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   Part I

   
       

   







Triskaidekaphobia


It is Sunday morning. I hear our dial-up modem playing bad jazz as my mother connects to the internet. I am in the bathroom.

I recently discovered that my mother has been typing the names of as-yet-uninvented mental conditions into Yahoo’s search engine: ‘delusion syndrome teenage’, ‘over-active imagination problem’, ‘holistic behavioural stabilizers’.

When you type ‘delusion syndrome teenage’ into Yahoo, the first page it offers you is to do with Cotard’s Syndrome. Cotard’s Syndrome is a branch of autism where people believe they are dead. The website features some choice quotes from victims of the disease. For a while I was slipping these phrases into lulls in conversation at dinnertime or when my mother asked about my day at school.

‘My body has been replaced by a shell.’

‘My internal organs are made of stone.’

‘I have been dead for years.’

I have stopped saying these things. The more I pretended to be a corpse, the less open she became about issues of mental health.

I used to write questionnaires for my parents. I wanted to get to know them better. I asked things like:


What hereditary illnesses am I likely to inherit?

What money and land am I likely to inherit?

If your child was adopted, at what age would you choose to tell him about his real mother?




a) 4-8

b) 9-14

c) 15-18


I am nearly fifteen.

They looked over the questionnaires but they never answered them.

Since then, I have been using covert analysis to discover my parents’ secrets.

One of the things I have discovered is that, although my father’s beard looks ginger from a distance, when you get up close it is in fact a subtle blend of black, blond and strawberry.

I have also learnt that my parents have not had sex in two months. I monitor their intimacy via the dimmer switch in their bedroom. I know when they have been at it because the next morning the dial will still be set to halfway.

I also discovered that my father suffers from bouts of depression: I found an empty bottle of tricyclic antidepressants that were in the wicker bin under his bedside table. I still have the bottle among my old Transformers. Depression comes in bouts. Like boxing. Dad is in the blue corner.

It takes all of my intuition to find out when a bout of my father’s depression has started. Here are two signals: one, I can hear him emptying the dishwasher from my attic room. Two, he presses so hard when he handwrites that it is possible, in a certain light, to see two or three days’ worth of notes indented in the surface of our plastic easy-clean tablecloth.


Gone to yoga,


lamb in fridge,


Ll


Gone to Sainsbury’s,


Ll


Please record Channel 4, 9pm,

Lloyd


My father does not watch TV, he just records things.

There are ways of detecting that about of depression has finished: if dad makes an elaborate play on words or does an impression of a gay or oriental person. These are good signs.

In order to plan ahead, it’s in my interest to know about my parents’ mental problems from the earliest age.

I have not established the correct word for my mother’s condition. She is lucky because her mental health problems can be mistaken for character traits: neighbourliness, charm and placidity.

I’ve learnt more about human nature from watching ITV’s weekday morning chat shows than she has in her whole life. I tell her: ‘You are unwilling to address the vacuum in your interpersonal experiences,’ but she does not listen.

There is some evidence that my mother’s job is to blame for her state of mental health. She works for the council’s legal and democratic services department. She has many colleagues. One of the rules in her office is that, if it is your birthday, you are held responsible for bringing your own cake to work.

All of which brings me back to the medicine cabinet.

I slide the mirrored door aside; my face cross-fades, replaced by black and white boxes for prescription creams, pills in blister packs and brown bottles plugged with cotton wool. There’s Imodium, Canesten, Piriton, Benylin, Robitussin, plus a few suspicious-looking holistic treatments: arnica, echinacea, St John’s Wort and some dried-out leaves of aloe vera.

They believe that I have some emotional problems. I think that is why they do not want to burden me with their own. What they don’t seem to understand is that their problems are already my problems. I may inherit my mother’s weak tear ducts. If she walks into a breeze, the tears come out of the far corners of her eyes and run down towards her earlobes.

I have decided that the best way to get my parents to open up is to give them the impression that I am emotionally stable. I will tell them I am going to see a therapist and that he or she says that I am mostly fine except that I feel cut off from my parents, and that they ought to be more generous with their anecdotes.

There’s a clinic not far from my house that contains numerous types of therapist: physio-, psycho-, occupational. I weigh up which of the therapists will provide the least trouble. My body is pretty much perfect, so I plump for Dr Andrew Goddard B.Sc. M.Sc., a physiotherapist.

When I phone, a male secretary answers. I tell him that I need an early appointment with Andrew because I have to go to school. He says I can get an appointment for Thursday morning. He asks me if I’ve been to the clinic before. I say no. He asks me if I know where it is and I say yes, it is close to the swings.

I am amazed to discover that there are detective agencies in the Yellow Pages. Real detective agencies. One of them has this slogan: ‘You can run but you can’t hide’. I fold the corner of the page for easy reference.

