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To Julie, my wife. You are the one who heard the key in the latch when the room was spinning. You didn’t just walk into my life; you walked into my storm and stayed until the skies cleared. Thank you for seeing the man, not the diagnosis, and for teaching me that love doesn’t have to be performative to be real. You are my anchor, my light, and the reason I finally learned to use the Shift Key.

To my children. You are my greatest victory. Every joke we share, every bad dance move, and every moment of peace in our home is proof that the cycle is broken. I wrote this so you would know the truth about where I came from, and that you were the stars I was reaching for all along. You are enough because you exist. Never let the world tell you otherwise.

To my siblings. We were the “Lost Boys” and girls of the White Building and the tenements. We shared the same cold dross and the same silent prayers. Thank you for being the only ones who truly know the weight of the secrets we carried. We survived together, and that bond is a map only we can read.

To Mark, my constant friend. For twenty-eight years, you’ve listened when I was bouncing off the walls and held the line when the Static got too loud. Every man needs a witness to his life; thank you for being mine.

And to the Speugs still out there. This book is for you. May you find your greenhouse, your quiet garden, and the courage to learn how to hit your own Shift Key.
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The sink is too small.

Even inside the dream, I know that much. A kitchen sink should not be able to hold two bodies, let alone swallow an entire room, and yet somehow it does. The basin stretches wider than it should, porcelain rising around us like enclosing walls while the water surges and folds in on itself, as though the ordinary laws of space have quietly withdrawn their consent.

The sound is overwhelming — loud, violent, and uncomfortably intimate, filling my ears from the inside out.

Bubbles burst against my skin as I try to lift my head, but a hand forces me back under. The metal rim grinds into my ribs. My palms slide uselessly across the smooth surface, searching for friction that simply is not there. Even the water looks wrong, soft colours moving through it — pale pinks and muted purples bleeding into washed-out reds — gentle at first glance, quietly horrifying in what they imply.

My lungs begin to burn, and the panic does not build gradually the way people sometimes describe.

It arrives all at once.

Beside me, my sister surfaces for a split second, eyes wide, mouth open, her face locked in something beyond fear, something closer to pure animal terror. She is trying to breathe. Trying to scream.

I reach for her, desperate to anchor myself to something solid, something real, but my arm refuses to cooperate.

The water takes us both again.

The kitchen dissolves until there is nothing left but water and pressure and the roaring rush inside my ears. My vision narrows until all I can see is her face suspended in the shifting light—

—and then everything folds in on itself.

I wake with a violent jolt, as though I have been dragged too quickly from deep water.

Cold sweat soaks the sheets. My chest is painfully tight, each breath scraping its way in and out while my body tries to decide whether this is panic, asthma, or some unholy collaboration between the two. My heart is hammering. My hands are shaking. The room presses in from every direction — heavy, familiar, and far too close.

This isn’t unusual.

This is what happens when my anxiety climbs too high. The dream returns, night after night, year after year, carrying the same water, the same bubbles, the same desperate fight for air, as though somewhere deep in my nervous system the sink is still real, still waiting, still capable of pulling me under without warning.

Slowly, deliberately, I force my eyes to move across the room, grounding myself in what I can see. Patterns first, then shapes, then solid objects that belong to the present.

Wallpaper.
Curtains.
Flooring.
I name them silently, pulling myself back piece by piece — into the room, into the present, into my body.

Then I hear Julie breathing.

Slow. Steady. Entirely untouched by the storm I have just come through.

I turn slightly toward the warmth on her side of the bed, and that small sound becomes proof. I am not alone. This is not the kitchen. This is not the past. I am not the child I once was, still fighting for air beneath a hand that should have held me.

Carefully, I begin to match my breathing to hers.

In.
Out.
In.
Out.
Gradually, the tightness in my chest begins to ease — not all at once, but enough to let air move more freely, enough to remind my body that it is no longer trapped in that place.

I press my palm into the mattress, feeling the solid weight of myself reconnect with the present moment.

I am safe.
I am here.
I am loved.
I matter.
The words come out rough and worn at the edges, but they are mine: the rope I have learned to throw myself when the water rises too fast.

Water still helps.

Sometimes I run the bathroom tap and watch it trace slow, deliberate paths along the edge of the sink or across the tiles, following the thin rivers as they branch and reform until my breathing settles and the room comes properly back into focus.

The nightmare always ends the same way: awake, shaking, the echo of water still lodged somewhere deep in my lungs, even though I am breathing air.

And this moment — this slow, stubborn return to myself — is one of the reasons I am writing this book.

