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This book is dedicated to the lost

 

If people can change, the world can change




Prologue

I’m off. I’m out of this place. I hate it, with its battered wardrobes, its smell of cleaning fluid, its collection of armchairs worn thin by squirming arses. It was easier to live on the streets than this. Everything was simple there. No rules, no therapists, no memories, no one, nothing. Just drugs. That was all I wanted and all I cared about. The pain of daily life was gone, replaced by the pain of having to find my next hit.

I switch on my lamp. The light is painful because my pupils still can’t respond properly. I find an empty carrier bag. Sighing, I open it.

Where am I going? And how?

I don’t have much to take, nothing more than a few clothes others have left behind when, like me, they’ve run away. I put them into the bag slowly. Then I reach under the bed for my art box. My joints creak as I bend down and pain shoots up my legs. Everything hurts when you come off heroin. My bones are bleached of their marrow. My cells are bereaved.

I open the art box and check that my Collection of Found Objects is complete. The paintbrushes. The spoon handle. The sewing needles. The notebook. The badges. All found in bins, other people’s throwaways, and until recently my only possessions.

My heart races. I’m scared. I don’t want to go. It’s been such a long journey to rehab. But I don’t want to stay.

‘What’s up?’ asks a voice. My room-mate, Colin. It’s so late I thought he must be asleep.

‘I’m in bits,’ I say. ‘I’ve been here for over two weeks and I can’t stand it any longer with nothing in my body.’

He sits up in bed and yawns. ‘Pain still bad?’

‘It’s doing my fucking head in.’

He knows what I mean. He’s a full-on crack-heroin addict too, a small, dark-skinned gypsy of about forty. He understands that, for years now, I’ve been taking drugs to stop myself from feeling anything at all. I haven’t had real emotions for a long, long time. Now, as the chemicals recede, I’m becoming a human being again. All those emotions the drugs helped me avoid are happening at once. Terror, guilt, shame, hopelessness, helplessness, loneliness, sadness, a sense of loss, jealousy, anger . . . everything I should have felt in my wasted years I feel now. After being ignored for so long, these emotions have the power of a great locomotive and they’re running right over me. They’re crushing me, turning me into pulp.

Colin watches me. He’s been in and out of rehab for years and he can talk the talk, although that hasn’t stopped him relapsing regularly.

‘I mean,’ I say, ‘all the fucking rules they have here. I can’t keep to them. What is it they want from me?’

‘It’s not what they want. It’s what you want.’

‘I just want to be clean. I want a new life.’

‘Well . . . there is a way.’

‘Huh?’

‘It’s like this. All the stuff that’s in the back of your mind, it’ll have to come out. You’ve got to get honest. All the things that have been holding you down, all your secrets, you’ve got to tell, mate.’

I think for a minute while the tiny hairs stand up on the back of my neck. This keeps happening and it doesn’t mean someone’s walking across my grave. It means that another nerve ending is coming back now that my receptors are no longer blocked by drugs.

‘You mean,’ I say, ‘I’ve got to tell about what it was really like out there? On the streets?’

Colin guffaws.

‘I don’t mean ego stuff about how hard you were. I don’t mean  feeling sorry for yourself stuff. I mean that you’ve got to tell your secrets. Real secrets. All the small embarrassing things you’ve never told anyone, the sneaky things, the spiteful things, the grassing-up-your-mates keep-it-to-yourself kind of things.’

My secrets. He must be kidding. There are a lot of things I’m not going to tell anyone. Ever.

He says: ‘Talking about your weaknesses gives you back your power.’

I cross the room and open the window and smell the night. I breathe deeply, inhaling the salty air, inhaling the sea.

I hear Colin’s voice, insistent, behind me.

‘You’ve got to tell.’

I turn round and he’s still looking at me.

‘There’s a lot of stuff that’s keeping you sick. Your secrets poison your soul. It’s called the Secret Side of Self. Think about it, mate, before you pack your bag.’

I lie awake all night, my body alive with pain, every nerve raw, my legs propellers that have to keep whirring, spinning, moving. I want to go but I’ve got nowhere to go. I don’t want to do this but I’ve got nothing else to do. I don’t want to take drugs but I can’t live without them.

In the morning, I’m still here.

When I go into group therapy, I’m shit-scared. I cower in my chair and everyone can tell I’m going to talk for the first time. There’s an air of anticipation. Or maybe it’s curiosity.

‘Ah,’ says Alan, looking pleased. ‘Is there a Significant Event you’d like to tell us about, Mark?’

‘Yeah,’ I say. I open my mouth and wait for myself to speak. For a minute nothing comes out. And then I start.




Chapter 1

I hate Sundays. It’s the day Dad goes to the pub and Mum goes to church. And, if Dad isn’t around to stop her, Mum takes us too. Today, he’s not here. I can tell from the special silence, and the way Mum’s so tight-lipped in the kitchen, that Dad didn’t come home last night.

Mum gets ready for the meeting and so does our big sister Kelly, who always does what she’s told and then tells us to do it too. Shane and I keep looking hopefully up Reynolds Street for Dad because we want him to come back, even if he’s drunk, to save us from church. I look up and down the street between the double row of red terraced houses but there’s no sign of Dad, no sign of anyone, just that special Sunday morning silence.

We dress slowly for the meeting. Dad still hasn’t arrived so we set off, Shane and me trailing behind Mum and Kelly. We go down Reynolds Street. We pass apple trees. In the summer their branches were thick with leaves and their bark was scaly and I loved the way the tree was wrapped round me like a green blanket when I scrumped the apples. Now the branches are bare and dripping.

Mum takes my hand and drags me into the Kingdom Hall. It’s a big room with a platform at the front. It smells of soap and no cigarettes. We sit down on green chairs and some old elder stands on the platform and talks and talks for at least an hour. I am glad when  there is singing, but the music has no rhythm and little tune. Then there’s more talking. I can’t sit still. I whisper to Shane, I squirm. I practise tying my shoelaces. Shane tells me I’m doing it wrong. I hit him. People turn round to glare and now Mum’s angry. She’d like to shout but she can’t because this is church so she takes hold of my wrist and marches me off to the toilets at the side of the room. The fur at the cuff of her purple coat tickles my face. Then she pulls me inside the cubicle and smacks me.

