The Awkward Autumn of Lily McLean

Things that COULD go wrong at high school:
I get lost. (Let’s be honest, there’s like
a 99.9% chance this WILL happen.)
The teachers think I’m a troublemaker
like my big sis Jenna.
Someone finds out about the psychic
thing. (Who wants to be friends with
a girl who hears voices?)

Things that ARE going wrong at high school:
Jenna’s waste-of-space boyfriend is
getting her into serious trouble.
Someone is telling lies about my best friend.
(She isn’t really fed up with me, is she?)
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The creepy psychic stuff might be
the only way to help Jenna.
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To my sister Lesley,
with lots and lots of love.
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Chapter 1
Things that could go wrong at high school:
The work might be too hard. Maths lessons
can only get worse.
All the teachers might hate me. I’m Jenna’s
little sister, after all.
Bullies might stick my head down the toilet.
(Jenna told me that happened once, to
someone who knows someone she knows.)
I could get lost in the corridors.
“Help!” I whisper, pulling the duvet over my head.
I feel a jolt of sheer terror, the kind of gut-wrenching fear
you experience at the top of a rollercoaster, knowing you’re
about to plummet to earth and you can’t get off (well, you
could get off, but it would make things worse). Nobody can
help. It’s happening. I’m starting high school today.
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I know this isn’t exactly positive thinking, but it’s no
wonder I’m feeling anxious. A lot went wrong at the end
of primary school: I thought I was going crazy hearing and
seeing things (it’s a long story); I nearly drowned while
on holiday with my gran and my best friends; and then
my baby sister sort of saved my life (like I said, it’s a long
story).
I get up about three hours too early and put on my new
uniform.
I use the word ‘new’ loosely – most of it once belonged
to Jenna, except for the clunky black shoes. Mum bought
those especially for me, from the charity shop in Largs’
Main Street. I’m very worried that someone at school will
recognise them as their old cast-offs. That would be just
my luck.
When I eventually creep downstairs, Mum’s in the
kitchen doling out jammy toast to baby Summer and my
wee brothers Bronx and Hudson. No sign of Jenna – she’ll
be in the bathroom putting on extra eyeliner.
“Oh, you look lovely, Lily! So smart. Doesn’t she look
great, boys?” trills Mum.
My wee brothers gawp at me, their jam-smeared mouths
wide open.
“You look funny, Lil,” says Bronx, spraying toast crumbs.
“Thanks. Looking forward to going back to school, lads?”

8

AA Layout.indd 8

01/02/2017 16:03:30

Hudson pulls a face. “I’m not going. I’ve got
a sore tummy.” He clutches his stomach and groans,
unconvincingly.
“Rubbish!” Mum has a panicky note in her voice. “You’re
perfectly fine. You’ve just demolished three slices of toast.”
“The toast’s given me a sore tummy,” insists Hudson,
his lip wobbling, grey eyes filling with tears.
“Wiwy!” Summer bangs her spoon on her highchair,
desperate for attention. “Let’s go ducks!”
She grins at me. There’s jam smeared all over her chin.
It’s hard to believe she saved my life the night I nearly
drowned. Of course, she wasn’t a baby when she did it. It
still doesn’t make sense in my head, but it happened.
“Sorry, Summer,” I stammer. “We can’t go and feed the
ducks this morning. I’ve got to go to school.”
“Yes, and I’ve got to get to work,” says Mum, searching
for her bag. “I thought your gran would be here by now.”
Right on cue, the doorbell rings.
Gran fills the doorway, her beige quilted raincoat
making her look even larger than usual.
“Lily, your tie’s squint.” She marches in and dumps her
big shiny handbag down on the worktop. “And you’ll need
to run a comb through that hair before you go. Look at
the state of this kitchen. Has nobody washed a dish since
I was here last?”

9

AA Layout.indd 9

01/02/2017 16:03:30

Mum turns her back so Gran doesn’t spot her rolling
her eyes. She grabs her bag from where she’d abandoned
it last night, wedged between the bin and the cats’ bowls.
“Thanks for coming round, Morag. I’ll leave you to it.”
Mum stops by the door, points at Hudson and mouths:
“He’s faking.”
Gran nods and narrows her eyes at Hudson. He’s got no
hope of skipping school now.
“Be good for your gran, you three,” trills Mum, before
shouting Jenna’s name up the stairs and turning, at last, to
me. “Come on, Lily. You’d better get going too.”
I check that I’ve attached my water lily charm to my
schoolbag; I’ll need some good luck today. Just as I’m
about to follow Mum out the door, Jenna slopes into the
kitchen, takes one look at me and bursts out laughing.
“I’d forgotten it’s your first day! I’ll pretend I don’t
know you – it’ll be better for both of us. Watch out for Mr
Diarmid. He’s evil.”
She sweeps out ahead of me, banging the door behind
her.
Thanks, Jenna. I feel so much better now.

