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Tom Allen's unique style of sharp, acerbic wit and camp, riotous storytelling has seen him become a household name in the UK. He is the host of The Apprentice: You're Fired, co-host of Bake Off: The Professionals, a regular on Bake Off: An Extra Slice and There's Something About Movies, as well as making numerous appearances on Mock The Week, Live At The Apollo, Hypothetical, The Royal Variety Performance, 8 Out Of 10 Cats, Cats Does Countdown, Would I Lie to You and Roast Battle. He has also presented the flagship BBC fundraiser events Children in Need and Sport Relief. 


 


He has his own BBC Radio 4 Tom Allen Is Actually Not Very Nice and appears on Just a Minute, the News Quiz and is a regular co-host of Loose Ends.


 


His sell out tour concluded with an unforgettable show at his spiritual home, The London Palladium, which was filmed for Channel 4. He has toured Australia which saw him nominated for Most Outstanding Show at the Melbourne International Comedy Festival. 
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For Mum and Dad, who have been kind enough


to let me stay for probably too long.










Introduction


August 2020


 


My dear reader,


I hope this finds you well and that you’ve recovered from that thing you had.


Thank you for picking up my book. I have called it No Shame because, when writing this book, I realised that the times in my life that I wanted to share with you all seemed to have ‘shame’ as a theme – largely that I have always wanted to be exuberant in some, often irritating, way but somehow felt strangled by a sense of humiliation. I’ve come to realise everything I have done is either a response to this feeling or a protest against it. The feeling of not having confidence in ourselves, or of feeling guilty even though we haven’t done anything wrong, is, I think, something we all experience, and so I thought if I wrote about it other people might feel less alone.


When I was very young, I was shameless. For example, I remember being taken to Waitrose as a small child and deliberately getting lost – handing myself into the information desk because I knew they’d have to announce my name over the tannoy to the whole supermarket. ‘Would the parent of Thomas Allen please come to the information desk? We have him here.’ In a sense, I’ve been lost in Waitrose ever since.


I have always been chatty. When I was around three or four years old, we went on holiday to Gran Canaria, and I’d casually leave my parents and go off and talk to the other adults, specifically older ladies staying in the resort. I always had what my mother referred to as ‘a nice speaking voice’ and so these older ladies would happily chat to me about everything. Tiny and perched on a sun lounger, I would get to hear about their last husband and the settlement of their divorce, the fact that they got to keep all the jewellery and how they wore it all, every day, as it shimmered and shone in the bright afternoon sun.


It was on this trip to Gran Canaria that I got lost because my dad suggested a fun game where he and Mum would take my baby brother in his pushchair down one path to the beach and I would race them on the other path. I got halfway down and got scared, so turned back. Then I wasn’t sure which path they had taken and became so hopelessly lost that I knew they wouldn’t be able to find me. I thought maybe I’d never see them again. I stood at the top of the paths and screened passing families for one that seemed, first, safe to ask for help, and, second, wealthy enough to provide me with a standard of living that I would be happy with if they kidnapped me or if we never found my parents again.


My mum and dad began a desperately fraught search of the beach and all the paths, with local waiters and holidaymakers enlisted to help, before the beach bar finally telephoned the hotel. ‘Yes, Mrs Allen, your son is here. He is currently perched at the bar with a Coca-Cola and some crisps waving at people’. I was always confident that I could look after myself.


The realisation that I didn’t fit in and that something was different about me crept in through the back door, so to speak, and got its feet under the table while I was at primary school and got even stronger as I got older. Secondary school intensified this, as I sensed that I was different to my peers and didn’t seem to be fitting into any of the boxes that were set out for me. This feeling took time to overcome and for my confidence to grow, but grow it did.