Because brokenness is not the ending people imagine. Cracked things still hold light. People like us are not lost causes, no matter how often the world suggests otherwise.

Morning always comes eventually.

And these days, the past no longer needs dragging back across decades to explain itself.

Most of the time, it is already close enough to touch.

There was a stretch of years when I moved through rooms as though I had already apologised for being in them. Not because anyone had asked me to. Not because the words had ever been spoken aloud. But because something in me had learned early that presence itself could be too much.

I became very good at it.

Good at sitting on the edge of chairs. Good at laughing at the right moment. Good at making myself useful in ways that required little space.

On paper, everything probably looked functional enough.

Inside, I still felt like a guest in my own life.

Even when I wrote it, my name came out smaller than it should have — not deliberately, just habit, as though the hand already knew what the nervous system believed.

Stay small.
Stay quiet.
Stay safe.
It would take me years to understand that shrinking yourself might help you survive a storm—

—but it is no way to live once the sky has cleared.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​2
BORN INTO WEATHER

[image: ]


• • •
[image: ]


I learned to make myself smaller long before I learned how to grow.

That is not how a life is supposed to begin, but lives do not always begin in the shape we later wish for them. Mine began in weather.

The glass panes shuddered in their frames, rattling like something trying to break free, while outside the wind had already begun to dismantle the ordinary shape of the world. It lifted, tore, and unfastened anything that was not fixed firmly enough to resist it. Roof tiles loosened. Chimneys cracked. Trees bent until bending was no longer enough. The night itself seemed to be testing every structure, every wall, every root, every human body caught inside it.

On 15 January 1968, Scotland’s fiercest storm of the century came tearing across the land.

The wind screamed at 140 miles per hour. Trees were wrenched from the earth, their roots exposed like something unfinished beneath the surface. Slate tiles lifted from rooftops and fell in heavy, unpredictable arcs. Power lines came down. Roads disappeared beneath debris. Familiar streets became dangerous, changed not by distance but by force.

The structures people relied on began to give way.

It was not a subtle storm.

It did not arrive quietly or ask permission.

It forced itself into everything.

Somewhere within that, my father was walking.

There were sixteen miles between where he stood and the hospital where I was about to be born. Sixteen miles across ground that no longer behaved the way it should, with the wind pressing hard against his body and forcing each step to be negotiated rather than taken for granted. I imagine him lowering his head into it, coat pulled tight, breath torn from him almost as quickly as it formed. I imagine the wet slap of rain against his face, the sharp crack of something breaking nearby, the flicker of distant lights where people were holding themselves indoors and hoping the roof stayed on.

He walked into it.

Not as a grand gesture. Not as proof of anything he would later claim.

Just movement.

One step, then another.

There is something powerful in that image, though I have learned not to make it too simple. A man can walk through a storm and still not know how to create shelter. A man can show courage in one moment and fail in another. That does not erase the walk. It only makes the truth more complicated.

And most human truths are complicated.

I did not know any of this then. I did not know the weather, the roads, the wind, the damage, or the young man forcing himself forward because a child was coming and a woman was waiting. I did not know that this story would be told back to me as part of my own beginning, as if the storm had placed its hand on my head before I had even taken a breath.

But the conditions of that night — the instability, the force, the sense that ordinary structures could shift without warning — would not be unfamiliar to me for long.

By the time dawn softened the horizon, the storm had begun, reluctantly, to loosen its grip, though it never fully left the air. Storms rarely do. Not at once. They leave evidence behind: broken branches, loosened slates, flooded ground, people standing in doorways measuring what has been damaged and what has somehow held.

I was born in the early hours of 16 January, my first breath arriving in the long, unsettled wake of it.

Not at its height.

But not beyond it either.

That seems important to me now. I was not born in calm. I was born after the worst of the weather had passed, but while the world was still counting the cost. Perhaps that is where much of my life would later seem to take place: not always in the middle of disaster, but in its aftermath, among the things left broken, shifted, or unsaid.

From the beginning, there was movement.

My father moving through the storm.

My mother moving through labour.

The country moving through damage.

And me, arriving into all of it without knowing that movement and safety are not the same thing.

For years, I would confuse the two. I would think that if I kept going, I was healing. If I adjusted, I was coping. If I made myself useful, quiet, funny, brave, or small enough, then perhaps I was safe. But movement can be survival without being freedom. A person can keep walking and still be carrying the storm inside him.

Not all storms arrive with wind and rain.

Some take hold inside houses.

Some settle into people.

Some do not announce themselves at all.

