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            To Helen and our alter egos, Sally and Chrissy, and to all the other girls with big dreams in small towns.

            
                

            

            
                

            

            
                

            

            
                

            

            To me, fair friend, you never can be old. 

            (William Shakespeare, Sonnet 104)
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            Readers are advised that this book contains references to self-harm and suicide.
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vii
            PLAYERS AND STUFF

         

         
            CHARLENE – That’s me, Charlie, yours truly.

            APRICOT – Fairy, ballerina, geisha girl, superstar. My best friend.

            CARYS – Apricot’s mother. Lover of crystals and angel cards. Narcissist.

            SPENCER – Apricot’s father. Recently expired by speeding train.

            LIAM – Carys’ boyfriend. Lorry driver, conspiracy theorist.

            THE BAGLAN GIANT – Collector of rare and precious things.

            JONNY – ???

            TEX – Apricot’s ex-boyfriend. Surfer dude.

            JEREMY – Green-haired lover of comics and potential lover of yours truly. Oops I spilled the Heinz already.

            OFFELIA – Friendly neighbourhood spy.

            SHANNON – Dim and distant schoolfriend (it’s just a turn of phrase, no offence meant).

            MR JULIO – Halloween gecko. Martyr.viii

            WANDA – My mother. Onesie wearer. Pizza addict.

            BARRY – The incredible fainting man.

            GAVIN – A police officer. Sucks lollipops.

            PORT TALBOT – My phantasmagorical and floating version of the Welsh industrial seaside town.

            THE STEELWORKS – Backbone of Port Talbot, my story’s infrastructure.

            THE READER – Most important character and collaborator. I hope to find you on every page.
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            BLAST FURNACE

            A large vertical furnace for smelting iron from ore2
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         Sometimes I wonder how we come to know a place. Do we know it by its patches of sun, its shadows? Its breezes, its skyline, its feel beneath our feet? Its mists, moods and washing lines? Its rats and rabbit snares, its people? Are they kind, do they say hello in the mornings, do they mind their own business? Do they plant seeds in dismal cracks to bloom in riotous surprise? And when we are gone, what is left behind but the delicate tendrils connecting us, the ties.

         I’ve lived all my life in Port Talbot. Never strayed. Apricot was the one that got away. There’s always one. Have you noticed? The one that everybody loved. The one that everybody wanted to know. The one who didn’t fit in, didn’t belong. The one who had superstar stamped through them, plain as Aberavon in a stick of pink rock. The one who was going to fly, or die in the attempt. Vanish over the edge of town never to return, except to wave from afar at the rest of us – trapped, pot-holed, taking consolation in the warmth of the crowd. We don’t have a special mark. Nothing sets us apart. Don’t have an aura. Don’t have charisma. Don’t have a heart-shaped freckle on our cheekbone.4

         Some clown from the West Country wrote on Tripadvisor that Port Talbot is of a low socio-economic status which is a rude way of saying that all we can aspire to is Universal Credit and as many benefits as we’re entitled to. Which isn’t entirely true.

         Dark-market occupations, the clown honked on, include the buying and selling of bearded dragons and exotic houseplants. The colourful history of Sandfields (where we live) boasts a serial killer, and a swimming pool that miraculously managed to catch fire. An oily beach runs the length of the town like a disused rail track to the iron lung of a steelworks that looms, puffs and wheezes, and the crumble-down hills that seal you off as though at the edge of the world. Move your eyes a fraction and it’s a whole different landscape, which should be beautiful but is, in fact, as disconcerting as a kaleidoscope mid-spin or an asymmetrical face.

         That clown rode in on his white horse from the West Country, dipped his pinky in the feral waters of Port Talbot and condemned our town to rubble with his pen. Now I’m going to tell a story that’d make that clown’s hair bounce, if it weren’t held down by a balding cap.

         Read on, my lovelies, you won’t need no curling tongs.

      

   


   
      
         
5
            CHAPTER ONE

            The Baglan Giant

         

         Charlie

         Graffiti turns up with the dirty surf and the milkman. Again. Apricot Jones wants hunting down in red under the angel door knocker of number 47 Morgannwg House and a chalked body outlined on the pavement beside two semi-skimmed and a sheep’s yoghurt for diverticulitis.

         Offelia upstairs twitches downstairs to get a better look. Standing in the stairwell, palpating her stomach beneath her droggy gown and reeking of peppermint to disguise worse reeks and leaks.

         ‘There’s more,’ she says. ‘I saw from upstairs.’

         Unsurprising. From that pokey window her gaze stretches from one end of town to the other, through sand, cement, steel, brick walls. It’s some kind of superpower. Imagine what Specsavers could do with her.

         ‘Can I borrow a jay cloth?’ I ask. She nods, thumbs at the beaded curtain to Apricot’s room. ‘Does she know?’