My feet, in their clumsy black shoes, drag as I head along
the pavement towards Moorburn High. As promised, my
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big sister has left me to walk alone, but when I turn the
corner, I see David, Aisha and Rowan waiting for me at the
school gate, and I feel lighter.
“Hi Lily!” shrieks Aisha, waving both hands, eyes bright
with excitement. Her short black bob gleams like silk in
the sun.
Rowan is waving too, and bouncing up and down on the
spot. Her nut-brown curls are tied back in a neat ponytail.
I run my hand through my own lank red hair, trying
to make myself look a bit tidier. Gran was right: I should
have combed it this morning and I know it needs washed.
‘When the genes were shared out,’ Gran always says,
‘Jenna got the shiny blonde hair and Lily got the common
sense.’ Mum gets mad at her every time she says that, but
I wonder if maybe Gran is right. Jenna has since dyed her
lovely blonde hair black with purple streaks, which proves
her point really.
“Hi, Lil. Bet you’re not as terrified as me,” David calls
me over.
At least Dave won’t notice what I’m wearing. He would
only show an interest in my clothes if I arrived at school
dressed as a Wookie or a Stormtrooper. He’s as scruffy as he
was at primary school: shirt hanging out of his trousers, wire
glasses perched lopsidedly on his freckled nose, sandy hair
sticking out in all directions. He makes me feel less conscious
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that my blazer is two sizes too big and my tights are laddered
at the knee. Aisha and Rowan look super smart in their black
skirts and school blazers. Their shoes are shiny and their
black tights look new. I watch the two girls laughing together
and feel suddenly like the odd one out, even though Rowan
and I have been friends since nursery school.
“Hi, Lily. Love your shoes. Very retro,” says Rowan,
staring down at her own shiny shoes. “Mine are hideous.
Mum and I had such a fight in Clarks. She forgets I’m not
three any more. If she had her way I’d be wearing the ones
with a wee toy hidden in the heel.”
“My mum’s the same. She’s a total frump,” sighs Aisha.
“You’re lucky, Lily. Your mum wears really unusual stuff.
And she was so nice when we turned up in her café during
the holidays.”
“Yeah, it was a good day – though it’s not Mum’s café.
She works there part-time,” I say, anxious in case Aisha
thinks we can cadge free drinks and sweets on a regular
basis. That was definitely a one-off. The strawberry
sundaes were delicious though, and Aisha had clearly
been impressed, so it was worth the telling off I got from
Mum afterwards.
A tall, balding man in a suit appears at the front gate.
“That’s Mr Diarmid, the Depute Head,” hisses Rowan.
“I’ve heard he’s fierce.”
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Mr Diarmid ignores us and gestures at a skinny teenager
in a grey hoodie lurking by the gate. “Right, Dixon. Off
you go. You’re no longer on the school roll, so don’t hang
around the gate.”
The lad swears, spits on the ground. “Tell Connor
Murray he’s for it.”
Mr Diarmid strides over.
“If you come round here again, spoiling for a fight, Kai
Dixon, I’ll call the police.” Mr Diarmid towers over the
boy. “Scarper!”
Kai Dixon notices us staring at him, spits again and
slopes off. When he’s a safe distance from Mr Diarmid, he
turns round and yells: “I’ll go wherever I flamin’ well like!
You’d better watch your back, Diarmid!”
Then he breaks into a run, heading down the hill
towards the shore.
“He’s a right charmer,” murmurs David. “Bet they didn’t
put his photograph on the cover of the school handbook.”
“I’ve heard that name before. Kai was in my brother’s
year,” whispers Aisha, “but he was expelled for fighting.
Imran says he’s a thief too. Nobody’s phone was safe when
Kai was around.”
“Bell’s about to ring! First years to the hall!” calls Mr
Diarmid. “Come on, you sorry-looking lot. Get moving or
there’ll be trouble!”
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“Do you think Mr Diarmid used to be in the army?”
whispers Rowan as he marches us into the building.
He steers us towards the hall and we pass my sister,
who’s hanging around the lockers with her friends. As
promised, she pretends she doesn’t know me, which turns
out to be a good thing.
“Jenna McLean! Get that chewing gum out of your
mouth!” roars Mr Diarmid. “You know perfectly well it’s
against school rules! I do not want to see you in detention
this term, do you hear me?”
I don’t wait around to hear Jenna’s reply.

I feel more and more overwhelmed as I stand, awkward
and nervous, in the hall, trying to listen to a zillion
instructions from our new teachers. There are some faces
here I recognise from primary, but there are also loads
of strangers. How on earth am I going to learn all their
names?
“That’s Danielle, Georgia and Jade,” I whisper to Aisha,
remembering that she must recognise hardly anyone,
because she went to primary school on Cumbrae. David,
Rowan and I have been friends since we were tiny; we
only met Aisha on our holiday this summer. “Georgia and
Rowan are neighbours and they’re all in the netball team,