They continue in the tightening of a room when a voice changes. In the silence after a door closes too hard. In the way a child learns to read footsteps, breath, mood, and threat before he learns to read words properly. They continue in the body long after the weather report says the danger has passed.

For a long time, I would understand survival as movement.

Keep going.

Keep adjusting.

Keep finding a way through whatever has already begun.

It would take much longer to understand that continuing forward does not always mean you have left anything behind. Sometimes it only means you have learned how to carry the weather with you.

And some storms do not pass.

They change form.
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Our early years unfolded with the unsettled rhythm of a life that never quite had time to take root.

Cardboard boxes scraped across floors. Keys chimed briefly in unfamiliar locks. Furniture was carried in, arranged, used, and then lifted again before the rooms had properly learned our names. Each move carried us into new smells, new walls, new neighbours, new corners, and new rules. We had to learn the mechanics of living all over again before we had fully understood the last place.

By the time I turned five, we had already lived in six houses.

None of them ever settled into the shape of home.

Home, I would later understand, is rarely a structure so much as a feeling: the quiet assumption that tomorrow will resemble today, that the walls will remain where you left them, that the path to the bathroom can be walked in darkness without hesitation. Home is knowing which floorboard creaks, where the cups are kept, what the air feels like in the morning, and that when you close your eyes at night the world will not have changed entirely by the time you open them again.

We never stayed anywhere long enough to learn the path in the dark.

At night I lay awake, listening to the ghost-sounds of places we had already abandoned. The body can hold on to a room even after the family has left it. A stairwell. A window. A smell in the hallway. The way light came through a curtain. These things remain somewhere inside you, not as clear memories exactly, but as fragments of atmosphere. I think that is why, even now, I can enter an unfamiliar house and feel my body begin its old work: measuring exits, reading silences, trying to decide whether the place is safe before anyone has spoken.

Nothing stayed long enough to teach me trust.

A child needs repetition. The same bed. The same morning sounds. The same door opening onto the same street. The same adult faces behaving, more or less, as they did yesterday. Without that, the world becomes a series of temporary arrangements, and the child learns not to lean too hard on anything because it may be gone by the time he needs it.

Around that time, illness entered the house.

My father changed.

The man who had once walked sixteen miles through a storm now struggled to cross the living room. His body, which should have seemed large and permanent to me, became uncertain. Something in me registered that shift long before I could understand it. Children do not need explanations to know when the air has changed. They feel it in the way adults move, in the quiet, in the way ordinary tasks begin to carry strain.

The silence that settled over us had weight.

It was not peaceful silence. It was the kind that makes a room feel occupied by something no one is naming. My father’s illness did not just affect him. It rearranged the house. It changed the balance of power, attention, fear, and need. The person who might once have stood between us and danger seemed less able to stand anywhere at all.

And within that space, my mother’s temper expanded.

I do not say that to excuse anything. Illness may explain pressure, but it does not excuse cruelty. Still, as a child, I did not understand cause and effect in any clean way. I only knew that the house felt different. My father was diminished. My mother was larger in the room. Her moods seemed to occupy more space. Her anger had fewer obstacles.

I did not have language for any of this.

What I had instead was attention.

A tightening in my chest. A readiness that arrived early and stayed late. A growing awareness that the room could change without notice and that safety depended on recognising the signs before they became action.

I began, without being told, to study her.

The tightening of her jaw.
The way cupboard doors closed.
The shift in her shoulders.
The speed of her movements.
The particular silence that came before shouting.
The difference between a tired voice and a dangerous one.
These were the first lessons I learned at home.

Not colours, not numbers, not nursery rhymes, but weather signs. I learned to read the pressure in a room the way farmers read clouds. I learned that footsteps could carry information. I learned that an object being placed on a table was different from an object being set down with force. I learned that danger often announced itself quietly before it arrived loudly.

From that point on, safety no longer felt like something given.

It felt like something that had to be detected early, or not at all.

When my father recovered, something essential did not return with him. Or perhaps it had never been there in the way a child needs it to be. He was present, but not in a way my body recognised as protection. He was in the house. He could speak, move, laugh, work, recover. But presence and safety are not the same thing.

That distinction took me years to understand.

A person can be there and still not be shelter.

We were, in ways both subtle and absolute, on our own inside the house. Not abandoned in the obvious sense, not left in the street or visibly cast aside, but emotionally unheld. The adults were there, yet the child in me could not rest in them. I could not hand over my fear and trust that someone larger would know what to do with it.

So I kept it.

I carried it in my stomach, my shoulders, my jaw, my sleep. I carried it into school, into playgrounds, into photographs where I stood at the edge of the row, half visible, already learning how to take up less room. I carried it into every new house, every new silence, every moment where something ordinary began to feel unstable.

