lorraine slipped her school skirt on and grabbed her school bag.

‘So are you gonnae get the jeans or what?’ I asked.

‘I might’ve got them cheaper if you hadn’t stuck your neb in. I was just having a laugh.’

‘You took it too far. And someone needs tae tell you when tae stop.’

I swung the door open and jumped out on to the tarmac. Hairy Face was folding a pair of wide arse jeans into a red and white stripy carrier bag for a wifie but he turned round as we shimmied round the side of his stall. The wifie looked us up and down, tutted then walked off with her skanky jeans.

‘Any good darlin’?’

‘Ahm no sure, they’re a bit tight,’ replied Lorraine.

‘That’s how the boys like them, trust me.’

She rummaged in her school bag for her purse.

‘C’mon Lorraine. Chelsea Girl has got new jeans in. Better looking than these shitey market ones.’

‘But they’ll be a lot dearer.’ Hairy Face’s beard did nothing to hide his smugness. The mere mention of Chelsea Girl was enough to side-track Lorraine. She shoved her purse back inside her school bag.

‘You’re right Angela, it’s no as if I’m skint.’

‘You looked cheap to me when you were lying with your legs open,’ Hairy Face sneered.

‘Fuck you! C’mon Lorraine, we need tae tell the polis that there’s a dirty paedo working doon the market, forcing school lassies tae strip for him.’

Hairy Face shouted, ‘Slags’ after us as we dodged in between the wifies with their tartan shopping trollies. We didn’t notice Lorraine’s Auntie Mary in the queue for the fish van.

‘Oi, what are you pair doing oot of school?’

‘Ah wisnae feeling well so Lorraine’s tae make sure ah get hame okay.’ I coughed and sniffed on cue.

‘And since when did that involve a trip doon the market?’

Her Auntie Mary pulled herself up a full two inches to four foot ten and attempted to eyeball Lorraine.

‘Her mam’s run oot of Holy Water so Lorraine asked me if ah could manage a wee detour before we get the bus hame.’

I pointed over to the stall that sold all sorts of crap for Catholics. Along with Virgin Mary shaped bottles of Holy Water, allegedly fresh from the grotto in Lourdes, there were rosary beads, crucifixes, Sacred Heart of Jesus statues, First Holy Communion cards, St Christopher key-rings and mini Pope John Pauls standing in St Peter’s Square inside snow-globes. My favourite piece of tat was the Jesus/Mary hologram framed picture.

It was the same as the one my mam had in her bedroom. My dad had bought it for her as a present when she made her First Communion aged nineteen. He’d proposed to her on her eighteenth birthday on the condition that she turned Catholic. My mam told me she’d have done whatever it took to keep her man; she even had to make her Communion with a class of seven year olds from St Philomena’s. My gran said it was the first time she’d ever been in a chapel when she went to watch her grown-up lassie dressed in her new trench coat but sitting beside weans wearing mini wedding dresses and white shorts.

My mam must’ve felt a right tube that day and maybe years later as she watched my dad pick-and-flick his bogies across the living room, wondering if she’d made the right decision.

She’d kept the holy hologram and my dad and I were glad she did. I used to lie on top of her bed to look at it one way to see Jesus and then tilt my head to look at it from a different angle to see Mary. Hours of endless fun witnessing a miracle without stepping over the front door. I picked it up, the stallholder grunted and pointed at the fluorescent orange starburst sign pegged on to the edge of the table, “Nice to touch, nice to hold, but if you break it, consider it sold!” It was hard to see how the plastic frame could shatter but I placed it back down. I could get my kicks for free at home and watch Mary morph into Jesus any day of the week.

‘The font at the front door’s empty and you know my mam disnae like to leave the house without a blessing,’ added Lorraine.

Auntie Mary released her shoulders from her ears and patted Lorraine’s arm.

‘Rita likes tae moan about you but you’re a good lassie really. And there’s no many your age would go tae the Handicapped Club every week with her wee sister.’

