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The End

There’s no music.

Guilt.

Shame.

Anger.

Yes.

But not music.

Half awake.

Apart from the fucking bass beat from next door.

Thump, thump, thump, thump, thump . . .

Never changing.

Relentless.

Mindless.

Shit . . . feel terrible.

My stomach.

Nausea.

Thump, thump, thump . . .

‘Oh, turn that fucking noise off!’ Only half-hearted.

More awake.

I’m cold.

Neck’s stiff.

Headache.

And my heart’s racing.

Thump, thump, thump . . .


Fucking noise! Fucking neighbours! Fucking bass beat!

Suddenly, uncontrollably: ‘SHUT THE FUCK UP!’


Rage, acidic, addictive; undercut with the fear of being heard.

Hit the chair arm five times.

One two three four five!

Shit! Not right. Again. Five times.

One - two - three - four - five!


SHIT! Ten, need one more . . .

Kill it, for fuck’s sake, KILL IT! Eleven!

No! Not RIGHT!

Again! NO! One more!

‘Nna! Nna! Nna! Nnn nnn nnn.’ One more. ‘Nnn.’

Yes, seven . . .

‘Look, JUST . . . F-U-C-K . . . OFF, will you!’

‘Ba! Ba! Ba!’

STOP IT!

Fucking stop it!

‘WHY . . . CAN’T . . . YOU . . . STOP ?’





Chapter 1

The Beginning

‘Morning, old boy.’ Daddy, whispering. He pokes his head around my bedroom door. It’s still dark outside.

‘Morning,’ I whisper back, only half awake.

I’m four.

‘Got to go and milk the cows,’ he whispers, as if it’s unusual and important. ‘See you later.’

‘See you later,’ and I doze off again.

We have lots of cows.

And pigs.

And three donkeys; and eight chickens, four cats, ‘that  bloody dog’ called Honey - a golden Labrador who chews everything and does ‘unspeakable’ things on the floor - and Peggy, who’s small, yaps a lot and chases the postman. I don’t like her much because she has sticky stuff coming out of her eyes. There are five of us living here: me, Mummy and Daddy, my baby sister Polly and Jane, our nanny.

Daddy smells of pigs. And petrol.

Always.

Except in the mornings when he’s had a bath. Then for a while he smells of soap and aftershave.

‘Morning, darling.’

Mummy comes in later and gives me a kiss before going next door to check Polly in her cot. Then she goes downstairs and I hear her clattering away in the kitchen, making laying-the-table-for-breakfast noises followed by the rattling sound of Honey’s dog biscuits being poured from paper sack into metal bowl. Then the smell of frying bacon and eggs drifts up the stairs and my tummy starts rumbling.

I leap out of bed. I can dress myself but I like to wait for Jane to come and help me because she makes everything fun; even dressing.

I love Jane. She calls me ‘sweetheart’ and brings me chocolate buttons in the evening after her day off. But she’s got spots and I don’t like kissing her cheek too often in case they come off on me.

Jane looks after Polly as well and when she’s not changing nappies and making ‘goo goo’ noises, she plays games with me and takes me for long walks, pushing Polly in the pram.

When I’m dressed, Jane gets Polly up while I dash downstairs to the kitchen.

‘What do you want for breakfast, darling?’

Mummy asks me this every morning, even though I always have the same things: Rice Krispies, bacon and egg, then toast. I have to wait until Daddy comes in - soap and aftershave already giving way to pig and petrol - carrying the small silver-coloured ‘breakfast’ churn full of freshly squeezed milk before I can start my cereal.

Daddy hands the churn to Mummy, and while she pours  some milk into a jug, he sits next to me at the table, a small shower of hay dropping from his thick blue jersey on to the kitchen floor. Then he slurps loudly at the cup of coffee waiting for him, before tipping up the packet of cornflakes - some of which go into his bowl.

All these things annoy Mummy, but she settles on one of them. ‘Oh, Adrian! Even James can pour his cereal without spilling it, for heaven’s sake! Why can’t you? Honestly!’ And she sighs.

‘Sorry, sorry,’ he replies, beaming good-naturedly at me, completely unconcerned.

I pour out my Rice Krispies slowly, carefully spilling none.

‘Morning, old boy. Sleep well?’

‘Yes, thanks.’

I think he forgets he’s already seen me.

He calls me different things at different times. When he’s in a good mood it’s ‘old boy’ or ‘Jamie’, which he pronounces ‘Jemmy’. When I’ve done something naughty it’s ‘Come here, boy!’ or ‘Stop that, boy!’

Mummy calls me ‘Jamie’ or ‘darling’ usually, but she uses ‘sweetie’ as well sometimes.

‘Jolly good; how about coming out and giving me a hand later on?’

‘Can I give the pigs their water?’ This is my bargain. I want to use the hose.

‘Yes, all right.’

Mummy pipes up, ‘Yes, but do be careful. I don’t want him going in by himself, he’s too young. Promise?’

‘Promise,’ he says.

