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			For Dad -

			You were my dirty British coaster with a salt-caked 

			smoke stack

			(John Masefield - Cargoes)

		

	
		
			        

		

	
		
			Your sons and your daughters are beyond

			It happens when you’re not looking. On Friday they are children, by the end of the weekend they are not. Journalists drive in from five counties and throng the school gates, arms in vertical salute as they snap picture after picture. You watch the news: kids covered head to foot with pelts of rough hair, bright orange eyes, mouths bristling with pointed teeth. Rather than shying away from the forest of microphones, they run circles around stupid questions. It’s as though sprouting fur has given them power over words.

			Under your roof, your daughter is first to change. You clap your son on the shoulder and say, “You and me against the world, boy”. But his body is a half-inch to the left of where it should be; your hand slips its hold in a way that means he can’t join in the necessary laughter. You raise your fist to have another run at it, but he’s no longer in the room.

			Details come in of an outbreak in Philadelphia. An elementary school in Adelaide. Reports from Khartoum, Brazzaville, Gothenburg, Edinburgh, Minsk, Kyoto. By the end of the week, you lose track.

			You hear your son and daughter hissing to each other, behind doors you can’t find the key for. Your wife says they’re discussing online makeup tutorials. You ask how she can understand that garbage they speak, and the look she gives you prickles with so many sharp edges that you have to ask again, and again, until she’s not in the room either, and you wonder what’s going on in this damn house that no-one except you can stand in the same damn place for more than thirty seconds.

			You watch your wife, studying her body for shadows where there should be light. Your questions used to make her agree with you, and quickly. Now, when you ask, she says she’s stopped shaving her armpits, her legs. You laugh, and say, “What next?” You watch your son, but it’s too late.

			These kids make you want to vomit. Not the hair: that could be got rid of with a good fine pair of shears. What’s needed are the good fine hands of buddies holding them down while you do just that.

			You hate the way they aren’t afraid. Kids ought to be afraid, ought to toe your line, no questions dared and flinching when you show them the back of your hand. You were promised fear and you want it back. You need it. What are you supposed to do, now that it’s gone? Your wife says, “You could try…” but before she can add some raccoon-like word – listening for example – she’s disappeared again. 

			Look at them. Their lack of self-disgust; their tails flicking in a tick-tock of touch me and I’ll take your hand off at the wrist. How dare they be happy with themselves when they’re revolting? You should be the one deciding what makes them happy and what doesn’t. It’s not normal. It’s not right. They make you sick. Not a Yes sir! in the whole rat pack. Military service. Now, that would shake them up good and proper. Knock them into shape.

			You’re no-one’s dog and you’re not out of tricks, no sir. You check the house, day and night, but somehow, they contrive to be in the room behind you, or the one you have yet to enter. You try standing still, but so do they, in a game of musical statues to the tune of your breathing.

			You keep the curtains closed. Outside, the world is roaring. You tell yourself it is the wind.

		

	
		
			Princess, Star, Brilliant

			He names us for what is most precious: Pearl, Ruby, Amber, Jade; and I am Emerald. A man such as Papa does not toy with vulgar flower names: those tedious bouquets of Lilies, Roses and Jasmines that delight at bloom’s instant, but rot right after the taking. As Papa has it, a flower sickens after it is cut, whereas a gem grows ever more valuable.

			I am the youngest. I am also the prettiest, though I will deny it in public, for lies are becoming. They bring husbands of gold and steel, in whom a girl may set herself to her best advantage.

			Five daughters, blessed with a father who has never once complained at the lack of sons, nor rejected our mother for her womb’s imperfection. Though we are female, he treats us as prized objects. He has assured us that if he were to sever his agreement with Mama, we would not be cast out with her. Are we not the most enviable of creatures? We breathe relief; gather ourselves into the safe shelter of his hands, and all is well.

			Our days are filled with private study, and Papa is the sweetest of teachers. From him we learn our quality, and how it may be raised with the touch of a meticulous man. Does a jewel not beautify by being turned over and over in the hand of an expert? Papa takes each sister in turn to demonstrate the truth of it. He permits us to observe how he handles us, girl after girl, so that we may learn the necessary procedures we shall undergo. We practice new words: connoisseur, sybarite, gratification.

			“Shhh,” says Papa. “This is our secret.”