By five years old, I had already learned two things that would shape much of my life.

Nothing stayed.

And if danger was coming, I would have to notice it first.
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I started school at four years old, in Easterhouse, Glasgow, entering a space where the rules were already in motion and I had not yet learned how to read them.

The other children did not know me, and I did not know them, largely because I had already begun, without realising it, to practise the art of becoming invisible. I discovered early that if you avoided eye contact long enough, people would eventually stop seeing you altogether.

I spent much of that first term standing at the edge of the playground, watching.

The other children were loud and bright with life. They seemed to move according to rules that had never been explained to me, knowing instinctively who to run towards, who to avoid, how to enter a game without hesitation, and how to belong without asking permission. I watched them with the baffled attention of a child trying to study a language everyone else already spoke.

I did not want to fight, but sometimes they pushed me, and when they did, something in me responded before I had time to decide. My body moved first and thought arrived later, as though a switch had been triggered somewhere beneath awareness.

I never went looking for trouble, but trouble developed a reliable way of locating me. It began in small, almost forgettable moments: a shove in the queue, a schoolbag nudged just out of reach, a voice behind me pitched carefully to draw laughter from the right audience. Then it would build into something my body recognised as a threshold. I did not understand that threshold, not properly, but I felt it all the same.

I learned quickly that being quiet was not the same as being safe.

Sometimes quiet marked you out.

Sometimes it drew attention rather than deflected it.

When the pushing crossed whatever invisible line my system had drawn, something automatic took over. It was not a decision. It arrived fully formed: a shove returned, an arm swinging, the sudden disorienting blur of noise, bodies, raised voices, and adult footsteps moving too late towards whatever had already happened.

I fought far more often than I ever wanted to.

Not out of bravery.

Certainly not out of toughness.

I fought because no one had shown me another way to make it stop, and over time it became clear that there was only one language the playground consistently respected.

So, eventually, I learned to speak it.

Afterwards, the teachers would ask what had happened, their voices carrying that familiar blend of sternness and fatigue, and I never knew quite how to answer. The truth, as far as I could tell, was always the same: it had started before I knew it had started, and by the time I was aware of it, I was already inside it.

It was easier, eventually, to be alone.

The playground stretched wide and exposed, a grey expanse of cracked tarmac where stubborn weeds pushed through at the edges. The Glasgow wind always seemed to find its own way in, thin and persistent, cutting through jumpers and settling into the body. To the other children it was simply a place for play, but to me it became something else entirely.

A map.

Every corner suggested possibility. Every open space required calculation. My eyes were rarely still, tracking movement, distance, proximity, and threat long before I had the language to describe what I was doing.

Even then, something in me was learning what it would carry forward for years: where to stand, where not to stand, how to read a space before it turned.

I mapped the safer routes quickly. The wall near the fence. The corner beside the bins. The slow perimeter walk where teacher attention thinned at the edges. If I moved carefully enough, head down and pace measured, break time could sometimes pass without incident.

On better days, I told myself I was on a mission. A spy patrolling the outer wall. A sailor pacing the deck. A soldier keeping watch. Imaginary worlds made the real one more survivable, giving shape to something that otherwise felt unpredictable and difficult to hold.

I do not remember my parents ever taking me to school.

There was no hand to hold, no lingering goodbye, no face at the gate waiting until I disappeared safely inside. There was only the quiet expectation that I would arrive and understand the rules without being shown them.

I watched other children come in with their parents while I drifted through the gates largely unnoticed, my body already adjusting: slowing my steps, spacing myself apart, avoiding proximity without consciously deciding to do so. It felt safer that way. Less visible. Less exposed.

Inside the classroom, the feeling did not ease.

Rows of desks. Chalk dust suspended in the air. The constant scrape of chair legs across worn wooden floors. The smell of damp coats drying badly in corners. The other children seemed to understand the choreography: when to speak, when to sit still, when to raise a hand, when to laugh, when not to laugh. I watched from the edges, copying what I could, but never feeling entirely part of it.

There are long stretches I do not clearly remember now. Faces and names blur together. Voices have faded. But the feeling remains.

The tightening in my stomach.

The way my skin prickled when someone moved too close.

The constant, low-level scanning for the moment something might shift.

Even then, something in me had already begun to prioritise survival over learning.

And yet there was a kind of comfort in invisibility. From the edges, I could see without being required to join. I could observe without risking getting it wrong in a way that would bring attention I did not know how to manage.

That became my first strategy.

