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UNCLE BRIAN isn’t my proper uncle but I call him it because he’s married to Mum. Dad is married to Jayne but I don’t call her Aunt. Jayne spells her name with a ‘y’. Mum used to laugh at her, but she can’t now she’s married to Uncle Brian because his dad’s got a tattoo. My name’s Joseph but most people call me Joe. Mum calls me Joey, which Dad hates because he thinks I’ll never grow into a man. Uncle Brian calls me Jay, which is the capital letter of Joseph but, when he writes it down, he adds ‘ay’ to make it a word. ‘A jay is my favourite bird,’ he says, ‘just like you’re my favourite boy.’ 

Here, I’m only called Joe in letters. The Warden and staff call me Pargeter like they’re talking to Dad. The other boys call me Yid, which is a bad word for being Jewish. I’m not Jewish – I’m not anything though Granny taught me the Lord’s Prayer – but, on the first day I was sent here, three of the Intermediates followed me into the toilet and pulled down my pants. ‘Look, he’s a Yid,’ one of them said, ‘he’s had the top chopped off.’

‘It’s more hygienic,’ I said, ‘my dad’s a dentist.’

‘You’ll be all right then,’ another one said and punched me in the mouth.

The only people here who ask what I want to be called are the doctors. ‘Jay,’ I tell them. But, when they ask me why, I don’t say.

They’re always asking something. I used to want to be eighteen so I could stay up all night, but now I want to so I won’t have to answer any more questions. When you’re eighteen, you can say ‘I’d like to speak to my solicitor.’ When you’re eighteen, you can say ‘I reserve the right to stay silent,’ like they do on TV. When you’re nine, you don’t have any choice. My grandpa Pargeter used to give me 50p every time I got ten out of ten in one of his tests. If I got 50p every time I answered all the questions in here, I’d be rich as the Queen. ‘Did your dad ever hit your mum?’ they ask in voices that sound like smiles. ‘No,’ I say, and I know they think I’m lying. But it’s true. They just used to shout – sometimes until it was midnight. ‘You bitch,’ he’d say. ‘You bastard,’ she’d say. But I’m not going to tell tales. 

Mum stopped loving Dad when I was four. She told Aunty Janet she sent him packing, but that was a lie because he just piled his clothes straight on the back seat of the car – which is another thing that’s allowed when you’re eighteen. Mum said she did it for us – that’s me and Rose. Rose is my sister: she’s four years older, but she says, since girls grow up quicker than boys, it’s more like eight. Mum said she did it to protect us because, if you live next to waste, you end up becoming contaminated. Rose said that was a lie too and she did it for herself so that she wouldn’t have to share Dad with ‘that woman’. Mum never calls Jayne ‘Jayne’. Sometimes she calls her ‘the slag’, although I was the only one brave enough to call her it to her face. Dad gave me three smacks and drove us home early. At first Mum was cross but, when she found out what happened, she kissed me and called me her ‘knight in shining armour’. I wish I’d been wearing armour on my legs. She said, if Dad smacked me again, I must tell her straightaway so she could report him to the police. I think she was sad when he never did. 

Ever since Dad went to live with Jayne, he’s only allowed into our hall – even though half the house belongs to him – and Jayne isn’t allowed on to the doorstep. Mum won’t speak to Jayne. The one time when she saw her in a shop, she turned away like she was a witch and marched us straight out. Rose cried and said that it was embarrassing. But there’s not much chance it’ll happen again because Mum can’t afford to take us to the sort of places where Dad takes Jayne. ‘They’re living it up on our money,’ she says when her friends come round and tell her where they’ve seen them. The thing that upsets Mum most is that Jayne gave up her job as Dad’s hygienist so she could spend the day painting her toenails, when Mum has to go out to work in Aunty Janet’s wine bar. Which is strange because Dad tells us over and over that Mum is bleeding him dry. He gives her money every week. ‘Like pocket money?’ I asked her. And she screamed like she’d stood on a nail. ‘I can see you’re your father’s son all right!’ But you’d think she would have seen that before. 

Rose and me weren’t allowed to go to Dad and Jayne’s wedding. I didn’t care because it only happened in an office but Rose cried for weeks because she wanted to wear a special dress. When the day came, Mum stayed in bed with a migraine (which is grown-up for headache), so Rose made us toast for lunch. Mum kept moaning that she was thirty-two and time was running out. It seemed to me like time was going extra slow – especially since she wouldn’t let us watch TV because of her head. But I know about time going quicker for grown-ups. At first when Miss Bevan told us how time was different depending on where you were, I thought she meant like the way you had to put your watch forward when you go to Spain. Then she said it was much more complicated and when we went to big school we’d understand. But I understand already. It’s like when Granny says it seems only last week that it was Christmas when, for me, it’s felt like a whole year. Time starts slowly when you’re young and then gets faster and faster when you’re eighteen until, when you’re really old like Granny, it whizzes by in a flash. But what I don’t understand is why, when I’m older than I’ve ever been before, it’s never gone so slowly as it does in here.