Not that the journey has been straightforward or linear. Once I had the confidence to finally come out and start dating, I would often find I didn’t fit in with other gay people or that I was still dealing with homophobia in its myriad forms. Sometimes, it was overt homophobia – as happened when I was on a date with a young man, and we were holding hands, and then, from a passing car, some men shouted out at us, ‘Get a job!’ before speeding off. We were both stunned and recoiled from each other like scolded children before we realised that they had no right to make us feel like that. What’s more, what they had shouted hadn’t made any sense – we both had jobs, and who goes driving around telling people to make sure they’re earning a living? If anything, in my experience, gay people are very diligent high achievers and always very hard-working.


It led me to imagine that maybe bored one evening, the Doritos and dips supply exhausted, they decided to jump in the car and go for a ‘Hate Drive’, where they shouted out any number of insults at people. Perhaps one of their group was inexperienced in such pursuits but got overconfident and wanted to join in and ended up shouting out the first insult which came to his head. ‘Get a job!’


‘Garyyyyy!’ his friends must have sputtered at him – ‘What were you thinking?! That’s the wrong type of hate for this marginalised section of society! That’s an insult for people in a lower socioeconomic group than us who have struggled to find fulfilling employment in the labour market!’ Poor Gary, I doubt he ever got invited on a Hate Drive again.


I have found that if we can laugh about these incidents, they lose their power over us and we manage to keep our dignity and self-esteem intact.


Shame can manifest for lots of reasons, whether it’s to do with sexuality, class, money – most commonly it seems, things we have little control over. I wanted to acknowledge the moments where I have felt this and how it has motivated me to behave in a certain way or do a certain thing, however odd or eccentric it might be. Hopefully, I have also acknowledged the wonderful people I’ve met along the way who, often indirectly, have guided me and countered those negative feelings by being a positive presence themselves. I hope that maybe, through this book, I might endeavour to do the same for you.


I have changed some details to disguise the identities of people who are entitled to decide for themselves what does and does not shame them. There’s truth in every story, but some have an extra sprinkle of icing sugar added. It’s my very own confection – I hope you enjoy.


Thanks again for reading it.


Yours ever,


Tom










1


Swimming


My name is Tom Allen and I have always been forty-six years old. Since I can remember, in my head, I have always had the sense that I was an adult, and any childish encounter – from being made to sit at the children’s table at a wedding to being forced to do PE at school – felt like a hideous misdemeanour and, really, is there a manager I could speak to about this?


I was born (and not delivered by angels) in June 1983 in the London suburb of Bromley. I was twelve days late and have been late ever since.


Bromley is a difficult place to describe because it doesn’t really have an identity. People live there to be anonymous, comfortable and, most importantly, quiet.


Put another way, as a child did you ever get a hot feeling of shame when you started telling a story from the back of the car while your dad listened to the football results on the radio and suddenly got told mid-sentence to ‘Shhhh!’? If that feeling was distilled into a geographical place that place would be Bromley. It sits proudly on the border between the grittier inner-city suburbs and the genteel ‘Garden of England’ itself, Kent, where aspirational baby boomers moved in the economic upswings post-1945. A Tory ‘safe seat’, and, as such, sometimes fearful of the wider world. It is also the location of one of the first Pizza Express restaurants outside of London.


It is a place where I continue to live now, in my parents’ house, with my parents – so any condescension on my part should be taken with a pinch of salt – and it is still very much home. Bromley is a seemingly safe place, perfect for raising children, and my parents stretched themselves financially to afford a house there to bring up their two sons – my younger brother and I. Perhaps beyond what they could afford – our 1960s end-of-terrace family house is, as my dad says, ‘near the nice houses’.


It was certainly beyond what my grandparents – on my mother’s side in a council flat in Sydenham, and my father’s side in one room in Penge – would ever have dreamed of. Unlike lots of people in Bromley who could pay people to do their expensive renovations, my parents did all the work on the house themselves. Dad is highly skilled in all aspects of building work and can turn his hand to pretty much anything, though when he will pass on these skills to me remains to be seen. My job has largely been to stand on the sidelines and criticise, which must have been endearing for them as I suggested things like, ‘Have you thought about a breakfast nook?’ unsurprisingly met with, ‘Have you thought about getting your own effing house?’