‘I mean it, Adrian.’

‘I promise!’

He pauses to eat a mouthful of cornflakes. Then:  ‘Damned nuisance, I’m going to have to go into Romsey again.’

‘Why? What’s happened?’

‘Oh, nothing. The weaners have still got scour, that’s all.’

‘Oh, Adrian, not again!’ She drops the bread knife heavily on the chopping board and turns to him. ‘I thought the vet had sorted that out last week.’

‘So did I, but it’s back, for some reason.’

‘Well, you must simply ring him and tell him to come out again! This is the third time! I think you should give him a piece of your mind, really I do.’

‘All right, all right. I’ll ring him.’

‘And make sure he comes out today!’

‘Okay, okay.’

She goes over to the sink, looking a bit cross. He winks at me and, putting on a childish voice, leans over and half whispers, ‘Isn’t Mummy silly!’

I smile and nod, slightly embarrassed because I know he wants me to be on his side.

There’s a lull while we eat. Mummy joins us and, with a sigh, sits down with half a grapefruit and some disgusting lemon juice stuff called PLJ, which is good for her diet.

Then Jane appears carrying Polly, who’s complaining loudly because she wants to be fed. Mummy abandons her own breakfast, takes Polly in her arms and, as if in complete surprise, says in a high-pitched voice, ‘Hello! Who have we got here! Ooh, are you a hungry little girl? Are you, darling? (kiss) Well, Mummy’s got some lovely (kiss) scrumptious (kiss) apple (kiss) just . . . for (kiss) you! So there! (kiss)’

And while Jane has breakfast, Mummy straps Polly into the high chair and starts feeding her.

Mummy’s always in the kitchen. Twice a day, it becomes a  quiet room and no one is allowed in while she listens to Mrs Dale’s Diary and The Archers. She gets very annoyed if she’s interrupted. ‘Can’t I have some peace, just for once!’ she always says if we disturb her.

Daddy finishes his breakfast, stands up, dusting toast crumbs off his jersey on to the floor, and after kissing my head with a ‘See you later, Jamie,’ he walks round the table and kisses Polly, then Mummy on her forehead.

‘See you later,’ he repeats.

‘Now, darling, you are going to ring him, aren’t you? Promise?’

‘Yes, all right, I’ll do it later, I’ve got to give Bert a hand first.’

As he leaves, Mummy lets out an enormous sigh, ‘Ahhhh’, before loading the next spoonful of apple sauce for Polly.

 



 



 



Bert helps Daddy on the farm. He’s very old (I reckon about a hundred) and he has a black bicycle. He wears a dark blue jacket with leather pads at the shoulders and elbows, and he  smells of pigs and petrol too, except it’s a different smell because he drives the tractor, which takes different petrol. He always has a cigarette dangling from his mouth, which he re-lights from time to time because they keep going out. Bert rolls his own cigarettes. Daddy just buys his in packets called Tipped Woodbines. They never go out until he wants them to.

Bert doesn’t say much; but when he does, he speaks in a funny accent which I can only just understand. He calls me ‘young’n’, and says things like ‘Get doon off ’ee tractorrr, young’n!’ (I’m not allowed on the tractor.)

Our house is made of red bricks and it’s bendy in places  because it’s so old. It has three floors and it stands back from a winding country lane. In front, you can see a marshy paddock that leads through trees to the river where Daddy sometimes takes me fishing. To the left of the house there are farm buildings which we use as cow sheds and pigpens, and further on, there’s a huge barn where we keep hay and straw. This is my favourite place to climb and play.

Behind the house there’s a cottage. Mr and Mrs Flint live there with their son Derek, who’s interested in cranes and drives one for his job. Mrs Flint helps Mummy in the house three times a week, and Mr Flint does the gardening.

Mrs Flint wears skin-coloured tights, which are see-through, so you can see the bandage that she wears to protect her bad knee. Once a week she cleans the silver teapot with horrible-smelling cotton wool which turns black and she does hoovering too. Mr Flint calls her ‘babe’, which is funny because she’s very old. She smells of cleaning stuff and dust.

It’s warm in the kitchen and I like listening to the music on the wireless. Jane likes it too and she taught me to sing ‘I lost my poor meatball’, which came on the other day.

When we have elevenses, me and Mummy and Mrs Flint sit at the kitchen table and I have a biscuit. Mummy and Mrs Flint have coffee. Mrs Flint talks and talks and talks about her daughter, who is ‘in the family way’, and Derek, who’s courting Shirley, and Mummy says ‘Yes’ and ‘Yes’ and ‘Oh yes’ and ‘Oh really’ and ‘Gosh’ and ‘Heavens’ and ‘Of course not’ and ‘Oh no’. And Mummy looks at me in a funny way and I think she wishes Mrs Flint wouldn’t talk so much.

Mr Flint is always singing. His voice wobbles when he sings, but it’s a nice voice. He sings songs that have the word ‘baby’ in them. I don’t know any songs about babies except  ‘Rock-a-bye baby on the tree top’, but he doesn’t sing that one. He smokes a pipe, which is like Bert’s cigarettes because it always goes out and he has to light it again.

