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Don’t Say I Didn’t Warn Ya
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This isn’t a book for people who know me.

––––––––
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If you do, please read something else.

––––––––
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Plenty has been left out. Although, in order to maintain the truth and a fair balance of events, I simply couldn’t omit everything.

––––––––
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I’m sorry.

––––––––
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I love you.
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Dam Understands
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Mid-seventies. A young couple searching fields for a runaway cat. Made his getaway from a cattery nearby. His sibling will leave home soon after. Assumed to be looking for his lost brother. The woman is heavily pregnant. Her firstborn will go on to love cats, who will mostly always love him back. He’ll also carry with him a terrible sadness. A constant search for something he can’t quite remember, but will never find.

––––––––
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I always remember living somewhere else. It’s inconceivable that anyone can’t. The older I get, the less I can recall of it. Dam understands. Dam is my friend. He is as real as anyone else I know, but would now be deemed imaginary.

––––––––
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I don’t know how to smile. Well, I do if I don’t stop to think about it. Most of the childhood photographs of me are sad. There are a few where I’m flattening my lips into what I think might be a posed smile. My older cousins always hate having their photos taken, so I will go on to copy their camera-averse behaviour. There are summer slides of a woman in a big hat, who often seems to be hovering in the background on sunny beaches. I want to say she was in more than one year’s holiday snaps. It sounds better if she was. My sweatshirt bearing the legend ‘I Don’t Go To University’ will prove prophetic.

––––––––
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I’m in my parents’ bedroom, feeling my little sister kicking inside my mum’s tummy. My dad has to postpone our journey to hospital in order to clean up my thrown-up Chocolate Buttons from between the car seats. Once we’re with my mum, I take it upon myself to freely distribute the talcum powder from her bedside table all around the ward.
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Half A Packet Of Spangles
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I find myself attending playgroup in the hall next to the old Methodist chapel. The floorboards are rough and constantly covered in sand from the previous session. My aunty helps to run things. She points out the big kids in the school playground we walk past on our way to the hall. I’ll be there with them next year. I can barely see above the wall, but the tall girl with the long blonde hair from the cult I don’t yet know about catches my eye. At the big table, the white plastic glue spreaders often (mistakenly) end up in the helpers’ coffee mugs, rather than the much more suitable pots of water that are provided. I think this has gone unnoticed, but - years later - I’m assured it has not.

––––––––
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As soon as one little kid needs the toilet, a group forms around the adults. We’re led through the small kitchen, then outside and into the filthy, cold, dilapidated toilets with lagging wrapped around the pipes to hopefully prevent them from freezing up. Once there, you do what you have to do in front of everybody else. I often have half a packet of Spangles in my pocket. One day, I find a bit of paper in a knothole in a floorboard and decide it would be a good idea to stick it up my nose. It is not. In the back of my uncle’s car, en route to the doctors’, who can’t really help. En route to the hospital, who can. We learn to cook. This mostly consists of applying icing to rich tea biscuits.

––––––––
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I meet my first girlfriend at playgroup. She lives just outside the village. I am amazed when I see (and hear) her mum whistle, as I am under the impression that ladies surely cannot do such a thing. My girl walks me around the hall with her arm around my shoulders, referring to me as hers. I become mates with a kid who lives on a farm. I go on to be friends with his family forever. It’s pouring down with rain one lunchtime when our morning session is over, so I borrow a cowboy hat to walk home in. We’re nearly run over crossing the road on the risky blind corner with no footpath. I’m pulled out of the way by another future girlfriend’s mum. The one who will bring me little gifts to school. Usually toy cars having only recently belonged to her big brother. Her mum assures my mum that it’s okay. I’m always let go at the end of our street and run down to my mum, who’s usually waiting at the end of the drive for me. No doubt eager to see what I’ve made today. On my way home, a black cat sometimes crosses my path. A car numberplate includes the letters ‘FAC’, which sound somehow transgressive. Fuck or fag, I guess.
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Obviously Up To No Good
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I embark upon my first holiday without my parents. I’m accompanying my aunty, uncle and cousin in their tiny 4 berth caravan. Caravan holidays are all I know at this point. We stay on a site not far from the beach. Much later, I’m reminded about us crossing cowshit field on the way to the sea. My heroic uncle dives into a river to save a drowning dog. Okay, it’s a perfectly happy dog in a ditch with a puddle of water. I already have quite the imagination. Shout oi if you find any meat in your oxtail soup. Space Dust. The Faraway Tree. The tiny shells I’ll bring home in a bucket. Can I see our house, driving past the school on our way back? Well over forty years later, this caravan park remains the strangest place I have ever been to. Drop me off there and I couldn’t tell you what country I was in.

––––––––
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My mum seems a bit off with me. She wants to sunbathe in the garden this afternoon and I’m obviously up to no good. She calms down later. We go to the reception window at school to order my pump bag, ready for the new term. I’ve already spent some time visiting what will soon be my classroom. I’m not sure about it. On the first day of school, I keep looking back at the mums standing by the coats. Eventually, I glance back and they’ve all gone. The big girl with the long blonde hair helps me with something. My mum always waves to me at playtime from the window. When, one day, she can’t make it, I am inconsolable and cry on the teacher’s lap. Bottle tops. Stickle Bricks. Duplo. The Cat In The Hat. In The Night Kitchen. You can see Mickey’s willy. You can see everyone’s that time the teacher leaves us alone and several of the boys get theirs out. I’m considering it myself, but the teacher returns before I can make a decision. My mum is glad that I don’t.

––––––––
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My teacher recognises something musical in me, although I think I’m just interested in the way the instruments work. I love how the plastic bristles fit back inside the drum brushes. One Christmas show, I borrow my uncle’s bow tie and play in the orchestra. I have no idea what I’m doing and just randomly hit anything in front of me. No one seems to notice. Another Christmas show, my mate and I make a beautiful girl disappear. I’m a magician and he’s my assistant. Whatever I say seems to make the audience laugh. It must be the perfectly ordinary disappearing cabinet.

––––––––
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The big barn at the farm is on fire on Christmas Eve. A small crowd gathers at the side gate. My mate climbs up for a better view. People speculate as to which town’s emergency services have arrived or soon will. Must be Leamington now. They’re all loving it. Including my dad. If there was any popcorn readily available, these cunts would be munching it. You made your own entertainment back then.

––––––––
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Everything seems to be based on fighting. Who’s the hardest. Who can have who. As soon as I leave the front door, it’s inescapable. Each school I attend will be worse than the previous one for this. Even just hanging out in the street or up the playing field is every bit as bad. There’s a dragon that lives in the school basement where the boiler is. This is accessed by some steps outside. I go down there once, but can’t see a thing. Black as fuck. One afternoon playtime, I walk up to a kid and kick him as hard as I can. He cries. Next day, I hear his dad visited my mate’s house thinking it was him. Another time, we’re throwing rocks through a hole in a falling down building on the edge of the school field. One of mine hits a boy and he bleeds like fuck. A butterfly plaster helps. He and at least one other kid from a family who settle here will almost certainly be the products of too-close family ties.
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