Bromley is a place that struggles to celebrate. For example, when it tried to pay tribute to its most famous son, David Bowie (though Brixton claims him because he was born there, it was, in truth, the sedate boredom of growing up in Bromley that gave life to Ziggy Stardust), they put a portrait of him opposite the public toilets next to Boots the Chemists. Brixton had a huge wall mural of him, and people came from all over the world to lay flowers after his passing. In Bromley they eventually put a lightning bolt mural in the pavement as a celebration of his infamous make-up, but immediately it was rebuked because it could ‘confuse the blind!’ or ‘trip up the elderly!’ Bromley certainly doesn’t like spectacle, and the town’s crest, which can be seen sat proudly on top of the mayor’s Rolls-Royce, could read: ‘Please, Don’t Be Silly’.


‘Don’t be silly’ could be used as a phrase to metaphorically pour cold water on any number of ‘transgressions’ including crying, becoming a vegetarian, voting Labour, not having a border as part of your wallpapering, not having a border of flowers in your garden, not pulling your curtains to in the morning, using herbs, using mood lighting, worrying about the environment and generally having emotions.


If the Daily Mail built a theme park, it would probably look a bit like Bromley. In our house, this paper was faithfully delivered every day (except Sundays). ‘Red top’ newspapers like the Sun and the Mirror were seen as very downmarket, but the Daily Mail was different, the name itself written in actual Tudor writing. It was as proper and regal as the Magna Carta, or perhaps the menu of a small tea-room like The Silver Lounge in nearby Orpington – a place where my mum, nan and I would get a Black Forest gateau from a clear plastic flap-hatch and a cup of tea served in a small stainless steel teapot, while watching people crossing the precinct with their shopping from Peacocks (which my grandmother would always refer to as ‘Pea-coes’ – I think because it sounded too rude otherwise).


When I was young, newspapers were still ‘outing’ celebrities for being gay or for being anything at all, really. I remember as a teenager reading the outrage in the Mail about a forthcoming gay drama on Channel 4 called Queer As Folk that contained gay men having actual sex.


Aside from gleaning as much as possible from newspapers, from the age of five I had been busy learning about the world by listening into any adult conversations I could. ‘Oh, he’s so well behaved, isn’t he?’ my mum’s friends would say, looking at me sat quietly at the end of the sofa. I wondered how they could be so naïve. I was quiet because I was busy listening to every word they said – the plans to get the kitchen done if they could afford it; the anger based on something in the news; the sighting of Cheryl Baker in the local supermarket – ‘I said, “Hello, Cheryl, all right?” and she said, “Oh hello, all right?” Now, isn’t that lovely?’ – the ‘women’s troubles’ and Joyce’s unloving marriage, leading to my grandmother calling her ‘Poor Joyce’, to which my mother would say, ‘Poor? She’s been on a cruise!’


 


I was very good at being on my best behaviour and tried to never get ‘overemotional’ or throw a tantrum. Back then, a tantrum was another form of ‘showing off’, which was frowned upon by my parents because it could ‘show them up’. There was a lot of fear around showing off and showing up, though what was being shown was never mentioned. I think Mum and Dad were keen to not be perceived as ‘bad parents’ – even though nothing could be further from the truth – or as the sort of people who might have badly behaved kids.


I distinctly remember being sat at the bar in a pub one Sunday when I was about seven years old. (I wasn’t going to bars aged seven, of course; I was taken there because my dad has always loved going to the pub and back then it was completely fine to plonk your child at the bar with a bottle of Coke and some Mini Cheddars.) My dad’s favourite pub was adorned with brass horseshoes, framed pictures of naval battles and tasselled lamps attached to the flock wallpaper on the walls.