When it’s cold, drips hang off the end of his nose. I keep wanting them to fall off but they never do, which is really annoying; they just hang there and I wonder what the drips would taste like if I licked them. Yuck! He calls me ‘nipper’, and I’m cross with him because he dug up my bean, which I planted all by myself. He thought it was a weed and I’m cross with Mummy, too, because she won’t give him a telling-off.

We have about two hundred pigs. The biggest one is a huge boar called Alf. I’m not allowed to go into the pen with him because boars can be vicious. Alf has huge balls the size of saucers which jiggle about when he walks. When he wants to have some piglets he jumps on to the sow’s back and tries to put his spend-a-penny thing in her bottom. Daddy usually has to help him because his spend-a-penny thing is very long and thin and curly like a corkscrew and it wobbles everywhere. I wonder how Alf would manage if Daddy wasn’t there to help him.

‘You’ve always got to think a couple of seconds ahead of a pig, Jemmy; they’re very intelligent, you know.’ Daddy always says this when they’re being moved across the yard to a different pen. I love pigs. I like watching them as they grunt and sniff and jostle each other at feeding time. I even like the sweet, overpowering smell of their wee and poo.

Sometimes a lorry comes to take the fatteners away to be slaughtered.

‘Come on, you buggers, get in there!’ yells Mr Flint.

‘Go on with yer!’ the lorry driver shouts. I hate the way they are slapped and punched, kicked and electrocuted with  prods to force them up the ramp to stand inside like raisins in a box, trying to get comfortable.

And yet when Daddy gives me a pig bat, a long thin piece of wood to ‘guide’ them in the right direction, a small part of me, a cruel part of me, likes the power I have and I grip the pig bat and I hit hard, to show off to Daddy and Bert and Mr Flint and the lorry driver . . . and I know it’s wrong.

 



 



 



One day, Mummy takes me to the dentist. Trips with Mummy, just the two of us, are fun. I like having her to myself. We climb into the car, a dark blue Morris Traveller, which Daddy calls a ‘shooting brake’. It’s a car that smiles at you; the lines of the bonnet and windscreen curve so that it looks like a face and the back half and rear doors are covered with bright yellowish shiny wooden strips. The number plate is POU 892G and before I get in I always check that we have the right car. The reason is that Mummy’s best friend has a car exactly the same in every way except that the number plate on hers is POU 895G. Sometimes when she’s been for a visit I worry that she might have taken our car home by mistake. She never has yet, though.

Mummy’s a jerky driver. It’s okay getting out of the drive, but once we’re on the road she presses the foot pedal until the engine screams and when she changes gear the car shudders as though it’s sneezing. Sometimes when she’s driving she touches her cheek with her forefinger, makes a funny face and jiggles her head sharply once. She does it when she’s concentrating or trying to think what to make for lunch.

I like the dentist, Mr Wakeford. I like the ‘eeeeeeeeee’ sound the chair makes as he raises me up on it. I like the taste  of the purply-pink mouthwash his white-coated lady assistant puts beside me. Mr Wakeford has an odd-shaped bushy moustache and while he’s poking around in my mouth with long bits of metal he tells me jokes and gives me a peppermint afterwards because I’ve been good.

When he’s finished and it’s Mummy’s turn, she says, ‘I won’t be long, sweetie. Can you go and sit in the waiting room?’

Why aren’t I allowed to watch? I want to watch. She watched me.

The waiting room’s boring. There are no picture books, no one to play with and no toys. The leather chairs are shiny, hard and uncomfortable and the only sound is the slow ticking coming from a round clock on the wall which has large black Vs, Xs and Is on it instead of numbers.

After sitting for what feels like ages, swinging my legs to try and pass the time, humming to myself, I hear quiet voices in the hallway, and a few moments later the door opens and in shuffles a very old lady, head bent forward, wearing a brown coat, round brown hat, brown handbag and carrying a brown wooden walking stick. She moves slowly, painfully almost, panting a little, each step an effort, the rubber bottom on the end of her stick making soft thumping noises on the wooden floor as she walks. She reaches a chair across the room and as she sinks down cautiously on to the leather with a deep ‘Ahh,’ she looks over at me.

And I stop breathing.

She has a beard.

Covering her whole chin.

It’s grey, curly and wiry, with gaps of smooth skin between the tufts. I’ve seen beards before; of course I have. Big Ears has one. So does Jesus. And Tom - who helps Daddy  with the cows sometimes. But they’re men! Men are hairy. Men are supposed to be hairy. Daddy’s hairy. He doesn’t have a beard, but I know he could grow one if he wanted to.

This is a lady!

I find myself comparing her with Mummy, Jane, Mrs Flint, Polly even. They all have smooth, soft skin. This lady does too, in some places. The lined skin around her eyes is soft and smooth, and so are her cheeks. But suddenly it goes wrong around her chin and for some reason it’s . . . hairy.