			Secrets are the most delectable of morsels. We sisters share them, luscious as caramels hoarded from the Feast of the Three Kings, although that comes but once a year, and our tutelage in pleasure comes so many times it is impolite to keep count. A lady does not keep count. If she counts, she is not worthy of that which is counted.

			Papa may expend long moments on my sisters, but the longest, by far, are spent on me. I am his special girl, singled out for special schooling. He whispers, “You are the greatest of my achievements.” What daughter would not give anything to hear those words spoken by her Papa? I learn quickly at his knee. Drink each drop of masculine wisdom; fatten on knowledge he reserves for me. Oh Papa, sun of my life, who teaches me how to be the best of gems: to glint, to shimmer, to draw the eye of discerning men. I dream of the ways I shall be cut: heart, marquise, princess, star, brilliant.

			In all families, there is an occlusion in the stone. Another daughter is birthed, and this time Mama has done too much insult and we do not see her again. But what a pet we make of little sister! Blessed with the name Diamond: radiant eyes, radiant face and incandescent happiness. I am not jealous. Not a bit of it, for Papa strokes my hair and tells me how Emerald is a rare creature, whereas Diamonds, for all the money that can be made, are found in great quantity. Papa always knows how to soothe me.

			However, even gods make mistakes. If there were ever an error in Papa’s judgement, it is to leave the cutting of this youngest gem too late. She grows up strange. Answers only to Di, even when I hazard it is a sure way to bring misfortune onto a girl’s head. She wears her hair and body in a careless fashion and when I say she is like a boy, she roars laughter and asks, “What is wrong with that?”

			I clap my hands to my ears, chide her for her noise and clatter. I care for her, and wish her no harm, only for her to be less in love with ugliness. I try to instruct her about the many ways she can be made beautiful, tell her of princess, star, and brilliant.

			“Half the stone is sacrificed when it’s cut,” she scoffs. “I’ll stay rough, and keep every part intact.”

			“And never shine?” I sneer, displaying the smirk Papa has complimented me upon.

			“There are better things in life than glittering to please another.”

			“It is better not to be, than be unworked.”

			“Who spouts that rubbish?”

			I confess this makes me angry, for they are Papa’s words, and no-one may slander Him. I will bear any manner of slight, but will countenance no-one who offends Our Father, even if she is His blood. Which one may doubt, for why else did he put Mama aside, unless she made filth with a stranger? It is what women do, those with a flawed womb. I toss my head; call her a fool, how she should kneel in gratitude that I deign to pass my secret knowledge on to her. I tell her of Papa’s special love, exceeding any love she can hope to win. I rant and rail at her refusal to learn, her wilful ignorance of all that is important.

			When I am finished, I wipe my chin of spittle and compose my hands into a tidy arrangement. I wait for her to weep and beg forgiveness, this disobedient beast who presumes to make me feel small. But instead, she speaks quietly. Such words as I can never repeat, nor soil my tongue. She twists his gifts into vileness, his special secrets into sickness. She tells me I must escape, before it is too late. I do not understand such madness, nor do I wish to.

			Next morning there is a rope of knotted sheets hung from her window, a crushed rosebush at its foot. I pretend grief at the appointed times, when sorrow may be shown to its best advantage. Perhaps she is with Mama and all the other useless, unruly women. If it were not a misfortune of their own making, I might feel pity for them: the imprecision of their flesh; how their bodies spread like mongrel weeds; their lives of hideous work; the way they drag down the delicate reputation of our sex; that they have only each other, whereas I have everything a girl can dream of.

			There is value in scarcity. We are five again and need no more sisters. Without her distraction, I shine brighter. I do not miss her. Yet, at night, her words hover around my head and whine like mosquitoes. One day, I will crush them and all memory of her. See, I have almost snuffed out her name.

			One by one, my elder sisters go, to be clawset in fine marriages. I grow, and as my body blooms I rejoice in each of Papa’s lessons. His hands, precise and steady as a cutter of gems. I strive to become perfect. I gleam. I glitter. He displays me, often. I turn slowly, to show off each pretty part. There are crowds of eyes upon every gleaming piece of me. Their gaze increases my beauty, and beauty is my value. What a price I will fetch! How I will crow when all is signed and done and I am given over to be hammered, clamped, burnished and secured in claws. Look deep, and in me you will not find the tiniest fault. I am princess, star, brilliant.

		

	
		
			Burning Girl

			She begins in a shower of crimson sparks. Sets the flame of her finger to the blue touchpaper of the umbilicus and whoosh! Out she flies, a rocket of a girl.