Sat at the end of the bar, I, as ever, enjoyed not showing off and felt like I was one of the grown-ups – preferably one of the strong, empowered women I had occasionally glimpsed on soap operas who were always, it seemed, perched at the bar drinking a clear drink with a slice of lemon from a stemmed glass. I loved it because, like my mum’s coffee mornings with her friends, I could listen to my dad talk to his mates – men he’d known for years, like Alan the Bag (he sold bags at the market), who had the deepest voice of anyone I’d ever met, which was great for telling stories – once he described a Yorkshire pudding so vividly I could almost taste it.


Dad would often lapse into his London vernacular when down the pub. In winter, he’d say things like, ‘It’s cold enough for a handbag!’ which I assumed was some sort of South London slang for ‘very cold’, but whenever I’ve repeated it to any other Londoner – or any other human being, in fact – it’s been met with total and utter bemusement.


It being a pub, there were always other people there for me to observe, which was made easier because drunks love talking loudly. On one occasion, I became aware of a man behind me with rosy cheeks, swilling his beer around in his pint glass. ‘Well, if it was up to me,’ he began, ‘I’d put them all on an island. Thing is, within one generation it’d be empty! They’d all be gone! They can’t procreate, can they? There’d be no one left! That’s why they want to convert one’s like him . . .’ He gestured to me as I delicately placed a Mini Cheddar on my tongue and took a sip from the straw in my stemmed glass.


The man somehow didn’t realise I’d already been ‘converted’, which, if nothing else, was testament to his lack of perceptiveness and one of the many reasons I assume that things were seldom ‘up to him’. Looking back, I wish I could have told him about the islands we have already populated – they’re literally to die for! We don’t need to procreate, because people flock there – Lindsay Lohan to Mykonos, the Kardashians to Fire Island and several professional football players I’ve heard about to Gran Canaria.


Another Sunday afternoon, I felt so confident, ensconced at the bar like Angie in EastEnders, enjoying crisps and the occasional chit-chat with the barmaid. ‘You know Cheryl Baker lives near Bromley – what do you think about that?’ She didn’t think anything about that, she seldom had much to say, she just kept polishing glasses. It didn’t matter though. I sat there imagining my shoulder pads (I was in a green-and-red-striped zip-up tracksuit at the time), with my legs crossed at the knee, Coke through a straw in one hand, crisp in the other.


‘Right then, let’s get you home, Mum will have dinner ready,’ said my dad, patting me on the shoulder. I suddenly had an idea, and I knew exactly what to do to impress everyone – I’d seen it on EastEnders. I promptly swung round, looked at my dad with a disdainful stare and then slapped him straight across the face.


Everyone stopped and stared, presumably because they’d never seen such poise and conviction. I didn’t see the problem – people were always doing this on TV. Even though I was only seven, I felt certain I could be nominated for a TV Quick Award.


The landlord looked over, shocked at my unusual outburst, and crowed, ‘You’re barred!’ and Dad grabbed me by the arm and marched me out of the pub.


‘How could you? What were you thinking?!’ My dad said as we sat in the car, me in the back, him in the driver’s seat (obviously). He turned on the ignition and Whitney Houston blared out of the car stereo because Dad loved playing her in the car. ‘I Wanna Dance with Somebody’ was the song; Dad didn’t want to dance with anybody. He snapped the volume down. I didn’t know what to say – I didn’t know why I had done it. Maybe I thought it would be funny, or dramatic – I thought this was the sort of behaviour expected from people in pubs.


We didn’t go to the pub for a while after that.


 


In 1992, a new dawn broke over Bromley, which made it no longer dull – it was to have something extraordinary. It was called a ‘shopping centre’, and in true Bromley fashion some locals lamented the change and preferred the old ‘high street’ with its slippery trip-hazard pavements. Presumably these were the same people who complained when McDonald’s first opened in Market Square because it brought the area down and they were worried about people sliding over on slices of gherkins thrown on the pavement.