The seconds pass, long and silent, apart from the clock. Something tells me I shouldn’t be staring quite so hard. I move about in the chair restlessly. I look away, trying to find something, anything in the room that could be interesting; the curtains, the carpet, the door. But all the time I can’t stop thinking about it and I need to look back at the ‘thing’ again.

Look at it! Just once!

No, don’t!

Yes! Just once, only once!

I can’t help myself, I have to look again, just for an instant. A quick look, disguised as a sweep of the room, a look that would make anyone think that my eyes were just passing through on their way to the ceiling.

And there it is! Like the roots of a leek.

What would happen if I said, ‘Urghh! You’ve got a beard! Yuck!’

What would she do?

Get cross? Shout at me? Smack me?

Or if I went over and pulled it - right off her face - pop pop pop pop pop as each hair came out . . . like a cartoon.

Just one more look - quick!

Suddenly our eyes lock.

Oh no!

I snatch mine away instantly, feeling myself blush at having been caught.

But then I hear the sound of the surgery door opening and Mummy comes out, Mr Wakeford following her.

‘Penny, if you’d just like to have a seat here for a moment, I’ll go and see when we can fit you in.’

How do people know whether to call my parents by their first names or not? Jane calls Mummy ‘Mrs McConnel’ but Mummy calls her ‘Jane’. Mrs Flint and Mummy call each other ‘Mrs Flint’ and ‘Mrs McConnel’. But if Jane is ‘Jane’ to Mummy, why is Mrs Flint not ‘Rosie’? And Mr Wakeford. He calls Mummy ‘Penny’, but she calls him ‘Mr Wakeford’. It’s confusing.

While Mr Wakeford disappears through the other door to talk to the receptionist, Mummy sits down beside me.

‘Hello, darling. You okay?’

‘Mm hmm,’ I reply.

I glance up at her, watching, waiting for her to discover ‘the thing’ for herself, expecting the same reaction that I had.

Finally, she looks across at the old lady and . . . she nods . . . and smiles!

As though nothing was wrong!

She must have noticed! Surely!


How could she not?

But maybe she hasn’t.

I lean over and, keeping my voice low in case the old lady hears, but pointing my finger to make sure Mummy knows who I’m talking about, I whisper as quietly as I can, ‘Mummy? Why’s that lady got a beard?’

I was whispering. I know I was, but Mummy reacts in the way she would if I shouted ‘biggies’ in church. Her face turns  red like Noddy’s shirt, her eyes widen in horror, she puts her mouth next to my ear, and in a desperate whisper splutters, ‘Shh, darling! Not now.’

This puzzles me. She can’t have heard; so I try again, a little louder this time. ‘Mummy, that lady’s got a beard!’

It may have been a bit too loud because, glancing across the room, I can see by her face that the old lady has also heard.

Mummy says, ‘Be quiet, darling, that’s enough!’ Then, looking at the old lady, she says, ‘I’m so sorry. I do apologise - he’s only four.’

Actually, I’m nearly five, and I say so.

The old lady, however, says nothing. She just stares at us, looking cross, which somehow makes her beard seem to fit the rest of her face, while for the next few minutes Mummy fidgets. First she examines her fingernails very closely, scraping away any old bits of the red nail varnish she always wears. Then she brushes her skirt with the back of her fingers to get rid of any stray dog hairs. Finally, looking at me and frowning slightly, she picks up her handbag from the floor beside her and rummages about in it for some time, at last bringing out a crumpled tissue with a perfect image of her mouth already stamped upon it in lipstick. She licks the tissue, cups my chin with her hand and starts wiping a mystery smudge off my cheek. I hate it when she does this, and impatiently I try to wriggle away from her, protesting loudly, but she holds on tight, scrubbing hard in a way that makes me think she’s cross, until she’s satisfied herself that I’m clean.

When Mr Wakeford comes back and she’s fixed a date for her next appointment, for some reason Mummy seems impatient to leave.

In the car on the way back, she tells me it’s very rude to make ‘personal remarks’ and that if I ever see anybody who looks a ‘bit strange’ I should ignore them. A few minutes later she starts laughing quietly to herself, looks across at me, strokes my hair and says, ‘Honestly! You are a funny one sometimes, but I do love you.’

 



 



 



When we get home, I leap out of the car and dash inside to find Jane to tell her about the lady with the beard. But running into the drawing room, I come to a halt, speechless for the second time that day, all thoughts of old ladies and beards vanishing instantly from my mind; because there, where the bookcase should be - where is the bookcase? - is a monster, a brown monster, standing on three monstrous legs and tiny, shiny wheels. It’s huge, bigger than anything in the house! The biggest thing I’ve ever seen. It’s new, with curvy bits and straight bits, and sticking-up bits, and I can see my bent reflection in the highly polished wood. Daddy’s sitting next to it.

How can anything be this big?

I move closer to Mummy, absent-mindedly clutching her skirt and rubbing the soft material against my upper lip.