Lorraine shot me a look. I knew that expression and let it bounce right off my napper. The minute we got rid of Auntie Mary and her breaded haddock, Lorraine asked if I would go with her to the Handicapped Club.

‘Nae chance, ah told you the last time that ah wisnae going back again.’

I pushed past a clique of wifies, haggling over the price of mackerel fillets and left the market stalls behind. When I turned to check if Lorraine was following, she stopped in her tracks and did that stupid ‘beg like a dog’ routine with her tongue hanging out like a rasher of bacon and her hands curled up into wee paws under her chin. I knew, and she knew, that she could play me like a fiddle and by seven o’clock that night we’d both be there with Janine and the rest of the Windae Lickers at the Handicapped Club.















Chapter Two


The Handicapped Club had been running for years and was held every Wednesday in St Stephen’s chapel hall. My mam said that the Club was the result of too many late night ‘lock-ins’ at the Celtic pubs and it meant that everybody was somebody’s cousin. Nobody gave you a second glance in Denny if you had slanty eyes too close together, buck teeth and a humongous skull. It was normal to look like a freak in Denny; there was no shortage of Club members.

Janine was a regular at the Club, though it was impossible to tell if she liked going or not. She smiled morning, noon and night, whether she was at the Club or being wheeched round the Co-op in her wheelchair. She always had one of those cheery looks plastered to her face when she had nothing to smile about.

Most folk reacted to Janine’s smile by tilting their heads to the side and sighing ‘Bless,’ with a pat to her head like she was a puppy. To piss the do-gooders off, my idea was to train Janine to meow or bark every time one of them patted her head. But Lorraine was worried that Janine might get carried away and enjoy being a cat or a dog so much it would cause more hassle than before.

There was no way to stop her smiling though and Janine’s glaikit face pleased the Happy Clappys at Mass the most. The Charismatic Renewal Group or the Charismaddies as they were known, probably thought that she was smiling just for them when they belted out ‘Bind Us Together, Lord’. And I smiled even more when they stopped strumming their guitars and shaking their tambourines.

Janine was smiling when the Club minibus came to pick us up.

‘God love her,’ said Boaby the driver as he lowered the ramp for her wheelchair. Lorraine and I stood back and let him strap her into the Nut Bus.

‘This is the last time ah’m going tae the Club. Ah mean it.’

‘Oh c’mon. You know you love getting wet kisses off Sadie.’

I elbowed her so hard she fell off her seat and bumped into her wee sister. Janine just smiled. I kidded on I was choking on a blob of thick puke at the thought of Sadie’s slobbery chops.

‘Shut it, or you’ll be wearing ma tea if ah throw up. And it was Crispy Pancakes.’

Lorraine and Janine both grinned.

We didn’t say much more on the way over to Denny. I wanted to talk to Lorraine about the weekend but it was too hard to concentrate on anything with the noises coming from the rest of the Windae Lickers. Thank God Denny is only a couple of miles from Bonnybridge or I’d be diving out the emergency exit door.

The Nut Bus unloaded its cargo at the Chapel Hall door and like a scene from Lourdes we lumbered alongside the procession of wheelchairs and crutches. The first thing to hit me was the stench of stewed cabbage. The hall served up school dinners for auld folk at a weekly Lunch Club and still reeked at seven o’clock at night. We shuffled in and the group took up their usual spots round the room. Sadie was always first to claim the table next to the kitchen’s serving hatch. She’s a greedy bitch for digestive biscuits and she demanded that Baz the Spaz sat next to her with Janine and Shona on the opposite side.

Baz had been warned the last time that I was there about pawing me but he grabbed me and shouted, “Thit!” while patting the chair next to him, probably hoping for a break from Sadie and a squeeze at me. Sadie growled at him like a rabid dog and took the free seat beside Baz.

Baz had a lisp and wasn’t smart enough to get a job as a trolley boy at the Co-op, but he was no daftie; there was no doubt that he knew fine well what he was doing when he groped my arse every time I walked by. Baz the Spaz was not as stupid as he looked.