14

AA Layout.indd 14

01/02/2017 16:03:30

so Rowan’s included in their gang, but all of them except
Rowan do their best not to acknowledge my existence.
You might have more luck.”
Georgia is tossing her long blonde hair back and forth
as she giggles with her friends. There’s a commotion going
on behind her.
“Oh, and that’s Big Cheryl, headbutting that boy,” I add.
“Why’s she called Big Cheryl?” asks Aisha, with a
puzzled frown. “She’s not very big.”
“There used to be another Cheryl in our class,” explains
Rowan. “She was tiny, so we called them Big Cheryl and
Wee Cheryl. And even when Wee Cheryl left, Big Cheryl’s
nickname stuck.”
“Lucky Cheryl,” murmurs Aisha.
“That’s Doug the Thug over there,” points David. “His
nickname won’t be a mystery for long, though he’s an
angel compared to that Kai Dixon.”
“Lockers are allocated on a first come, first served
basis,” announces Mr Diarmid. “If you wish one, collect a
form on your way out.”
As he’s speaking, I become aware of whispering behind
me.
“See that girl over there? Her photo was in the papers!”
“What did she do?”
“Fell off Millport pier and nearly drowned!”
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I flush red. They must have read all about what
happened during the summer. Even people who don’t
know me know something about me. It’s a horrible
thought.
David must have heard the whispers too.
“You’re The Girl Who Lived.” He grins.
Mr Diarmid’s still speaking.
“You will also be handed a timetable and a school map.
It is your responsibility to make sure you’re in the right
classes at the correct times.”
That sounds easy, but it isn’t at first. The high
school’s massive – a maze of corridors and zigzagging
staircases leading to different floors, like one of those very
complicated hamster cages.
I glance at my timetable and see that my class’s first
proper lesson is P.E. Not a great start. Before I know it I’m
standing in a massive gym hall lined with devices that look
like instruments of torture.
Miss Swanage, our gym teacher, uses her whistle too
often for my liking. She orders us to run round and round
the gym and watches us with a smirk. I resolve to avoid
P.E. as much as possible in future.
“This is not fun,” I pant, as I stumble past the basketball
hoops for the umpteenth time. “Aren’t teachers meant to
think up interesting and engaging lessons?”
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“She’s testing our fitness!” yells Rowan, racing past me.
“Keep up, Lil and Dave! You too, Aisha!”
“I think I’m about to keel over and die,” gasps David.
“My lungs are actually bursting.”
Rowan laps us yet again, waving her arms like a
cheerleader who’s lost her pompoms.
“You can do it, you three!”
“No, we really can’t,” groans Aisha. “We’re done for.”
I lag behind, as do Aisha and David. I think we might
have just failed the surprise fitness test. Miss Swanage
blows her whistle so loudly I fear for my eardrums.

Up next is English class. Mr Barton is very nice and smiley.
He doesn’t use a whistle once and he says we’ll be reading
War Horse and we might get to watch the National Theatre
film version at the end of term, if we behave ourselves.
I think Mr Barton must have spent longer at teacher
training college than Miss Swanage.
David insists I sit next to him to help him avoid the
horror of being Doug the Thug’s shoulder partner, and
Rowan and Aisha sit behind us. Aisha jokes around in
English class, making everybody laugh (including Mr
Barton). It’s really good to see how well she gets on with
my other friends. She does go a bit far though.
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“Loving Mr Barton’s corduroy jacket,” she giggles, too
loudly. “Very fashionable. Not.”
He frowns and wags a finger at her.
“We’re discussing this term’s set texts, Aisha. If you prefer
to chat about my jacket, which is vintage, incidentally, you
can do it during detention.”

By the end of the first day at high school, I’m feeling
shattered but quietly relieved. Nothing terrible happened,
most of the teachers seemed human and I enjoyed
spending time with my friends. I don’t know why I was
so worried.
When I get home, Mum’s still at work so Gran’s in the
kitchen, stirring soup. Jenna’s out, Hudson and Bronx
are watching cartoons in the living room and Summer’s
having a nap. Everything’s peaceful.
Of course the peace doesn’t last five minutes. I’ve just
made myself a cup of tea when Summer wakes and starts
wailing.
“Can you see to her, Lil?” asks Gran. “She might need to
use the potty. Watch she doesn’t tip it over her head when
she’s finished.”
“Wiwy!”
When I hear my baby sister calling me, it stirs a memory.
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I remember hiding in the hall cupboard in the old house.
I remember being petrified to hear a disembodied voice
calling my name.
I stand by the kitchen table, almost in a trance. After
my near-drowning I pushed all that to the back of my
mind. I had almost forgotten that my sister had contacted
me somehow – telepathically – and saved my life. Since
Millport, I’ve been so relieved to be alive I haven’t tried to
see if we could do it again.
Maybe I should try it now. Maybe it could be useful
instead of traumatising?
I close my eyes, focus on sending Summer a message.
“Stop crying. I’m on my way.”
Summer’s wails get louder.
“Lily?” snaps Gran. “What on earth are you doing,
standing there with your eyes shut? Go and get Summer!”
I shake myself out of my trance and go and fetch my
wee sister. I’ll try again some other time.
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