Thursday morning. I usually let my Mum wake me up but today I have set my alarm for seven. Even from under my duvet, I can hear it bleating on the other side of my room. I hid it inside my plastic crate for faulty joysticks so that I would have to get out of bed, walk across the room, yank it out of the box by its lead and, only then, jab the snooze button. This was a tactical manoeuvre by my previous self. He can be very cruel.

As I listen to it, the alarm reminds me of the car alarm that goes off whenever heavy-goods vehicles drive past. It wails like a robotic baby.

The car is owned by the man at number sixteen on the street below us, Grovelands Terrace. He is a pansexual. Pansexuals are sexually attracted to everything. Animate or inanimate, it makes no odds: gloves, garlic, the Bible. He has two cars: a Volkswagon Polo for everyday and a yellow Lotus Elise for best. He parks the VW in front of his house and the Lotus out the back, on my road. The Lotus is the only yellow car on my street. It is very sensitive.

I have watched him many times as he jogs up through his back garden, swings open the gate and points his keys at the road. The wailing stops. If it happens late at night, he looks up to see how many lights have come on in the windows of the houses on my street. He checks the car for scratches, tenderly sliding a large hand over the bonnet and roof.

One night, it cried intermittently between the hours of midnight and four in the morning. I had one of Mrs Griffiths’s maths tests the next day and I wanted to let him know that, in our community, this behaviour is not acceptable. So I came home at lunchtime – having performed poorly in the test – went into the street and made myself sick on the bonnet of his Lotus. It was mostly blueberry Pop-Tart. The rain that afternoon was fierce and by teatime the lesson had been washed away.

When I make it down to breakfast, my dad asks me why I am up so early. ‘I’m going to see a therapist at eight thirty – Dr Goddard B.Sc. Hons.’ I say this as if it is no big deal, this new-found responsibility-taking.

He stops dead in the middle of slicing a banana on to his muesli. The open banana skin sits in his palm to protect him from the downward slash of his spoon. This is a man who knows about maturity.

‘Oh right. Good for you, Oliver,’ he says, nodding.

Dad admires preparation; he leaves his muesli in the fridge overnight so that it can fully absorb the semi-skimmed milk.

‘Yeah, it’s no biggie. I just thought I’d like to have a chat about a few things,’ I say, all casual.

‘That’s good, Oliver. Do you want some money?’

‘Yes.’

He pulls out his wallet and hands me a twenty and a ten. I know when I am spending Dad’s money because he folds the top of his twenties back on themselves, like a bed sheet, so that they fit inconspicuously into his wallet. Blind people also fold their banknotes.

‘Eight thirty,’ he says, looking at his watch. ‘I’ll drive you there.’

‘It’s only on Walter’s Road. I’ll walk.’

‘It’s okay,’ he says. ‘I want to.’

In the car, my dad treats me gently.

‘I’m very impressed’ – he checks his wing mirror, signals right and turns on to Walter’s Road – ‘that you’re doing this, Oliver.’

‘It’s nothing.’

‘But you know, if you want to talk about anything then me and your mum have been through quite a lot, we might be able to help.’

‘What sort of thing?’ I ask.

‘You know – we’re not as innocent as you think,’ he says, with a little sideways glance that can only mean sex parties.

‘I would like to have a chat sometime, Dad.’

‘Oh, that’d be great.’

I smile because I want him to believe we have a chummy rapport. He smiles because he thinks he is a good father.

Dad stops outside the clinic and watches me walk across the forecourt. I wave at him. His face is tensed in a mixture of pride and sorrow.

The practice looks nothing like a hospital. It reminds me of Gran’s house: all banisters and carpet. On the wall is a poster of a spine rearing up like an adder, about to shoot venom. I follow the signs to the waiting room.

No one is at reception. I thumb a doorbell that has been nailed to the desk. It has the words ‘Press for Assistance’ written next to it.

I keep ringing the bell until I hear footsteps from upstairs.

I pick up the Independent from the newspaper rack and sit down on the seat next to an Edensprings watercooler. Although I’m not thirsty, I pour myself a drink just to watch the translucent jellyfish gurgle to the surface.

The seats are shaped to improve posture. I straighten my back. I pretend to read the paper. I am commuting.

A voice says that I must be Mr Tate. I look up and he is standing in front of me holding a clipboard. He has large hands. I recognize him.

‘If you wouldn’t mind filling out this form then we can get started,’ he says, handing me the clipboard. ‘You live at number fifteen, don’t you? You’re Jill’s boy?’ he asks.

I realize that he’s the pansexual who lives on Grovelands Terrace. I’m surprised that pansexuals are allowed to work as receptionists.

I reject the impulse to write a false address.

‘Okay, that’s great. If you’d like to follow me.’

We enter a room with a stretcher-type bed in it and a skeleton, standing in the corner. There is no one in the room but us. The pansexual sits down in the doctor’s chair.