Daddy looks very proud of himself. ‘What do you think?’

‘Heavens!’ says Mummy. ‘Makes the room look terribly small, doesn’t it? Can’t we push it nearer the wall?’

‘No, it’ll warp the wood if it’s too close to the radiator.’

‘What is it, Mummy?’

‘It’s a piano, darling.’

‘Come over here, old boy, I’ll show you.’ When I hesitate, he adds, ‘It’s all right, it won’t bite.’

Trusting him, I let go of Mummy, keeping my thumb in  my mouth but transferring my skirt-stroking forefinger to the tip of my nose. I approach cautiously, still overwhelmed by its size, still not convinced it won’t attack me, and see that the piano monster has teeth - lots of teeth, long white ones and short black ones, evenly spaced; two then three, then two, then three . . . then two . . . then three, then two, then three, then two . . . then . . . one, at the very end.

‘Come on, come and sit next to me.’

He helps me up on to the stool beside him, spreads out his hands - enormous hands marked with cuts from barbed-wire fences; rough, brown, thick-skinned hands, toughened from years of hefting bales and sacks of pig food, hands I could never imagine doing anything other than hammering or painting or digging or mowing or lifting - and presses down on the teeth. Immediately, incredibly, music comes from deep within the monster and I realise at once that I recognise the sound. I’ve heard it before on the gramophone and the wireless lots of times, but I never knew how the sound was made; never thought to think how it was made. Daddy’s fingers are moving so fast they’re almost a blur. He makes it look so easy, but how does he know which teeth to press? There are so many of them. He’s playing something Mummy knows, and she’s humming along to the tune, her head swaying slowly from side to side. I look up at Daddy’s face, and there’s a look there I haven’t seen before. He’s completely happy.

I’m hooked. I’ve got to have a go on it. There’s something exciting about the clean white smoothness of the teeth, the way they pop up again by themselves when they’ve just been played. Like magic. When he comes to the end of the music and gets up, I shuffle along the stool and try to copy what I’ve just seen and heard. I spread my hands out and push  down on the teeth with all my fingers at once, lifting and pressing, lifting and pressing as fast and as hard as I can, expecting it to be as easy as Daddy has just made it look. But it doesn’t work. It’s just lots of loud noises.

‘Jamie! No, no, no! Not so hard, you’ll break the strings. Press the notes gently. Like this.’ He takes the forefinger of my right hand and uses it to play something. I want to help, and without thinking I push down, wanting to control it but going against what he’s trying to do.

‘Hang on, old boy. Just let go and relax your arm. Relax. Let me do it.’

I do, and suddenly he’s making my finger play a tune I know. It’s ‘Baa baa black sheep’.

I’m amazed. Utterly . . . amazed.

‘Again, again!’ I beg, when he comes to the end.

And we do it again, and Mummy claps and says, ‘Gosh, well done, darling, you are clever!’

And then I make him do it once more.

And then we have tea.

But I can remember, and all the way through tea, while Mummy is telling Daddy about the lady with the beard - ‘Honestly, Adrian, I could have died of embarrassment’ - I can think of nothing else and after we’ve had tea and Daddy’s gone to feed the animals, I sit down at the piano again and I can still remember the first four notes of ‘Baa baa black sheep’ all by myself.

After I’ve played them again and again and again and again, I can hear in my head what’s meant to come next and I know it’s higher than the note before. So I experiment until I find the right note and then I start from the beginning and play the first five notes all together. Again and again and again and again.

There is such a lovely feeling in the repetition of these notes, so much joy. Each play-through gives me a jolt of happiness. Then, when I can tear myself away, I look for the sixth and seventh notes and when I find them I play the whole thing from the beginning again. And again and again and again. And by the time Jane comes down to say it’s time for my bath, I can play up to ‘have you any wool?’ And it’s wonderful. Everything is wonderful and I dance round the bathroom singing and Jane’s getting annoyed with me.

‘Jamie! Sweetheart! Will you please get in the bath or I’m going to get cross!’

But I don’t care because I can play ‘Baa baa black sheep’ and I’m incredibly happy and filled up and powerful and almost shaking with excitement because I’ve discovered this fantastic thing which makes me feel like nothing else matters.

And it’s the next morning and the first thing I think of is the piano. So I jump out of bed and go downstairs and start playing. Something has happened while I was asleep. Now I can play ‘Baa baa black sheep, have you any wool?’ much better than I could last night. It’s easy, and then I can do ‘Yes sir, yes sir, three bags full’ straight off, first time. I don’t need to look for the notes; they just happen. So I start again from the beginning and . . .

‘Darling, what are you doing here?’

It’s Mummy, standing in the doorway in her blue dressing gown, shoulders raised, arms crossed as though she’s cold.

‘Mummy, I can play “Baa baa black sheep”!’

There’s a pause while she takes this in.

‘Lovely, sweetie . . . but it’s five o’clock in the morning, darling. It’s still the middle of the night!’

She walks slowly over to me.