The unspoken seating plan was as territorial as the stampede for each family’s favourite pews at Mass every Sunday. It was as fixed as the Ten Commandments that Lorraine’s mam had to sit on the very back row. It was easier to park Janine’s wheelchair at the back if she needed to make a quick toilet exit and it had the added advantage of giving Rita the longest walk to return to her seat after Holy Communion. That way everyone at Mass had plenty of time to admire how saintly she was on the way back to her handicapped wean.

Sadie was growling again; there was a commotion at the sight of KerPlunk. Any new toy or game always caused a riot and there would be tears, nothing was surer. Heads were flung back and squeals and howls filled the hall. Janine grabbed hold of the new helper’s cardigan and the woman stopped to peer into her moon face.

‘What’s yer name, hen?’

‘Her name’s Janine.’ Lorraine placed a hand on her sister’s shoulder and Janine blew spit bubbles. The auld biddy was lucky that she was in the safety zone of the Club, or else she’d be the victim of one of Lorraine’s usual replies. Her most common was the classic, ‘D’you want a photie? It’ll last longer!’ We were used to folk staring at Janine when we took her out, and yet the gawping never failed to annoy Lorraine, no matter how many times I told her to ignore it.

I put on my best crone croak, ‘What’s yer name, hen?’ and pushed my face up into the woman’s as Lorraine giggled behind me.

‘Enough of yer cheek, it’s Mrs. Gaffney tae you.’

‘Who’re you here with, Mrs. Gaffney?’ asked Lorraine.

‘Ah’m just here tae help oot ‘cause Margaret’s no well. And ma grandson gave me a lift so how aboot showing him where he can get a drink.’

We wandered off leaving Janine parked in her wheelchair beside her best pal Shona and the rest of the gang eyeing up KerPlunk. Lorraine bent down to dab Shona’s chin with a hankie, and I had to move fast. Shona was pawing me and the movement wafted a whiff of her distinct smell. She permanently stank of warm milk and it always reminded me of the bottles of milk left to curdle in a crate next to the radiators at primary school. It was no wonder that I’d never been able to stomach drinking milk or sitting next to Shona.

At the Club, there was only ever two choice of drinks, watery tea or Robinson’s Barley Water juice; we knew the options and we always brought a can of Irn-Bru to share. The auld biddy’s grandson was easy to spot, he was actually attempting to chat to Boaby the driver, and everyone, even Janine and her pals knew that was a waste of time. Boaby believed he was a born comedian but his patter was utter shite. He was telling Mrs. Gaffney’s grandson one of his many crap jokes.

‘The polis came tae ma door and told me ma dugs were chasing folk on bikes. But ah telt him, ma dugs dinnae even have bikes.’

Mrs. Gaffney’s grandson groaned but that wasn’t enough to put Boaby off. He carried on with his dog themed routine.

‘What do ye call a dug with nae legs? Disnae matter, it’ll no come anyway!’

Lorraine sparked open the can and the guy turned round, any excuse to break away from Boaby’s dire repertoire. He looked older than us, maybe even twenty. And he was as sexy as fuck. Every Saturday night, me and Lorraine played ‘Crotch Watch’ at Mystique although butt-ugly guys didn’t make it worth looking downwards and they automatically got disqualified. The rest of the guys were scored out of 10 for the biggest wullie bulge. The best we’d seen was an 8, this guy was easily an 11. I’d always wanted to do a life drawing for my art school portfolio and he’d make the perfect model.