			“Look mama!” she says, splashing the bathwater and raising puffs of steam. Her mother looks the other way, pretends she can’t see silver chains of bubbles foam through baby fingers.

			“Listen mama!” she says, giggling as her lips sizzle round the spoon when her mother feeds mashed carrot into the little cave of her mouth. Her mother is still looking the other way.

			“Look mama!” she cries, running round the garden, scorching rings into the grass, streaming a comet’s tail. Her mother buys gravel, drowns green under grey. Draws the curtains and keeps them closed. Hangs a fire-blanket in the kitchen, another in the bathroom, the bedroom, top and bottom of the stairs. Arranges buckets heaped with sand next to every door.

			“Mama, you can’t catch me!” she says. It’s a hoot, a whoop, a loop-the-loop as she races up and down the supermarket aisles, her incandescence rattling the shelves. Her mother gives chase, flings a coat around her and hurls her to the ground while shoppers gawp and talk of ambulances. The hollow cluck of her mother’s excuses: it’s ok. There’s no need. She’s fine. And she is fine. She’s a furnace child. Can’t hold it in. Who would want to? She shrieks with laughter as her mother rolls her backwards, forwards till the flames wink out.

			“It’s time we had a talk,” her mother says. They sit with knees kissing, hands locked in laps. She watches her mother’s face press itself into serious creases. There’s talk of danger; the need for silence; secrets. Secrets? The girl smiles, sticks out her thumb and up pops a hot petal from the tip, wavering from green to yellow. Her mother licks her fingers, squeezes it to nothing with a damp hiss.

			“But mama,” says the girl. “Don’t you love the way I glow?”

			“I’m afraid. For you.” The pause between the words is less than a flicker of breath.

			The girl laughs. “How silly! Who’s afraid of a girl who shines bright?”

			Her mother persists, warnings sharp enough to strike sparks. How the world hates what it doesn’t understand; breaks what it hates. How she’s only trying to protect her. On and on, in a cold and soaking voice, till the girl bows her head. No, she does not want to hurt her mother. No, she does not want people to be scared. No, she does not want to be hated.

			After that, her mother keeps her in the house. Calls it home-schooling, but they both know better. The girl stares out of the bedroom window, watches children playing on the street. When she weeps, her mother says, “You can go out when you’ve learned to control yourself.”

			She stifles herself into obedience. Stamps out the smallest flicker before it has time to swell. Rolls up her radiance and shoves it inside her ribs, where it throbs, bangs on her walls. Her skin erupts along the fault lines, and eczema scores truth across her body.

			At night, she goes into the yard and buries herself up to the neck in sand. It’s the only way to keep her mother safe. She seethes in nightmares where she scours a world of ash, searching for people like herself. She promises herself this is only till she’s old enough to leave. Her mother must be wrong. The world will love her light. She’ll find fiery sisters, brothers, and build new constellations, stringing stars around the earth. She counts the days.

			She grows, leaves home. Boys come: they love her party tricks of lighting candles with her fingers, singeing their eyebrows, breathing fire. They gawp at the glow of her nipples, the lava of her tongue. Crumple their noses when she tells them it’s safe to touch the hungry magma between her thighs. They hold her at arm’s length. Don’t hold her at all.

			Girls come: they tip their heads to one side, listening for the cracks through which to slide knives. They sneer at her selfishness. She ought to be ashamed for taking up so much room. It’s not how good girls should behave. She should step down, step back. Dial down her glitter, stop showing off, stop dazzling her light in everybody’s eyes.

			She meets no-one to match her shimmer. Stops going to parties. Stops returning calls. Stops going out. Just stops. She’s had years to perfect the skill of imprisoning her illumination. Keeps moving, from city to unlit city. Whenever she slips and shows a bit of sparkle, she moves on again.

			But it’s hell to rein in fire if all you are is flame. One night, her restraint buckles, breaks. She unbolts the door at 4am and runs to the heart of town. Climbs to the top floor of the car park and stretches out upon the deck, with only sky to cover her. She unlocks the mouth of her furnace. They haven’t spoken for so long that at first all she can hear are whispers, staccato soft: syllables popping like anxious corks. But it swells, unrolls wild tongues in a wave that builds to a crest that can no longer be contained. She bursts. She blazes. Lets loose the fireworks of her body, cascading upwards into the night. If she’s the only burning girl in the whole world, then it’s time to stop smothering her brightness.

