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1.

Chlorine stabs my eyes as rubies of light fidget and fizz around my impossibly weightless, twirling body. What little life I’ve lived flickers in front of me, a tipped-over tricycle, a sunlit tree, a leaking green felt-tip pen. The thunderous thrum of thrashing water in my ears is punctuated by the pounding of my little heart against its ribcage. Holding my breath has set my lungs on fire and it suddenly makes sense to inhale water. The panic gives way to calm acceptance as the incontestable downward suck is equalled by another from above and a fist around my wrist hoists me crackling into the boundless blinding white light of the afternoon.

It’s my second near drowning in a week.

The accommodation at Butlin’s holiday camp consists of long rows of prefabricated chalets butted together and piled one on top of the other to form two-storey concentration-camp-style blocks. The recently painted white picket fence runs parallel to freshly mown rectangles of grass before ascending the stairs in the form of bannisters and levelling out as railings for the first-floor balconies. The infrastructure doesn’t look like it would survive the slamming of a door. Breaking into the chalets is already child’s play but my mother makes it even easier by leaving the door open. Her second failed attempt at drowning me has left her exhausted and she needs a nap. Understandably reluctant to go anywhere with a mother who is disappointed to see her son still breathing I have to be dragged back to the chalet. In a state of hyper-vigilance that will be the norm for the next forty-five years, I lie awake in my cot anticipating the worst.

It’s only minutes away

She is often woken by her own snoring but today she sleeps right through it. As her baritone fills the room a silhouette lets itself in through the open door and floats across the room in my direction. I feel annoyance as my belly is tickled and discomfort as the sensation migrates lower. A warmth emanates from down there as if sunlight has somehow found its way under the blankets. I’m reminded of a phrase delivered like a warning by one of the more frightening nuns in my preschool: ‘God can see through the blankets.’

And now there’s another source of heat: anger.

Isn’t someone supposed to be protecting me from this sort of thing? Or am I somehow inviting it? As the entity continues its ministrations I begin to think it might be pleasant if it was invited. My mother mutters something in her sleep, an involuntary objection, a retort to a subconscious affront and the undulating amoeba retreats into the open door, slipping through it and darkening the window momentarily before it vanishes. I can’t say I’m surprised. This sort of thing is only to be expected if doors are left open.

A few months later, in the hallway of my childhood home my brother is looking out of the window at the imaginary sleigh and reindeer landing on our front lawn.

‘Oh look, there’s Rudolph.’

I long to see for myself but – not yet tall enough to peer over the windowsill – I have to rely on his narration and my imagination.

‘And here comes Santa,’ says my sister before adding a chilling afterthought, ‘I hope you’ve been a good boy.’

There is a system in place where my father beats us with a buckled leather strap every Friday night. The severity of these beatings depends on his wife’s assessment of our conduct the preceding week.

My heart sinks as I calculate the number of times I’ve been referred to as bold in the week leading up to Christmas. Boldness, as a concept, is confusing. I’ve watched Captain Kirk boldly go where no man has gone before and I can’t find any evidence of disobedience or wrongdoing in it apart from the fact that he does seem to be enjoying himself a little too much.

Because joy is frowned on too.

‘Don’t you know there are starving children in Africa?’

But you mustn’t be sad either.

‘I’ll give you something to cry about.’

The beatings are brutal enough on their own without the psychological torment. Brian runs himself against a pebbledashed wall hoping to pre-empt his punishment. It’s better than waiting five or six days for his executioner to get home. Then there’s the invitation to collaborate in your torture by selecting a birch from the back garden hedgerow. It’s a waste of time pleading to have your sentence commuted but you try anyway.

Skilfully wielding her husband’s power, my mother keeps score cards pitting us against each other while over the kitchen door, out of reach, the thick leather strap – taken from the bridle of a donkey on Uncle Kevin’s farm – presides. This is what you’re beaten with if you decide not to select a birch. An accumulation of three Xs by your name constitutes a beating, or walloping as it’s known, and though it is possible with enough good deeds to reduce that number it takes a great deal of effort and rarely succeeds since a new crime inevitably replaces the pardoned one before Friday.

But hopefully Santa knows nothing of this

As long as he and my mother remain unacquainted there’s hope. Hearing his booming baritone emanate not from outside but from the kitchen I am impressed by Santa’s magical powers of teleportation until my father steps into the hallway wearing a tattered cardboard mask with a white-haired wig and beard in a baggy red onesie that culminates in a pair of green Wellington boots I recognise from the garage.