‘Sorry, I don’t know if I’ve introduced myself. I’m Dr Goddard’ – he holds out his hand – ‘but please call me Andrew.’

His hands are even bigger up close. Not true – merely a matter of scale.

‘So then,’ he glances at my form, ‘Oliver. What’s the news?’

I tell him it’s my back. That it hurts.

‘Right, if you wouldn’t mind taking off your gear – everything but your pants – then we can have a look at you.’ By ‘we’ he means ‘I’.

I tell myself not to feel sexually threatened. I am of no special interest; he could just as easily be angling for the printer.

I take off my shoes, then my jeans, but I leave my socks on. Then I take off my jumper and T-shirt in one, saving time.

‘A bad back is often partly to do with lifestyle.’ He taps some keys on his keyboard. ‘Do you spend a lot of time sitting down?’

‘I sit down at school,’ I say. ‘And I sit at my desk in my bedroom in the attic.’

He nods and turns to his computer screen.

‘I can see into all the back gardens on your street,’ I tell him.

He’s reading something, squinting.

‘Uh huh,’ he says.

He keeps tapping the down-arrow key.

I let the information catch up with him. He stops and turns to me. He nods, blinks, then he points at my legs. ‘Oliver, you are tall for your age and you have long femurs. This means that most chairs won’t fit you.’

I rest my hands on my thighs.

‘You’ll find yourself slouching or leaning back too much.’

I straighten up in my chair.

‘If you could just hop on the bed for me then we’ll see what we can do.’

By hop he means sit. I sit on the bed with my legs dangling over the side.

‘Do you know about pansexuals?’ I ask, on my guard.

He stops. ‘No, I don’t think I do.’ He moves round the bed so that he is behind me. ‘Someone who has a thing for pots and pans?’

This is a joke.

He spiders his fingers up and down my back while talking. ‘Why do you ask that?’

‘You know your next-door neighbour, the man at number fifteen?’ I ask.

‘You mean Mr Sheridan?’

‘He is a knacker. A knacker is someone who slaughters horses.’

He doesn’t say anything. He rubs my back at approximately the sixth vertebra.

‘Would you mind lying on your front for me, Oliver? You can put your face here.’ He could have said ‘lying prone’, saving two syllables.

He points to a small hole, a bit like a toilet seat, at one end of the bed.

‘Here, Andrew?’ I ask.

He nods. I shift on to my belly and poke my nose through the hole.

‘I’m going to lower the bed now, Oliver.’ The bed lowers, becoming briefly animate. I wonder if he lied about not understanding the word pansexual.

He massages the area surrounding my eighth vertebra. ‘I know Mr Sheridan quite well, Oliver.’ He has moved up to my neck now. ‘He’s a painter-decorator.’

He rubs my back at approximately the ninth vertebra.

‘Andrew, he has the eyes and overalls of a killer,’ I say.

My mum says that if you want to remember someone’s name you should be sure to address them by their name at least twice during your introductory conversation.

I can only see this tiny patch of light-blue carpet. I think about spitting on it. Or trying to vomit.

He applies a little more pressure on my neck.

‘The family at number thirteen are Zoro …’ I lose my breath as he kneads my back. ‘Zoroastrians. Zoroastrianism is a pre-Islamic religion of ancient Persia.’

I can’t stop myself from grunting. I hope he doesn’t think I’m enjoying myself.

‘Hmm, I’m fairly sure that they are Muslim, Oliver.’ He presses harder on my neck. If I wanted to throw up, I could.

‘Okay,’ he says. A machine bleeps like a television being turned off. ‘I’m going to do some ultrasound on your back.’ I don’t know what the word ultrasound means. Normally, I would note the word on my hand but, in this instance, I am forced to bite a chunk from the inside of my cheek as a reminder.

‘This is cold,’ he says, and it feels like he is breaking eggs on my back. It is not unpleasant.

I think about what he has told me about the family at number thirteen and the man at number fifteen. I think about the way he touches my back and the model skeleton and that he said I have long femurs.

I could easily throw up.

He rubs the gel into my spine and shoulders with what feels like an underarm deodorant roll-on. I don’t need to use deodorant yet. Chips says that roll-on is for gays.

‘I was sick on your car,’ I tell him. He stops rubbing.

‘What?’

It is quite difficult to speak; my cheeks are squished together.

‘On the bonnet. But it didn’t stick because of the rain.’

‘You were sick on my car?’ he says. This is like speaking to a baby.

‘Yes, I was sick on your car. The yellow one. Your car alarm had been going off all night and I wanted to teach you a lesson.’

I really feel like I might be sick. My face is starting to feel numb. There is another bleeping sound. I think he has turned something off. I hear him pacing. I am very vulnerable. I occasionally glimpse one of his loafers. Then he stops. I wait for him to say or do something.

‘You can sit up now, Oliver. We’re done.’