‘No, no, Mum, please no!’ I wail.

‘Shhhhh,’ she hisses, walloping my backside with her hand. Hair flies from her face in frizzy curls. When she hits me, I can smell her perfume, feel it scratching my throat. The plumpness round her cheeks suddenly isn’t there any more: her face is hard with anger.

‘Muuuuuuu—’ But Mum slams one hand over my mouth and continues to hit me with the other. Bang, smack, wallop. I manage to make protesting noises through her fingers.

When she opens the door the room is silent. Every head is bent in prayer. Some people aren’t praying, though. I know because they turn to stare at me. I am crying but, on a glare from Mum, I cry silently.

‘We were trying to pray,’ Kelly tells me as we file out afterwards. ‘But all anyone could hear was you begging Mum not to smack you.’

We are glad to leave. The meeting hall is Mum’s world, not ours. Even when we try to please Mum and the great God Jehovah by going to meetings and assemblies, we know we don’t fit in there. We are not one of them. We are not saved. We are less than they are because they are promised eternal life and we are not and they know it.

Dad always laughs when Mum tells us about Jehovah. Not only does he refuse to let us go to meetings, he threatens to drive a lorry through the church doors.

Mum’s voice is full of warning. She says: ‘Jehovah’s watching you. He sees everything that you do and He judges you.’

Dad bursts out laughing again, which makes us very happy because he doesn’t often laugh. Nan and all our aunties and uncles who live in Reynolds Street probably laugh about Jehovah too, and  they’re not scared of Him either. They tell Mum to shut up when she starts talking about Him.

We are nervous as we approach the house. What will we find? Will Dad be there, sitting on the settee with an affable, drunken, Sunday smile? Will Mum start shrieking at him? We wait, tense, as Mum unlocks the front door. We enter quietly and, like a team of detectives, without discussing it, we search the house rapidly and silently. No Dad. Mum looks fierce. She goes into the kitchen and starts clattering things.

Nan arrives for Sunday lunch with her two youngest boys, George and Phil. They’re uncles but they aren’t much older than us so they’re more like cousins. We hear Nan talking with Mum while they do womanly things with the roast. They keep their voices low. I don’t listen. I don’t want to. But I recognise that special tone of anger that is just for talking about Dad. They don’t sound like the people around here because they come from Newcastle-upon-Tyne and their accents are more like singing. Here in Kidderminster, people don’t sing when they talk, they sort of whine. Since all my relatives on both sides are from Newcastle, I spoke with a Geordie accent until I started at primary school last year. Now I sound like a Brummie.

I overhear them saying that Dad has probably slept the night at Her house. Her name is She. Maybe they’re talking about the woman Shane and I glimpsed with Dad in the car last week. He accelerated when he saw us but we had time to notice that the woman was skinny like a coat hanger. She had long black hair and She was smiling. We told Mum about it and she’s been angry ever since.

Nan is small and tough with a Woodbine at the corner of her mouth. I don’t know if she ever smokes it or if she just glues it there in the mornings. I love Nan very much. She is strong. She is the head of our family. And right now, the head of the family is angry with Dad.

Mum has laid his place at the table. Kelly keeps glancing at the front door. Shane offers to run down to the Station Arms and see if Dad’s there but Mum tells him not to. Her anger has set hard now.  Grimly, Nan carves the roast. Mum serves the vegetables in silence. Food is laid on Dad’s plate. While we eat, we wait. The air smells of anticipation. The meat tastes of anger. When Dad’s dinner is cold Mum silently takes it to the oven to warm.

As soon as dinner is over I go outside. I want to be somewhere else. I soon hook up with a couple of other kids and we end up at a girl’s house down the road. Everything is in order here. I like that. The living room’s tidy, her mum’s in the kitchen, her dad’s in the garden and there is calm. Our house is tidy, too, but it always feels as though there’s going to be an explosion any minute and all the records and saucepans and chairs and clothes will be scattered over Reynolds Street and probably the whole of the West Midlands. But in this girl’s house I like the Sunday afternoon calm.

Then, her big sister runs in, breathless.

‘You’re not to go out,’ she says. ‘There’s a big fight in the street and you’re not to see it.’

A fight. In the street.

‘Where?’ I ask. She doesn’t answer and I don’t need her to. I already know where the fight is.

‘There’s blood,’ she says. ‘Lots of it.’

And I am immediately out of the door, rushing towards the big fight I’m not supposed to see. From the end of the street I can hear shouting. A circle of people are huddled in their coats outside our house.

Neighbours and uncles and aunties and my big brother and sister are melting silently out of houses all down the street. As we approach the onlookers, Auntie Tanya ushers Kelly and Shane and me straight inside. I have time to glimpse my mum’s bleeding face. She’s yelling at Dad, circling him. He’s standing there, much bigger than her and he doesn’t move. He wears cowboy boots and blue jeans and a blue cowboy shirt and he has a cowboy moustache and his hair is dark and thick and wavy. Dad stands tall and strong like a real cowboy. Except that today there are stains all over his shirt. Blood and gravy. And round his feet is potato and roast beef. Fragments of plate scrunch as Mum circles him and this is a sound more awful than shouting.

Inside, nothing is different. The house is clean and tidy as usual.  A visitor could really think we’re normal if they hadn’t noticed the blood and dinner in the street. We go straight up to Mum and Dad’s room and stand at the window holding each other close and watching everyone below. I am glad Kelly’s arm is tight round me.

Down there, our mum’s face is twisted into funny shapes and she is crying and bleeding at the same time. Her body is round. She’s the opposite of that coat hanger woman in the car.

