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To the eight-year-old me who dreamt of climbing trees and hiding under leaves or flying away on my bed to some far-off sun-filled land as if it were magical, we did it, kiddo, we did, we escaped to these beautiful mountains.


We built our dreams, you, and me.









 


 


 




‘Follow your dreams, lad, don’t be like me and waste your life.’


Dad, 1970 – in something of an odd moment of actually talking to me
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One



My Family as an Archipelago


Tracing my family’s history can be like looking at snail trails that you find in early spring or late autumn that poetically snake and whisper across paving slabs, stopping abruptly as if the snails have been lifted into the heavens, vanishing without a trace. Family histories, peppered with intergenerational trauma and the traces and imprints of difficult memories that arise from pain, often appear as disconnected clues across the chasm of time, across centuries. I’ve researched my family’s history back over four hundred years. I made a map, an actual drawing of a map to try to make sense of things.


But making a map based on myths is as reliable as it sounds. As kids we were told falsehoods and exaggerated family legends. My dad, John, once told us that we were descended from the people who set up Barclays Bank. I looked. We’re not.


There’s a pudding called floating islands which is made of nuggets of Italian meringue on a sea of custard. Looking at the map of my family is like looking at a map of floating islands with only hints and clues about how to navigate the space between each distinct shore. How can you read the family’s entire surface? Also, if you leave floating islands out for long enough, they take on board the lush, light custard and start to sink. That’s my family’s history: forever sinking, disconnected little islands in a vast Tupperware bowl.


Faint, fading dots and dashes lighting the paths to you, to me, to form us. Seemingly disembodied from us, from our bodies, like the snail trails they stop a distance away. How did we get from the path, from the lineage to us? So many clues, but no one wants to own them, to admit they belong to them.


Clues that you’d never see at street level, only from above, like a celestial map. To understand my family, you have to stop still and take the time to research, to look around, to find truth in scant clues. None of mine have the luxury of time, only me.


So, I search to try to find hidden truths.


Memories and events that surround us, circling us like soft winds, whispering to us, a few of them slipping in under our skin, to embed in our minds. Addiction in our family feels such. Violence in our family feels such. A fear of abject poverty in our family feels such.


Perhaps when mouths were aghast at the stuff that happened, we swallowed these embedded truths. They festered and grew into seeds of unhappiness that emerge as addiction; addiction runs in the family.


There are nuggets of truth. We come from hard work, addiction, violence and poverty. These nuggets shine brightly on my hand-drawn map, islands you can stand on. Reappearing time and time again, like their own sweet archipelagos.


We are told by polite society that whatever the trauma that we’ve experienced or are experiencing, we can always adapt, change, and move on to a better, brighter future. Find a perfect garden the other side of the fence with flowers and grass, grass that isn’t peppered with dog shit and yellowing patches of seeping dog piss. Gardens inhabited by laughter and childish exploration rather than heavy silence, the aftermath of violence. We are led to believe that we can shuck off these layers of traumatic history like cotton-rich clothing on a sunny day, and emerge anew, different, changed, cleansed, transitioned into happy.


Perhaps some can, perhaps even most, I don’t know any more. Maybe it’s just me that can’t even though I look like I have. The price of escaping has been to crawl inside me and create fantasies.


But the guilt I feel at failing to happily clamour upwards to brighter lands is immense. It shames me that I’m still trapped by my past. I’m still on this map.


The lines, the trails, the dashes that connect my family’s different lines of history have disappeared over time, separating us, the different generations, different siblings, into distinct islands. Separately named. Living alone as singles. Lonesome spots, islets. Blips. Blips that don’t understand what life’s meant to be about, if it’s always going to be this hard.


Dad forcefully explained to us on more than one occasion that our lives were like this because we were mental like our mum, we took after her. ‘It’s genetic,’ he said.


That helped enormously.


Searching ancestry records only gives you a network of clues. At first nothing is emotional, far from it – just dates, places, names, jobs, births and deaths. But just occasionally I could join up two people or two generations and something would fall into place, and I’d be hit with the emotion of knowing these people, loving the names written in black and white.


My gran, my dad’s mum Lou, appearing on the 1911 census in the Bethnal Green Workhouse. She was a kid. The same night, on the same census, her parents and some of their other children were just around the corner in a room in Russia Lane. Why was she there alone? I don’t know if any of the other children were in this workhouse or one of the other workhouses in the East End. I couldn’t find any other leads. Not that night.


My dad never knew. When I told him over the phone, he was silent, the kind of resolute silence that’s holding back tears. I only remember him crying after he hit us and then, once, sobbing at his mum’s funeral when they lowered her coffin into the ground. But I could feel tears close on that call.


Dad’s neurological disease is a little like Parkinson’s, phones are tough for him now, he can hardly talk, which is fine because we don’t have a lot to say, but in his silence I sensed years of emotions catching up in his brain, like racing cars on the last lap. An actual piece of information, not supposition, or a family tale about a mythical banking connection, but an actual documented detail that allowed him an insight to his mum, a mum who left them, latch-key kids, day after day, night after night, as she went out to work in one factory after another, calling in for Guinness on the way home. Who was once a little girl left in the workhouse while the rest of her siblings were at home with their parents.