The council took over the car park at the back of Marks and Spencer’s food hall (a food hall – never a supermarket) and built our new shopping centre calling it ‘The Glades’. It had an Everglades theme, even though the Everglades have no connection to Bromley, and I don’t know if the state of Florida would have been up for twinning with our suburb. While The Glades had a mysterious glamour about it, the main thing was that we could go to Marks & Spencer without going outside. We also now had an Our Price music shop and a food court, which meant you could have Mexican food and Pizza Hut slices all on one tray and we loved it, all of it.


On certain Thursdays after school, Mum would take my brother and I to The Glades in matching outfits (after she’d had her hair done), and we’d peruse things like bath pearls in The Body Shop. Actually, I would peruse bath pearls in The Body Shop and my brother would look bored. I would also gaze longingly at the brightly coloured sweaters in The Sweater Shop, the ‘jazzy’ socks in The Sock Shop and maybe even the ‘kooky’ ties in The Tie Rack (shops of this era weren’t very imaginative with their names).


My favourite shop was Debenhams because it had a spiral staircase with a brass bannister, and I felt like I was Fred Astaire on a helter-skelter as I’d make my way down – even though I was surrounded by boot-cut jeans and electrical items. After a tour of the shops, we would go to McDonald’s for tea, and this was fabulous.


Despite all this enchanted glamour, it was nothing in comparison to what they built next to the shopping centre. It was a place they called a ‘Leisure Centre’ and it was christened ‘The Pavilion’. It was a centre for leisure, and it had bright-coloured swirly carpets and sofas in the windows where people could sit and look out of the windows and the management didn’t worry about vandalism.


What was remarkable about it all was that everyone was welcome – you didn’t have to be a member or even be good at sport; there was an activity for everybody to do from swimming to tanning to sitting down looking out of the window.


The nirvana of the leisure centre was something they called the ‘subtropical paradise’. We knew it was subtropical because it had a palm tree made of plastic, a huge window overlooking the dual carriageway and across one wall, an Amazonian display of plants culminating in a waterfall under which people would go to get fingered. The swimming paradise was a place where the shame of being a human being could finally be shaken off in favour of a few hours of unbridled joy. You could hear the cries of delight echoing round the tiled cavern mixed with the chlorinated smell of bacon and bleach. It was a wonderful time to be alive.


There was a café on a balcony overlooking the subtropical paradise, where swimmers and non-swimmers could get a juice, some Wheat Crunchies or even something hot. In effect, this meant you could be walking across wet tiles and then slip on a chip. Scalding yourself with your hot chocolate.


My grandmother, Eileen, who would never go swimming and whom I only ever saw wearing a dress, would be sat in the balcony café, happy with a copy of Take a Break magazine, overlooking the swimming pool.


Nan, (as she was to us) was born on the south side of Chicago to Irish parents in 1920, but was brought up on the west coast of Ireland in County Mayo after her father died building the Chicago subway when she was two and her mother returned home. Her mother died shortly after and any money they had was lost in the Wall Street Crash. She was brought up by her Aunty Bea, who nan described as strict, with ‘a shock of white hair’ that was so white it glowed in the dark – you could see it coming up the road. You wouldn’t be allowed to laugh though – not in front of my nan, who was always deeply respectful and grateful to Aunty Bea for bringing her up at a time when, as Nan said, ‘Everyone knew what it was to go to bed hungry’. This story was frequently retold to my brother and I when we didn’t want to eat shepherd’s pie, which, sadly, I still don’t like.


Moving to England during the war to work in the munitions factories, she met my grandfather, moved to London and worked as a home help, caring for people in the community who needed it. Bringing up my mum and aunty in a flat, my grandparents were adamant that their daughters didn’t make any noise that might disturb the neighbours, draw attention or bring shame upon my grandfather, who everyone knew from his job in the Post Office.