Dad is looking dangerous, fists at the ready, growling like thunder. And from here we can see that there is a third person in the fight. My nan. Her small, tough, skinny body is lying in the street. There’s blood on her. But she’s getting up now and shrieking at my dad. She’s going to hit him. Dad gets his fists ready. A couple of neighbours leap over and hold her back.

Then the next-door neighbour talks to Dad and eventually leads him away. Dad is swaying a bit. They get in the neighbour’s car and drive off. Probably they’ve gone to a pub.

In the night I wake up. The sky, through the overhead window, is black. I feel alone. I can hardly hear Shane breathing. I want to get up. I want to walk out of this house. I want to walk and walk and walk until I find another house where I can live with another family. I try to sit up but I can’t. There are ropes wrapped round me. They are so tight I can barely breathe. I tell myself these are only imaginary ropes. I try to pull them off. But they are too tight.

I struggle and fight until, with Superman’s strength, I drag my body up. I am sweating when the cold night air hits me.

I creep across the room and, very quietly, downstairs to the landing. The bedroom doors are open but no one moves, no one breathes. Maybe they all have ropes.

Cautiously, I go down the next flight of stairs to the cold, still dining room. I see something out of the window. I stop and look into the black garden. On the wall, just sitting on it, is a figure. I stare. The figure stares back at me. It is small and white and I know who it is. Jack Frost. He is shaped strangely, like a penguin, and he is pale and smooth. Probably he is made of ice crystals. There’s a slender moon and he glitters in its small light. He’s very beautiful. The dog, asleep out in her kennel, hasn’t noticed him. Jack sits on  the wall looking at me and I stand in the dining room looking back. Jack knows I’m Mark Johnson and I know he’s Jack Frost. It makes me feel better that he’s there, shining and still, on our garden wall.

I turn and the ropes pull me back up the stairs. I get into bed and the ropes feel looser now and not so heavy. My feet are as icy as Jack’s and my whole body is hard with cold but now that I know Jack’s out there I go quickly back to sleep.

The next day, Dad is quiet. He is humble. This makes us feel very uncomfortable. We are quick to forgive him for punching Mum and Nan. He’s our dad and we love him and, anyway, Mum threw his dinner at him so what did she expect? But we tread round him carefully.

A few days later he goes away. Dad’s always going off somewhere. The way he comes and goes makes him sort of magical. He is a very important person. Without men like my dad to fit all the pieces of steel together, there would be no power stations. That’s why the whole family moved to the West Midlands in the first place, because Dad and Nan and Mum and all the uncles and aunties were helping to build a big power station so that people can turn on their lights. Now Dad works all over Britain and sometimes in Europe making power stations. He works in rain and snow. He works in summer until he is burnt brown and in winter only his moustache keeps his face warm. He is very handsome. He doesn’t look old-fashioned and flabby like other people’s dads. With his cowboy clothes and his collar-length hair he is 1976, he is now. He is big and strong and solid as a rock. He is my hero and I love him.




Chapter 2

Dad stays away for long periods and then he comes back for a few weeks. This is the rhythm of our lives. I always know when he’s due because Mum has the house unnaturally clean. It smells of polish. Everything is in its place. There’s a special waiting atmosphere. I’m waiting extra hard this time because I’m going to be in trouble with Dad. Mum has found some badges and stickers from the joke shop up in my bedroom and she thinks I’ve stolen them.

‘I never!’

‘Where’d you get them, then?’

‘I bought them!’

‘And where’d you get the money?’

‘Tony. I was with Tony and he give them to me!’

‘With the prices still on?’

‘Yeah!’

I am outraged at these accusations. She never believes me. And she’s going to tell Dad as soon as he gets back.

The day Dad’s due I don’t go straight home after school with my big brother. I skulk around in the street. Gradually kids appear from their houses and soon there’s a whole gang of us. Our gangs are always forming and re-forming. People fight or they change or they grow up and join another gang. I’m out on the street all the time so I drift from group to group without really belonging in any of them.  I have friends who turn into enemies when I fight them. I have enemies who I decide to like or who beat me in a fight. We’re like trains, always hooking and unhooking, except no one else can see it. No adult can see the patterns our groups make as they change size and shape.

Today someone’s got an old bread tray, dug up from waste ground. We go down Station Hill to the pedestrian underpass by the big roundabout. The steps are made of shiny ceramic and they get slippery in the rain. We take it in turns to push each other down them on the tray. It’s like bobsledding only there’s no snow and it’s bumpier. When we’ve finished we throw the tray in the canal. I’m looking for shopping trolleys to throw in too when everyone starts drifting off home because it’s nearly dark. I don’t want to go home. I never do.

I find some other, older kids back in Reynolds Street and hang around a bit with them and finally they go inside their houses too. I’m alone with all the tiny front gardens and gates and closed doors. I look down the street. Lights are on, a few curtains are drawn, people are sitting by their gas fires, watching TV, brushing their dogs, having their tea. I turn into 89 Reynolds Street. I push open the gate. The feel of its cold metal on my fingers is familiar. Its clang is a voice I hear every day. I walk very, very slowly to the front door. I kick some stones around. Finally, reluctantly, I bang the brass knocker.

Mum answers. She’s had her hair done. I know because her long curls are so tight. And she’s wearing a new sweater with her jeans.

‘Where’ve you been?’ she asks me.

‘Over Tony’s.’

‘Just look at the state of you.’

My mum’s hair, the way she’s talking, the deep, deep silence behind her, can only mean one thing. He’s home.

I step inside the house and it’s so clean that it feels sterilised, even the air feels sterilised. It’s not a living room, it’s an operating theatre and I’m about to be dissected. Fashionable brown walls, brown settee, brown carpet, brown shelves, featuring rows and rows of my dad’s cowboy books, and there, on the reclining chair but not actually reclining, is Dad.

He scares me more than anything else on earth. He is dressed in his usual cowboy uniform: blue jeans, blue shirt, boots. I’d like to slip right past him up the stairs without him noticing but he’s already facing me. I look for a smile under his big cowboy moustache. There isn’t one.