Granny came to stay. I looked forward to it, but Mum said that was because I’ve never had to live with her. She told Mum to pull herself together. She’s allowed to say that because, although Mum’s more than thirty, she’s still her ‘little girl’. Mum shouted at her but she still took notice of what she said. She put on lipstick again – more even than Jayne (though she’d have been furious if I’d said so) – and started going out in the evenings. Rose said it was with her boyfriends, but I said that was stupid because they were far too old. Sometimes, when they came back late from a party, the men had to stay overnight. Rose didn’t like it but I said they were safer. I’d seen on TV how grown-ups shouldn’t drink wine and drive. I felt safer too because I knew that, if burglars came, there’d be a man there to beat them up. Ever since Dad left, I’d lined up all my animals around me on the bed, with Rory at the front because, although he’s the softest material, he’s a lion. It helped, but it wasn’t the same. 

Mum met Uncle Brian when he went into the wine bar for some soup. He couldn’t eat anything more because he’s a student. When Dad heard that, he called him ‘one of the great unwashed’, which isn’t fair because Uncle Brian’s always washing. Sometimes he has three showers a day. Mum teases him and asks him what’s so dirty. Granny says it’s because he grew up in the working class. Granny doesn’t like Uncle Brian. When Mum told her she wanted to get married to him, Granny said he was only after her money. Mum said she was a frustrating old bitch. So Granny called a taxi and said she would never set foot in our house again. But she did. Mrs Stevens – who’s Uncle Brian’s mother – was even crosser. She shouted at Mum that she was snatching a cradle. Which didn’t make any sense at all. Then they both shouted at me when they heard me giggling at the door. 

The only people who were pleased that Mum and Uncle Brian were getting married were Rose and me – especially me. When Mum’s other friends played with us, it felt like Helen Clarke handing round her crisps because Miss Bevan was watching. When Uncle Brian played with us, it felt like he wanted to. Mum said most men ran a mile from a woman with kids. Uncle Brian said he would run a hundred miles the other way. He said no one would believe somebody his age could have such a grown-up family. So I said we should call him Uncle to make it clear. Mum didn’t agree, but it was three against one. When we were on our own, I asked Uncle Brian who he liked best: Rose or me. He said that he liked us both equal – the way grown-ups always do – but I knew that wasn’t true, or else why didn’t he lift her up on his shoulders and ruffle her hair? He said he understood boys better on account of his five older brothers. I said how I’d always wanted an older brother and he said I was welcome to all of his (although Geoff was ruled out because he was in prison). When he was young, they’d used to pick on him and call him names. Then, when he grew up, they hated him because he went to college. He was the only one who’d bettered himself. ‘Like Joseph in the Bible?’ I said. ‘In a way,’ he said, ‘although at least he was his father’s favourite. My dad used to pick on me too.’ 

Rose and me went to Mum and Uncle Brian’s wedding, but Mum said it was far too small for Rose to be a bridesmaid: just Rose and me, Granny, Aunty Janet and Mr and Mrs Stevens. After the wedding, we went out to lunch and Mr Stevens, who smells of petrol, rolled up his sleeves and we saw his tattoo. Mum smiled all afternoon, even after Aunty Janet had stopped taking pictures. She was allowed to smile now she was married again. She still lost her temper with Rose and me, but it was a crackly little temper not a big thundery one. Sometimes she lost her temper with Uncle Brian. He used to play jokes on her, like when he switched her toothpaste with a tube of sauce. She said it felt less like having a husband than adopting a kid. Then she dropped her voice to stop me listening and said he should remember how he had married her not Joey. He said he didn’t want me to feel left out. Then she said I wasn’t the one feeling left out. She must have been feeling sorry for Rose. 

Uncle Brian said that because I was eight and he was twenty and Mum was thirty-two, he was exactly the same distance from both of us, but we shouldn’t talk about it to her. I said I expected she’d already worked it out because she was wicked at sums. He said he was sure she had but she didn’t like to be reminded of it. I said I didn’t see why, since Dad was even more years older than Jayne. He said it was different when the younger one was a girl. I said everything always was and it wasn’t fair. He asked me what I meant. I said how girls are allowed to wear trousers and skirts but boys can only wear trousers – except for Scottishmen and kilts. Girls are allowed to kiss men and ladies but boys can only kiss ladies.

‘Do you want to kiss me?’ he said, which made me shiver.

‘I just don’t think it’s fair,’ I said.

‘I’ll kiss you if you like,’ he said and, instead of waiting for me to say ‘yes’, he gave me a kiss on my cheek that smacked like in a cartoon. I laughed. ‘Right,’ he said, ‘now who’s for a tickle?’

‘No,’ I screamed and curled up into a ball. ‘It’s not fair. Your fingers are longer, so you always win.’ But he didn’t take any notice and tickled me until I had a stitch and it stopped being funny.

‘Do you want me to give you another kiss?’ he said, like he was offering me a piggyback.

‘All right,’ I said, even though I knew this time I ought to say ‘no’. It wasn’t like he was saying goodnight or thank you or leaving for the airport. It was a grown-up kiss like he did with Mum. It was weird and tasted of tongues.