‘Come on now. Let’s get you upstairs again. It’s not time to get up yet.’ She takes my hand and as she gently leads me up the stairs, my thumb in my mouth, I can hear both amusement and disapproval in her voice as she says, ‘Honestly, darling, you are a funny old thing sometimes, aren’t you?’

 



 



 



Now I have a ritual, an unbreakable routine. First thing after breakfast, after cleaning my teeth - I’m not allowed to do anything in the mornings until I’ve cleaned my teeth - I clamber on to the piano stool. This act alone is exciting, before I even touch the keys. I can feel the expectant, gentle (as it’s now become) giant, waiting like a patient pet, a live thing, wanting me to touch it. It’s what I’m for.

Having discovered that the harder you press the notes, the louder they sound, I realise that the opposite is also true. I become obsessed with trying to play as quietly as possible, placing one ear against the notes, playing so softly that only I can hear. It makes a completely different sound then, a soft, stringy hum that reverberates around inside, mingling with the subtle sliding and tapping noises of wood against wood, felt against steel, even when you’ve released the note. I love the delicate balance of each key as it springs up again immediately. And there’s the lid, like a seesaw which swings down to cover the keys, and if you bang it shut, the strings vibrate and you can hear all the notes at once. The lid is finely balanced too, and sometimes I try to find the centre, the midpoint in its swing, where it’s neither up nor down, but I never can.

I don’t like the black notes very much. They feel strange and awkward. I don’t like the gaps between them, and  pressing in the gaps makes the white notes harder to play and the balance is lost, which is annoying. The black notes are thinner as well, and the sounds they make aren’t as pure.

I move on to ‘Frère Jacques’, and in the same way as ‘Baa baa black sheep’, I learn that too. And after several months I can play lots of one-fingered nursery rhymes and the first half of the ‘Marseillaise’ - which Daddy taught me.

My next discovery is that you can play more than one note at a time. By adding harmony in my left hand, ‘Baa baa black sheep’ and ‘Frère Jacques’ suddenly move to a whole new level.

But I long to be able to play like Daddy. At night, I lie awake listening to the music drifting up from below. Some nights I even sneak out of bed and watch him secretly from halfway up the stairs. From this distance, he makes it look so easy. His huge hands seem to glide over the keys, barely touching them, yet making all these rich sounds that I can’t wait to be able to play myself. And as he sits there he looks so peaceful, and yet distracted almost, as if nothing else really matters. And I know just how he feels.




The End 

Relax.

Calm down.


Calm . . . down.

Glance around me.

Scan the room.

‘Look at this place.’

Chaos.

Unwashed plates iced with congealed fat.

Empty beer cans doubling as ashtrays.

There, an old, cold cup of coffee, skinned with green velvet.

Uneaten pizza crusts and takeaway boxes.

Crushed cigarette packets and dust.

Decayed entertainment.

Empty vodka bottle, topless, standing by itself . . .

Like an exhibit.


Hate this brown carpet.

Wicker waste-paper basket lying on its side, spewing its contents . . .

Cellophane wrappers, brown apple core, butt ends, empty matchbox.

Urghh! Stinks in here . . . stale smoke, beer, pizza.

‘Stinks! Stinks stinks stinks stinks!’


And still the mindless bass beat.

Thump, thump, thump.

Not just through the wall.


Under the wall.

I can feel it.

Along the ground.

Through the chair.

Into my feet, up my legs.

Infecting me, becoming me.

Till I’m ‘thump’ myself.

I am thump.

Sickening. Fucking vibration.

A disease.

Threatening.

And the fucking neighbours don’t realise it.

They don’t know it’s driving me mad.

And that’s what grates . . .

The not knowing-ness of it . . .

I feel dismissed . . .

‘Dismissed! Dsmissed! Smissed! Smisst! Mss ss ss ss ss ss st!’




Chapter 2

The Controller

‘Mild He lays His glory by . . .’

School carol service. I’m nearly seven.

I’m singing at the top of my voice.

So’s everyone else - mostly.

The church is packed with children, parents and teachers; two hundred mouths opening and closing like dying fish.

It’s so loud I can hardly hear myself, the congregation competing with the organ for supremacy. I can almost see  the sound as it reverberates around the thick, carved wooden beams, high above.

The atmosphere is heavy with Christmas. Togetherness; a collective excitement.

I belong.

I’m playing in the recorder ensemble and we’re crammed in with the choir up by the altar.

Nearby, the giant Christmas tree bristles with presents,  tinsel, silver balls, lights, an angel with gold wings at the very top.

‘Born that man no more may die . . .’

Strange seeing Miss Paget not being head teacher, just one of a crowd singing. I can’t think of her as a ‘normal’ person. I can’t imagine her needing to sleep or clean her teeth or go to the loo.

What would she look like on the loo?

Does she fart?

Does she fold the paper exactly in half twice - like me - before she wipes her bottom?

Bottoms . . .

Yuck!

‘Born to raise the sons of earth . . .’