I say: ‘All right, Dad?’ I make for the stairs.

‘Stay here. I want to talk to you.’

Where are Kelly and Shane? Why aren’t they watching TV as usual with the gas fire glowing bright orange? They must have scented trouble and scarpered to their rooms. When Dad’s furious his anger can fall on anyone. Well, anyone except Kelly.

My mum flutters around us. She can’t really have a feather duster in her hand and a frilly apron wrapped round her but that’s how it feels. As though Julie Andrews has breezed in to give us a song. And Dad’s playing the Master of the House. This is what they do when Dad first gets back.

‘Just because I’m away, doesn’t mean I don’t know what’s frigging going on here. I do. I know what happens when I’m not around.’ His voice is controlled, too controlled. He has the strongest Newcastle accent of all of us. Some people down here can’t understand it. But I understand it. I hear the threat in his voice. It’s because he puts up steel scaffolding. When he comes home there are big steel rods in his voice.

‘I ain’t done nuffin,’ I tell him.

Dad says: ‘You have. You’ve been at it again. Thieving. And you’ve only frigging gone and thieved from your auntie Tanya.’

It’s not the joke shop. It’s a completely different crime.

‘I never!’

This makes Dad angrier. ‘Everyone knows it was you.’

‘I never! It must have been someone else, there were loads of people round at Auntie Tanya’s!’

Dad interrupts me and I stop at once and his voice drops to a low monotone as though he’s talking to himself. But he’s not, he’s talking to me.

‘How did I get a frigging kid like this? That’s what I want to know. I don’t deserve it. I should chop his fingers off because that’s  what they do, yes, that’s what they do in some of those hot countries, I should chop off his whole frigging hand. I am sick to frigging death of it . . .’

He doesn’t shout. He gets scarier and scarier as his voice gets quieter. I try to say I didn’t do it but my protests are swamped by his anger. Suddenly he’s jumping up and dragging me to his bedroom. I feel the stairs bumping against my ankles. He throws me across the bed and my body bounces. He goes to the wardrobe, pulls out a pair of jeans and extracts the cowboy belt from the waist. I brace myself as the belt lands on my lower back. Pain shoots all over my body, running out in rivers from my spine. The pain feels red. My whole body feels red. He hits me again and this time it hurts but it doesn’t hurt, because now a part of me is somewhere else, high on the ceiling or up maybe in some huge, green tree, watching him hit me. I’m detached and I’m not red, I’m cool, I’m cold, I’m like Jack Frost.

Down on the bed a kid is crying and a big blue man is standing over him.

‘And you can just stop bubblin’!’ the man spits. ‘You sound like a frigging little poof.’

The kid doesn’t stop crying.

‘Get up the frigging stairs now, frigging poof,’ hisses the big blue man and he goes out of the room.

Sniffing, I go to the attic room I share with my big brother. He’s heard it all and he doesn’t say anything but he understands. When Dad gives us a hiding our bodies hurt for a while but inside something hurts for a lot longer. The knowledge that he doesn’t love us.

It’s Friday night and that’s men’s night, according to Dad. Saturday night is family night but Friday night is for men. Dad will go to the Station Arms at the end of Reynolds Street. All the men in the street will be there. They walk up in a group which gets bigger and bigger as they come out of their houses.

I hear the front door slam and for a while there’s a new kind of silence, the silence of relief. When I wake I don’t know what time it is but I know that Dad isn’t home yet or I’d have heard him. The moon’s light, but not its shape, is visible through the frosted glass of  the skylight. I can see, dimly, the footballers Shane hangs on the walls, kicking balls at each other.

Unless Dad’s gone on a binge, he’ll be back at closing time. My body tenses. Someone has wrapped the ropes round me again. I can’t move at all, they’re so tight. I can’t breathe. I struggle and gasp for air. I just want to get the ropes off and run away down the street so I don’t have to lie here any more. I hope Jack Frost’s waiting for me on the garden wall.

Then the door slams. My muscles go hard and my body becomes cold metal as I wait. I don’t breathe. My big brother doesn’t say a word but I know that, over in his bed, he’s listening too.

There’s Dad’s voice. Maybe it’s one of those nights when he’s come home happy and joking and laughing. But the noise level rises rapidly. Soon my mother is shrieking at him. She’s talking about Her again. Then it’s the usual stuff about Jehovah and the devil and the end of the world. I wish she’d stop. If she doesn’t stop, he’ll hit her. She doesn’t stop. Her high-pitched voice goes on and on until I can’t hear her words, just her music. When he replies angrily, their voices merge into one strange chord. Opera singers do that. Mum and Dad are singing an opera of fury.

I hear my brother get up.

‘Where are you going?’ I hiss, but I already know. We’re powerless and it’s worse if you lie in bed. I follow him down the stairs. We hover in the hallway. All the lights are on and Mum and Dad are standing there, Mum shrieking. There’s a pause. It could be over. But no, he starts to punch her. His hands are the enormous, swollen hands of someone who works hard at power stations in rain and snow. Across the fingers of the left is tattooed LOVE. Lots of people have that tattoo, and they have HATE on the other hand, but Dad doesn’t. He says it’s because he doesn’t hate anyone, so he has a crucifix on his right hand instead.

He doesn’t use the hand that says LOVE to punch my mother, he holds her still with it and punches her with his other hand. She screams. I want to run away but I can’t move. I clutch the doorframe. I feel sick.

Suddenly Shane is rushing into the room. He stands between  them, planting himself right in front of my mother, staring Dad out, daring him to hit her more. How can he be so brave? He’s only two years older than me and not even at middle school yet. I glance at Dad’s face and then I have to look away because it’s so horrible. His eyes have become ice eyes. His anger’s turned to ice and not nice Jack Frost ice either. I am really scared for Shane when I see that face. Shane tries to stare back at Dad, flinching a bit as though Dad’s dazzling him. Then Dad holds my brother round the throat with the LOVE hand and hits him full on in the face with the fist that doesn’t say HATE and I hear the smack of old knuckles on young flesh.