‘Promise you won’t tell anyone,’ he said. ‘It’ll be our secret.’

‘I promise,’ I said. I’d never had a secret before – at least not one I’d shared with someone else. It was the secret I wanted to share with him, much more than the kiss. 

In the summer, Mum took us all on holiday (it was abroad, even though it was called Brittany). At first, she was just going to take Uncle Brian to celebrate because he was twenty-one and had finished his exams, but he said he would rather take us and she had to say ‘yes’, because it showed we were a family. He made all the bookings through a man on his hotel course but, when we arrived, we found that there’d been a mess-up. We’d been given one single room and one double and all the others were full. Rose sat down on her suitcase in the middle of the hall and said there was no way she was going to sleep in the same bed as me. I thought it would be fun, but she said that in any civilised country it would be against the law and, if they tried to force her, she would sleep on the beach. I thought that would be fun too. But no one was interested what I thought. Uncle Brian suggested that, for the sake of peace, Rose and Mum should have the double room and he would sleep in the single one with me. ‘Some holiday!’ Mum said and she made a lot of rude remarks about the hotel. I’m sure the manager understood them even though he was French.

Uncle Brian and me were supposed to sleep top to toe like he used to with one of his brothers but, when he came into bed, he flopped his head on the pillow next to mine. ‘You don’t want to snuggle up to my pongy feet, do you?’ he said. I didn’t think it was fair of him to wake me just for that, so I turned away. ‘That’s all right then,’ he said. ‘Budge up!’

We were so squashed that he had to put his arm on top of me, but I didn’t mind. I turned to face him. ‘You smell of wine,’ I said.

‘I do, do I?’ he said. ‘It’s time you were taught to respect your elders, young man.’ Then he began to tickle me, which wasn’t fair as I was too tired even to curl up.

‘I give in,’ I said, but he didn’t take any notice. ‘I want to go to sleep.’ 

‘So give me a goodnight kiss,’ he said. Then he gave me one, but it didn’t feel like goodnight at all. It was hot and breathy and it felt more like something waking up than going to sleep. ‘How much do you love me?’ he said.

‘I’m tired,’ I said.

‘Tell me or I’ll tickle,’ he said.

‘Lots and lots,’ I said. ‘More than anyone in the whole world.’

‘Really?’ He sounded surprised. ‘More than Mum and Dad?’

‘Yes,’ I said, which I know was bad but it was true.

‘And I love you more than anyone too,’ he said, which was even worse because he was a grown-up.

‘What about Mum?’ I said.

‘More than anyone,’ he said, like he hadn’t heard. ‘Are you pleased?’

‘Yes,’ I said. But really I was only half-pleased because I knew Mum would be sad.

‘So how are you going to prove it to me?’ he said.

‘I haven’t got any money,’ I said, and he laughed.

‘You don’t need any.’ He took my hand and pulled it along his chest to his tummy-button, which is lumpier than mine. I rubbed it, which is one of my favourite things in the whole world, but it can’t have been one of his because he pulled my hand down on to his leg to where I knew it shouldn’t go. At first I thought that it couldn’t be his willy because it was so thick and hard. ‘Put your hand on my prick,’ he said, in a voice that was thick and hard too. I said ‘no’: Jonathan Hurt and David Simmonds were sent home from school for measuring each other’s willies in the cloakroom. Miss Bevan said that, just like you should never pick a mushroom in case it was a toadstool, so there were parts of people’s bodies it was dangerous to touch. Uncle Brian said that was rubbish – which is rude to say about a teacher – and you could touch anything you wanted if you loved someone. He said Mum touched him there all the time. That’s when I knew he was lying, because she never even dried me there after a bath. I pulled my hand free. ‘So that’s how you much you love me,’ he said and turned on to his side. ‘All talk, you!’ 

‘No,’ I said. I didn’t want to make him cross so I put my hand back.

‘That’s more like it,’ he said and he jigged my hand up and down, which hurt. He turned back towards me and kissed me and stroked my face. Suddenly, he began to make noises like he was choking. He pushed up and down and fell back like he’d done a giant sneeze. That’s when I found out grown-ups could still wet the bed. I felt it through my pyjamas – not a lot but a little. I was scared Mum would think it was me. He laughed and said not to worry: she would never know. His voice and his body went all soft again. He ruffled my hair and said how much he loved me. Then he hugged me till I was as hot as him. I felt safe.

The next day the manager found an empty room and we all moved, except for Mum, who stayed in the double room with Uncle Brian. I tried not to think about what had happened but I couldn’t help it because, any time no one else was looking, Uncle Brian would wink at me. After we went back home, he got a job in a hotel too. He’d done exams to be a manager, but he was only a receptionist. I felt sad for him, but Mum said it was a good step. Sometimes he worked in the night, so he would pick me up after school to give Mum extra hours at the wine-bar. ‘You know what we’re going to do when we get home?’ he said. I always wished he wouldn’t ask because, if I said ‘yes’, it sounded like I was looking forward to it and, if I said ‘no’, he said I was playing games. ‘You like being dirty,’ he said. But it wasn’t true. What I liked was lying on the bed – on Uncle Brian – and feeling warm. I didn’t like any of the rest of it, especially when he pushed my head down and made me kiss his willy – or his lollipop, as he started to call it, so as to make me feel better about the taste. He said it was the nicest thing anyone could do for you but he didn’t seem grateful. He pulled my hair and banged against my mouth till the moment when he peed stuff and got kind again. And I couldn’t help crying, though I knew it upset him. Then he kissed me and stroked me and called me his own boy and hugged my head against his chest. And I felt safe. 