‘Ho, ho, ho.’

What I see is a group of well-acquainted individuals enacting a scripted performance directed at the youngest person present. The fact that they’ve obviously rehearsed their roles in advance confirms what I already suspect. It’s a conspiracy. If this is what life is like in the warm embrace of my so-called loving family what’s it going to be like when I venture out there?

Beyond the lawn.

Father Eddy addresses his class.

There are two schoolboys to a desk and I share mine with Paul Nolan, the respected conker player and talented sportsman. He is generally thought of as having a great future. In some ways it’s an honour to sit with him. But that all changes the day I hear the trickling sound beside me. Looking for the source I notice his face is mauve with shame and there are tears streaming down his cheeks. This is uncharacteristic of the normally well-composed, even-keeled Paul since he is known for his good nature and resilience.

What’s that pungent odour stinging my nostrils? Looking down I notice the floorboards are stained by what I now realise is urine leaking out of him. He remains seated and motionless as if by doing so the seepage will be less noticeable. More unusual than the trickling sound is the absence of mockery from the rest of the class. How can such uproariously rich material go unnoticed? Even Father Eddy doesn’t acknowledge it. I slide away from the possibility of getting any of it on me but I can already feel infinitesimal splashlettes on my bare legs as the pooling on the seat trickles off the edge onto the dusty floorboards. The collective wisdom of the class knows what is happening.

Seeking permission to visit the toilet is ill-advised. Such visits offer Father Eddy uninterrupted access to unbuttoned trousers and shorts. Paul is sent home to change and after an absence of three days he reappears but now I notice that when he moves there’s a rustling noise as if he has cellophane in his pockets.

He’s wearing a diaper.

Years later I’ll realise what’s happened. Having been molested by Father Eddy in the toilets he’s understandably reluctant to invite a repeat of the situation and so rather than subject himself to that he tries to hold it in. After being sent home he might or might not have explained the situation to his parents and they might or might not have found an elegant solution for him. The diaper, though cumbersome and embarrassing to wear, prevents further molestation without having to confront the issue.

It’s a sort of chastity belt.

I myself routinely walk home with hot pellets of excrement rolling down the insides of my trousers rather than risk being openly raped in a cubicle. At least in the classroom there’s still the need for some degree of decorum but actual penetrative sex can happen in the toilet. In the end Paul wears his diaper and I apply my trusty safety pin, locking my treasures away. But in an unexpected turn of events I can’t help but remember the exhilaration of his touch and find myself yearning for it. So much so, when he sits with other boys I actually start to feel jealous.

Even my emotions have betrayed me.

I wonder if this is something I should mention to my mother as she puts me in the driving seat of her Leyland Mini.

I can’t imagine her reacting well to it. She’s already annoyed at me as it is and I don’t want to make it worse. My sandaled feet don’t reach the floor so I’m half standing, half sitting when she indicates I place a foot on the middle pedal. She’ll push from the front.

Her look of annoyance intensifies when I stomp on the wrong one. It’s the same expression she wears talking on the phone to Mrs McCree. My mother tutors me to quietly open the front door and press the doorbell so she can plausibly claim someone’s at the door.

The only time she doesn’t look annoyed is when we have visitors but since they’re almost always the wives of my father’s colleagues, expectations of sincerity are low. Watching them approach she curses them right up to the moment they ring the doorbell. Her tone is so vicious and unrelentingly horrible I wonder if I should warn them. I’m convinced they’ll be lacerated within seconds of the door opening but instead they’re greeted by a gracious, smiling, carefree, beautiful woman who offers them hot beverages, biscuits and cake.

The contrast is stupefying.

I stand to attention having learned from former visits to make myself available for meticulous scrutiny and bone-crushing hugs. Meanwhile I marvel at my mother infused now with a joy so abundant it overflows onto her guests. I’m forced to conclude that this is how human interaction is conducted. If these women are as insincere as my mother then their hatred for her must match hers for them. Surely a discovery of this magnitude is worthy of utterance but something suggests otherwise. The warm, cheerful, selfless hostess who played the part of my mother leaves with the last departing visitor and the moment the door closes the viper reappears.

Back in the car her face will soon wear an expression I haven’t seen before as I reverse at great speed through the driveway gate onto Lochlin Road, stopped only by the kerb on the other side.

Three horizontal trenches will furrow her brow, gathering the skin like fabric above her widened eyes. It’s the first time I’m certain she can see me.