My mum screams and flings her arms round my brother and Dad storms out, pushing me roughly aside. I still can’t look at his face.

Mum sobs. Shane sobs. Mum strokes him and I try to stroke him too but there isn’t room for me so I sit crying by myself. I look around. The lounge is the same as always, neat and tidy, with its brown chairs and settee and its mirror, its cottagey prints, the shelves of Dad’s cowboy books and his country ’n’ western records. Nothing’s out of place. But the air in here is different now. The world is different.

The next day is Saturday. When I pass my parents’ bedroom I hear Dad snoring. In the kitchen, our big sister Kelly is applying a packet of frozen peas to the marks on Shane’s face. He’s been hit before, of course. Dad used to hit him for wetting the bed when he was younger. But this was a different kind of hit.

I look at Mum, leaning over the sink with her peeler in her hand and her Afro hair falling over her shoulders. She has a round, comfortable body that ought to be huggable and right now I need a hug. I sneak over to her and try to wrap my arms round her.

‘Get off.’ She pushes me away. But I hold her tighter and try to tell her that I love her. After yesterday, I need to say it. And, even though I’ve never heard anyone else in our family talk about love, not ever, I want Mum to say it to me.

‘I love you, Mum.’

‘Love!’ squawks Mum. ‘You need to think about how you can be a good boy and make Jehovah love you.’

‘I am a good boy, I do love Jehovah.’

Actually I’m terrified of Jehovah. He’s a bit like Mum and Dad rolled into one, knowing everything I’ve done wrong and very angry with me.

‘I’m glad to hear that, Mark. I’m pleased to know you love Jehovah and I hope you’ll try to be a good boy for Him, because He’s watching you. All the time. And don’t you forget it.’

‘No, Mum.’

‘If you came to meetings with me more often, you could live in Paradise forever, with Jehovah and all the animals.’

I wander off. Whatever you try to say to Mum, you always end up with Jehovah in Paradise.

Around opening time, Dad emerges from the bedroom and I see him and Mum talking in the kitchen as though nothing’s happened.

‘All right, sonna?’ he says nicely when he sees my brother. Shane nods and reddens.

‘Yeah, Dad.’

I know how he feels. Guilty because when Dad hits you then you know you’ve done something bad and it must be your fault. Miserable because you love Dad and he doesn’t want your love. And sort of embarrassed for Dad although you’re not sure why.

Soon, we hear the front door slam and the gate clang and we know he’s gone to the pub. When he comes back he’s quiet. He announces that, since Saturday night is family night, we’ll all be going to the Cricketers’ Arms this evening. It’s spring and if we wear our coats it’ll just about be warm enough for adults to sit outside and kids to play on the lawn. He tells us this and then he falls asleep on the settee.

When it’s time to wake Dad up for tea, I am brave. He was in a good mood when he came back from the pub and he’s my dad and I love him. I didn’t have much success with Mum this morning but now I climb up beside Dad on the settee. Slowly. Carefully. And very, very quietly. He doesn’t move. So far so good.

I start to put my arms round him. Because I love him. Without doubt or questions or conditions, I just love him and if I put my arms round him gradually, he won’t even notice. Slowly. Slowly . . .

He opens one eye. I stop. My heart is thumping hard. Can he feel  it banging away inside me? He closes his eye again and, after a long pause, slowly, slowly, watching him always, I wrap my arms round his neck. It is like sitting on a volcano. He doesn’t move. He doesn’t do anything. His eyes remain shut.

‘Wake up, Dad. Tea-time,’ I whisper, snuggling up to his big, warm body. It would be really nice here if it wasn’t so scary.

We lie still for a minute and I continue to watch his stubbly face. His eyes open and gradually they focus on me. Then, in one quick, strong movement, he pushes me away and onto the floor.

‘Geddoff,’ he says.

I try to hug his leg and he shakes it until I am thrown off. He stands up. I move towards him again and his leg kicks out at me. He misses, but I’m crying anyway. He doesn’t love me. He can’t bear me close to him.

Dad sees my tears with disgust.

‘Little poof,’ he says, as he goes into the dining room. ‘Little bubbling poof.’

I hate Saturday tea. It’s always Campbell’s Cream of Mushroom Soup and a pasty and our mum says there’s only one way to eat it and that is with the pasty floating upside down in the soup. It looks horrible. I don’t want it but under Dad’s glaring eye I eventually swallow it all down. Then Mum’s bustling about, finding her new sweater, and in the bathroom the top comes off a green bottle and the whole house is filled by the smell of sweet chemicals. Dad’s Brut 33. Stinking, we head for the garden of the Cricketers’ Arms.

We kids are supposed to be playing bowls but I stop and watch Dad. Is this the same man as last night’s maniac? He’s tall and handsome, you can tell from the way the women look at him when they sip their drinks. Even Auntie Tanya, who agrees with Nan that Dad’s a monster and Mum should leave him, even Auntie Tanya nods a lot and bursts out laughing when he tells a funny story. Then he cracks a few jokes and keeps up a conversation with Uncle Steve that makes everyone laugh some more. He even comes over to the kids and messes around with the bowls for a bit and makes us laugh too and I love him and I’m proud of him. He’s the cleverest, the biggest, the strongest, the hardest, the best. Because tonight he’s that other dad,  the dad who’s had a few pints and feels playful. No drink and he’s sullen and withdrawn and angry with us. Somewhere between two drinks and five he ripens like fruit and we’ve learned to enjoy him in those good minutes. After five or six drinks we know he’s on his way to a binge. Our house will soon be full of fighting and fury and Shane or me or Mum will get beaten up: it could be any of us for any reason or no reason. The only certainty is that it won’t happen to Kelly. I really hate her for that. I hate her anyway because she’s my big sister and she’s always good. I couldn’t describe her or say what she’s like or what she wears because I don’t ever look at her. I pretend she’s not there.