The Sunlight Laundry in Brixton, the Tate and Lyle factory in Silvertown. She worked in them all. All the big London factories.


I didn’t mean the fact to be a gift, but it felt like I’d given him a single detail that explained so much about his own childhood. A childhood that had made him an angry, violent man. His mother would never forget the experience of being a child in a workhouse, possibly handed over when times were too tough for all the kids to be fed.


Her background informed and shaped my dad’s lived experience, his background became the background to our foregrounds, and as I write, now my background, which if I’d had a womb would by now have become my children’s foregrounds.


Single events shape generations, in exactly the same way that a moment of privilege does, privilege allowing space for simple things like breathing and thinking and dreaming.


A crown.


I found a history of alcoholism on both sides, of people dying prematurely of liver disease and bouts of hospitalisation noted on different censuses. Histories of fragile employment, the lowest paid employment possible – begging. On a census the words ‘blind beggar’ described my maternal greatgrandfather. The words ‘blind’, ‘beggar’, ‘labourer’, ‘servant’ and ‘workhouse’ appeared numerous times on both sides. And just occasionally, the words ‘prison’ and ‘crime’.


Through the contemporary cultural phenomenon of creating a family tree, a map, I connected the dots that I was told I could walk away from, because I’d read books and gone to university. Breezily walking away because I was the one in the family who’d done all right. But just because I embody new words for my family – ‘queer’, ‘trans’, ‘HIV positive’ – doesn’t mean I can walk away from the ones I’ve inherited, the ones that shaped so much of my life.


I feel fraudulent because of what I hid when I said I was just reading books. The cocks I sucked for pounds, shillings and pence, the parts of me I sold – my arse and my soul, the deals I cut and the number of times I wanted to run away from running away because I missed my family and wanted to run back to them. I doubt that any of that will show up on any future ancestry research sites. I’ll just look successful, purposeful, intentional. Textbook. Maybe I am, possibly I just can’t find a high enough mountain to see where I stand in relation to the separate islands of my family.


But I want the spaces between my moments to be obvious, the connections to be clear. No one is one thing, no single act has been life changing – I went to university as an addict, and I remained an addict all the way through and after. I sold drugs, my arse, myself, and still got a good degree. Nothing’s one thing. Nothing stands alone without vast conflicting emotions swirling around it, like trade winds around an island that both batter and cajole.


I hate the idea that we’re only allowed to fuck up once or twice and always have to learn from it. I keep fucking up. This year I’ve slumped into my own minute battle with prescription addiction. A year of depressive relapses so deep I just wished for sleep, but sleep never came, just nights filled with anxiety and more pills.


The latticework of family and the endless generations that I’ve drawn together during this summer of pandemic and addiction has helped me to see who I am. Or at least how I might have been constructed from the different historical constituent parts to be this version of me.


Struggle, lapsed religion, addiction, alcoholism, crime and the endless – and I mean endless – family breakdowns, people running away from each other to find security. These loom large in our family tree. People leaving people and often ending up alone.


Here is what I know for sure. We are descended from Huguenots (French Protestants who fled religious persecution) and Irish peasants who settled in London almost three hundred years ago.


Our first Huguenot, a single fellow, arrived in Shoreditch in 1742. Running from religious persecution, he left a beautiful village in south-western France to run to the slums of the East End. He wouldn’t have carried much with him; travel light you run faster. A tradition that’s been strongly upheld by each succeeding generation and come to a head in my family with us all running to different corners. I can see the past repeating itself, but I haven’t yet been able to work out why.


Periodically, I get rid of stuff just in case I should have to flee. It feels hardwired into my brain. I came here to Spain with only a few boxes of things that seemed important at the time. Some seashells, a Chromonica, some books. Whenever I buy something, I feel that something else must leave, because of the irrational fear that I’ll become overwhelmed, overrun by material possessions. Perhaps I thought coming here would only be temporary; I didn’t realise it would become a home because I didn’t understand the meaning of a home. A house maybe, but not a home. Isn’t that a Luther Vandross song?


People glibly say that addicts need to hit rock bottom in order to rise up clean. Phoenix-like. Ready to move on with new, effective, stepped strategies to drug-free pastures.


This notion presupposes that life always starts away from the bottom, a rung or two up. I was born and raised as close to an emotional and dysfunctional rock bottom as you can imagine. I’ve forgotten much of what happened, because your head can only manage to hold in so much before it feels like it’s imploding and you want to sleep for ever.


Holding inside what I do know has been exhausting. Especially as it’s ongoing, it’s a live event.


Setting out to write this book has created vistas back over my life in which events have popped up: some slight, a word here or there; some major, a full-on punch. Occasionally I’ve written down a memory, something that’s so dysfunctional that I know as kids our brains must have been constantly whirring, trying to process what had happened while walking to school. Mum screaming, Dad punched, must learn about triangles and verbs (in a robot voice).