I’d got within a bawhair of drawing someone in the nudie when I made my wee sister Karen pose for me. I told her to face the back of the chair and straddle it as if she was on a seesaw, I’d sit behind her and she could keep her pants on. I promised to give her money to buy a Wham bar and a sweetie bracelet off the ice-cream van and I knew that was enough to get her to strip. When the icey came up our street each night, Karen never had any money to go out to the van and she’d to ask the driver if he had any broken wafers he was giving away. He smashed them under the counter to save her embarrassment; there was no need to tell her and rub it in, she’d think I was lying anyway. She’d never really trusted me since I gave her a bowl of peach slices and after she’d eaten them I said that they were dead goldfish and she threw up all over her bed sheets. Karen won Bubbles the goldfish on Hook the Duck at the gala day but she gagged every time she looked at the tank on top of the fridge. My mam was feart she’d throw up again and cause more washing so she told Karen that she’d given Bubbles away to an auld neighbour. And I was sworn to secrecy that my mam flushed the fish down the toilet pan when Karen was out playing.

The peach slice drama was a while ago and when I showed Karen the money for the icey, she peeled off her vest top and stashed the cash for the van’s next circuit round the scheme. I never confessed that I missed out the outline of her pants in the sketch; it looked like she was completely in the buff, and as if I’d done a proper life drawing like a real artist. The dream sketching exercise would be Mrs. Gaffney’s grandson and his donkey dick. If I put my mind to it, and pictured the scenes in the scud books Gavin Malley had passed round the Common Room, I’d manage a half-decent drawing once I got home.

‘Why d’you think a guy like him is hanging about in here?’ asked Lorraine.

‘Maybe he’s no right in the heid either,’ I offered as an explanation.

‘Well he’s no bad looking even if he’s a daftie.’

‘Christ Lorraine, you’d jump anybody. Even at the Handicapped Club.’

‘And dinnae tell me that you wouldn’t want to shag him.’

‘Fair point, well made. The guy’s a total ride. Ah’d sook him tae the root.’

Lorraine licked her lips as he made his way across the hall. He was wearing a denim jacket with a Joy Division T-shirt underneath. The black and white T-shirt had a print of the art work from the band’s first album, Unknown Pleasures and I was drooling almost as much as Shona.

‘Awright girls?’

‘Aye, good thanks.’

The hot guy lifted a plastic chair from the stacks that lined the side of the halls and dropped a burgundy one at our table. Excitement at the Handicapped Club was virtually unknown, apart from the time a couple of years back when Father O’Donnell popped in to the hall for a cuppa without realising that his zip was down and he was flashing his washed out undies. All hell let loose and no one was sure whose hand was on the priest’s zip first as Margaret, the Chief Helper, launched herself at him, nearly knocking Janine’s wheelchair over as she pushed Father O’Donnell backwards out the door. Just before she re-entered the hall, red-faced and flustered, she made the sign of the cross. I told Lorraine that Margaret must’ve got carried away and given the Father a hand-job while she was zipping him back up. Lorraine didn’t laugh like I’d expected; maybe she knew more about mad Margaret or sleekit Father O’Donnell than I did, and her mam was up on all the Parish gossip. And Rita knew all the altar boys and who were the Father’s favourites, the ones that always got picked to do the funerals with the bonus pay-off from the grieving family who slipped them a fiver for serving at Mass. I wouldn’t be surprised if Father O’Donnell slipped the boys something extra.

And this guy would get tongues wagging too, for very different reasons. We both stared at him; it’s easier to strike up a conversation at the Club if you have a member beside you to kick off the chit-chat, a bit like talking to another dog walker at the park. But without Janine with us, we were both as dumb-struck as everyone else in the hall.

‘So dae you come here often?’ I asked, assuming that the Joy Division T-shirt meant that the guy understood irony. He smirked, though it wasn’t enough to tell whether he got my corny joke or not.

‘Mrs. Gaffney says you’re her grandson,’ said Lorraine.

‘Aye, Ah’m Stevie Duffy.’

Lorraine had the biggest beamer I’ve seen in the twelve years since I’ve known her. Even in second year, when Giovanni Moretti pulled her boob tube down at the chapel hall disco her face didn’t go as red.

Stevie held his hand out for Lorraine to shake; she seemed so blown away by him she didn’t move, and it was left hanging in the air. I took the chance and stepped forward.