My grandfather, from Derry, died three years before I was born, and I remember spending a lot of time running around at his grave when I was about three or four, asking questions about this man I’d never met as my mother and grandmother swept and polished the headstone and placed new plants and flowers – still keeping up appearances for him even in death.


Despite living in the UK for much longer than she lived in Ireland, Nan never lost her accent. She was full of eccentricities and was a fiercely proud woman, who worried about her hair being perfect even to go to the hairdressers. Once she went out to the newsagent to buy a copy of the Sunday Mirror where a man heard her speak and, because it was during the IRA bombings in London, decided to point at a headline and tell my grandmother, ‘This is all your lot’s doing! I hope you’re bloody happy!’


After this, in her typically proud fashion, she vowed to never speak in public again. Apart from when she would take me to a corner to whisper at me her catchphrase: ‘I’m worried about you!’ which she would say regardless of the situation. The catchphrase was then immediately repeated to my mum as ‘I’m worried about that boy’.


When my aunt once casually mentioned to her about ‘homosexuals’ she’d been reading about in one of her magazines, my grandmother said she didn’t know anything about them – ‘Well, we never had them in Ireland!’ which I don’t think was entirely true.


I think a lot of families have these stories of working people always expected to ride the waves of whatever wars or famines or economic downturns happen to be blowing through. With no cash and no agency to control their circumstances, I imagine all those ancestors from my family tried to get through the day as best they could, and when you have very little, all you cling to is the respect of the people around you. The fear of losing it is, I suppose, what we call ‘shame’.


As ever, the blame gets paid forward. It is the generations who follow who still carry the feelings of worry and shame that were bred generations before in economic and social hardship.


The bill gets sent to the wrong address, yet there’s still a feeling it must be paid.


Now my grandmother could sit in the balcony café and watch us, her precious kin, not riding ocean waves between America, Ireland and England, desperate for shelter, but fake waves in a subtropical paradise in Bromley.


In this fabulous, glamorous ‘swimming pool’ designed to look like the sea (if the sea had been tiled), everyone waited for one thing: the wave machine.


The wave machine was heralded by a siren which sounded a bit like this: ‘AAAHAAAAAAAAAA’, and when you heard that siren, it didn’t matter where you were, everyone would come wading into the water – wading with their hands held aloft for balance (and to avoid slipping on a chip), held so high like they were coming to be baptised.


Everyone would be there too – you’d see the whole community represented: your teachers, alongside your dad’s friends from the pub and even mum’s friend Poor Joyce would be there, looking sad, but still there.


The swimming pool was sloped, like the sea, which meant you could wade into the water up to wherever you felt most comfortable; up to your knees, to your thighs, to your hips, it didn’t matter – everyone was welcome. And when the wave machine really got going, the best thing it would make you do was make you jump about three inches off the base of the pool and then back again. The waves of this pretend sea carrying all our fears and anxieties away amongst shrieks of laughter and excitement as the waves lifted us high into the air and delivered us back down again.


Of course, the wave machine would end – as all good things must – and you’d know it had ended because the motion in the ocean would slow and you’d be aware of a wave of plasters floating in on the tide. (Perhaps through baptism the people had been healed.)


Dad loved taking us here – a strong swimmer who had won competitions when he was at school after teaching himself to swim in a pond. He was born in 1941 and growing up during the largest conflict humankind has ever known, I imagine, was quite different to the world I precociously came to know. A world of ‘likes’ for a photograph of my face, where a ‘job’ can involve an office with a slide and ‘brunch’ can be served on a wooden board – as though it’s fun to pretend there aren’t enough plates.


My dad grew up in Penge, a suburb in South London. People laugh at its name because it sounds rude. Dad also likes to correct me when I say he’s from Penge: ‘No! How dare you, I’m not from Penge – I’m from Anerley!’ not realising that this sounds much worse.