Little wonder that most of us dropped out and only I made it through the system, albeit on drugs. I was educated despite my addiction or perhaps through my addictions.


We were a working-class family forever scrambling upwards, never reaching above the first step, where we pointlessly squabbled, fought and fell out, arguing over whose head was just above the scum line, just above the parapet. Layers of violence and dysfunction gathering on that first step, dysfunctions we had to fight through to find space. Over the years that tiny space became so embittered and divisive that it separated us at first into factions, and then into singles. Blips in an ocean sky.


We are siblings only in name. I doubt that we will see each other again in this lifetime. Perhaps at the funerals of our parents. Perhaps not, if they’re held on Zoom.


Our blood is not thicker or finer or more viscous than water. Sadly. But that doesn’t mean that we don’t want to love each other; we simply don’t know how.


I still get two or three phone calls a week from my mum, Ann, about old or ongoing dramas, about my dad or something his new wife, also called Ann (the plot thickens), has said or done or not done or is going to do. About someone’s drug intake (other than mine), someone’s slip back into, or towards poverty, or new dramas, often age-old ones osmotically passed on, old behaviours that I’ve mapped through my research emerging in the actions of young nieces and nephews.


Bless them, some of them are already snared by the meagre offerings of comfort from a family in disarray. A family unable to put strong, protective arms around them. None of us has anyone to fall back on. Perhaps my mum has me. But the rest have no one.


There isn’t a spare penny or ounce of emotional support. As I write, my sister Jack, my brilliant older sister, who taught me how to dance and how to be feisty, has two crisis teams looking after her; she struggles to dress or get up off the sofa. She shakes almost constantly, the stresses of our history manifest in her as a constant nervous quiver.


It’s the way it is, the way it’s always been.


Nothing spare to support any hardship that might arise, no advice, encouragement or soothing wise words are proffered, apart from my dad’s ‘follow your dreams’, which I did. And of course, the classic, ‘keep your pecker up’, which I didn’t, in fact I had it cut off and refashioned.


I mistrust support, because I have no frame of reference for unconditional, uncomplicated love. I’m suspicious of kindness, as if kindness itself is a malevolent trick that’s out to get me, to trip me up. Like kindness is the enemy.


What a way to be. I’m aware that this huge flaw in me has dented my character, scarred it deeply. How could it not? Not being able to trust has led me to seek silent sanctuary in among ancient trees.


I witnessed violence that ended in blood and cuts, and the next day I’d have to go to school and listen to care and share moments about other kids’ kittens and play-fights with their dad.


I once saw my sister dragged off by her hair by my dad because he was a racist and she’d been seeing a Black man. It was as violent as any action you’d see out on the street, but it was in the house. In the front room. Mum had hidden my sister’s boyfriend in a cupboard in her room because Dad came in early, but he found him and violence ensued. A crowbar and a car door frame weaponised. Later that night, stitches in the back of my sister’s head. We never talked about it. But I can still clearly see the congealed blood in her hair. She had a beautiful asymmetric stack perm weighed down like a sink hole with congealed blood.


I went to the school the next day, tried to smile and to focus on what was being said about learning and the value of learning. But I gave up and stared out of the window silently counting objects that didn’t move and ones that did, counting down the minutes until I could return home, to a home that was the problem, but also the solution because it was home.


By the time I’d left school I’d discovered a myriad of ways to hurt myself – not eating, eating too much, throwing up, holding my breath under the bed-covers, holding my breath under the hand-me-down bath-water, scratching my hands and arms with a compass or a needle. By my teens I’d found cigarettes and then with increasing rapidity drink and a plethora of different drugs, and then pleasing men in dangerous spaces. Kids running away from harm often run into harm, running blindly, with arms open, desperate for a hug.


I found books.


A book was a physical thing that I discovered I could climb into; it could be an actual journey away from the place I was in. I crossed whole lands, getting lost in the words of a book. I could stand still, surrounded by noise, and still leave. No permission, just run.


I’m not sure if that makes writing a natural sanctuary for me, it actually always feels arduous and draining because of the stuff I write. But you do what you do.


I dreamt about becoming a Borrower and hiding under the floorboards or between the book-club books that we weren’t allowed to read. I dreamt about still being able to see my family; I loved them, but needed to be apart from them, hidden from them, at a safe distance from them.


Me in a book, or perhaps them as a book?


Is this house here in the Spanish mountains a book?


Cognitive dissonance is a prerequisite for survival when a family isn’t a place of safety.










Two



I’ll Always Believe in Love


I grew up thinking it was normal for family members to beat the shit out of each other, to fight on doorsteps, on the streets, to have the police called and to fight collectively against anyone who dared to attack one of us, including the police. The only people who knock at our door are the police with bad news about one of you, or someone wanting to fight, my mum said, I even dread picking up the phone.