‘Ah’m Angela, but you can call me Angi. And this is ma best pal, Lorraine.’

‘Angi?’ repeated Lorraine.

I ignored her. Stevie didn’t accept my outstretched hand and his eyes didn’t swivel from Lorraine to me.

‘You’re no a Denny boy are you? I’ve no seen you about,’ said Lorraine, finally able to re-enter our time zone.

‘Ah’m fae Denny but ah’ve been away for the last couple of years.’

‘At uni?’

‘Aye, the University of Life. But ah bet a sexy wee thing like you could teach me a thing or two.’

We weren’t used to smooth talk; the boys at school could never have pulled off a chat-up line as cheesy as that and still sound hot. And the guys we met at Mystique didn’t have the balls; the best line yet was, “Is that a ladder in your tights or the stairway to your minge?”

‘So where’s the University of Life based?’ I asked. His patter wasn’t going to dazzle me.

‘Polmont.’

‘There’s only the borstal there.’

‘Aye, but it’s mair like Butlins except ah was there for mair than a fortnight’s holiday.’

‘What were you in for?’ Lorraine asked.

‘Ah was set up by the polis. The bastards are aw Masons. They telt nothing but bare faced lies in court. Trust me; Ah’m one of life’s good guys.’

Lorraine snorted until her Irn-Bru sprayed out of her nose. Stevie wiped the lapel of his leather jacket.

‘Christ, it’s no just the mongols that need a bib!’

Her chair wobbled and nearly tipped over when she scraped it back and stormed off into the bogs. I wanted to ask the guy what he was playing at using words like that but I had to race after Lorraine. She was locked inside a cubicle and I could hear the toilet roll burl round before she ripped off sheet after sheet. I banged on the door.

‘Lorraine, dinnae let him get tae you. He’s an ignoramus.’

There was no denying that he was a sexy guy, especially around these parts, but he’d crossed a line. I gave the door another rat-a-tat-tat.

No reply. The sniffing was getting louder and I hoped there was enough bog roll to mop it up.

‘C’mon oot and talk tae me.’

Still nothing.

‘Janine’ll start greetin’ too if she sees you’re upset.’

Nothing but more sniffing.

‘Ah’m no moving ‘til you come oot. Or do you want me tae go and tell him tae piss off first?’

The sniffing stopped.

‘Make sure he’s no in the hall or I’m staying in here.’

‘Leave it tae me.’

I marched back into the hall, hoping Lorraine’s tears would spur me on enough to tell the guy, good-looking or not, that he was an arsehole for making my pal greet. I was saved the bother, Stevie Duffy was gone and I decided to tackle Mrs. Gaffney instead. She was handing Sadie another paper plate of digestives; clearly no-one had told her about the four biscuit limit, and to pay no attention to how many times Sadie banged her fists on the table.

‘Where’s yer grandson?’

‘Stevie had tae head back hame. Why’re you asking?’

‘Oh nothing, it disnae matter.’

All that mattered was that he was gone and I could calm Lorraine down before Janine started greetin’ too. There was every chance that the Nut Bus trip was going to feel even longer on the way back unless Lorraine got a grip of herself.

Lorraine emerged from the bogs looking like she’d been mugged although in amongst the club members, she barely got a backward glance. It took a lot to stand out in a crowd where most of the folk in the room were howling like banshees and slavering down their front.

‘We wanna shot!’ wailed Shona.

I managed to wrestle the KerPlunk from Sadie’s grip to give Janine and Shona a go. Janine didn’t seem as bothered as her pal, probably because she was able to play with Lorraine’s old KerPlunk. Lorraine had every toy that a child had ever listed in their letter to Santa. Ever. One year she got KerPlunk, Girls World, a Spacehopper, a Mr Frosty Crunchy Ice Maker, a Bagpuss soft toy and a Wendy house and that was just the stuff she got to open after Midnight Mass. Her bedroom had a walk-in cupboard that looked like the store room for the toy section from Kays catalogue. My dad didn’t let my mam order anything from the catalogues; he said the prices were a rip-off. Instead, my mam upped her smoking habit from October to save up the coupons from her packets of Kensitas Club. She planned to trade in the coupons for the ‘must have’ toy for Christmas at their shop in Glasgow. My mam didn’t manage to collect enough coupons needed for a pogo stick and she was left with a hacking cough until February.