The thing I hated more than anything was when Mum and Uncle Brian had a row. It wasn’t like the rows she used to have with Dad, where their voices went up and down like singing. It was more like the row Dad had with the man who stole his parking space and they both stood in the road with their fists clenched like they were going to hit each other, until the man told Dad that he had his number (though he didn’t write it down) and drove away. Once, when they didn’t know I was listening, they had a row about me. It started when Uncle Brian said he was taking me fishing. ‘You spend more time with the boy than you do with me,’ she said. She’d started calling me the boy to make it sound like I wasn’t a proper person. ‘Don’t you want me to take an interest in him?’ he said. ‘Yes, of course,’ she said. ‘But your job is to give me satisfaction.’ That wasn’t true – only he was too polite to tell her. She was speaking like she was a guest at his hotel.

Whenever we went fishing, he found a time for us to be dirty. I didn’t mind because I knew how happy it made him. I just wished he would find a time to hug me afterwards. But he said there were too many risks. So I said that I wasn’t going to play with him any more. Then he got really cross and said I was clinging, just like Mum, and he didn’t know why he bothered with either of us. He should get on his bike and ride off. He said he’d given everything to our family and all he’d got to show for it was grief. He said, if he did leave, Mum would make life into a misery for Rose and me. He asked if I knew who she’d blame for driving him away. But, when I tried to tell him, he said it was one of those questions you weren’t supposed to answer (I wish they asked more of them in here). So, for the first time, I put my hand on to his trousers without him asking, and I put my head inside them. I didn’t pull away even when I felt like I would choke. Then he started peeing stuff so I knew he was pleased. ‘I can see you love me,’ he said. ‘I promise I won’t leave you now.’ 

Uncle Brian changed everything for me at school, even though he never came inside. He said it made him feel like he was a kid again, then he winked. I wasn’t scared of the teachers any more. When Mr Batty told me to clean the blackboard, I called him Mr Botty and acted like it was a mistake. When Miss Bevan made us sing ‘I’m a shrimp, I’m a shrimp and I live in the sea,’ I sang ‘I’m a shrimp, I’m a shrimp and I live in the pee.’ That made everyone laugh – except for Miss Bevan who sent me to see the Headmistress. I thought I’d be in big trouble, but she must have read the note wrong because she just asked me if I was happy at home. Then she said that her door was always open (which was a lie) and I should speak to her if I had any problems. But I wasn’t going to fall for that, since we all know she’s an alien who uses everything we say to take over our brains.

The next time I was sent to see her was when I stabbed Pete Simpson with my compass. He’d snotted on me in the playground, but she said that was no excuse. Half an inch higher and it would have gone straight in his eye. She phoned Mum to take me home. She came with Dad – not Uncle Brian – so I knew it must be serious. They put on voices like at the doctor’s and said it was their fault – which was much better than I’d expected. They said their getting divorced had disturbed me more than they realised. From now on they promised to put me first. 

Dad decided we should spend quality time with each other, which is the same length as ordinary time but more special – like travelling first-class on a train. One of his patients played football and he gave us tickets for a game. The teams were neighbours so they called it a derby, like they were horses. The seats hurt and, as soon as anything happened, the people in front jumped up so you couldn’t see. I enjoyed it, but I was glad when the man refused to pay for his canal treatment, which meant we didn’t have to go again. Instead, we played crazy golf and went skating. After a few weeks we went back to ordinary time, where Dad made things in his shed and I watched videos and played on the computer. Rose was busy helping Jayne look after her babies. She had two, one exactly a year after the other. Mum said it was obscene, but I said it should be printed in the Guinness Book of Records. The babies cried a lot and Jayne was always tired. They couldn’t talk properly, so you could pinch them and no one would know. 

Dad plays golf but he’s got fat around his tummy. Jayne calls it love handles, which is soppy, but Mum calls it a spare tyre. Uncle Brian doesn’t play anything but he’s thin. He said if I wasn’t careful, I’d end up like my dad. ‘So we’d better build you up.’ Then he wrestled me to the ground. He got cross because I wouldn’t fight back. ‘You can’t just let blokes walk all over you.’

‘I don’t,’ I said, ‘only you.’

His voice changed like it always does when he’s starting to be dirty. ‘I could do anything I want to you,’ he said. ‘You’re completely in my power.’ I giggled because it was safe and scary at the same time. ‘What would you do if you were me?’

‘Hold me,’ I said. Though I knew it would only make him crosser.

‘You’re just a big girl, you are,’ he said.