My dad’s dad left him and his mum when he was about three years old to run off with another woman. Except there was nowhere to run in 1944, so his mum would see him with his new partner and shout out of the window at them. Dad told me once about how he and his mum would have to walk to the town hall on Saturday mornings to collect the one pound his father was supposed to deposit as child support, but more often than not he’d failed to pay in. They’d walk back with less than no money.


My dad’s mum was adopted, but not in the modern sense – there were no interviews or forms to be filled in. She’d been born to a touring actress at the Penge Empire Theatre, but with all the travel she was unable to care for her newborn, so the baby was left with wardrobe mistress and clairvoyant, Lucy, who brought her up as one of her own. Dad and his mum lived in one room at the top of Lucy’s house in Penge where, according to dad, they were always very happy and the house was full of love and laughter and Lucy’s friends arriving for endless seances. Dad also liked to tell me there was no running water on the top floor until Dad himself plumbed it in.


Occasionally there will be mention of his ‘old man’ and how he wasn’t there for Dad. On one school trip to the local baths (called ‘baths’ because, alongside swimming, they were a place for people without a bathroom to go upstairs and bathe), there had been a swimming gala of sorts. The other boys had their dads there to cheer them on, but Dad didn’t and not knowing what to do after his swimming race just went home on his own. The next day, the school assembly stopped to give him a round of applause because he’d left without realising he’d won. As you can imagine, the swimming pool was a very important place for Dad – a happy place.


I think this also meant he struggled with my sheer panic at having to get dressed publicly in the changing room where benches lined the walls and everyone could see each other’s bits. Even at home, I could never let myself be without clothes.


Desperate to shield myself from imaginary prying eyes, I’d create elaborate changing rituals that meant getting ready for swimming took ages. Swimming trunks laid out on the bench ready for when the towel would be wrapped around me, held at the side in one hand while the other deftly took off my pants and then without letting anyone see through the parting at the side, pick up the trunks, thread my legs through the leg holes and hoist up the trunks as high as possible. Releasing the towel at the last minute to do the last bit of hoisting while the towel became actually stuck in the trunks – it didn’t matter, as long as everything was covered.


‘No one’s looking at you!’ my parents would say whenever they encountered this bizarre and elaborate ritual, embarrassed that maybe I was ‘making a fuss’. ‘Do you think what you’ve got is special in some way? Oh, that’s why we can’t see it – I see! He’s got a special one!’


Of course, that wasn’t what I thought – it was the opposite. I couldn’t articulate this though, because no one was as confused as me – I was still looking for that manager to speak to: ‘I’m forty-six years old and this has all been a huge mistake!’ Trying to make sense of it now, I realise this behaviour was born out of anxieties about the strange thoughts creeping into my mind, about feeling different, which I had no way to understand, and about shame about even having a body at all. It felt like a way to protect myself, but from what, I didn’t know.


I think to my dad, a stickler for timekeeping, this was a waste of time and, even worse, a waste of energy. ‘Get in the pool and enjoy yourself!’ he’d shout, meaning ‘Stop worrying and get on with your life!’ which isn’t bad advice, it’s just sometimes difficult to apply when you’re trying to keep your balance as you manoeuvre a towel in one hand and swimming trunks in the other. Worse still, none of the other kids seemed that bothered – they were totally carefree, running around with no clothes on, arms up in the air to be towelled down by a parent or seemingly anyone. For me, this was impossible.


At the subtropical paradise, after the wave machine, there was only one thing left – an invention we’d never seen before called ‘flumes’. Flumes were big water slides with one special feature: they went outside of the building because, as anyone will tell you, nothing is more exciting than being on a water slide over a car park.


My brother and I would be dispatched to go on the flumes on our own. My younger brother would lead the way as he’s always been naturally good at sport and is much more confident as a person than I am. When we went on holiday, for example, he’d make friends with the other kids almost as soon as the plane touched down – even with kids who didn’t speak the same language. I, on the other hand, did not need friends because I had my parents – and sometimes random adults I’d meet at the hotel breakfast buffet – to talk to.