Afterwards, the doctor was very nice to me. He told me that I am really very healthy and my back isn’t bad at all. He gave me a free lumbar support, a salami-shaped cushion, because, he said, he wants us to be friends from now on.

I hide the lumbar support under my shirt as I open my front door.

Mum is waiting inside, sat on the bottom-but-one stair.

‘How did it go?’

‘Great – I feel really relaxed.’

She has half-dried her hair. The tips look darker brown than the roots.

‘Good. Will you go again?’

‘Nah, it turns out I only had a small bit of childhood trauma; it didn’t take very long to sort out. He says that one of my main problems was that I don’t feel close enough to my parents. They don’t share enough with me.’

She watches me. She’s wearing a terrible purple fleece.

‘What’s under your jumper?’ she asks.

I look down at my barrelled chest.

‘That’s a new pillow.’

‘What?’

‘So I can sleep at night. I’ve been having trouble sleeping. It’s mostly your fault.’

‘Can I see it?’

‘No. I lied. It’s rolled-up porn magazines.’

She squints at me.

‘Tell me what’s under your jumper, Olly?’

It’s times like this I am thankful to be a teenager.

I take advantage of my parents’ current stance on swearing – that it is up to me.

‘Fuck sake!’ I yell, barging past her and taking three steps at a time. Thank our Lord for long femurs.

I run up to my bedroom, sit down at my desk and start writing a short story:



There are nine planets in our solar system, Saturn being the largest. The life forms of Saturn are silent. They don’t need mouths because they communicate using thoughts, not speech.

‘I want to stay in my room,’ a young Saturnian thinks to his mother.

His mother understands completely. She comprehends his meaning in a way that spoken Earth monosyllables could never replicate. She knows that he feels like having some time to himself – no need to ask if he’s okay or worry about him or leave booklets around the house.




I tongue the small notch in the wall of my mouth. Then I look up the word ultrasound in the encyclopaedia.

Ultrasound uses high-frequency sound waves to study hard-to-reach body areas. Ultrasound was first developed in the Second World War to locate submerged objects: depth charges, submarines, Atlantis and such.

The first thing I ever stole was three pounds and forty-five pence from the mantelpiece at Ian Grist’s birthday party. I spent it on Copydex.

The second thing I ever stole was my father’s Oxford Encyclopaedia. I caused a small argument between Mum and Dad. He said: ‘I always put it back in exactly the same spot after I use it and – look! – it’s not there.’

The next day, he went out and bought two hardback copies of the encyclopaedia; one was black and one was navy.

‘Okay,’ he said, ‘now I’ve bought you your own copy.’

I heard the thunk of the book landing on her desk.

Some months later, when Mum was away at a conference, I left his old encyclopaedia on the landing outside my bedroom. I wanted him to find it. It was open at pages 112–13, which contains the entry for ‘cognitive dissonance’:



Cognitive dissonance is a condition first proposed by the psychologist Leon Festinger in 1956, relating to his hypothesis of cognitive consistency.

Cognitive dissonance is a state of opposition between cognitions.




A cognition is basically a thought, belief or attitude.



The theory of cognitive dissonance holds that contradicting cognitions serve as a driving force that compels the human mind to acquire or invent new thoughts or beliefs, or to modify existing beliefs, so as to minimize the amount of dissonance (conflict) between cognitions.




Dad read this entry, then, without comment, he quietly placed the book back on my bookcase.

For my last birthday, Dad bought me a pocket-sized Collins English Dictionary. It would only fit in a pocket that had been specially designed.

Last Christmas, in the way that my father tends to when he feels he has hit upon a seam of easy, pleasing gifts, he gave me a blood-red Roget’s Thesaurus, a square bulge in my stocking.

I have my reference books to hand while gazing in through the windows of our downhill neighbours.

I have the attic room in a building that is partly owned by my parents and partly owned by the bank.

We live halfway up a steep hill in a three-storey terraced house. The area is known as Mount Pleasant. The Victorians built the streets in a grid shape so that all the houses face the same way, looking out over the bay. My parents tell me that I have a fantastic view, but I don’t believe in scenery.

Swansea is shaped like an amphitheatre. The guildhall is somebody in the front row wearing an ungainly, clock-tower hat.

From their first-floor bedroom, my dad likes to watch the Cork ferry as it appears from behind Mumbles Lighthouse and shuffles out into the bay.

‘Here’s Corky,’ he says, as though introducing a game-show host.

I like to look into the windows and the back gardens of the houses on Grovelands Terrace. I consider myself an excellent judge of character.

The family at number thirteen are still Zoroastrians.

The ugly old woman at number fourteen is a triskaidekaphobic. She fears the number thirteen.

The man at number fifteen is still a knacker.

And there’s Andrew Goddard at number sixteen – both an excellent pansexual doctor and a compulsive liar.

Sunday. Me and Dad are at the tip, which is nothing more than a car park full of skips, crushers and enormous freight containers. The sky is concrete grey. I can smell beer slops, vinegar and soil.