‘Don’t say that,’ I said. ‘You can do anything. And I promise I won’t shout.’

‘Anything?’ he said. And I nodded. Which I wish I hadn’t, because he did that thing with his fingers that hurts. But I didn’t cry. I didn’t even moan. He told me how pleased he was with me. He could see I was a boy who kept his word. Then he pulled down his trousers and pressed up against me and I found out why he didn’t call it a willy but a prick. 

Rose has got a boyfriend. At least she says he’s a boyfriend; Mum says he’s just a crush. They hold hands and stare at each other’s eyes like they were watching cartoons. I found them kissing in the kitchen. ‘You’re in my power,’ I said to her after he went home. ‘Swear you’ll be my slave or I’ll tell Mum you’re a slag like Jayne.’

‘Who’s in whose power?’ she said. ‘Don’t you realise you’re on probation? The next thing you do wrong, Mum and Dad are going to send you to boarding school for ever.’

‘No way,’ I said. ‘Uncle Brian’ll never let them. We’ll escape into hiding, far away from everyone else.’

‘You’re such a baby,’ she said. ‘Uncle Brian doesn’t give a toss about you. He’s just using you to score points with Mum.’

She made me so angry that I told her lots of things I shouldn’t have. Like how it was me he loved best, not Mum. And how he came into my room at midnight when she was asleep. Rose twisted my arm and began to ask me a whole load of questions. I knew straightaway I’d been stupid, so I tried to laugh. ‘You believed me,’ I said. ‘What a sucker!’ But it didn’t stop her crying. ‘Sucker!’ I said. But she didn’t see the joke.

Mum slapped me across my legs like nettles. ‘You’re nine years old,’ she said. ‘How can so much filth come into your head?’ I supposed it must be from the stuff I’d sucked out of Uncle Brian but I knew if I said that, things would get even worse. ‘Why do you always have to ruin everything?’ she said. ‘It was you that drove your father away. It’s your fault he stayed late every night at the surgery, making himself easy game for that woman!’ Rose was right about them plotting to send me away. ‘If you breathe one more word of these disgusting lies,’ Mum said, ‘I’ll put you straight into care. Let somebody else try to cope with you. Lord knows, I’m at my wits’ end.’ Then she did the worst thing anyone’s ever done to me: she made me say ‘sorry’ to Uncle Brian. He was waiting in the lounge. He looked me right in the eye. He didn’t wink (in fact, he never winked at me again). He just gave a big sigh and offered to forgive me, but he said he could never forget the abuse of his trust. 

The next day was when I tore up all the pictures at school. I don’t know why everyone made it into such a big deal. They were just a load of crappy paintings that we’d done of our holidays. Mr Batty only pretended they were good because we were kids. He gave them stars and stuck them up on the wall. He might as well have stuck up scraps of Christmas wrapping. They were rubbish: they belonged in the bin. So that’s where I put them. Even then no one punished me. They took me to see a special doctor, who had an office not a surgery, which was full of dolls – but they weren’t girl dolls like Rose’s, they were boys with pricks like Uncle Brian’s. He told me to play with them, so I did. Then he asked me questions, but my head got all in a tangle. Usually, when grown-ups ask you questions you know what they want you to answer, but he was no help at all. Then they took me to a different doctor, who had a nurse. He asked me to describe what Uncle Brian had done and I said it was a secret. But he must have found out, because he did the exact same thing with his fingers. And I howled, a bit because it hurt but most because it had stopped being a secret. Then he gave me a lollipop – a proper one – but it had no taste. 

When anything had been the matter with me before – if I was sad or sick or had a cut or a splinter – I’d go to Mum and she’d kiss it better. Now she wouldn’t even speak to me but only to Rose. She talked about ‘your brother’ like she was writing a letter. I thought she must be cross with me but Rose said she was cross with herself. It was something to do with being a grown-up that I didn’t understand. Rose was being extra nice to me. She was the only one who told me things – like how Uncle Brian had been arrested and wasn’t allowed to come within a radius of us. I asked if he’d gone back to live with Mr and Mrs Stevens. She said no. Two of his brothers had promised to kill him, so he was living somewhere secret. I felt sad for him to have a secret he couldn’t share with me. 

Rose was sad that I hadn’t shared my secret with her before. She said she would have stopped Uncle Brian from hurting me. I said I didn’t want her to stop him. It had hurt a bit but that wasn’t the whole thing. It was like an injection before you went on holiday or going to church at Christmas. When he held me, I felt like I had a hundred bodyguards. She said what he had done to me was evil – it was the most evil crime anyone could commit apart from murder. He had scarred me for life. I know she meant the sort of scars people can’t see, but I told her she was wrong. Uncle Brian hadn’t done me any harm; he’d made me happy. I loved him. In that case, she said, you must be as evil as him. You must be the most evil boy in the world.