Mummy and Daddy are near the back with Jane, who’s holding Polly. Mummy’s looking at me and smiling slightly. Daddy’s standing up very straight, like the vicar, Mr Newman.

Newman . . .

New Man . . .

New man . . . new . . . man.

How do people get their names?

My friend David’s doing his best to sing along even though he’s got a terrible voice. Next to him is Mrs Fuller, the geography teacher with a lined face, who never stops talking about her years living in Australia, who tries to improve my concentration by making me read boring passages about the Stone Age, then firing questions at me to see whether I’ve taken it in or not.

‘Born to give them second birth . . .’

This is the good bit. The organ gets louder, ready for the big ending. Everyone takes a deep breath; four notes up from ‘birth’, to . . .

‘Hark the herald angels . . .’

Sniff!

‘Glory to the newborn King.


Hark the herald angels sing


Glory to the newborn . . .’

Sniff, sniff!

An interruption.

A command.

Getting in the way of ‘sing’ and ‘King’.

A tiny urge . . . an itch . . . not a real itch . . . not like on your leg. Just a need . . .

To sniff . . .

Nothing disturbing or worrying or frightening.

And again: Sniff, sniff!

‘Let us pray.’

A wave of purposeful rustling. I kneel. So do the other children. We have to. Grown ups are allowed to sit and lean forward to pray. We aren’t.

Wish I was a grown-up.

Apart from the vicar’s voice echoing round the church, it’s suddenly quiet. Everyone’s still. There’s a hush.

And again: Sniff, sniff! The accent on the second sniff this time.

It seems important.

I could . . . not do it . . . if I really wanted to; I know I could.

I don’t absolutely have to.

I could just . . . not sniff. I could control it.

But if I don’t . . . somehow it’ll feel wrong; uncomfortable.

Again: Sniff, sniff! To get it right, the last sniff must be loudest.

To my left, Charlie Philips, a year older, throws me a quick, curious glance, then, sensing nothing important, looks away.

Sniff, sniff!

Louder this time. Much louder.

Loud enough, in fact, for pure ‘sniff’ to be snatched by the surrounding air; thrown up and outwards, echoing, reverberating, competing with the vicar.

Audible. Noticeable.

Two or three of my recorder colleagues simultaneously rotate their heads in my direction. Mrs Ferguson, my arithmetic teacher, kneeling in the front row of the congregation, glares at me with her angry, piggy little eyes. She frowns and mouths, ‘Stop it!’

I can’t do arithmetic. I hate it. She makes me cry when I get it wrong.

I hate her! Hate hate hate hate hate her!

I’m embarrassed because she’s seen me, but it makes the urge stronger. I bend my head forward and bury my face in my hands.

Sniff, sniff! - very quietly.

And again: Sniff!

And again: Sniff!

As well as the itch, this time there’s the need to have the last word, the last sniff, which she can neither see nor hear.

‘In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit . . .’

‘Amen,’ everyone growls quietly.

The service ends. The organ plays; the congregation gets to its feet and slowly leaves the church.

Outside in the crisp coldness I see Mrs Ferguson  approaching and because I’m with my parents she’s all smiles and sweetness, regarding me with feigned fondness, every inch the concerned teacher politely suggesting, in her stupid Scottish accent, that perhaps if I have a cold I should carry a handkerchief: ‘. . . because you had a wee bout of the sniffles during the service, didn’t ye, Jamie?’

She never calls me Jamie at school, just James.

God, I hate her! I want to scrape her thick make-up off with a fork. I wish she would die!

Mummy turns to me. ‘You haven’t got a cold, have you, darling?’

‘No,’ I say.

 



 



 



But something’s shifted.

Awakened within me.

Something that wasn’t there before.

Something that is exterior; but at the same time interior.

A part of me, and yet not a part of me.

Not a voice.

A feeling.

A gentle reminder.

A presence.

A Controller.

Which stays with me. Putting down roots, growing slowly; developing and increasing over the following weeks and months.

And each time it interrupts I stop to give it room; I have to . . . I need to . . .

Even though it lasts a millisecond, the tiniest fraction of time, smaller than the smallest atom of time.

It feels like a competition, a task; the Controller  challenging me to create the ‘perfect’ sniff, the sniff that scores ten out of ten, the super-sniff that’ll be good enough for me to stop; to satisfy; to make me comfortable.

To make us comfortable, maybe.

But it forgets.

The Controller forgets I’ve just done a super-sniff, and it challenges me again a few minutes later.

It’s not intrusive. It’s too quick to be intrusive. Nor is it strange.

It’s just me. It’s natural.

 



 



 



Jane notices first.

‘You getting a cold, sweetheart?’

‘No.’

‘Are you sure? I think you might be; you’re sniffing quite a lot, aren’t you?’

I shrug.

‘Oh well, I expect it’ll go away soon.’

Then Mummy.

‘Darling, what’s the matter? Why do you keep sniffing all the time?’

‘I don’t know; I can’t help it.’

‘You’re not feeling ill, are you?’