I’m high-fiving wine bottles through stiff brush. It is a bit like a mass grave and all the green bottles are Jews. There are brown bottles and clear bottles too but not nearly as many. With Gestapic efficiency, I pick out another green bottle from the crate.

All the bodies will be crushed, recycled and used in building motorways.

‘Oliver, we’ve got something to tell you,’ Dad says, dumping a cardboard box full of garden waste into a toad-green mangler.

Unlike the doctor, when Dad says ‘we’, he means ‘we’, because Mum is omnipotent.

‘Who’s dead?’ I ask, shot-putting a bottle of Richebourg.

‘No one’s dead.’

‘You’re getting a divorce?’

‘Oliver.’

‘Mum’s preggers?’

‘No, we –’

‘I’m adopted.’

‘Oliver! Please, shit up!’

I can’t believe he just said that. I yelp with laughter. He looks flustered and red, cradling a slush of Sunday newspaper supplements. I keep laughing long after it has ceased to be funny.

But what Dad says next cuts my chortling short. Nothing could have prepared me:

‘Your mother and I decided: we need a holiday. We’ve booked for us all to go at Easter. To Italy,’ he says.





Flagitious


In assembly, Mr Checker announced that these are the best years of our lives. He said that most of our defining memories will be formed during school.

At the end of the assembly, Mr Checker held up an article from the Evening Post. He explained:

‘Zoe Preece’s mother’s beagle has beaten off eight thousand other dogs to win Best in Show at Crufts.’

Mr Checker made Zoe stand while we applauded, cheered, laughed.

Zoe is not the fattest girl in our school; Martina Freeman is much fatter. If you call Martina fat, she will push you against a wall and grab your balls. For this reason, Zoe has been appointed fattest girl. When she gets called Fat, she scurries away and writes about it in her diary. She has a short dark bob and excellent skin, the colour of full-fat milk. Her lips are always wet.

The best kind of bullying is topical. My friend Chips is a topical bully.

It is a well-known fact that on the last day of school before a holiday, even a half term, there are absolutely no rules.

The path to the school pond runs through a scrubland of ill trees, nettles and punctured footballs.

Chips adopts the pompous trot of the Crufts dog-trainer as he leads Zoe down the path, dropping the contents of her pencil case at intervals like dog chews.

‘Goodgirl,’ Chips says, tossing Zoe’s highlighter pen over his head.

Chips has a grade-two all over; you can see the contours of his skull, bulging and ridged.

Jordana, Abby and I bring up the rear, watching Zoe’s bum when she leans down to retrieve her stationery. She is wearing trousers.

‘Come on, girl,’ Chips encourages, dropping a Niceday rubber that bounces out of Zoe’s grasp.

Zoe calls out, ‘Stop it!’ as she stoops. Victims lack creativity.

A protractor clatters on to the paving stones. I see Zoe’s dairy skin where her shirt has turned transparent with sweat.

‘That’s it, Fat, almost there.’ Chips lets a palette of coloured pencils fall from the pencil case.

We reach the small, stagnant school pond. It is covered in green algae. A sunken tennis ball, mossy but luminous, glows beneath the surface like a globule of phlegm. The pond is bordered with paving stones; tall brambles encroach on all sides, leaving hardly enough room to walk around the edge. Chips stands on the far side, his mouth slightly open, his tongue bright red. I can see the small dark scar, like an almost-healed scratch, on his upper lip. With her left hand, Zoe clutches the retrieved stationery to her chest. Her right hand reaches out as Chips dangles her pencil case over the water.

‘Give it back!’ she shouts.

‘Good girl. Now, roll over.’

Bullying is about solidarity.

I don’t know which of us puts a hand to Zoe’s back first – we are all capable – but once one person commits then the rest must follow: a basic rule of bullying.

I feel the ridge of Zoe’s bra strap and the warmth coming off her skin as my hand – our hands – push. She falls, not in the traditional style, belly-flopping, but with a foot outstretched as if the algae might hold her up. The Reebok on her right foot finds the bottom of the pond, which is only eight inches deep. For a moment, I imagine that she might just balance there, fat-ballerina on one leg, but her foot slips from under her and she falls on her bum into the shallow gloop. Her ruler, rubber, pens and pencils float on the thick algae.

We all feel proud; as Zoe begins to sob, her shirt splattered green, her stationery slowly sinking, we know that this will be one of those vivid memories from youth that Mr Checker told us about in this morning’s assembly.






Autarky


My mother stands by the front gate, talking to a driver’s-side window that is wound down halfway. She is explaining, in Italian, that she cannot speak much Italian. Smiling, she tells the window that she is from ‘Galles’. My mother loves being asked for directions.