When Dad’s got us so scared and miserable that we’re all stuck inside our own little worlds of fear, when we barely speak to each other and we’re creeping round the house hoping he won’t notice us and will pick on someone else, then suddenly he goes away again. When he comes back, everything’s perfect. Mum is Julie Andrews and Dad is Jehovah. He knows what we’ve done wrong while he’s been away and he punishes us for it. Then, within days, order has collapsed and we’re living in terror because he might pick on any of us and punish us for anything or nothing.

When Dad goes, we are relieved. It’s much easier to love him when he’s not there. Mum’s sisters drop by more often with their children, the house is full of chatter. Uncle Mike even comes round to say he is organising a treat for us. He is going to take us to the West Midlands Safari Park.

There are six of us in Uncle Mike’s Mini: Mum, Kelly, Shane, me, Uncle Mike and Nan. A Mini has only four seats so, as an extraspecial treat, Uncle Mike lets me sit on his lap while he drives and I am allowed to steer the car part of the way.

Mum is wearing her leopard-print coat. When she waves her arms we shout that there’s a leopard in the car. The leopard and Nan shriek when I take the corners too wide. Uncle Mike says to them: ‘Don’t worry, everything’s under control,’ even though it probably isn’t. But here I am, six years old, surrounded by my family, knowing that Dad is far away, and I feel safe.

Driving is exciting but so is the park. We spot zebras and monkeys  and then, as we go through the part where there are lions, the car splutters to a halt. Our faces peer out of the windows. The lions stare back at us.

‘She’s broken down,’ says Mike. ‘Probably overloaded.’

We look at the lions and then we look at each other.

‘Well, get out and push then, Lorraine,’ says Uncle Mike to my mother.

‘I’m not doing that!’ shrieks Mum. I am glad. It would be asking for trouble in her leopard-print coat. We make sure all the windows are wound up. The glass is soon covered by a layer of steam in which I can write my name. It is hot and airless in here. Through the fuzzy windscreen I can see a red glow. That means the sun is starting to go down. Someone points out that we have a choice: we could be mauled by lions or we could stay here all night and suffocate.

Uncle Mike laughs. Nan starts laughing, too. Finally Mum begins to giggle and that’s our signal. Within moments, we three kids are hysterical with laughter too. When the staff of the West Midlands Safari Park arrive in their truck to rescue us from the wild animals, they find a Mini packed full of laughing hyenas. They stare as more and more of us emerge, giggling hysterically, into the fresh air.

The sun is setting. Someone has thrown a bottle of red ink across the sky. I notice the beauty of the shadow animals on the horizon as they walk lazily across the blood-coloured sky. I think that the West Midlands Safari Park right now is the most beautiful place on earth.




Chapter 3

Mum is going to have a baby. She’s rounder than ever and the reason is that there’s a baby inside her tummy.

The baby will be born in September but it won’t have a birthday every year because we don’t have them. That’s because our mum is a Jehovah’s Witness and she believes in Jehovah not birthdays. Even Jesus doesn’t have a birthday if you’re a Jehovah’s Witness. My mum only celebrates Christmas because Dad tells her she has to. And all the time you can see she doesn’t really want to.

Right now my best friend is called Angus. I don’t know how long he’ll stay my friend because I always end up fighting and changing friends but right now it’s Angus and he likes to draw too so we draw together. Our teacher, Mr Jacobs, gives us enormous rolls of paper and gradually we fill them with a story in paint and felt pen. It is a story of many people and battles in strange places and the people and the battles change all the time like gangs of kids. The story unrolls with the paper and it never ends. I lag behind the other kids in everything but art and this is what I like best. I have painted, in bright reds, an elephant so spectacular that Mr Jacobs has given it pride of place on the classroom wall.

Maybe I like to draw battles because I am a fighter myself. I am not an angry sort of fighter. I don’t make horrible faces like Mum does when she hits us. I can grin while I’m fighting someone. But I  know how to land my punches in the playground and I use my fists to make sure people respect me. Some of the teachers don’t like this and one break time after a fight I am sent back into the classroom to Mr Jacobs. But the classroom is empty.

The place is different with no one else here. My feet, as they walk across the room, sound different. The air feels different. There’s my elephant pinned to the wall, here are the arithmetic exercise books open on the desks and, on Mr Jacobs’ chair, sits not Mr Jacobs but his jacket.

I stroll up to Mr Jacobs’ jacket and look over my shoulder. Nobody comes in. Nobody’s outside the door.

Without thinking, my heart throbbing and my hands trembling, I delve into the pockets and find Mr Jacobs’ wallet. A quick glance at the door. No one. I open the wallet. There is a thick paper line inside: a wad of notes. My heart thumping so loudly now that I’m scared I won’t hear approaching footsteps, I pick out just one note, a blue one, and shove it in my pocket. Then, so fast I barely see my own hands, I close the wallet and slip it back into Mr Jacobs’ jacket. No one saw me. Except the elephant. And Jehovah.

I am excited for the rest of the day. Will Mr Jacobs get out his wallet and count his money and know that a blue note is missing? Will the whole class be questioned and will anyone think of looking in my pocket?

But the day passes and nothing happens. Mr Jacobs does not open his wallet or he opens it without missing a note. On the way home I look at it and see that it is £5. Five pounds! I hide it in under my pillow because I don’t want anyone else finding it and stealing it from me: our house is full of kids every day after school, mostly kids from the children’s home where Mum’s a cook. They follow her back after her shift and hang around for a bit of family life. They seem to like it here. Which is strange, as I often pretend I live at the children’s home.