Dad has always been very keen on challenging us to take leaps of independence, and the flumes were the perfect opportunity. There were two flumes, but one always seemed to be closed because, according to false rumours, ‘Last week, somebody died’. (It seemed a bit far-fetched that people would die on a water slide, but you didn’t question it.) You’d have to wait in a queue on the stairs, which meant standing in your swimming trunks, usually starting to feel a bit chilly. You were basically standing on a staircase, in your underwear, getting cold, which is quite an unusual feeling unless you have a lot of affairs.


The flumes were ‘managed’ by a bored-looking teenager in a yellow polo shirt who I imagine was also a Venture Scout and carried himself with a very superior air. He also had a whistle, but beyond this I don’t know what made him qualified for the job. You’d have to wait for what felt like eternity until it was your turn – your special moment – on the flumes. When you were at the top of the line, you’d be called forward. A small feeling of trepidation might creep in, but you knew you’d come so far that you couldn’t turn back, and besides, the sixteen-year-old would have a look of annoyed impatience about him (which, incidentally, he did not have when girls his own age were feeling trepidatious), meaning you had no choice.


Like any protective older brother with a deeply ingrained sense of fear about everything, I’d bravely suggest to my brother that he should go first. He’d be flying down the flumes in no time, screaming delightedly, and I’d hear Dad cheering in the landing pool far below.


Then it would be time for my go. When it was your turn on the flumes, you’d have to sit in place at the top and wait, while cascades of water flew out from under you, which were designed to lubricate your passage, as it were. The sixteen-year-old would be glaring at you while waiting for a small traffic light to turn from red to green (why we weren’t trusted with just watching the traffic light ourselves is anyone’s guess). Eventually, to herald your special moment, the sixteen-year-old would turn to you and say, in an insouciant tone, ‘You can go now if you want . . .’


 


On this day, I launched myself off with a surge of pride that I’d once again overcome my fears. The flumes were made of tubes of plastic that had been bolted together, and as you went over these joins, they felt like they were cutting into your back like knives (some people said gangs put razor blades in them but even I knew this wasn’t true). Because I’d been waiting for so long, I ignored these minor irritations – grinning with delight but also saying, ‘Huh!’ and then, ‘Ouch,’ at each one, but not too loudly.


Being a flimsy nine-year-old with no real momentum, I would find myself slowing to a standstill mid-flume. I had built up no velocity, and the jets of water just weren’t enough somehow. Panic set in. Despite trying to scooch myself forward it was to no avail – I was stuck. I tried to keep myself calm. The sixteen-year-old upstairs was the last person to see me – he wouldn’t leave me here, he’ll come for me. He’ll send for me . . . surely?


Still, I was unable to move. Was this it? Was I dead? Was there a light I was moving towards? Oh no, that was just the car park.


And then at that moment, any serenity was shattered as I saw over my head, the shadow of somebody else moving through the flume tube behind me. Desperately, I scrambled again to get moving again. Still nothing. I looked over my shoulder, gradually surrendering to the situation as the toes of someone else came round the corner, followed by the legs of someone else and then, finally, the face of someone else. And that was when I realised it was, of course, my mum’s friend Joyce. Poor Joyce! Her one attempt at having a simple moment of joy – carefree for one short second amongst the screeches and shrieks of pleasure all around her – ruined by my presence.


She smashed into the back of me at great speed, and suddenly we were both hurtling along together, me nestled in the bosom of her thighs, both of us moving now at double-speed, our combined weights taking our momentum to a now stratospheric level. Both of us screaming – I think now, for different reasons. Round one corner, then the next, both of us being flung from one side to the other – when would it ever end?! Would it ever end? Then, finally, we were thrown out of the end of the flumes across the sky, past the fake palm trees, past my grandmother on the balcony, past the window overlooking the dual carriageway and crashed with a profound splash in the landing pool.
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