‘They must have thought I was local,’ she says, sitting back down at the stone table. Her light tan complements the simple wrinkles at her eyes and mouth. My parents and I are near Barga, in Tuscany, staying in a rented villa. Sitting outside on the clay-coloured patio, we look down upon a small river and a dried-up vineyard in the valley below. It is warm here but not excessively so. My parents like to come to holiday destinations ‘out of season’. It gives them a sense of individuality.

In the car on the way to Heathrow Airport, my parents had a discussion about money. My parents don’t argue – they only discuss. I find this infuriating.

They were discussing how much money to transform into traveller’s cheques. Traveller’s cheques are a way of letting the world know that you expect to get mugged. It is the equivalent of swapping to the other side of the street when you see some older boys smoking outside the newsagent.

They disagreed about how expensive Tuscany would be: Dad thought quite, Mum thought not very. The debate was reignited today, in the butcher’s, when I demanded that we buy lamb. Dad said that the lamb was a bit steep; Mum said that it was perfectly reasonable. Regardless, it is my fifteenth birthday tomorrow so we’re eating things that I like: beetroot and yoghurt, cheesy mash and lamb cutlets of indeterminate value. The lamb is bleeding.

I listen to them talk about their friends and colleagues. I try and let them know that they are boring by turning my head very deliberately from one to the other as they talk, as though we were on Centre Court. They have nicknames for most of their colleagues: Pixie, Queen Ann and Porko. Porko is my mother’s boss.

‘Porko’s getting married.’

‘I thought there already was a Mrs Porko.’

‘No, he’s had various ladies …’

‘Porkettes.’

‘Porkettes. Exactly. But this one is the real deal.’

‘How can you be sure?’

‘Well, he announced it at the end of an exam-board meeting.’

‘No flash in the pan, then?’

‘Apparently not.’

‘Not a rasher decision.’

‘Please, Lloyd.’

Anger does not come easy to me. It is something I have to encourage, like a greyhound in second place. My father is pulling a lump of lamb fat from between his front two teeth. He struggles with it, trying to pincer it between thumb and forefinger, pushing it with his tongue. His yellow teeth are enough – I’m out of the traps with a howl:

‘Why don’t we talk about me?’

My father dabs the edges of his mouth with his handkerchief. Handkerchiefs exist somewhere between the tissue and the flannel. My dad owns eight.

‘All you ever talk about is work. What about me? Aren’t I interesting?’ I say.

‘Okay then, Oliver, tell us something.’

I slide the slices of beetroot around my plate, turning the splodge of yoghurt pink. I like the way beetroot turns your wee pinkish red; I like to pretend that I have internal bleeding.

‘It’s not as easy as that – you can’t just ask me to tell you something and pretend that you’re taking an interest. This is not some board meeting where I’m just another bullet point.’

I sound impassioned. My father pretends to write down something on his handkerchief.

‘My son is not a bullet point,’ he says, making an exaggerated full stop, looking to me for my reaction. He hopes to diffuse the situation with humour. My greyhound is laughing, lagging.

‘To be honest, Oliver, I think of you more as a permaculture farm,’ he says, using a word I don’t understand. He sees my discomfort. ‘Permaculture is a form of very delicate, small-scale self-sufficiency farming. Certain crops are planted next to each other so any nutrients that one plant takes from the soil the other puts back. Like the birds that peck food from a hippo’s teeth, you need a careful balance of stimulus –’

I look at my mother. She’s watching my father with a familiar expression – a mixture of disgust and affection – that she adopts when she sees me use my own earwax as lip gloss. I believe in recycling.

I turn back to Dad.

‘I am not delicate,’ I say. ‘And you two are no stimuli at all!’ My correct use of a difficult plural spurs me on.

‘So we have failed to fulfill a certain need,’ my father says, in between chews. He looks at me. He has a spot of yoghurt in his beard.

‘No. You just don’t care.’

I slam my fist on to the table to no effect. It’s made of stone.

I leave the rest of my dinner uneaten and walk down the valley’s steep side. The tangled vines are stiff as spiders’ legs squashed in a notebook. I pick my way through nettles to the river’s edge. Yesterday, I began to build a dam across to the other side.

I am annoyed that I cannot rouse my holiday parents.

Drinking espressos on the balcony, they cannot see me because of three large pine trees overshadowing the river. I crab-carry the largest rocks out into the centre of the current. With each splash my weir reaches further towards the other bank.

I think about an exhibition my parents took me to at the National Botanic Garden of Wales where the artwork had been installed in and around the various ponds, streams and water features. The exhibition was called Show, which, I discovered, is also a word for a plug of cervical mucus expelled at the onset of labour.

I imagine myself as modern art: I am in the womb. The waters break, plashing on the awkward boulders. The sun on my eyelids glows an amniotic pink. I am a footling breech, coming out feet first as if my mum were a water slide. Forceps nip at my toes. The water turns misty, my feet cloak beneath plumes of silt. I need to be crying; I think of sad things: imagine if your parents were dead.