Dad started to cry when he saw me. Which made me cry too. But he didn’t lift me up or ruffle my hair. He stood at the far side of the room like I smelt – like he had when I jumped over the log in Ireland and fell into the cowpat. How Mum and Dad and Rose had laughed! I wished somebody would laugh now. But Dad banged his fist against his head and said he blamed himself. Then, when Mum walked in, he changed his mind and blamed her. Rose dragged me out of the room but I could hear them arguing from the stairs. He said Mum had used me as bait (like I was just a worm). He said she was an unfit person to be a mother. That was when they decided I should live with him. Mum said it was time for him to do his share and Dad said it was important for me to have a healthy male model. Jayne was kind. She made a sign that read Welcome. She hugged me to her bosoms, which was nicer now she’d got fat. She said I mustn’t feel ashamed about anything since it wasn’t my fault. Which was good. Then she mixed me up with one of the babies and said not to worry if I wet the bed. 

Dad wants me to forget about what happened. He wouldn’t even let me watch Oliver Twist when it was a serial on TV. But other people want me to remember. I go to see doctors and policemen and teachers (special ones, not like Miss Bevan) and they all ask me to talk about it in my own words – like they thought I might start cheating. I asked a police lady if I could see Uncle Brian, only for a minute to make sure he was all right. She didn’t answer but wrote something down in her book. That’s all they ever do. Sometimes I say things just to see if they’ll write them down. I play a game with myself where I score a point every time they pick up their pens. I wish I could play it with Uncle Brian. I know now what he did was wrong and his brothers were right to want to kill him (except that two wrongs can never make a right), but I keep trying to explain that he can’t have realised. He would never do anything to hurt me. He loved me. He was the only grown-up who made me feel I wasn’t a child. ‘But you are a child,’ one of the doctors said. ‘I know that,’ I told him, ‘but Uncle Brian made it feel safe.’ 

I went back to school and Miss Bevan gave me a new set of exercise books. All the teachers were extra nice. They wrote ‘splendid work’ when I got five out of ten and ‘good effort’ when I only got one. I was even allowed to undress in the janitor’s cupboard when we went swimming. None of the other kids knew what had happened. They thought it was like when Alice Jerrold’s brother and sister were killed in the crash. Then Louis Preston heard something about Uncle Brian from his parents. He started calling me names – ‘Wanker’ and ‘Cocksucker’, like you hear at a football game. Soon everybody joined in. I didn’t care. I didn’t need to talk to them. I had much better voices inside my head. And one of them – the one that sounded most like Uncle Brian – told me I had power: I didn’t need to be frightened of anyone. So when Louis Preston came up to me in the toilets and wiggled his bottom, I didn’t run away. Instead, I grabbed hold of his shoulders and shook him. He was so shocked that he didn’t fight back. So I shook him more and more, first in the air and then against the pipes. I shook him till there were no screams left in him and the wall was the same colour as his head. 

Shaking’s not real killing – not like stabbing or shooting or poison. Shaking’s more gentle, like when Uncle Brian swung me up till I could touch the sky. But all the policemen cared about was that Louis was dead. I was taken back to the station, but this time they weren’t so friendly since it wasn’t Uncle Brian who’d done the most evil thing in the world, it was me. I had to go to court. I was glad the judge was a lady until she started to talk. She told me things I didn’t need to hear because I knew them already and things I didn’t want to hear because they made me sad. Then she made it worse by repeating them to make sure I understood. Mum and Dad were watching, but they felt as far away as at the nativity play when my wings fell off and they weren’t allowed to come up on the stage to help. The judge said I must be kept in a secure unit indefinitely (which isn’t as long as it sounds), but she sent me here first to find out what’s happening inside my mind. There are sixty boys at the Centre, but we’re divided into ages, so there are only twenty who count. No one asks you about before (it’s not secret, just private). No one cares who’s good and who’s bad, only who’s strong and who’s scared, who fights and who cries.

We have activities all day long. They’re supposed to keep us out of trouble. We make moulds and draw and go on the assault course. We don’t have proper lessons but we’re always doing tests. It’s important to do well because it’s in here they decide where we go next. Sometimes if you’re really lucky, then you’re allowed home (though not if you’ve had your name in the papers like me). Otherwise, you’re sent to a foster-home or a children’s home or a special school or a detention centre. One of the Intermediates told me, when you kill someone – even if it’s only by shaking – then you’re locked up for life. You’re put in a young offenders’ institution then, when you’re eighteen, you get moved to a grown-up prison. The moment somebody mentions letting you out, the newspapers send petitions to the Queen. I started to laugh. He called me a ‘fucking psycho’. But he didn’t understand. Now I have a new reason to look forward to being eighteen. I know there are hundreds of prisons all over the country but, as long as I do what I’m told and I don’t answer back, then I’m sure they’ll find me a cell with Uncle Brian. 
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SIMON AWOKE with a raging erection, which made him jealous of his dreams. He cast a rueful, recriminatory glance at the empty mattress beside him. No purchase could have been more optimistic than his king-size bed. He had explained to friends that he wanted space to stretch out. Narrow beds brought back memories of school, where they had been known, with characteristic infantilism, as cots. What he really wanted was somebody to stretch out with. It was as if buying the bed would provide the stimulus: part magnet, part charm. On both counts it had failed. He had been celibate for so long that the only way to endure it was to pretend that he had taken vows: that, like some Indian mystic, he had ascended to a higher spiritual plane. He had even enrolled on a course of beginners’ yoga, but he had been so intent on sneaking a glimpse of his teacher’s midriff during the cobra that he had cricked his neck. 