When I asked my mam why my pal had so many toys she said that Lorraine was spoilt rotten because of Janine being handicapped. I shouldn’t be jealous and I should be grateful that my sister was normal. My mam has always talked a load of pish.

I remembered Lorraine’s dad coming back from Saudi and building up the Wendy house for us to play in. We soon got bored with making mud pies for Bagpuss and her dolls. Even Tiny Tears didn’t keep us interested for long. We went exploring and I found a family of hedgehogs living inside a hedge at the side of their garage. A big fat one with two babies. I made Lorraine roll them over and carry them on a doll’s blanket into the Wendy house. We tossed them up and down on the pram blanket pretending it was a trampoline for hedgehogs. We got sweaty inside the Wendy house and went inside to get an ice pole. When we came back, the hedgehog family was dead. Lorraine was greetin’ for ages until the ice-cream van came and her dad bought us 99s.

Janine often started greetin’ for nothing too; it was obviously a family trait as Rita was always blubbing into a hankie. This time Janine was bawling her eyes out because all the KerPlunk marbles had dropped.

‘Shush, or you’ll start Shona off.’

Lorraine was nowhere to be seen.

She’d been collecting the used cups and plastic beakers and must’ve stayed in the kitchen. Boaby shouted that the minibus was ready and Lorraine reappeared, running over to Janine and cuddling her tight. The look she gave me would make anyone think that I’d caused her wee sister’s tears. Janine’s face lit up like a box of Terry’s All Gold when she saw Lorraine and I quickly packed KerPlunk away into its box.

‘We wanna shot!’

The best tactic was to blank Shona and we wheeled Janine out the hall in silence. I knew from experience that after a greetin’ session, Lorraine needed a bit of space. We used lots of names for Janine and her pals in private, but the ‘m’ word was strictly off limits. And it was different when I called them windae lickers, Lorraine knew it wasn’t said out of badness and I’d never use it in public.

Boaby huffed and puffed as he loaded up his cargo and finished off by turning his head and treating us to his usual corny line, ‘Scream if you wanna go faster!’ He looked grateful that Janine was smiling again, the only passenger on the Nut Bus who found Boaby funny.

I stroked the back of Janine’s hand; she wasn’t a good traveler, and Lorraine stared out of the window like the rest of them. Boaby offered to drop me off at the bottom of the main road and I gave Janine’s hand a last pat before I bolted out of the side door. I needed to start sketching Stevie while I could still picture his features. Lorraine nodded her head sideways as the Nut Bus accelerated away and the rest of the windae lickers pushed their snouts to the glass and waved with two hands.

When I got home, my mam was in the living room flicking through the pages of Ceefax. The tap, tappity, tap from the kitchen meant that my dad was making another nail picture. I went through to get a drink; Wednesday was the best day of the week because the Alpine man went round the scheme with his lorry to drop off his orders. Some lucky bastards got a whole crate of ginger delivered to their doorstep; we were only allowed a bottle of Cherryade and Limeade, and we rationed our supply carefully. Lorraine’s dad bought her a Soda Stream as a surprise on his last visit home. It was hard to imagine having fizz on demand. I poured myself a half glass and paused to listen to the bubbles hiss and to look over my dad’s shoulder.

‘What is it?’ I asked.

‘Junk,’ he muttered without lifting his head.

‘It’s good dad, honest. Mam disnae ken what she’s talking aboot.’

‘No hen, ah meant a junk. You ken, like the kind you get in China.’

He took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes; on each side of his nose were wee red marks the size and shape of a finger nail clipping and I wanted to reach out and rub them away. But we don’t do touchy feely stuff in our
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