         I shrug. I’ve hidden the breadknife, razors, cheese grater just in case. There’s always a delayed response with Apricot. She digests bad news like it’s steak and chips not faggot and peas, and then days, weeks, months later there’s shit everywhere out of nowhere.6

         And that’s how I happen to be out here cleaning up other people’s mess on my week off. It seems like it’s my destiny to clean up the world’s detritus, mop and sponge at every orifice. These humanitarians who go off and save the planet with a bamboo toothbrush want to try wiping someone’s arse for a week. That’s humanitarian. Saving the world one bum at a time. I don’t actually mind clearing up mess. At least when I do it, I know the job’s being done properly unlike other carers who skimp on the bleach and Dettol. Another thing I’ve found is that if you clean up somebody’s mess, they’re indebted to you. There’s a whole heap of power in a spot of elbow grease.

         I’m scrubbing down hunting when a black Jag sidles up. There’s only one reason a car like that’s in a place like this. Well, two reasons. Drugs and money. The window slides down and an old guy with an oily ponytail sticks his head out. He daren’t get out the car. If he did, it’d be halfway to Penarth already.

         ‘Carys Jones here?’ Cardiff accent. Knuckle-crunching rings.

         I shake my head. ‘Try Soul Dreamer in the market.’

         ‘I did.’

         ‘Who’s asking?’

         ‘Tell her the Baglan Giant wants a word.’ The window slides up.

         ‘You don’t look like a giant,’ I shout, chucking crimson suds over Offelia’s ancient gnome. I sense a curtain shimmy at the pokey window and wave without looking up.7

         I stomp back in, make a pot of tea, read the new angel card Carys stuck on the fridge while I’m waiting on the boil.

         Know that the universe would not spin so gracefully without you.

         Hmmm. Pad into Apricot’s room, put the mug of tea by her salt lamp, nearly trip over a wet tankini. Wet. If she went for a morning surf that means she’s seen the graffiti. Oh shit.

         Lift the lid of the vivarium and give Mr Julio a misting. Then I open the box of crickets on the windowsill – it’s like opening a musical box – and drop one down the throat of Mr Julio. His Halloween mask puffs out and the cricket chirrups as it goes, one leg dangling. I like that about crickets, still singing as they’re dying.

         ‘I think his tail’s growing back,’ I say, and Apricot gives a kind of grunt from under the pillow. Mr Julio escaped out the flat the other week and Offelia grabbed him by the tail. If you grab a gecko by the tail, it drops off: some kind of escape mechanism I guess. I think he enjoyed his brief interlude on the doorstep, camouflaged by all that graffiti. Probably felt he was back home in the grasslands of Indonesia.

         I flop down on the mattress that is to be my home for the week while my mum’s in respite care, and start scrolling. ‘Some guy from Minnesota liked your post about assassinating the royal family and says will you marry him. Some giant, by the way, is looking for your mam. Oh, and Shannon asks are you okay.’8

         This gets a response. ‘Fuck off.’ She jerks her head round. ‘D’you remember that time she gave me all those face masks, like she was trying to tell me something.’

         I look at her radiant skin, the kind of skin other girls would do cartwheels for, and sigh. ‘They were half price in Beauty Outlet, that’s all.’

         ‘So you say.’ She jumps out of bed, naked, old scars gleaming on her thighs, pulls on leggings and her dad’s old Smiths T-shirt. She’s been wearing it for the last four months since he passed away. He completed suicide under a train, his remains were indecipherable, and they stuck him in a jar. He’s probably flying now with the crows at the cem. I have dreams of flying – they say it means you’re trapped.

         We went to visit him once, took the bus along the old Cardiff road. Loaded up on Piriton and vodka we were, it wasn’t easy stumbling about that graveyard in the twilight. (Whyever Piriton and vodka? I hear the West Country clown ruminating beneath his sweet ole thatch infested with dormice and silverfish. To cut a long story, there weren’t any paracetamol left in the house to shake into our mixed-drink cordial, so we poured a bottle of cough syrup instead. Gave it a fruity edge so it did.) I thought a pair of stony wings were coming at me. Someone had left a bunch of wilted bluebells.

         ‘Why do they look all misty?’ Apricot asked.

         ‘It’s probably the Vaseline under your eyes,’ I said.

         ‘Who put them there anyway? I didn’t. Mam didn’t.’9

         That’s when I put my size sevens in my gob. ‘Maybe his other family.’

         ‘What other family?’ she spat. Like an addict in denial. I felt like taking her round the back of the gravestone where the other ones are engraved. Levi, Diamond, Poppy, Lucy. They did it illicit in the middle of the night with an electric drill. The family he kept hidden the other side of the mountain. Spencer Jones, loving father and all that. He ushered a load in then ushered himself out. I guess on balance he contributed. Our old principal used to say the important thing is to make a contribution to society. Like society’s some big charity case.

         On the way home we stared out the bus at the steelworks exploding orange into black. ‘This is the resurrection,’ I intoned, tottering up and down the empty aisle. ‘Let there be sea! Let there be mountain! Let there be steelwork! Let there be Port Talbot!’

         I guess I should introduce myself at this point, in case you’re wondering whether I’m one of God’s disciples about to announce the second coming. I’m Apricot Jones’ best friend. And my name is Charlie.