I thought it was normal for your fourteen-year-old sister to brawl with your mum on the doorstep, ripping out clumps of hair and biting chunks out of each other. I watched my sister sink her teeth into my mum’s skinny leg as if she were taking a bite out of a chicken wing. The whole road watched them pummel each other and I watched and waited for Dad to step in and punch someone full on in the face. I thought that was a telling off. I thought a punch was a slap, a full stop.


Drug addiction in my twenties and thirties, however fraught with risk, felt like a holiday, a break from the intensity of my family life.


My relationship with drugs was formed early on. Drugs of one kind or another – prescription, alcohol, weed and Class As – permeated my childhood and teenage years. I grew up used to the smells, the sights, the paraphernalia and the sounds of drug taking. My older brother Nick once offered me a tray full of cocaine. I was fourteen and sat at my mum’s ancient Singer sewing machine, trying to run up a top to annoy the fuck out of my dad. I found I could sew much quicker with a nose full.


Despite our childhoods, Nick is the most demonstratively loving person I’ve ever met. We hardly ever talk and never see each other but when our paths do cross he always says I love you and hugs me. I love him for that. My younger brother, Dom, hates being called little, he’ll never talk about the family, and keeps a country’s distance between him and all that was. He’s a few years younger and took much of the brunt of what happened. Considering that, it’s a miracle that he’s still here, but he is, living by the sea somewhere, fishing occasionally and cooking the catch as an act of love for his partner and children. That he catches and cooks fish and believes in love is an act far greater than any moon landing.


I soon progressed from cocaine and speedy sewing and discovered a comfortable, weighty silence in the hibernation of a long cool heroin summer. A summer that dragged on and on like the midnight sun of an Icelandic day. For years I numbed with opiates. I still fight that desire to be numbed, my brain easily manifests in dreams that feeling of sweet emptiness.


My mum used to bake cakes called Coffee Kisses.


She’d hide them from us and eat them herself, one by one, often after we’d gone to bed. If we plucked up the courage when she wasn’t around we’d climb up onto the kitchen worktop, take the tin down from the top of the cupboards, open it and try to work out if she’d notice if we each took one. Staring into an always near-empty tin we knew she’d notice.


They were called kisses but they felt like a punishment she’d baked, kisses withheld. The irony that she chose to bake cakes called kisses, which could have imbued love and knitted us together, but instead were weaponised and held back.


Her baking often happened during her spiky OCD phases when she was high on speeding, slimming pills. Baking and cleaning. She was tense in these phases, strung taut. We’d get in the way and on her nerves, we’d do nothing right.


She never seemed to sleep; my dad always went to bed alone.


Occasionally we’d find her asleep in the morning, curled up in the chair with orange thick wooden legs. It was an ugly chair but comfortable, Mum’s favourite. She’d sleep with her legs over one arm. Her thick, flame-auburn hair pushed up against the cushion like a mud slide.


If she wasn’t asleep it meant she’d been awake all night, and she’d probably wake us up at five in the morning hoovering our bedroom, flinging open the door, saying don’t mind me, carry on sleeping. We’d rub our eyes and lie awake watching her manically vacuuming up every speck from the grey, hardwearing, itchy carpet that you couldn’t sit or lie on as it felt like a low-grade form of torture. The carpet became a weapon during sibling fights, causing carpet burns across your back or the backs of your legs.


*


There’s a photograph of me that I have hanging opposite my bed in a wall of photographs. I keep questioning why I have a wall of black-and-white family photographs. What does it mean that I choose to wake up to look at my history? Is it punishment?


In the photograph I’m about five years old, I have a slight smile and big black bags under my eyes, there’s already a sadness, a slight withdrawal, the dark circles look pencilled on like shelves for my eyes. I used to be called Simon, and Simon had worrisome eyes; we share those eyes, they weren’t part of the transitional upcycling procedure that created Juno. I wish they could have been, as they haunt me. I could have an eyelift, a dark circle eradication, but I despise the capitalist core of the plastic surgery industry; it denigrates even when there are very good reasons for its usage.


My mum was part of the prescription-addiction generation. Every facet of her dysfunction solved and controlled by one doctor or another doling out a growing litany of pills with names like Purple Hearts, Blue Bombers and, of course, the ubiquitous Valium. Always bloody Valium.


Pills prescribed by general practitioners as the solution to womanhood, to bored womanhood, to unhappy womanhood, to overweight or underweight womanhood, to anxious womanhood, to struggling-to-feed womanhood, to rightfullyfucking-angry womanhood. To working-class women, to beaten women. To my mum.


For every broken or breaking emotion, a doctor gave my mum a pill. She takes so many now that it’s a feat of endurance for her to organise them for the week. It worries me that none of us really know the whats and the whys of her medication. If we had to look after her we wouldn’t know the pills from the pills from the pills. I make a mental note to ask her to write it down.


No one offered a woman like my mum the chance to talk, the chance for therapeutic meanderings. There was no money set aside for Mum to talk about the struggles of being a mum. Even now, when there is scant money available, it is usually aimed at the children and parenting classes rather than at the women themselves and their hopes and aspirations.