He swung out of bed, his erection throbbing before him, and recalled a host of dormitory jokes about elephants’ trunks. He refused to risk opening the curtains. He doubted that any of his neighbours would be up so early on a Sunday morning, but it was pointless to court humiliation. There was nothing he enjoyed more than a surreptitious snoop through the windows opposite and he had no wish to present a similar prospect. He pulled on his dressing gown, wishing that he could afford something less sensible and more silky, and made the long descent to fetch his papers. Though all his visitors, of whatever age and shape, felt obliged to complain about the trek to the fourth floor, Simon, who did not play sport and was chary of gyms, welcomed the exercise. He had read that climbing four flights of stairs was the equivalent of playing two sets of tennis or making love for an hour. The thought threatened to revive his erection and he hurried back upstairs, clutching the papers like a shield. 

He lingered first over breakfast, then over his shower, and finally over the papers, less for the pleasure they afforded him than to occupy the time. He steeled himself for his weekly phone call to his mother and was doubly resentful of the sound of her voice on the machine. He was full of admiration for those of his friends who managed to integrate their lives – parents and home and lovers and London – but his remained compartmentalised. He used to joke that, if he were to bring the various aspects of his life together, people would discover there was nothing there. He was no longer sure that it was a joke. He dreamt of finding someone who would make him whole, who would unite all the facets of his personality, who would love, excite, protect and forgive. But he was afraid to grant anyone so much power. 

On the stroke of one, he headed into the kitchen to prepare his lunch. He could not decide which was the more depressing: that he was eating alone or that he was microwaving a frozen lasagne. He gulped it down without even bothering to remove it from the carton. The telephone rang as if to reprove his indolence. He responded with a curse which he feared for a moment might be audible. 

‘Hello,’ said a pleasing voice: a pleasingly masculine voice. ‘Is that Simon?’ He confirmed that it was. ‘Can you talk?’

Of course I can, he thought. Why ever shouldn’t I? But annoyance at the question mingled with satisfaction that someone might think him worthy of a double life. So he simply said yes. The voice identified itself.

‘My name’s Will. You won’t know me. You answered my ad in Time Out.’ 

He felt as sick as when he had collected a prize at school and his joy had been tempered by the fear of his friends’ derision. For several months he had been reading the Personals column in Time Out. He told himself that it was to keep informed, the way that he read the jazz and poetry sections even though he had no wish to attend any of the events listed in either. At first the announcements had amused him, then intrigued him, and finally enticed him, for one week when he had been feeling – there was no point in denying it – more than usually lonely, he had replied. 

He had brooded over his letter for days: whether to be the strong, silent type (at least on paper), leaving much unsaid in the hope that the recipient (about whom he knew nothing but his age, hair colour and certain socially acceptable interests) would be sufficiently fascinated to wish to solve the mystery, or whether to sell himself from the first line, scarcely pausing for commas in the hope that his enthusiasm would prove to be catching. He had hesitated to describe his appearance, being aware of the twin pitfalls of arrogance and false modesty, and was grateful for the injunction to send a photograph (although he had made it quite clear that it barely resembled him and was simply all that he had to hand). When, after two weeks, he had heard nothing, he blamed the silence on the photograph, even though he had not been wearing his glasses and it had made him look young. He deplored the current fashion of judging everything on face value, which he acknowledged might be considered a paradox in view of his work.

Not wishing to dwell on his humiliation, he had put the letter out of his mind. Adverts were no way to meet someone, although he was unable to come up with anything better. His friends could not understand his problem, particularly given all his professional opportunities. What they failed to understand was that the greater the opportunity, the greater the risk. He was almost as afraid of rejection as he was of commitment. He wondered whether, after all, he might not be safer alone. 

‘Hello? Are you still there?’ Will’s voice broke into his reflections. 

‘Yes, of course. I’m sorry. I was just a little taken aback.’

‘You did say you could talk?’

‘Sure. No problem.’

‘You never know. I don’t have a phone, so I have to use my landlady’s. Well, it’s communal really. I grab my chance when everyone else is out.’

‘Don’t worry, I’m quite alone. Though you were lucky to catch me in,’ he added quickly, for fear that he might be sending out the wrong message.

‘I thought if I rang at lunchtime … Oh hell, I haven’t caught you in the middle of eating?’

‘Not at all.’ He wafted away any abiding trace of lasagne. ‘I was just about to go into the kitchen. I fancied something light. Penne alle vongole.’ The words had slipped out of nowhere. He prayed that he had pronounced them correctly. 

‘Do you make it yourself?’

‘I’ll say. None of that frozen rubbish.’ He dug his nails into his hand.

‘Oh, it’s good to talk to you,’ Will said, ‘it’s so hard to make contact like this, don’t you think?

‘I agree. As I wrote in my letter, this is my very first time.’