Until then I’ve had to knock things over to get noticed but in this moment I don’t have to do a thing. Her attention is intense and unwavering. Regal in my reversing throne I’m wanted, needed, maybe even longed for.

But is that crumple in her forehead for me? Or is it self-concern?

My father in particular and society in general would never approve of a mother putting her eight-year-old son in the driver’s seat of a car.

What would the neighbours say? Appearances are everything to my mother.

The fingernails of her right hand scrape frantically at the retreating bonnet, grasping pathetically at the thin rim of the headlight until there’s nothing left to claw at but air. She stumbles forward as I retreat and the other hand clamps over her mouth.

Unaware of the danger I’m in I coolly analyse her fevered antics. It’s an impressive performance to be sure but I decide she’s more concerned about the car than the passenger. And though it’s deeply satisfying to see her so distraught I can’t tell if I feel avenged for her neglect or relieved to see she has feelings.

One thing is clear as I watch her shrink in perspective and the sound of car horns blare left and right: I, on my own, am not enough. As if to add emphasis to this realisation the car jolts violently to a halt. It takes the threat of death to get noticed. A man descends from the cab of a lorry and hugs my mother. I’m invisible again. Another thought occurs to me as a concerned pedestrian shuffles into position behind the truck-driver, waiting his turn to comfort my mother.

Did she just try to kill me again?

I’m given ample opportunity to continue my research. I’m not tall enough to see over the edge of our kitchen table but I can hear the strangely satisfying squelch of potatoes being mashed in milk. My mother has warned me not to wander off but I also know better than to snuggle up to her. I was once offered a messy wooden spoon to lick and I wonder if it’ll happen again.

It doesn’t.

The kitchen window looks out onto our back garden that features a swing, an apple tree and a shed. The naturally formed hedgerow of bushes and small trees forms a boundary on one end while two whitewashed walls stand either side of the lawn. It is from this hedgerow my siblings and I select the sticks with which we’re beaten. The house, built from scratch to my father’s specification, is flanked on one side by the Cody residence, home to the mayor of Deelford and his wife, and on the other by a rundown bungalow occupied by a reclusive, quietly ageing woman with a prolific apple orchard whose husband is rumoured to have left her to go to England. The term go to England is whispered and Mrs Donnelly is rarely seen outside 10 a.m, mass. Mayor Cody keeps greyhounds and propped against his side of the wall that separates his garden from ours is a loosely built wooden structure housing two long-bodied, knife-nosed beasts that look more like mythological sea creatures than dogs. In appearance and nature they are in stark contrast to our newly approved family pet whose name captures his essence so accurately no further description is necessary.

Pudgy.

My mother is not happy about it but somehow she has conceded and I’m allowed to keep him as long as she is not expected to have anything to do with it. The greyhounds have, over time, scraped away at the earth under the planks where the garden wall ends and the hedge begins. They do this less from curiosity than desperation, having been purposely starved to motivate them to chase artificial lures at race meets.

I watch transfixed as two dazzlingly white spectral thugs emerge from a crack in the universe, their ribs very much on show. When they’re walked in public they wear muzzles but right now their leers are unrestrained. The rhythmic mashing stops as my mother presumably looks up from the creamy mix of potato, milk, butter and finely chopped onions at the sight outside the window that has haunted me from that day to this. Thanks to a letterbox viewfinder created by the underside of the table and the top of the windowsill I have an unimpeded view. Framed so cinematically it’s like a private viewing of a horror film. My mother probably doesn’t realise I can see under the table and this might explain why she makes no effort to shield me from what ensues but it doesn’t explain why she makes no effort to stop it.

She doesn’t approve of pets.

They’re too much work. My sister often brings home stray dogs only to abandon them when they piss on the living-room carpet. My mother bans all pets and my father supports her decision. But this doesn’t stop them from being smuggled into the house only to be discovered when they bark or, yes, piss on the living-room carpet. Various methods are employed to convey the pointlessness of trying to change the family policy on this issue. The first is suitably agricultural, seeing as this is how both my parents were raised. Put the creature in a sack, add a couple of bricks, tie off the open end and dump it in a river.