Stay near the wall.

Watch the room.

Learn the exits.

Do not take up space unless you have to.

It was not much.

But at the time, it was enough.
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The kitchen sink was where ordinary life happened, where dishes clattered and water ran, where cups of tea appeared almost ceremonially and stitched arguments back together, and where the small, repetitive motions of daily life gave the room a kind of structure that made it feel dependable in the way kitchens often do when seen through the eyes of a child.

It was not a place where bad things were supposed to happen, and that is perhaps what made the shift harder to understand, because something in the house had already altered before I could explain it, the air tightening in a way that did not belong to the ordinary rhythm of the day, carrying with it a weight I did not yet have language for but recognised all the same.

I did not understand the words being spoken, not fully, but I understood the atmosphere they created, the way tone can settle into a room and change it without needing to be explained, and by the time her hands were on the back of my neck, cold and unyielding, something in me already knew that whatever had been building had found its direction.

There was no warning, and more importantly, no space to move, because the moment did not arrive in stages but all at once, the kitchen collapsing into a silence that felt too complete, broken only by the violent spill of water as my sister and I were forced down into the basin.

“If I can’t keep you... no one will.”

The light fractured through the soapy water, breaking into something distorted and shifting, while my chest locked with a force that did not build gradually but seized immediately, the panic arriving whole, without introduction, without escalation.

When I tried to scream, the water rushed in, sharp and immediate, turning the sound inward, pain spreading through my ribs as the world narrowed too quickly for thought to follow, everything collapsing into sensation—pressure, cold, the absence of air—and in the middle of that, something in me shifted.

Not gone, and not fully present either, but moved just enough to the side to make what was happening survivable, a subtle separation that did not feel like escape so much as distance, as though I had stepped slightly outside of myself while everything continued.

Children do not abandon their parents first.

They abandon themselves.

Years later, I would learn the language for what happened in that moment, would understand it in terms that made sense on paper, but at the time all I knew was that something had changed, and more importantly, that it had not changed back.

The door came in hard, my father’s voice cutting through the room with a force that broke the moment apart, and although air returned in ragged pulls that hurt more than they helped, the space did not become safe simply because the act had been interrupted.

Rescue and danger occupied the same room.

And my body remembered both.
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In the days that followed, I went quieter.

Not in the ordinary way a child goes quiet when he is tired, sulking, or absorbed in some private game, but in a deeper way, a way that seemed to happen below thought. Something in me had stepped forward and taken on a new task. It watched the room. It listened before I knew I was listening. It adjusted constantly to whatever might shift without warning.

I did not decide to become careful.

I became careful because carelessness had become dangerous.

I began to notice everything, not consciously, and not in any way I could have explained. The awareness lived in my body before it reached my mind. I noticed the difference between something being placed down and something being set down with force. I noticed the weight of footsteps moving across the floor. I noticed the tone beneath voices, the small changes that signalled whether something had already begun to turn.

A cupboard door could tell me something.

A breath could tell me something.

Silence could tell me most of all.

My mother cried more than I had noticed before, or perhaps she had always cried and I had only just learned how to hear it properly. The sound moved through the house unpredictably. Sometimes it stayed behind a door, muffled and private. Sometimes it came closer, more exposed, settling into the air in a way that made everything feel temporarily unstable.

I did not know what to do with her crying.

Part of me wanted to go to her. Part of me was frightened of what might happen if I did. That was one of the cruellest confusions of childhood: the person who frightened me was also the person I wanted to comfort. I did not yet understand that children should not have to carry the emotional weather of adults. I only knew that when she cried, the house changed, and when the house changed, I needed to pay attention.

My father’s voice carried differently too.

It cut through walls with a sharpness that did not resolve anything, but instead seemed to deepen whatever had already taken hold. His anger, when it came, felt less like protection than another disturbance in the air. Even when he was not the danger, he did not make the danger end. He interrupted it sometimes. He pushed against it. But he did not restore safety in any lasting way.

So I adjusted.

Not by disappearing entirely, because a child cannot vanish, not really, but by becoming careful in all the small ways that mattered. Careful with movement. Careful with timing. Careful with questions. Careful with how much of myself I allowed to be visible at any given moment.

I learned not to enter a room too quickly.

I learned not to ask for things at the wrong time.

I learned that laughter could be risky if it came too loudly.

I learned that even happiness had to be measured.

That is a strange thing to say about a child, but it is true. Joy itself became something I monitored. If I was too excited, I might draw attention. If I drew attention, the attention might turn. If it turned, I might not know how to stop it. So I learned to keep even good feelings within reach of silence.