Mum called the other day, upset about family stuff; it’s been the story of her life, the trials of family stuff. I said, Mum, you’re a separate person apart from us, apart from being a mother, you were a human before becoming a mother, you can think about you, you’re in your eighties, Mum, what do you want to do with these years?


Silence. You can’t change a mother’s love, especially a mother like my mum who doesn’t feel she’s ever given enough or could ever give enough. It’s love but it’s also an obsession that avoids her addressing her unmet needs. Which has always loaded her love down with reciprocity. We must be there for the only thing that gives her purpose. Without us, she says, she’d die.


When she says, my kids are more important than anything else, she’s also confirming that she’s travelled through life not feeling worthy of a happy life. I’ve failed abysmally to make her happier. That’s been my obsession, a trough I feed from when I’m frequently avoiding my own unhappiness; I’ll mend Mum.


Once, after an attempted overdose, my mum’s GP simply prescribed more of the drug she’d overdosed on in her cry for help. Despite my screaming at him down the phone, he prescribed the very same drug and told me I was being hysterical. Like my dad, he gathered and inspected our hysterias as if they were DNA.


I said to him, you should be struck off for being this lazy, my mum needs help, not more pills.


She doesn’t want any help, he replied, slapping me into my place.


He was right, she didn’t and couldn’t want any help; as a child she’d been too damaged by intrusive, interfering male hands and damaged by the unseeing eyes of her mother, Gertie, as she marched off to work, always looking the other way.


Valium was the drug that from an early age we were taught would solve anything and everything. Men, hardship, love, fear, bad dreams, insomnia, bad acid trips, school, work, life, heroin addiction, anxiety, the fear of anxiety, the fear of the fear of anxiety – yes it’s a real fear. And OCD. I started taking them in my early teens to get through school, to be able to hold a pen or a pencil without shaking.


I loved my mum then; I love my mum now, but during those times her behaviour taught us to be scared around simple things. Everyday simple things, banal things. Things you wouldn’t notice as things. Things that would become issues.


Food, clean things, finger-marks on glass, on surfaces, the surfaces themselves. Folded clothes, towels, tea towels. Washing-up sponges. The skirting boards. A used tea towel should never look like a used tea towel, so if you use it, return it to its pre-used state, i.e. cause a miracle to happen.


I’m not exaggerating: she was strung taut like a trip-wire waiting to catch us out. It was her only way to feel any control. If we did wrong, she’d punish us and feel like a mother.


At her absolute lowest, she was perpetually scratchy and angry, pecking at our behaviour like a fledgling eager to depart the nest. Nervously she’d pull at the skin that edged her fingernails until they became red with blood. She’d pull great chunks of skin off her heels until they bled and then she picked them some more.


She never seemed to sleep; she always cooked but she hardly ever ate, only small, sweet things like biscuits and Coffee Kisses. She ate like a child – I dream of that. Food was never simple for me; it became a thing of shared maternal complexity. Being close to her meant that her difficult relationship with food and with feeling full of food was passed on. I always felt chubby and clumsy and that made me feel vulnerable, so I too picked at the skin that bordered nails.


She’d look at photographs of film stars or models and say, we can’t all be as skinny as a rake but we won’t stop trying. I wanted to please her by being as skinny as a rake. I also wanted to please my dad by being a cowboy, this led me to anorexic delusions of Thelma, Brad and Louise.


I inherited her eating habits for years; sugar, jam, syrup on toast. A biscuit with a sweet cup of tea. Occasional blips of sugar to boost energy. Just a single slice to last the day; I didn’t realise that she was also on a bevy of slimming pills, so when I tried to emulate her I felt faint. I smoked to fill the gaps in my belly, Number Six or Craven Black Cats.


Occasionally she’d open a can of condensed milk and spoon it down, one sweet glutinous spoonful after the other. I’d watch her seal the can with tin foil with such fastidious detail that she’d know if anyone tried to break in. Then she’d go and throw it all up. I’d hear.


She ate like a very unhappy child because she was.


She was inconsistent: one minute strict and rigid, but then she’d let us smoke in the house as young teens. She took me out of school to see Bob Marley and The Wailers when I was twelve years old at the Hammersmith Odeon. By the time they played ‘I Shot the Sheriff’, we were both up dancing. I wore a green Levi’s sweatshirt with my silver St Christopher necklace on the outside to make me seem older.


Her behaviour was terrifying but also fabulous. She was all over the place and loved us like a child would love other children or perhaps a puppy. She’s always loved puppies, frequently dispatching them when they become dogs, grown-ups. She’s always been good if we’re in a mess but not great if we’re not. It’s easier for her if the whole world is messy, I think.


But Bob Marley at twelve years old and a day off school to recover, what a queen of a memory in among dark memories. How many other kids could say that?


I left home at eighteen, thinking I was leaving parts of me behind that I didn’t need any more. A family, the family, the thing that resembled a family. The approximate family and the approximate family home. Apart from the drug years, I’ve really been alone ever since; it wasn’t a stretch to move to live in isolated mountains.