The next day I go to school almost sick with fear. By now, Mr Jacobs must certainly have discovered the theft. But he hasn’t. This makes me happy and excited. I stole from Auntie Tanya and the joke shop and there were lots of other thefts no one even knows about but  this is the best so far. All week I wait but the missing money is never mentioned. The fiver is mine! Five pounds is a fortune. What can I spend it on? Finally I decide to buy some sweets. Then I buy some brakes for a bike. I don’t have a bike but one day I might have one. The most exciting thing of all is that, when the opportunity next arises, I can steal from him again. And all the time, a small voice inside me is asking me to stop doing this wrong thing. And all the time, I know I can’t.

Mum is going to have her baby soon. She’s always yelling at us now. Shane and I are a trial to her, she tells us so every day and she tells her friends from church too because one of them decides to help her.

Maureen has a thin face like a witch and it’s her fault my mum’s a Jehovah’s Witness because she knocked on the door when I was a baby and persuaded Mum to join. It happened when my dad was in jail for a year for hurting someone. If he’d been there, he certainly would have put a stop to it.

When Dad isn’t there to protect us from the Jehovah’s Witnesses, Mum’s friends come round a lot. Maureen doesn’t like us. She looks down on us.

We have Maureen and her holiday in Scotland to thank for Mum’s new best friend. She gets back waving a souvenir. It is a wooden spoon but it is no ordinary spoon. It is a deep mahogany colour and it is immense, as big as an oar. On it are carved the words: THE WORLD’S GREATEST STIRER! and one glance tells us what Maureen intends Mum to use it for. Mum hangs it in the dining room where she can grab it when necessary. We don’t have to be very naughty to feel the cold, wooden hand of THE WORLD’S GREATEST STIRER! on our bottoms.

I try not to cry when Mum hits me with her spoon but when she wallops Shane and I hear his sobs, well then I want to sob too. Something about Shane makes me feel sad. When I look at his big ears and big head and big teeth and scrawny neck, when I see the way he looks sort of scruffy and unloved and a bit unhappy, then I love him and he makes my heart ache. If I get that aching, tearful feeling, I’m nice to him for a while. Then after a bit he’s my big brother again and I’ll fight him to death.

When Mum hits us she screams and her face gets pulled into terrible shapes and she’s so angry that she can’t stop hitting us. Once she couldn’t find THE WORLD’S GREATEST STIRER! and she grabbed the broom and hit us so hard that the handle broke on Shane’s head. When she’s like this Shane and I know a terrible secret that hurts more than the spoon and more than the broom. We know our Mum’s crazy.

I start stealing from her. Mr Jacobs has never noticed all the missing £5 notes so I begin taking small amounts out of Mum’s handbag. When she doesn’t accuse me, I take larger amounts. Then one day she catches me red-handed. She yells at me and THE WORLD’S GREATEST STIRER! comes down from the dining-room wall. Plus, she’s going to tell Dad. I lie in bed worrying about what he will do to me when he finds I’ve been stealing again. I wish I could stop myself. But I can’t. It’s just something I have to do. And the ropes are here again, I’m lashed to the bed, struggling to move, struggling for breath, struggling to get away from the house, the family, myself.

Dad arrives. Almost immediately there is so much excitement that everyone forgets I’m in trouble because Mum has disappeared into hospital. Soon afterwards, Dad gets a phone call. He announces that we have a little sister.

Dad doesn’t visit Mum in the hospital but in the evening he says he’s going to see a friend. Since he’s in charge of us, we have to go too. The friend is a woman. Shane and I instantly recognise the Coat Hanger. It’s Her. Close-up, we see that her hair is raven-black.

‘It’s dyed,’ says Kelly. She knows about that sort of stuff. ‘And her face is brown because she smears false tan on.’

The Coat Hanger’s face certainly is a strange colour. When I peer at her closely I see that Kelly’s right: her face is covered by a layer of goo so thick she probably has to scratch it off. Gold jewellery hangs all over her body like decorations on a Christmas tree. Kelly tells us that the woman works behind a bar somewhere.

We make ourselves comfortable in the Coat Hanger’s living room and, while she and Dad are busy in some other part of the house, we fall asleep. In the morning, Dad takes us home.

Later, he goes to the hospital to pick up Mum and the new baby  girl. She is to be called Bethany and the sight of her, so small, her fingers tiny and her eyes big, makes me love her.

When I think no one is looking, I snatch the baby and take her into my arms. But everyone is looking - Mum, a midwife and all the family including Nan - and many pairs of arms reach out at once. They want to save the baby from me because they know I’m a bad boy. But I hold Bethany carefully. I look down at her little wrinkled face and I smile. She looks back up at me with wide eyes. She can’t understand any of the things people say about me. She just trusts me. I do love her.



Chapter 4

I’m sitting in the front room and three bars of the fire are glowing and I’m talking to a lady. She’s not old like Mum but she’s a grown-up. She’s a psychiatrist. The school has sent her. She’s asking me why I’m always trying to hit the other kids.

I try to answer her questions helpfully but I’m not really here. I’m up in the branches of some high tree watching us. There’s a lady leaning forward with an orange file on her lap and there’s a kid slumped in a chair as if he can’t get far enough away from her and that kid is me, except it isn’t. Because she keeps talking about violence and I don’t know what violence is. All that hitting in the playground is what I do, but that’s some other person; it’s not how I really am inside.

I see her a few times and then she makes a suggestion to Mum and Dad. It is such a fantastic suggestion that my eyes nearly pop out. She thinks boxing would be a good outlet for my aggression. I’m to have boxing lessons. So now I’ll really be able to sharpen up my fighting skills and beat the shit out of the other kids, thanks to the psychiatrist.

But secretly, Shane and I agree something about the lady. We think it shouldn’t be me talking to her. It should be Mum.

I am sent to visit a couple who live on our street. Mum cleans for them and for some reason she tells me to go over there on Sunday morning. I ask why but she just says they’re expecting me. They’re  both teachers and Mrs Allbut teaches at my school. She’s friends with Mr Jacobs. I’m in a new class now so my visits to the inside of Mr Jacobs’ wallet have ended. He never did catch me. Sometimes, when I remember how I used to steal from him, I miss the excitement.