         
             

         

         ‘So,’ I say, staring at her snow-globe collection on the shelf opposite. Different worlds side by side. Perfect. Complete. No mess. No cleaning up required. And you can fit each world in the palm of your hand. No wonder she likes peering into them. ‘Did you see anyone when you went surfing this morning?’10

         ‘Nah.’ She dunks a stale Ryvita into her tea. ‘Just some boy on a boat. Nearly spun me out.’

         I decide to squirt her with Mr Julio’s mister till she begs for mercy.
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            CHAPTER TWO

         

         Apricot

         Diary Entry Number 72…

         A 3 out of 10 day. Visibility moderate to poor, says the Shipping Forecast.

         Charlie’s stalking me with her praying-mantis eyes, like she’s worried I might razor half my face or lop off an ear the way Van Gogh did. She’s probably hidden all the serrated edges, which means I’ll have to use my teeth if I need to peel a potato.

         Treacherous cow.

         I’ve a love-hate relationship with Charlie. I’d die for her, kill for her, but most of the time I can’t stand the sight of her hairy armpits. We met at primary school and according to Charlie we bonded over a love of Pritt Stick and a dislike of Marvin Allsop’s bogey pile sellotaped to the underside of the dinner table. I don’t remember that. I just remember a short girl with a nose to hang Polos off and marshmallow n peanut-butter-coloured hair which looks tasty but ends up a sticky mess. We’ve been best mates ever since. It’s like we’re conjoined twins or something. Sometimes I wish somebody’d come and machete one of us out of our misery, leave the other with half a heart.12

         It’s a 3 out of 10 day today so far. It would have been a zero but meeting the Boy on the Boat notched it up to a 3. When my father died, and I dropped out of school, I had to see a counsellor. He asked me to rate each day out of 10. After two whole weeks of big fat zeros, he suggested I start off the day thinking it might be a 7 so that then maybe it would be. I said, isn’t that a bit like premature ejaculation, which made him squirm on his seat, fiddle with his Biro. Arsehole. I stopped going after that.

         Looking out the window, it’s a shabby sunlight kind of day like Van Gogh’s Sunflowers, which brings me back down to a 2. I hate shabby sunlight. Shabby sunlight glints on all the crap, making it shine even harder. I like the rainy days when every drop feels like a change. Like something new could happen. Like the old’s being washed away.

         Nowhere to go in this town. Nothing to do but the plain old same old prehistoric lame old. Why not concoct a mystery, I thought, dabbing the front door, around myself, be a character in my own creation. If Banksy can do it. Banksy scrawled a garage by the steelworks with a boy playing in the snow. Turns out it was ashes from a burning bin. Like we’re all having fun in Port Talbot in a perpetual Etch A Sketch.

         My world, my rules, bow down bow down. Playing the victim’s a sick game but I do it exceedingly well. I do it so it feels like hell, I do it so it feels like a work of art. That’s a line from Sylvia Plath. My father introduced her to me, but I wouldn’t take it that far.13

         At least now people pay attention to me. Charlie brings me cups of tea, hovers like a seagull over a chip. Mam shares her angel cards. We got shower of abundance yesterday: a girl with a crown and gold coins, and Mam started weeping uncontrollably. Even Offelia has a civil tongue with my soap opera kicking off on her very own doorstep. I’m doing them all a favour really. If I play the sick game of being a victim, then they can play the sick game of being nice. Win win. Gives them a chance to roll out their niceness like a glittering red carpet and for me to prance down, all manipulation and conniving knives. With serrated edges.

         I see you’re judging me. Don’t judge me. Who are you to judge me? We all have our secrets. We all have a skeleton comes out at night, grinning and pointing a bony finger. Even the smug middle-aged with their big white house and gravel drive, their two point four and Labrador, their long-term partner tossing and turning in the dark because of what they did with someone else in the dark and should they bring it out into the light because if they do their world goes puff, and if they don’t the secret climbs like a dragon out of its egg, looks around, likes what it sees, creeps over the bedsheet towards you and licks you from the insides out until you scream.

         Oh, please don’t bother judging me. We’re all the same, see, underneath – all good as Goldilocks, all too good to be true. We do the bad stuff to stay alive, take the edge off, keep it sweet. All of us in it together on the 14way to oblivion via the beckoning old scar, via A and E. Pain no longer works for me, too crass, too bloody. I’ve changed my aesthetic. Now I dunk myself in the sea like a Rich Tea biscuit, dissolving every part into the waves.

         It’s a mermaid, said the Boy on the Boat and his hair was right there at that moment for the clouds to part and the sun to glint down on. A kak line but I swallowed it. He’d seen me how I wanted to be seen.

         I invited him to The Party.

         What party?

         The one I’m going to have so I can see you again, I thought, but I just dropped You’ll get an invite, and his smile was right there at that moment for the spray to burst over.

         Feeling the surge beneath me I paddle hard, get up on the board and for two glorious seconds I walk on water, eat men with chopsticks, eat men like air.
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