In history, we were shown a photo of Belsen. There were corpses lying beneath the trees, speckling the forest like fallen fruit. Their faces and upper bodies were covered with blankets so that they could have been anyone. I flutter-blink but my eyes stay dry.

The oldest photo my parents have of themselves as a couple is black and white. It is not black and white because there were no colour photographs – it was a specific choice they made. The corners are rounded like a playing card. The photo shows them having a picnic beneath some trees during the late seventies. I imagine them setting the camera timer, then lying back, pulling the picnic blanket over their heads. Not napping but dead.

My favourite photo, however, is in colour. It is my seventh birthday and we are in the back garden. It shows my dad, the prankster, pretending that he might pour a bowl of strawberry jelly with fruit pieces on top of my mother’s head. Mum sits on a camping stool; Dad stands behind her, holding the bowl above her, tipping it slightly. Our au pair, Hilde, myself and four of my friends sit on the grass around them. We are all grinning, looking up at Dad and hoping his hand will slip.

Dad looks mock worried – pursed lips saying uh oh! – while Mum’s face displays genuine terror: it’s her war face. She looks so ugly. Her hands and arms are slightly blurred, as she moves to protect her lovely hair. It’s as though she has just realized that, after years and years, her husband dislikes her and – worst of all – he has waited for their son’s birthday to let everyone know.

Further down the river, the bank changes into stretches of glistening, untouched mud, smooth as whale skin. I walk down-stream, getting deeper with each step. My feet squelch and fart; the mud takes on the consistency of jelly with fruit pieces. I allow myself to sink. I think of things that bite or sting.

Earlier this morning, a scorpion made a home in one of my father’s loafers. Dad put on his shoes in a rush, giving the creature no chance at all. He tipped it out on to the tiled floor; it landed the right way up with its tail and sting intact, claws slack and open. We watched it, waited for it to start up again. I nudged it with a thin twig, but nothing. My holiday dad lifted the scorpion to his earlobe like an earring. He Betty Booped, coyly blowing me a kiss.

My knees slip into the gloop. Where the mud’s skin has torn I can see tiny worms, almost maggots, flailing around. As I go to move my right foot, my left foot sinks deeper – up to my paper-white thigh. I still myself, like a sculpture, and take a breath. I am in the centre of a large hippo’s back of mud. I search through my pockets: an English pound and, to my surprise, a tennis ball. I place them on the mud next to me. Neither object sinks.

… American soap operas do this.

In dramatic situations, I close my eyes very slowly and then reopen them. I stay in the same place, the same predicament, but things change. Where there is no way out, a plan materializes. When I am lost for words, I find them …

It is important for my parents that I occasionally put myself in danger. It gives them a sense of being alive, of being lucky. Holiday Dad is always a good person to scream for.

The villa sits halfway up the valley side. I try and sound as if I’ve got something exciting that I want to show him: ‘Dad!’

‘Father!’

‘Lloyd!’ I imitate my mother’s voice.

‘Pa! Pops!’ I bleat – this makes me sink a little further. The mud sneaks under my shorts.

‘Help me!’

I hear someone – my father – coming down the hill. When he runs, he makes noises like someone clearing their throat. I listen to the sounds get louder. My father has a bad back. One day, I too will grunt at physical exercise.

My father’s bare torso appears above the brambles and nettles. Instead of going the long way round he stomps through them, pretending they do not hurt. He is naked except for his corduroy shorts and brown leather sandals. He has at least ten dark hairs around each nipple.

My father looks frightened. He loves me. He cannot help it.

He says nothing, ignores the tennis ball and pound coin, does not even make eye contact with me. His one concern: prolonging my life. After searching for but not finding a branch – heroes always use initiative – he comes to the edge of the bank, standing where spears of grass pierce through the mud. He leans forward; the mud gives like dog shit beneath his feet.

‘Nnngh,’ he grunts while getting his balance. This is no time for vowels.

I imagine the instrumental guitar music that they play during the cliff-hanger ending of Friday’s episode of Neighbours. Will I make it to my fifteenth birthday?

Bending his knees, Dad stretches one hand out to me. His arms are tanned like crème brûlée. This is not the moment to mention that the mud in my shorts is warm and sexual. I reach out with both arms, only to slip a little deeper, a little further away.

My father glances left, right and up.

I am the only person I know whose belly button is undecided, umming and ahing between in and out – it disappears beneath a pregnancy of mud.

There are seams of orange clay, like spatterings of paint, appearing where the mud has been churned.

My father retreats back towards one of the pine trees. He wedges one foot into a gap where the trunk parts into two main limbs. He climbs up one of the tree’s arms, using a rough, protruding knag as a foothold. I am impressed by his style of ascent. As he climbs, I can see that he has little underarm hair, almost none.

I imagine he will force a branch down so that I can reach it and then, with a sound like a first volley of arrows being loosed, I will be flung high into the air above the valley. A safety net on the patio, constructed by my mum using the washing line and clean sheets, will catch me and drop me into my seat at the table.