I searched, repeatedly and without success, for what I had done wrong.

That is what children do. They look for the cause inside themselves because the alternative is too frightening. If the adults are unpredictable, then the world is unsafe. But if the fault is inside the child, then perhaps it can be corrected. Perhaps next time he can be better, quieter, cleverer, faster, smaller. Perhaps he can prevent the storm by learning the rule he missed.

So I turned small moments over in my mind.

A wrong word.

A wrong look.

Being in the wrong place.

Asking at the wrong time.

Laughing too loudly.

Standing too close.

Each possibility offered a brief sense of certainty before dissolving again, leaving me no closer to understanding.

I never found it.

There was no secret rule I had broken. No hidden instruction I had failed to follow. No version of myself small enough, good enough, quiet enough, or useful enough to make the house safe.

But a child does not know that.

What remained instead was confusion. Not loud, visible, or dramatic, but quieter and more persistent: a low-level disorientation that settled into my chest and stayed there. It shaped the way I moved through rooms and the way I listened, as though I were always working with incomplete information.

It felt like an internal fog.

Not enough to stop me functioning.

Not enough to draw attention.

But enough to make everything require slightly more effort.

Enough to keep my body in a state of quiet readiness that did not fully switch off.

This is one of the things people misunderstand about children who survive frightening homes. They imagine terror as something obvious: screaming, running, crying, hiding. Sometimes it is. But often it is quieter than that. It is the child who seems well behaved because he has learned not to need too much. The child who sits neatly because stillness feels safer. The child who laughs when expected, answers when spoken to, and becomes easy to overlook.

I became that child.

Useful.

Watchful.

Low-maintenance.

Quiet.

And because I was quiet, people could mistake it for coping.

But quiet is not always peace.

Sometimes quiet is a child holding his breath.

When care and harm arrive from the same place, the nervous system does not resolve the contradiction. It cannot. A child cannot simply decide that a parent is unsafe and walk away. Love, need, fear, loyalty, and survival all become tangled together until the body stops asking what is fair and begins asking only what will keep it alive.

So the body reorganises.

Mine had already begun.

I learned to listen before speaking.

To scan before entering.

To shrink before being told.

To apologise before anyone accused me.

To become less trouble than I felt inside.

That was how I survived the days after the sink. Not by understanding what had happened, and not by being helped through it, but by becoming quieter around the wound.

The world had not explained itself.

So I became the explanation.

Something must be wrong with me.

That belief did not arrive as a sentence. It arrived as posture, breath, hesitation, and silence. It settled into the way I stood, the way I entered rooms, the way I waited for permission even when no one had asked me to wait.

And for many years, that quiet boy would be praised for being easy.

No one seemed to understand that easy was not the same as unharmed.
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SHAME ENTERS THE ROOM
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The park was the one place where everything inside me could loosen its grip.

Beyond the gates, the rules of the house did not quite follow us. Not completely. Not at first. The tightness I carried from room to room eased just enough to let something lighter through, and for a while I could be only a child, not a watcher, not a problem, not a small body trying to read the weather in adult faces.

On the swings, it felt like flying. Proper flying. The kind that lifts your stomach and carries you far enough from the ground to forget, if only for a few seconds, where you had come from and what might be waiting when your feet returned. The roundabout spun so fast it blurred the edges of the world into something soft and indistinct, something that did not need to be tracked so carefully. If I came off dizzy and laughing, then for that brief moment the dizziness belonged to play, not fear.

Inside those iron railings, we were not wrong children.

We were not children trying to stay one step ahead of something we could not name.

We were simply children.

That matters.

My sister was my lookout, my lieutenant, my fierce wee partner in command. She would shout across the playground with all the authority her small body could summon, legs planted, voice carrying, ready to defend what little territory we had managed to claim.

“Bugger off, this is our park!”

And I would back her up, my scrawny frame buzzing with righteous energy, because in that place, at that age, ownership was not about deeds or rent or adults making decisions above your head. Ownership meant you had got there first. It meant the swing was yours until you were finished. It meant the veranda was a lookout post, the railings a boundary, the roundabout a weapon if spun fast enough, and anyone who crossed into our kingdom without permission deserved whatever warning we could invent.

We had a system.

A kind of kids’ code.

Children understand these things without needing to speak them aloud. You can shout. You can chase. You can threaten terrible revenge in the language of five-year-olds. You can call someone names and be called worse back. You can fall out and be friends again ten minutes later. But you do not bring adults into it unless something truly terrible has happened.

Adults ruin things.

Even then, I knew that much.