‘I hope you’ll find I’m the right man to take your virginity.’

Simon thought it only polite to echo Will’s laugh, but his left leg was trembling and his whole body thrilled.

‘You said that you were a photographer,’ Will continued.

‘Yes.’

‘Specialising in theatre.’

‘That’s right.’

‘It must be fascinating. I go as often as I can – for which read: can afford it.’ 

‘I’m afraid I take it pretty much for granted. But then, as a kid, didn’t you dream of growing up and working in a sweet factory?’

‘I’m diabetic.’

‘Oh look. I’m sorry –’

‘Don’t worry. I had the toyshop equivalent.’

‘So you’ll know that even the most enviable profession palls over time. What with stars who insist on setting their own lighting, directors who want to call all the shots and editors who choose the most basic close-ups, it’s not all roses.’

Simon warmed to his favourite subject and was grateful to Will for drawing him out. He chatted for several minutes until he suddenly realised that he had monopolised the conversation. Afraid that Will might mistake nervousness for egotism, he broke off in mid-sentence and asked him a question.

‘Yes,’ Will replied, ‘one sister.’

‘Snap,’ he said. ‘Both of us come from pigeon-pairs.’

‘I’m the older.’

‘I’m the younger.’ His hopes of a ready-made affinity collapsed.

‘There are advantages to both,’ Will said.

‘Absolutely,’ he agreed, worried that Will might turn out to be banal. ‘So what do you do?’ he asked, wary of the question ever since it had been wilfully misread in a gay bar.

‘I’m a teacher, for my sins,’ Will confessed. Simon wondered why teachers were always so self-deprecating. He supposed that it must derive from a sense of having stayed in the shallow end of life, like people who marry their cousins.

‘Any particular subject?’ he asked.

‘French and music,’ Will said.

‘What an interesting combination,’ he replied. Although, on reflection, it was merely unusual. 

‘Yes, I enjoy it. It means that I get to take the children to concerts of French music.’

Simon laughed gently at what he presumed was a joke. ‘Where?’

‘On Haverstock Hill.’

‘That’s not far from me.’

‘I know. Though I’m living in Stockwell. Rents are far too steep north of the river.’

Simon felt his remark like a reproach.

‘It must be quite a trek every day.’

‘I don’t mind. It’s straight up the Northern Line and I usually get a seat.’

‘It would be good to meet. Maybe you’d like to come round one afternoon after school?’

‘I’d like that a lot,’ Will said. And Simon felt as if he were taking his clothes off on the phone.

‘So shall we fix a date?’ he asked. Will then recited a litany of his extramural activities for the forthcoming week, in the middle of which the line went dead.

‘Hello!’ Simon rattled the receiver, willing it back to life. ‘Hello!’ There was no reply. ‘Damn!’ he swore and replaced it on the base. It was typical that they should be cut off in mid-arrangement, but he was sure that Will would grasp what had happened and call back. Never in his life had he struck up such an instant rapport. After ten tense minutes he rang 1471, from which he learnt that ‘the caller’ – or, more probably, his landlady – had withheld the number. He returned to his phoneside vigil. Every few moments he checked the dialling tone, only to slam down the receiver in case Will should ring and find him engaged. After half an hour he took the remaining lasagne into the kitchen and tossed it into the bin. He made himself a pot of real coffee as compensation for his lie about lunch. The caffeine cleared his head and he realised that Will’s failure to phone back must have been caused by his landlady’s – or a fellow-lodger’s – return. While he was the first to appreciate the value of discretion, he saw no virtue in taking it to extremes. 

The telephone rang like a siren and he raced back into the sitting room. He was determined to maintain his reserve, but impatience overcame him and he grabbed the receiver. ‘Simon Dune!’ He could scarcely conceal his frustration at hearing his mother’s voice. ‘I’m sorry, Mum,’ he said, ‘I can’t speak now. I’m expecting a very important phone call. From America.’ He spoke the name with a reverence that harked back to the days before cheap flights. ‘I’ll ring you this evening. All right?’ He hated himself even more as she hung up. It would have done him no harm to have chatted for a few minutes. Will would have surely understood that he was not – not yet – the most important person in his life. He sunk into a chair and focused his attention on the phone which, contrary to conventional wisdom, rang several times during the course of the afternoon. All the friends in the world, however, could not compensate for a lack of love.

By now he was racked with doubt. Will had been in full flow when they were cut off. It might well seem to him that it was he, Simon, who had put down the phone, hence his not ringing back. As he conjured up Will’s sense of rejection, it hurt him even more than his own. There was nothing he could do to make it up to him. He berated himself for not asking for his number, but he had had no reason to expect a fault on the line. He did not know his surname or else he would have worked his way through the entire phone book – even if that name were Smith. All he knew was that he taught in a school on Haverstock Hill and was, at that very moment, most probably locked in despair in his lonely flat – no, not even a flat, lodgings (he painted the scene in the black-and-white tones of a Fifties film). The thought that there might be any misunderstanding between them was unbearable, for the truth was that he had fallen in love with Will’s voice on the phone. 
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