But the isolation of COVID-19 has exacerbated my aloneness, I now miss the idea of an idealised family more than ever. I don’t want to die alone, although I imagine I will.


How else could it happen? I’m virtually isolated now. A few friends scattered far and wide whom I suspect wonder exactly the same thing, what will it be like to die alone. At least there’ll be no fuss, no need to make plans or lists, just burn me and scatter me if you have to, I really don’t care once I’m dead. I like the idea of being as light as a feather, some ashes swept up into the sky unfettered, without the baggage.


According to the chirpy, chipper narrative around workingclass aspiration, I should be here thriving in the sun and not thinking about dying alone.


I should feel complete.


I have books that sit on the shelves of bookshops – people send me photos of my books.


I should feel a modicum of success, perhaps I do in my sunsplashed home.


I enjoy feeling the sun on my skin. Is that enough to define aspiration, that I have the time to feel sun on my skin? Is that enough? Is it enough that the sun shines and the flowers grow and I have the time to observe their beauty. That feels luxurious compared to what has gone before and compared to my siblings’ lives. I no longer have to scurry around looking for pennies to make pounds to allow me to buy drugs. I’m clean of all those messy shackles.


I have time, which for a life condemned many years ago to die of AIDS, is an irony in and of itself: that I am the one who ends up with time I can waste looking at flowers in my fifties.


That does feel like a success, having the time to plant flowers and watch them grow any day of the week I choose, but it’s tinged with something because I’ve failed abysmally at the human touch and feel stuff. Intimacy, hugging, being held, holding, kissing, being kissed. Or just resting my head on another’s shoulder, that would be enough for me now. But when I try to give my body the permission to let go and trust a willing shoulder it tenses into a shape which cannot meld. I become like chalky bones. Stiff, spiky, impossible.


In trying to reject the dysfunction of my mum, my dad and us as a family, I avoided owning the same, shared dysfunction that had already seeped into and lodged in each of my cells, to sit, watching and waiting for the HIV that would soon arrive, or some other calamity, my DNA hardwired to flourish in strife.


I walked away from my named family, my birth family, but I always miss them because they’re my only blood people. My tribe. My clan. My peeps. I know them inside out and they me, I think. We were all there. I hide that loss behind a sunny veneer.


‘Look, Mum, I got away.’


‘Did you?’ she asks knowingly.


Through the veneer of my obsessively curated Instagram feed, I proclaim contentment and happiness. A serene, steady stream of beautifully rendered functionality that exists on the side of happiness.


Pomegranate season distilled in single objects painted in shades of red. Blues, only blues, in this COVID-19 summer because I read and re-read Bluets by Maggie Nelson. Shades of yellow when the sun shines because that’s happiness, that’s California meets Andalusia. That’s joy, unquestionable joy. I live in the sun, I chased the sun here, I must be happy; I must be close to finding love, wrapped tightly in my whiter-thanwhite sheets.


‘Look at this house, Mum, I must be happy.’


This house is the place I sketched and carried around in my head as the visual embodiment of dreams and safety. Light filled – the opposite of a Louise Bourgeois cell but crafted with the same dank, convoluted intent. A place so bright and light that my depression and darkness won’t return.


Banished momentarily, it did return, it carried me over the threshold as its bride. But we’re not there yet. Let’s stay in the sun for a moment.


I have a beautiful house, honestly it’s so beautiful it’s perfect, I wish I could paint it. I’ve tried, I can’t. I can only paint cups and vases quite badly, in fact very badly.


I write books. I’ve had therapy that I paid for with my money I earnt. I obviously prioritised my mental wellbeing at some point, not that it worked. I have a small amount of money; I have a teacher’s pension, I was once a teacher – a decent one according to my pension.


I have some trappings of comfortable functionality. I should be happy, or I should shut the fuck up about being unhappy, I have no right to that voice in my beautiful house. I’m ungrateful.


But I did make this happen, this house, this place.


When I wake here, especially in spring, each day feels like the first day because eternally, it feels miraculous that somehow I got here. Somehow I seem to have left darkness for light. Grey, not French grey, but Old Kent Road grey, swapped for an expansive painted blue. The blue of Yves Klein, the blue of Moroccan nights, of the oil-paint pigment produced by old Holland that is so intensely blue that its price holds it aloft from the rack of other colours. A special blue. A dreamy blue. A Maggie Nelson blue. An old-monied blue.


The sky must be so pissed at me trying to drag my shady ol’ greys into its mix. It’s too simplistic and naive to try to reduce my mental wellbeing to some new-age colour-therapeutic equation, but I am aware of how grey my moods can feel splashed against the clarity of the whitewashed walls and rich blue sky. I wonder if I wouldn’t feel more resolved on the Isle of Skye.


Here, trapped between the top of the white walls and blue sky, old traumas keep rising up like morning mists off my skin to surround me, how could they not? I kidded myself that I could run away. They come to me in words on the page, and then at night as fleeting visons in my dreams, traumas buried so deeply in my brain that they swim upwards with the speed and power of Olympic swimmers, swimming towards the light, smashing through any dermal resistance (‘keep it in,’ whispers Juno) to resurface and lie wilfully on the surface of my skin like sunbathers at Tooting Lido. My traumas lounge here in the sun.