When the boys did not listen, and they rarely did, something hot and immediate rose in me. I did not have the words for territory, fear, dignity, or protest. I did not know how to say, This is ours because we have so little else. I did not know how to explain that the park was not merely a park to us, but a temporary kingdom where we could choose the rules.

So I did the only thing my five-year-old brain could think of.

I dropped my trousers and mooned them.

A bare-arsed act of rebellion.

My sister joined in instantly, loyal to the end, and for a few bright, unguarded minutes we were ridiculous and free. Two tiny children defending their kingdom with nothing but bad language, exposed backsides, and the absolute belief that this would surely frighten the enemy into retreat.

We collapsed into laughter.

Not polite laughter. Not careful laughter. Whole-body laughter. The kind that takes over your ribs and makes your legs weak. For a moment, nothing was wrong with us. Nothing was dirty. Nothing was shameful. We were not making a statement about anything adult or ugly or corrupted. We were children being daft, crude, triumphant, and alive.

Then one of them broke the code.

One of the sneaky wee shites ran off and told.

I did not see him go. That was part of the betrayal. One moment we were still inside the laws of childhood, where the worst that could happen was a chase or an insult or someone threatening to batter someone else and then forgetting about it. The next, the adult world had been summoned.

And when she came, she came fast.

She arrived already carrying her full force, and the slap landed before I properly saw her. My head snapped sideways as her hand closed around my arm and threw me back against the wall hard enough to drive the air from my chest.

The playground did not stop.

That is what stays with me.

The swings still moved. Children still shouted. Somewhere close by, laughter still rose into the air as if nothing had happened. The world continued, ordinary and indifferent, while mine narrowed to her hand, the wall, the sting across my face, and the sudden knowledge that play had become danger.

My sister was crying beside me, her small hands clenched into fists that could not fix anything. I felt the pull to protect her rise automatically, but I could not even protect myself. I could not make sense of what was happening quickly enough to become brave inside it. One moment we had been laughing. The next, we were being punished as if we had done something monstrous.

And it was not only the violence that lodged under my skin.

It was the words.

She called us things I did not understand in any meaningful way, words that belonged to the adult world and carried a weight far beyond us. She made our silly, childish defiance sound filthy. She made it sound as though there was something wrong inside us, something shameful and contaminated, something that had to be named with disgust.

I did not know what the words meant.

But I understood the disgust.

Children often understand tone before meaning. They know when a word has been thrown like a stone. They know when an adult’s face has changed them from child to object. I could not have explained any of it then, but I felt something being placed on me that did not belong there and could not easily be removed.

That was the day shame entered the room.

Not as an idea.

As a sensation.

A folding inward. A heat under the skin. A terrible sense that something about me had been exposed and fixed in place. The laughter that had filled my body only minutes before vanished as if it had never belonged to me. In its place came the instinct to cover myself, not just physically, but entirely. To become smaller. To take up less space. To stop being the kind of child who could be seen.

That is what shame does when it is given to a child too early.

It does not teach right from wrong.

It teaches the child to mistrust his own innocence.

There are ways an adult could have handled that moment. A telling-off. A sharp word. A weary, embarrassed, “Pull your trousers up and stop being wee eejits.” It might have become a story we laughed about years later, the kind of daft family memory that proves children are strange and funny and full of nonsense.

But that was not what happened.

The moment was made dirty.

And because I was too young to understand that the dirt was not mine, I carried it.

Children are supposed to run towards their parents when they are frightened, but something breaks when the person you are wired to run to is the same person your body is trying to escape. The signal does not resolve. Fear has nowhere safe to go. What cannot be directed outward begins, quietly and without permission, to turn inward instead.

I think that was the beginning of a belief that would follow me for years.

Not simply that I had done something wrong.

But that I was wrong.

There is a difference, and it is everything.

A child who has done something wrong can be corrected and still remain whole. A child who believes he is wrong begins to disappear from the inside. He studies himself for faults. He apologises before he understands the accusation. He waits for rejection as if it has already been scheduled.

That day in the park should have remained what it was: a stupid, funny, childish act of rebellion.

Instead, it became evidence.

Evidence that I could not trust my joy.
Evidence that laughter could turn.
Evidence that even play could be dragged into shame.
Later, I would understand more. I would understand how adult disgust can distort a child’s self-image, how humiliation can become internal law, how shame, once planted, does not need much tending to grow. But at the time, I only knew that something bright had been taken from the park.

The swings still moved.

The roundabout still turned.

The other children kept playing.

But I had learned that even in our small kingdom, the storm could find us.