‘No.’

‘Oh dear, I do hope you’re not going to have trouble with your sinuses.’

She presses the skin just above my eyebrows.

‘Does that hurt?’

‘No.’

She turns to Daddy. ‘Marigold had to have her sinuses drained.’

‘Hah! Marigold would! Knowing her, she probably enjoyed it.’

Mummy laughs. ‘Yes, she probably did.’

She puts her hand on my forehead.

‘I don’t think you’ve got a temperature.’

‘Come on, darling,’ Daddy says, ‘leave the boy alone; it’s probably just a phase. He’ll be all right.’

Mummy sighs. ‘Oh well, I hope so.’

Then others.

‘Got a bitta cold therrrre, young’n, eh?’ says Bert, in rare talkative mood.

‘I don’t know,’ I say, although I do.

‘Sniff sniff sniff. Sounds like a cold t’me. Tell Mum a cup o’ warrrm lemon’ll sorrrt you oat; soon paaaass.’

‘James, I know you’ve got a cold, but could you please try not to sniff; it’s rather annoying for other people.’

‘Sorry, Miss Paget.’

 



 



 



And later:

‘Darling, do you really need to make that awful noise? You haven’t got a cold. Please try and stop it.’

‘I can’t help it.’

‘Come on, old boy, that’s enough now.’

The urges become stronger at certain times; especially before doing anything delicate or poised. Lifting a loaded fork, I hold it about six inches from my face, needing to sniff gently a couple of times before I’m allowed to open my mouth to eat.

Not to smell the food.

Just to sniff.

Correctly.

The same goes for cleaning my teeth: there’s a pause, to sniff, before the toothbrush is granted permission to brush.

Likewise putting on my pyjama bottoms, stroking Honey, writing, opening the car door . . .

There’s always a delay . . . to get the sniff right.

And later still, the Controller issues a new instruction: to make a short staccato ‘mm’ sound, mouth closed. It must be closed.

A grunt, like an expression of mild surprise tinged with humour.

Quiet but definite.

Sometimes it needs to accompany the sniffs; at others it can be independent of them. ‘Mm mm mm mm . . .’ the shorter the better, striving to find that ‘perfect’ grunt of grunts; an endless search, a quest, to find the one perfect  grunt that will mean I never have to grunt again as long as I live. To make it . . . finally . . . right.

 



 



 



Mummy’s worried now.

She takes me to the doctor.

He looks me over, checks my breathing, my sinuses, my throat, my reflexes, my spend-a-penny thing.

‘Well, I can’t find anything wrong with him,’ he says. ‘His sinuses are clear and his chest’s fine. Seems like a perfectly healthy young man. It’s probably just a phase; I wouldn’t worry about it if I were you.’

But my parents aren’t convinced and gradually they start experimenting with various forms of alternative home therapy to try and ease the symptoms - to make them go away.

‘For God’s sake, boy, stop that awful noise!’ . . . is one method.

‘Look, darling, if you don’t stop that dreadful racket, I’m going to get really cross!’ . . . is another.

‘Right, that’s it! I warned you! Now go upstairs to your room and don’t come down until you can behave!’

Thus my sniffing and grunting moves from mild - possibly medical - concern, to ‘bad habit’.

An offence.

Punishable.

I start seeing it as naughtiness because they do. I don’t know what else to say other than ‘I can’t help it.’ I don’t understand it myself. I can stop it, and yet I can’t. They tell me I’m being naughty; they are my parents; they must be right. ‘Shut up!’ and ‘Stop it!’ therefore seem perfectly appropriate reactions to my repeated ‘misbehaviour’.

 



 



 



One evening after supper, Daddy calls me into the drawing room.

‘Jamie, come and have a listen to this.’

As I walk in from the kitchen he’s standing by the gramophone holding a record carefully between the fingertips of both hands, light glancing off the black, faintly grooved shiny surface.

‘Thought you might like to hear this. It’s a piece of music by a man called J.S. Bach.’

He pronounces ‘Bach’ with a rasping sound at the back of his throat.

He places the record on the spindle and presses the start lever. I move closer and, as always, I watch intrigued as the machine ‘does it by itself’. But this time it’s different. This  time, once the record has dropped on to the turntable, I feel an impatience as the robot-like arm moves agonisingly, painfully, annoyingly slowly from its cradle across to the outside edge of the record, before lowering itself with a ‘chonk’ as it makes contact, followed by a rhythmic pulsing hiss before the music starts.

But I can’t concentrate on the music. I hear it, but it doesn’t make any impact. This time it’s the robot arm that has my complete attention. It sits there, resting gently on the surface like a small boat, rising and falling with the slightly warped contours of the record. It’s so delicately balanced, so undecided, frustrating and maddening. I need to move it, to press it, to make it do something more than just sit there unconcerned, undecided. The impulse is overwhelming. I reach out, unable to stop myself, wrap my hand round it and pull. There is a sharp screeching sound as the needle slides across the vinyl. I let go immediately, horror-struck.
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