There’s a gang of kids forming in the empty schoolyard as I pass and I don’t want to waste my Sunday morning with a pair of teachers so I decide I’ll stand on the doorstep and ask what they want me for. But when Brian Allbut answers my knock he gives me such a warm welcome that I walk straight in. He’s an adult but he’s not old and his face has strong lines as though someone carved it.

From the outside their house looks just like ours: the same red brick, the same windows, the same door, but from the minute I walk in everything’s different. The rooms are light and bright and welcoming with books and nice pictures round the walls. The records look interesting, not like Mum’s Johnny Mathis and Dad’s country ’n’ western. They ask if I’d like to do some painting and they lead me into the kitchen. I can smell flowers. The radio’s on but it’s not playing music; it’s playing a conversation.

‘The Archers,’ says Jill Allbut. She smiles at me. ‘It’s nearly over anyway.’

She switches it off and I see that they’ve got painting stuff all laid out on the table. They show me how you can paint paper and fold it into different shapes and this is very interesting and I become totally absorbed.

They are very nice. When we stop for a snack they ask me questions and listen to the answers and then he says something and then she says something and then I say something and the talk flows easily. It’s like passing a ball around. In our house, in the playground, there are grunts and people say only one word or don’t say anything at all or at least not what they mean and you get told to shut up a lot and no one listens to what the last person said unless they’re planning to disagree and the only real talk is an argument. I try to imagine what it’s like to live in a world of conversation like the Allbuts, a world where you even hear conversations on the radio.

When it’s time to go home for my Sunday dinner, I am surprised. It seems to me that I only came in five minutes ago. The  Allbuts admire my work and say they’ve enjoyed having me. They ask me to go back. I say I’d like to. I feel different as I walk back up Reynolds Street. A big gang of kids is playing in the deserted schoolyard and a few people are on the roof, which is a great game and guaranteed to bring a police car out, but I walk right by them. Suddenly today I’m a good kid instead of that bad boy who hits people and steals a lot. And I like it.

Mum opens the front door to me. She doesn’t look at me or smile and she turns at once to go back to the kitchen. I follow her through the house and everyone ignores me except for Bethany. She’s a toddler now and I’ve learned to hate her, we all have, because everyone’s always making a fuss of her, even Dad, and Mum never lets her go. Bethany gets all the hugs and kisses I think I should get. But today, when everyone else treats me as though I’m invisible, I’m glad that Bethany rushes up to me and looks pleased I’m here. I have a chat with her, like at the Allbuts’. It’s one-sided but she seems to enjoy it. Then I stay in the kitchen while Kelly and Mum get dinner out of the oven.

‘Don’t just stand there, get the oven door closed,’ Kelly snaps at me.

‘Move!’ says Mum.

They start to argue about how they’ll carve the roast.

Compared to the bright, friendly warmth of the kitchen where I’ve spent the morning, this is a loveless place. I don’t smell the Sunday lunch: all I can smell is the house’s sour atmosphere.

 

A few weeks later I’m hanging around in the empty schoolyard on a Sunday afternoon when some skinheads stroll in with a few bottles of Strongbow. They’re four or five years older. In fact, they’re Kelly’s age and she’s at school with them so I sort of know them.

‘Little fucker,’ they say, a friendly enough greeting, and when they open the cider they pass me the bottle. I take it, pretending I’ve done this often. But I haven’t. And from the first swallow I am amazed.

The Strongbow is sweet and bitter at the same time like apple and lemonade. It slips through my body until I can feel its fuzziness down as far as my fingers and toes and right up into my head. I drink  some more. It is warm in my belly. I drink some more. Someone passes me a cigarette. I smoke it and spit a bit. I drink some more. The schoolyard’s looking blurred and the building’s leaning enough to topple. That’s interesting. I am relaxed. I laugh. I’m not scared of anything. I’m big, I’m with a bunch of skinheads.

We are all drunk but I’m drunkest of all. The others watch me and they laugh at me and then we go, spitting, swearing, smoking, hitting out at any little kids in our way.

‘Fuck off,’ we shout at old ladies we pass. Then we laugh and spit some more.

I don’t know where we’re going. I don’t care. The pavement is not at right-angles to the houses and it’s not parallel with the road either and above us the sky is turning round like a kaleidoscope. We stagger. We clutch one another to stop ourselves from falling.

We arrive at the house of one of the lads and start to play on his drum kit. We play wild, crazy music and we laugh at ourselves. Then I stop thumping and lie down on the carpet. There’s a big sister leaning over me and behind her is the ceiling and I know something’s wrong. I’m going to be sick. She leads me to the bathroom and takes care of me.

When I get home I’m different. I have entered a new phase of my life. Even though I’m only eight years old I’m already grown-up because I’ve been drunk with the big skinheads. This evening there is a thumping inside my head, as though we’re still playing the drums. But I don’t mind. I feel relaxed, contented. I’ve arrived. And I don’t wake up in the night to the tight ropes and my running-away feeling.

I go back often to the Allbuts’ and with them I’m a kid again. It’s generally on Sundays because I hate our house on Sundays. I arrive from hell with the shrieking and shouting ringing in my ears and the Allbuts come to the door and smile and even say things like: ‘Good to see you!’ ‘You’re a breath of fresh air.’ If they know that I’m a refugee from a war zone, they don’t let on.

I walk into the calm of their kitchen and I’m in a different world where I can be a different Mark. Jill fixes me a snack and Brian reaches up to a shelf and gets down an aeroplane kit. First we have to  fit it together, then, best of all, we have to paint it. They start me off on their kitchen table and I paint my plane in really bright colours - reds and blues with startling circles at the end of the wings. I paint every little bit of it although that means painting my fingers too. When I come back a few days later the plane is dry and we put on our coats and fly it in the garden. It soars. It soars across the lawn, over the flowerbeds through the late afternoon twilight. Even though it’s winter, you can see that
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