			Next morning, she wakes in a cooling pool of bitumen, unpeels herself and dashes to the stairs. She must escape before commuters come and nose their cars into the white-lined bays. At first, she thinks she’s seeing things; that it’s a trick played by the low angle of the sun. But there, and there, dotted across the deck. Scorched into the tarmac, the tell-tale shape of other bodies.

		

	
		
			No Matter

			The first time she takes any notice of science is the lesson on atomic structure. The nucleus, a speck of grit spun around with electrons, and every single one of them behaving unpredictably. She learns there’s no such thing as solid: not textbook, chair, body.

			She’s always felt on the verge of flying apart, the earth uneasy beneath her feet. She gets queasy with panic: is there something wrong with her? Turns out all she’s been feeling is atomic whirl. It is the solution to her equation, her x = x. She is made of movement, particles in a giddy rush around a tiny core. She feels it there, quietly exerting its minute gravity.

			She is not quite nothing.

			Quickly, before anyone notices, she shields herself with protective boredom. Scrawls answers with enough mistakes to get a low mark and slip beneath the radar.

			She walks home swirling with knowledge. Delivers polite answers to how-was-school; hides in her room. Stripped of the day’s distracting thump and clatter, she stretches across her bed, house fluttering around her, skin barely able to hold her in. She is unsure if the trembling in her limbs is the turbulence of protons and neutrons, or power. She thinks it is power.

			She listens to the dance of electrons; discovers she can tune herself to its particular quiver. All the solidities she took for granted. It takes the slightest adjustment to align her empty spaces with those of the wall. She watches her fingers sink into the gap between the atoms of brick and mortar, feels a tingling like tongue-tip on a battery. Manages to slide wrist-deep before her courage falters and she withdraws.

			It’s going to take practice. When she’s got it right, she will walk into the wall. There is a future to explore. An out-there she can’t prove, but hopes is no place like home.

		

	
		
			Waiting for time to catch up

			When he goes downstairs, his mother is not in the kitchen. She’s not in the bathroom or the yard either. He stands on the kerb and calls her name. The noise echoes from the walls of the houses along the street. He shouts till he’s bored, but nobody comes to see what the fuss is about.

			He walks to school, to laugh at his friends doing maths tests and getting told off by Mr Beedling. It doesn’t take as long as expected and he wonders why his mother drives him every day, considering she’s always in a snappy mood. The playground is empty, classrooms deserted.

			He spends the day searching and finds no-one; not in houses, churches, shops, offices. He switches on his phone. The screen is a wash of static, as is his computer. He wonders where everyone’s gone. Wonders if he should be scared.

			Millions of people, taken somewhere they can’t bother him.

			At the local supermarket, he fills a basket with crisps and fizzy pop. Walks out without paying. There’s nobody to pay. He goes to bed when he feels like it, gets up when he feels like it. No-one shouts: do your homework, wash your hands, brush your teeth, sit up straight.

			In the mirror over the fireplace, he sees his family on the other side of the glass. Waves, but they don’t notice. His mother comes close, fixing her makeup. He sticks out his tongue.

			He doesn’t bother changing into clean clothes. He can’t figure out the washing machine and that’s the excuse he’ll use when this is all over and his mother asks why he’s wearing the same filthy t-shirt. He eats in front of the television. It fizzes white noise, but still. Whoever said crisps are fattening was stupid.

			Every now and then, he catches ghostly shadows in a shop window. He doesn’t bother to turn. He knows they won’t be there.

			The grandfather clock his dad’s so proud of ticks away the seconds. He spends a lot of time looking into the mirror. His father grows a beard. His mother does something with her hair. A picture of himself appears in a gilt frame on the wall. That school photo he hated.

			“Am I dead?” he asks the woman in the looking-glass. She can’t hear him.

			He doesn’t feel dead. He wonders if he’s moved sideways, like Dr Who in the Tardis.

			Something he used to call time passes. He writes down his name and those of his family and friends. There are gaps he can’t remember how to fill. He doesn’t grow out of his clothes. He wears the same body; the people in the mirror don’t. His father shaves off the beard, grows sideburns. The room changes: new sofa and carpet, walls painted a different colour. A cot appears. Some nights, the skin between worlds is so thin he can hear crying.

			He never thought he’d get bored of biscuits.