My memories, my dysfunctions and my ideas about love shape and surround my being, like a shed skin held tight by a thousand hands pressed against my dermis. My skin holds all of me. These pages I write are like my skin, or perhaps another layer of skin that I shed in some kind of desperate need to find or create distance. I create to create distance. Is writing the sanest thing I do or just another layer of fucked-up-ness?


That’s why I find being touched so difficult, maybe even impossible now. Touch hurts. I feel toxic, poisoned by having to hold it all in. As kids we grew up blaming ourselves, I know we did. So we swallowed it all down with drugs, alcohol and abusive relationships. The work of having to be good enough to exist in this world, to be seen, to be worthy of kind, sensual, loving touch, is all consuming. I ran here, albeit slowly, because I needed the sun to burn away the layers of unworthiness that scupper my skin.


Pup is my third dog; he’s one dog too many, even two now is one too many. Perhaps even one is one too many. I love all my dogs but I’m exhausted and increasingly I dream about owning a cat who comes and goes as she pleases. A haughty independent madam of a cat with her own debit card and wheels. A cat who stays over at her tomcat’s house three nights a week.


But, alas, Pup turned up in the village as a skinny stray with bleeding ears and a bolshy swagger and attitude, no doubt formed on the street. He took up residence on my doorstep at the start of the pandemic. I read him as a sign. Inextricably linked like a Tarot card to the pandemic.


My need to be needed answered by this skinny pup. He’d come down from the mountains during the first few days of the pandemic. A sign, a gift. He reminded me of my dad when he was young, full of everything and nothing but swag and more swag.


Every morning he waited for me to walk my other dogs, barking at the top of his lungs like a king announcing his needs. Like my dad. King of the village, king of the road, king of nowhere.


He made so much noise demanding that we walk at sunrise, as he, the little sun god, awoke and barked. A huge bark for such a tiny dog – he stands perhaps six inches tall (the length of an average cock according to men) and a foot long. The dimensions of a small chicken.


Underneath his waistcoated-bullfighter bravado, Pup isn’t robust, he’s like a Tudor child-king, sickly and skinny. Doomed to an early death if he hadn’t met us.


His head is too slight to hold a crown.


There are dogs like Pup all over these mountains, broken by harsh country lives. Most are used for hunting, kept unfed, living on the edge of starvation in dark, discarded spaces. Tethered with old rusty chains. When I see them chained up, they remind me of the photograph of Brunel standing in front of the Great Eastern’s anchor chains, and I wonder why men, it is men, feel the need to use such big chains on dogs with such slight necks.


They treat them appallingly and then, after a single season, often abandon them as they don’t want to have to feed them through winter. Local myths abound of dogs having their legs broken, being left to die slow, painful deaths in mountain ravines. I’ve never seen that, so it could just be folklore, but I have found many skeletons of dogs that once chased down rabbits, not for the love of their masters, but because they were starved to death. They are like the lowest rung of workers, alongside the donkeys, doing until they can do no longer.


That’s Pup’s inheritance, that’s the life he narrowly avoided by finding shelter on our doorstep. He’s got such Cockney charm that I couldn’t resist him. It’s in my DNA: like my mum, I’m drawn to a chancer.


When I first moved here my sensibilities were acutely challenged by the treatment of animals in my village. A snake which had sneaked under a doorstep and eaten a bird was dragged out by its tail by a neighbour.


‘Look at that,’ he said, pointing to the shape of the bird, swallowed whole, midway down the snake’s length. He proceeded to smash the snake’s head open on the floor, swinging it like it was rope with a knot. ‘Don’t,’ I screamed, ‘please let it go.’


He laughed, handing it to me. A lifeless, bloody snake containing a bird that occasionally moved.


Later, I buried it in my garden, hugging my dogs close. I vowed that I’d save every creature I could, no matter how terrified I was of it.


I’d never seen a snake, or a scorpion, or a giant poisonous centipede in London, but I’ve found many of them here in my garden and occasionally in my bed. I’ve never killed one of them despite being utterly terrified of all of them. The giant poisonous centipede I captured, put into a jar, and tried to feed strawberries all day to change its carnivorous ways. It didn’t like the strawberries; when I released it at dusk it shot out, looking for something blood-filled to munch.


When Pup turned up bursting with damaged Cockney charm, I knew I had to save him.


Both of my other dogs are affectionate and needy, they help to fill the cavity that loneliness has chiselled out of my childless being. My body couldn’t materialise motherhood; I had all the emotional needs but no womb, no tubes, no chemicals, no female innards.


I stroke my dogs and they lick the moisturiser off my legs until my legs are dry and grey and need moisturising. They allow me mammalian touch. Warmth.