Pepper is the beautiful beige Border collie my brother and sister solemnly vow to care for. Not only is she to be drowned, her advocates are expected to execute her. I’ll never forget the sight of my brother attempting to lure the poor befuddled creature into a sack furnished with bricks, stones and, heartbreakingly, treats. Pepper approaches politely but there’s no way she’s voluntarily entering a sack. This method is abandoned and her murderers are joined by my father as they dupe the poor innocent beast into thinking she’s going on a picnic. Leaping joyously into the back seat of the car so that they can drive off into the country to find a nice scenic spot to abandon her she falls enthusiastically for the ruse and peers out the window at the good of it all, ears pinned back, tongue adangle. The humans are smiling. The more convincing they are to each other the less chance there is of Pepper sensing the truth. And it feels better if it’s just a jaunt in the country.

We return in silence.

I don’t know where exactly they dump her but we’re gone for an hour so it must be at least thirty miles away. Four days later Pepper bursts through the hedge, her tail blurred with delight to see her would-be assassins again. In the end she’s fed rat poison and thrown over the same hedge.

Or so I’m told.

The next dog to be dealt with is George. His name is chosen ironically after the TV show about a St Bernard. That such a tiny creature should bear the same name as the colossus is endearing and hilarious until my brother, Brian, is forced to drown him in a bucket. Even now I can see him crouched over the rusty pail, his eyes shut tight, incapable of watching his own actions.

He tries to keep his Sunday clothes clean by spreading the fingers of his left hand over George’s twitching little bottom as he tries to back out of the half-filled bucket. I can’t forget the despair in his eyes opened momentarily as he looks around in vain for someone to stop him. The weakening scrape of tiny claws against the metal interior broadcasts the drowning pup’s inability to save himself. He’s now just going through the motions. Brian can’t look but for some reason I can. He can spare himself the imagery but there’s no doubt he feels the life leaving George’s increasingly limp body draped over the rim of the bucket. Shutting his eyes even tighter he makes a whinnying sound trying to make it all go away.

I already know what it’s like to drown.

It’s what happens when you’re not wanted. Pepper is gone, George is on the way, would I be next? Maybe I’ll be taken on a picnic and left in a field. I feel my brother’s trauma, his self-disgust. He’s trying to be manly. I can’t help wondering what he’s been threatened with to make him commit such an atrocity. I worry it’ll happen to me. I don’t want to be drowned in a bucket or be forced to drown anyone else in a bucket.

It’s a great incentive to behave.

So when I see Pudgy flipped like a toy into the air by Mayor Cody’s greyhounds I’m calm. After all, he’s probably already dead. His limp body crumples onto the grass as their thin heads insert themselves into his pale opened belly like blades. Crimson to the neck they feast energetically on his innards, throwing their heads back in what looks like demonic laughter but really it’s to get better purchase on whatever piece of Pudgy they’re chewing. The sleek heads glisten red before disappearing once more inside the carcass like they’re rummaging in a carry bag.

And she just stands there.

Not because she’s repulsed or shocked but because she doesn’t want to distract them. She makes no effort to stop them. Although by now they’re in such a frenzy she could hit them with a shovel and they wouldn’t notice.

I don’t want her to know I’m looking up at her. I’m afraid of what I might see on her face. If it’s satisfaction what does it mean for me? How should I take that? How do I deal with what happened out there? Are there words for this? I must look awed because she seems to understand.

‘You saw that?’

I don’t remember answering.

If she’s capable of calmly observing this scene without so much as a flinch of discomfort, what chance do I have of being shown compassion or mercy or even affection? What I remember most is the thought that seems to pass from her to me, uncaring mother to unwanted son. It’s confirmation of my deepest, darkest, most unutterable fear. You’re next. But at least she notices me.

My father, on the other hand, avoids me altogether. It’s as if he actively dislikes me. I can only imagine it’s because of something my mother told him. In a few years’ time I’ll give him every reason to disown me but right now he seems to hate me in advance.

On credit so to speak.

He’s more like a reclusive celebrity than a father. And as his biggest fan I obsess over his whims and whereabouts, camping out in the garden hoping for a glimpse of him as he arrives home in his spectacular car. I look forward to his kingly presence at the family table, his God-like morning descent, his every utterance memorised and stored away for later analysis. I try to position myself in places where he’ll be forced to notice me. After all, how can I hope to get his attention if he can’t even see me? The Supreme Being can’t be expected to break away from His Magnificence to look at a bad drawing of a cat or a train. I need to do better than that, think outside the box, be more creative. I daydream about the two of us going on adventures together.

Arctic exploration, naval battles, space travel. Until the day I’m given my chance and I panic. We’re on holidays in the Isle of Man. Even on holidays I’m not allowed near him. It’s difficult to convey the aura of power he exudes. When I hear him beating my brother and sister I can actually taste the fear he puts in the air. He
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