The mud underlines my ribcage.

The next thing that happens is very disappointing. My dad climbs further up the tree until he is entirely hidden. I can hear the flap of his sandals being heeled down on to wood. I wonder if my mother has phoned the emergency services; it’s not every day that she gets the opportunity to use the Italian for ‘helicopter rescue’. Eventually, with a limp-sounding crack and my father’s loud exhalation of breath, a long thick branch falls from the foliage.

The saving of my life takes less time than I had hoped. I grab on to one end of the slightly rotten branch; my father holds the other. We struggle for a bit, then there is the sound of a sausage pulled from mash as he yanks me free. I belly-slither on to the bank. My legs are covered in a darker mud – the colour of cinnamon toast. I smell like a fridge.

‘I’m hungry,’ I say.

‘Your food’s still warm.’

From his pocket, he pulls out one of his eight handkerchiefs and dabs the corner of my eye.

We walk back to the villa through the dried branches of the vineyard. The sun is still high; I can feel my legs start to stiffen. My father does not tell me to be more careful in future. He must be grateful.

My parents drink their coffee and watch me eat. Tomorrow is my fifteenth birthday. The mud cracks and falls off me in pieces. It looks as though someone has dropped a precious vase.





Voodoo


Chips is a traditional bully; he leads us behind the bike sheds. Except they’re more like bus stops than sheds. There is one bike locked up, its front wheel has been stolen, its back wheel kicked in.

Chips, Jordana, Abby and I stand in a circle, or perhaps a square. Chips drops Zoe’s diary on the floor and stamps on it with his heel. The lock holds out.

Chips stole the diary during double music. Mr Oundle, our teacher, used to be a successful opera singer, a bass. He has perfect pitch. Dad even has a CD with his full name on the inlay: Ian Oundle. Dad is sad about Ian’s career.

Mr Oundle was in the store cupboard and Zoe had her headphones on while Chips, with his sleeve rolled up, rummaged through her satchel.

The diary is covered in purple felt and has a gold-coloured lock as if to signpost to bullies: reading this book is what will hurt me most.

Chips stamps on the lock again. This time it breaks.

Picking it up, he scans through, looking for his own name. He tears out each page as he goes through. A small pile starts to form at our feet.

I pluck a page from the air as it falls:




Sunday: B+

Showed Mam the lumps in my armpit. She says there are glands in your armpit, though I am too young to get glandular fever. Which is what cousin Lewis had when he stayed in bed for a month and didn’t have to go to school. Must check my armpits every day.

Got an email from D. He says he can’t wait to see me at West Glam this summer. He thinks that I should try out for the part of Esmeralda. I told him that they won’t give me the part because I’m not skinny.

I think Dad got bored of letting me win at badminton this week. We went to Joe’s Ice Cream afterwards and I had a Chocolate North Pole.

We visited Nanna. She looks weird with no hair, but she won’t wear the beret Mam bought her.




We are all reading separate pages, shouting out the most relevant bits, like a comprehension exercise.

‘“I wish I was dead,”’ Abby quotes. You can see the join on Abby’s neck b1etween her foundation and her real skin.

‘“I hate my life,”’ Jordana says.

I grab another page as it falls:



Tuesday: C –

School today was shit except I found a fiver on the way home. Did trust exercises in drama, where four people stand in a circle around you and then you have to close your eyes and let yourself fall. Gareth made heaving sounds and Gemma shouted timber as I let myself go. They didn’t drop me, though I thought they would.

Came second-highest in Mrs Griffiths’s maths test. She handed the tests back so that the people with the best marks got given their papers first. Tatiana Rapatzikou came first. Eliot came last. Apparently Eliot’s dad ran off with one of his elder sister’s friends. The girl is only eighteen. Mam thinks it’s terrible.

Got a letter from D today. He had included a Lego figure with four changeable heads that he said I could use as a voodoo doll for anyone.




‘Ah ha,’ Chips says, finding a page upon which he cameos. He adopts a whiny voice that is a bad impression of Zoe: ‘Jean who works breakfasts understands. She says that I am very mature for my age. She says that she has had a fluctuating waistline all her life and it’s never done her any harm. She says that kids can be cruel. I told her I felt like crying in geography when Chips said: “I bet you eat your dinner off a tectonic plate.” ’

Chips looks up.

‘I forgot I said that.’

He holds the diary by its front cover and lets the pages hang open.

‘This looks like a case for Inspector Zippo,’ he says, but Jordana has already had the same thought – the smell of oil, then flame. Chips waits for the fire to catch hold before dropping the book to the floor. Jordana itches her forearm, scramming it red.

I imagine Zoe thought that recording the cruel things we say to her would be cathartic. A reminder of past embarrassments: like when you don’t bother wiping the pus
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