I know they are replacement children. Through my relationship with them I know I am an ageing mother, maybe even a grandmother now as I’m getting to that point where I’d rather stay in the warmth of my bed on winter mornings than march dogs up into the mountains to create bodily heat. My days of non-motherhood motherhood are almost done. That pain has almost seeped out of my bones.


Thus, Pup was a dog too far, he moved into the house of a grandmother on the cusp of settling her maternal business.


One very cold evening, Pup slunk into the house, climbed into the log basket, squished himself between the logs and never left.


In his mind though he’s still a stray, the king of all strays. His personality a facade from who knows what early horrors: a boot, a kick, an escape from a cold, dark outbuilding, an impossibly weighty chain.


He loves the warmth, the food, the raw chicken, the almonds and raw eggs. He loves his adoptive canine siblings whom he snuggles deeply into.


But he hates human touch. Hates it. He runs from me like I’m a monster. At the vets it’s embarrassing, I blame his shaking on them. ‘It’s you he’s scared of. Poor thing.’


Occasionally he runs to me and kisses my nose with a flick of his cold tongue, but if I try to hold him or stroke him, his tiny bird-like body becomes as stiff as a board, his eyes freeze in whatever direction they are looking, too terrified to look at me. I sense him silently counting himself down through the uncomfortableness, the foreignness, the unpleasantness, the pain of my touch. I whisper in his ear, I understand, Pup, I’m like you, I’m in the mountains avoiding the very same touch. I’m a stray, Pup, an old stray.


Like Pup, I don’t trust touch; I think that touch will always insist on prising me apart to search my insides. To finger my innards stuffed, like a turkey, with historical pain. I haven’t retained any pleasant somatic memories of touch, though there must have been some.


Like Pup, when touched I feel like an empty rattling shell. Echoey.


Now that I’ve aged, my age creates actual distance between me and touch.


Far fewer people want to touch a body in its late fifties, whatever the anti-ageing ads proclaim with faded jeans, oversized white shirts and French-grey cashmere sweaters. I suspect even those Hollywood actresses, shoehorned by economic need into Canute-esque thirty-second slots about crow’s feet and cellulite, get kissed far less. The anti-ageing industry is so facile, so terrifyingly dumb it beggars belief that we ever actually made it to the moon.


I like ageing, it keeps the world at bay.


Between me and Penge Railway Station are seven mountain ranges, including the Pyrenees, and over two thousand kilometres of differing terrain. That’s how incapable of being touched I feel. I put continents between me and it.


One of the last times I had sex, it was with an adorable man in America who will remain nameless, a man who gave me a set of keys to his house and asked me to marry him. But during sex, when his skin touched mine, my skin burned. The physicality of sex, of touch, was so fraught with spiky, scaly emotions by that point that my body recoiled from contact, writhing in pain like a snake trapped by the burning sun on a tarmacked road. I see snakes like that here on the single road up into the mountains, their bodies writhing upwards away from the only surface that could propel them forwards to safety. They die, overheating, because of touch.


So deeply fucked up by my past was I that as he moved his beautiful body on top of mine, I slunk inside my mouth, down behind my tongue and waited for sex with my American man to finish. My body lifeless until he came, his droplets of spunk hit my skin like bullets.


After he came, I wriggled out of my mouth and back into my body again.


I was literally the worst fuck in the world. My mum’s friend once told me she hated sex so much that whenever she did it, she acted like a dying sparrow, lying on her back, flapping her wings wildly until he’d finished.


I didn’t even do that, I didn’t even flap my wings, I just lay completely still, like Pup freezing when I try to pick him up. My only movements unnoticeable, imperceptible. When his spunk hit my skin, a millimetre of me would pull away, recoil as if disgusted, revolted, but I wasn’t, not by him. I desperately wanted to be able to love him. To be in love, to wrap my legs and arms around him.


Crying afterwards, I tried to explain away my lifelessness. ‘Your spunk felt like a hail of bullets,’ I said to him, ‘it’s not you, you touched me lovingly, I could see it in your eyes, deep down, hidden behind my tongue, I could see your love.’ I sounded like I was deranged. I tried to explain climbing inside of my body whenever I felt that touch was dangerous.


He said he was sorry that I was so damaged. I said I should go.


And I did, I left, and left the keys and the dream of my American man on the top of his marble kitchen counter. A countertop we’d chosen together.


I understand Pup more than I understand any living creature – human or dog.


Like mine, his skin, his surface, responds automatically and historically to the present. It recoils, reactions instantaneous. Memories inhabiting each and every cell.


I whisper in Pup’s ear, I’m not offended that you stiffen when I pick you up, I’ll just hold you loosely and let you know that I’m here. I think that’s OK. I wish the American man had tried to encircle me in a way that allowed me to stay but also to know that I could escape.


I’m beyond touch but I dream incessantly about being touched, about being held. I dream of romantic things, of dumb romantic things and nuanced romantic things. I dream of someone catching me when I fall. I dream of shoulders that cradle my head. My skull.


A few years ago, I wrote an article about relationships and dating, the last line was, ‘I’ll always believe in love’.


It wasn’t a lie, I will.
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