And after that, I was never quite as free inside the gates again.
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STAY STILL
(A Night in the Park)
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The park was never the same after sunset.

In daylight, it belonged to swings and shouting, scraped knees and daft arguments, children chasing one another across cracked tarmac as though the whole world had been built for running. It was the place where the rules of the house loosened, where laughter could rise without immediately being measured, where even fear, for a while, had to wait outside the railings.

But night changed it.

Although the park remained the same space in any practical sense — the same swings, the same roundabout, the same railings, the same path cutting through towards the corner shop — something in it shifted once the light drained from the sky. The rules altered without announcement. The shadows stretched longer. The chains on the swings moved irregularly in the wind, no longer rhythmic or playful, but uncertain, as though responding to something unseen.

A place can have more than one face.

Children know that before adults admit it.

That night I walked through it alone, not because I wanted to, but because Mum needed cigarettes, and that meant the corner shop. The quickest way there meant cutting through the park, so the decision was never really mine. In our house, an errand was not a negotiation. If you were sent, you went. Fear did not cancel instruction. Darkness did not make a difference.

So I went.

The air had that damp Glasgow thickness to it, the kind that seems to hold the day’s cold close to the ground. Streetlights threw weak yellow pools across the path, leaving too much between them untouched. The railings looked black against the fading sky. The grass at the edges was dark and wet. Somewhere beyond the houses, the city carried on with its low murmur of traffic, voices, television sets, and doors closing, ordinary life continuing behind curtains while I moved through a place that no longer felt ordinary at all.

I was small enough for the shadows to feel large.

I remember trying not to look into the corners.

That was something I had already learned: if you could not avoid a place, you managed your eyes. You looked where you had to look. Not too long. Not too directly. You kept moving. You made yourself part of the background, just another small shape passing through.

At first, what I saw did not make sense.

Just shapes moving in the dark.

One figure bent over another.

My brain reached automatically for something ordinary, something that did not require fear. Maybe they were fighting. Maybe someone had fallen. Maybe it was older boys messing about, roughhousing in the way older boys did, turning violence into a game until someone cried or bled and then pretending it had gone too far by accident.

Then the sounds reached me.

A scuttling scrape against the ground.
A choked cry for help.
A gurgling, rasped breath that seemed to come from the person on the ground and from inside my own chest at the same time.
I could not tell where his breathing ended and mine began.

Then something caught the light.

Metal.

And the movement changed.

What followed did not belong to anything I recognised, not in the way a child understands the world. It did not arrive with warning, or shouting, or the kind of build-up that gives the mind somewhere to place it. There was only the sudden movement of the raised arm, the dull, sickening force of impact, and the collapse of a body into the dark.

For a second, the whole park seemed to hold its breath.

The swings moved slightly in the wind.

The streetlight flickered.

The figure on the ground did not get up.

My body stopped where I stood.

Every instinct fired at once — run, hide, move, disappear — but the signals collided faster than I could act on them. I became suspended, aware and unable at the same time. My chest tightened. My breath shortened. The world narrowed even as it seemed to pull away from me.

There was no decision in it.

My body had already chosen stillness.

I know now that this was the freeze response, but knowing the language does not lessen the memory. At the time, there was no theory, no explanation, no adult voice telling me that the body sometimes chooses stillness when movement might bring danger closer. There was only the terrible fact of being there, seeing what I had seen, and feeling myself disappear into my own silence.

The man straightened and scanned the darkness.

For one long, suspended second, I was certain he would see me. My body drew inward as though taking up less space might make me harder to find. I did not breathe properly. I did not blink. I became wall, grass, shadow, air. Anything but a boy.

He did not see me.

Or if he did, he gave no sign.

I remained just beyond the edge of the light, held in place by the strange protection of being unnoticed.

When he left, my body began to move again. Not into a run. Running would have made noise. Running would have announced that I had seen. Instead, I moved carefully, as though any sudden action might undo whatever fragile protection remained. My legs worked, but they did not feel entirely mine. The path carried me forward because I already knew where I was supposed to go.

The shop was lit.

That is what I remember.

The ordinary brightness of it.

Shelves. Packets. Newspapers. Sweets behind the counter. The quiet exchange of coins. The smell of tobacco, dust, paper, and sugar. Nothing in that shop knew what had just happened in the park. Nothing had changed there. The adult behind the counter did not look at me and see a child who had walked through violence. I must have looked ordinary enough. Small enough. Quiet enough.

I bought the cigarettes.

I moved through the motions as if nothing had happened, my body functioning, my face giving nothing

























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
LEARNING

TO HIT THE

IAN HUGHES





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