			One afternoon, he comes home from wandering the streets and finds the mirror-lounge stacked with boxes labelled kitchen, bathroom. His father points at the looking-glass as though saying: Do you want to keep this old thing?

			His mother presses her lips together, the way she does when making up her mind.

		

	
		
			Self-possessed

			What would you do differently if you had your life again?

			The world’s most pointless question. Second chances don’t happen, and certainly not to a guy like you, who has never taken a chance he could avoid. And yet, here you are, being given precisely that: a chance. God knows it’s a gift you don’t deserve. You’ve wasted your life frittering away each possibility of happiness with dogged persistence. All because you could not – would not – accept the simple fact of who and what you are. You still can’t say the word.

			No, scratch that. Silence was the problem all along. If you’d said it from the start, out and proud, things would be different. Gay.

			Here you are: an afternoon on the boat with Father and Mother, forty years ago. You wonder why this ordinary day is the one chosen to put things right. Why not something dramatic, a showstopper occasion you could grab hold of and say, Yes. This is when things went wrong.

			There’s no time to work out an answer. All you know is this is it. There won’t be another opportunity. You are shoved back, shouldering the decades aside. Something tweaks the chambers of your heart and you fall into your young body so fast it makes you dizzy.

			The boat rocks gently. You’re at the stern, on beer and soda duty. Your father is pretending to fish, your mother pretending to read. So much pretending. No wonder you learned how to be a sham. You had great teachers. You watch your sixteen-year-old self lift the lid of the cooler and pause, his hand – your hand – hovering above crushed ice. You have to break through, have to get his attention. Now, before he fetches Mother one of those diet colas she claims to enjoy. Before she pats his cheek, testing it for stubble, cooing, You’ll always be my baby boy! Before Father yells, It’s your fault the boy’s a cissy! and he shakes his mother off. Before he begins to toughen. Then it will be too late.

			The chill of part-melted slush as he dives in. Sudden cold shoots up his arm and you make him lose his grip. You sense youthful puzzlement. It’s not like me to drop things. Goddamn, he mutters, but under his breath, because Mother has a secret tracking system capable of detecting the faintest curse.

			He flexes his fingers, works blood back in. Dammit, you’re even thinking the thoughts of your teenage self: how you need a few scars to roughen up your knuckles, because Father sneers at your hands, elegant as your artistic uncle’s. Father says, artistic with a mincing lisp and Mother laughs her flowery laugh and says, oh Bill.

			You want to tell this young man not to blame himself for the slip, for the way he doesn’t fit his father’s picture of a man, for the way his mother keeps a bottle filled with clear liquor in her nightstand, and slops an inch into every soda. To stop blaming himself for everything. The words hover between your mind and his. There is so much to say.

			Suddenly, you don’t know where to begin. Maybe you ought to start confessing the mistakes you’ve made, warn him that he’ll make them too if he doesn’t change. Maybe you should describe your soulless apartment with its clean white furniture, blank wooden floors and empty bed, where you lie awake at 4am wondering how to fill the days, and the walls staring down with no answers. Warn him he’ll end up there as well. Most of all, you need to tell him about the loneliness.

			“Don’t–” you begin, trail off. “Try–” you say, but that’s not right. “Always–” No. “Never–” Surely not.

			His young mouth turns down in a frown. Goddamn, he says, voice firmer. You must hurry. Your only chance to change must not end this way.

			Start somewhere, you think. Anywhere. But start. Mother is calling for her drink. Above, the flicker of birds; below, the water flocking with fish. You threw away four decades hammering your square peg into the round hole the world told you was right and proper. A man does not need to corral a wild life within other people’s rules and expectations.

			You cannot, will not fail again.

			“Open your eyes,” you say, at last. “Be who you are. Take pride in all your unfitting pieces. There’s nothing wrong with you, there never was.”

			He pauses. Pushes the hair out of his eyes.

			“Do something foolish,” you say. “Something different. Right now.”

			He looks around. You feel his anxiety tangle its knot, tight and tighter.

			“Small steps,” you say gently. “Take off your pants and jump. Dive in. Let the water shock you awake. Swim to the other shore. I’ll be with you every step of the way. Through the beat-downs, the bullying. I’ll be with you on the bus out of this pretty prison you call home. Through the doubt, when you think you’ll never find a friend. Through the bad days and to the good. Let’s do it right this time. And if not right, then better. You are not alone.”
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