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Introduction







It all started with Hilaire Belloc. My parents introduced me to his cautionary tales when I was six – probably in an attempt to scare me into behaving myself – and I adored them from the beginning. I loved the thumping iambic tetrameter, the absurdity of the scenarios, Belloc’s throwaway rhymes like foible and able. As time passed, being the irritating little swot that I was, I started trying to imitate them. My protagonist was invariably a boy named Sam, and his list of (literally) fatal flaws was extensive: first he died of neglect after never writing thank you letters, then he froze to death after not wearing a proper coat, and over time he ended up being shot, stabbed, electrocuted and mauled by a bear.


The years went by, and a few months after my seventeenth birthday I was faced with a terrible and seemingly intractable problem. For reasons more foolhardy than wise, I had chosen to take double maths as one of my A levels, and was living to regret it. My teacher had just set us an absolutely laughable piece of work – laughable in the laughing-through-sobs, nihilistic, gallows-humour sense – and I couldn’t get a  
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handle on a single question. It was ten o’clock at night. My energy was spent, my morale crumbling. The problems on integration swam before my eyes, mockingly elusive. And then a flash of inspiration struck.


The next day, I swanned into the morning lesson holding a single sheet of paper. Around me, classmates were hanging their heads and weeping over the difficulty of the previous night’s work. When my teacher came round to collect our books I held out my offering. He took it, raised an eyebrow and called for silence.


‘What’s this?’


‘It’s my homework, sir.’


‘Ah. “Young Samuel was a charming child …” A work of fiction, then?’


He proceeded to read it aloud to the class. It was a mock cautionary tale, about a boy named Sam whose maths homework was so traumatically difficult that he went into shock and died. And despite being referred to as fanatical, a psychopath and a vile, sadistic sham, he loved it! It went straight up on his wall and he tried to have it memorialised in the school archives, first through the Maths Department (blocked on the grounds that it wasn’t a piece of maths), and then the English (blocked on the grounds that he wasn’t an English teacher).


His reaction got me thinking. Everyone was always moaning about the problems with teenagers, so why not dwell on some of these problems in iambic tetrameter? Better still, why not devise gruesome comeuppances  
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specific to these most contemporary of crimes? A teenager writing about teenage flaws – what could be more natural?


For the rest of my time at school, and then over my subsequent gap year, I scribbled away. Siblings, of course, were a rich source of material. After Sam, there followed Mabel (who texted so much that she forgot how to speak), Alice (who refused to go outside without makeup and died in a fire), and a host of others. I grew rather fond of them. Alone in Kathmandu and surrounded by hippies, local delicacies and the pungent fumes of the Nepali bhang, the cautionary tales even prevented me from getting homesick, as they seemed to crystallise part of what it meant to be British.


I had long thought that the poems ought not to stand alone on the page. Belloc’s poems were illustrated by B. T. B., and for me, it was those spindly line drawings that really made the verse come alive. Plainly, I too needed an illustrator. Fortunately, when I returned home to get a job, I had someone in mind.


At school, I’d had a friend called Jack Parham – an almost offensively talented person. Head Boy, thespian extraordinaire and a superb linguist, he also nurtured a considerable gift for art. We had both been editors of our school newspaper, and more than once he had illustrated poems of mine for publication (usually as part of last-ditch attempt to fill empty pages). Also – and crucially for my purposes – Jack had the advantage of  
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being a teenager. Soon enough, he was on board and illustrating away with fervour.


Thus it was that The Teen’s Guide to Modern Manners was born. I wrote the last poem, ‘Stanley’, a few months after my nineteenth birthday.


This collection is designed to entertain; to pique one’s interest and poke fun at a few of the more egregious teenage problems. But for me, it contains another message too. Teenagerdom is seen as a defining time of life. It’s also quite a stressful one. On top of the endless academic hurdles, there’s an enormous amount of social pressure – pressure to find friends, to have sex, to jump through innumerable hoops to fit in with your peer group. One of the problems of being a teenager is a sense of totality. It’s common to think that you’ll never find love, never impress your parents, never be successful – and these fears often stem from a sense that your teenage mistakes will shape your entire existence. It is this that The Teen’s Guide is intended to satirise. In these poems, there are stories of tiny little character flaws that wreck the protagonists’ lives; in reality, it’s all going to be okay.
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