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CHAPTER 1

So things were

ticking along quite nicely. In fact, I'd say that good stuff had
been happening pretty solidly for about six months.

* For example: Mum got rid of Steve, her rubbish boy-
friend.

* For example: Mrs. Gillett, my Art and Design teacher,
took me to one side after a lesson and asked whether
I'd thought of doing art at college.

¢ For example: I'd learned two new skating tricks, sud-
denly, after weeks of making an idiot of myself in
public. (I'm guessing that not all of you are skaters, so
I should say something straightaway, just so there are
no terrible misunderstandings. Skating = skateboard-
ing. We never say skateboarding, usually, so this is the
only time I'll use the word in this whole story. And

if you keep thinking of me messing around on ice,



then it’s your own stupid fault.) All that, and I'd met

Alicia too.

I was going to say that maybe you should know something
about me before I go off on one about my mum and Alicia
and all that. If you knew something about me, you might
actually care about some of those things. But then, looking
at what I just wrote, you know quite a lot already, or at least
you could have guessed a lot of it. You could have guessed
that my mum and dad don’t live together, for a start, un-
less you thought that my dad was the sort of person who
wouldn’t mind his wife having boyfriends. Well, he’s not.
You could have guessed that I skate, and you could have
guessed that my best subject at school was Art and Design,
unless you thought I might be the sort of person who'’s al-
ways being taken to one side and told to apply for college by
all the teachers in every subject. You know, and the teachers
actually fight over me. “No, Sam! Forget art! Do physics!”
“Forget physics! It would be a tragedy for the human race
if you gave up French!” And then they all start punching
each other.

Yeah, well. That sort of thing really, really doesn’t hap-
pen to me. I can promise you, I have never, ever caused a

fight between teachers.

And you don’t need to be Sherlock Holmes or whatever to
work out that Alicia was a girl who meant something to me.
I'm glad there are things you don’t know and can’t guess,

weird things, things that have only ever happened to me in



the whole history of the world, as far as I know. If you were
able to guess it all from that first little paragraph, I'd start to
worry that I wasn’t an incredibly complicated and interesting

person, ha ha.

This was a couple of years ago, this time when things were
ticking along OK, when I was fifteen, nearly sixteen. And I
don’t want to sound pathetic, and I really don’t want you to
feel sorry for me, but this feeling that my life was OK was
new to me. I'd never had the feeling before, and I haven’t re-
ally had it since. I don’t mean to say that I'd been unhappy:. It
was more that there had always been something wrong be-
fore, somewhere—something to worry about. (And, as you’ll
see, there’s been a fair bit to worry about since, but we’ll get
to that.) For instance, my parents were getting divorced, and
they were fighting. Or they’d finished getting divorced, but
they were still fighting anyway, because they carried on fight-
ing long after they got divorced. Or maths wasn't going very
well—I hate maths—or I wanted to go out with someone
who didn’t want to go out with me. ... All of this had just
sort of cleared up, suddenly, without me noticing, really, the
way the weather does sometimes. And that summer, there
seemed to be more money around. My mum was working,
and my dad wasn’t as angry with her, which meant he was
giving us what he ought to have been giving us all the time.
So, you know. That helped.

If I'm going to tell this story properly, without trying to hide

anything, then there’s something I should own up to, be-
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cause it’s important. Here’s the thing. I know it sounds stu-
pid, and I'm not this sort of person usually, honest. I mean,
I don’t believe in, you know, ghosts or reincarnation or any
weird stuff at all. But this, it was just something that started
happening, and . . . Anyway. I'll just say it, and you can think
what you want.

I talk to Tony Hawk, and Tony Hawk talks back.

Some of you, probably the same people who thought
I spend my time twirling around on ice skates, won't have
heard of Tony Hawk. Well, I'll tell you, but I have to say that
you should know already. Not knowing Tony Hawk is like
not knowing Robbie Williams, or maybe even Tony Blair.
It’s worse than that, if you think about it. Because there
are loads of politicians, and loads of singers, hundreds of
TV programs. George Bush is probably even more famous
than Tony Blair, and Britney Spears or Kylie are as famous
as Robbie Williams. But there’s only one skater, really, and
his name’s Tony Hawk. Well, there’s not only one. But he’s
definitely the Big One. He’s the J. K. Rowling of skaters, the
Big Mac, the iPod, the Xbox. The only excuse I'll accept for
not knowing TH is that you're not interested in skating.

When I got into skating, my mum bought me a Tony
Hawk poster off the Internet. It’s the coolest present I've
ever had, and it wasn’t even the most expensive. And it went
straight up onto my bedroom wall, and I just got into the
habit of telling it things. At first, I only told Tony about
skating—I'd talk about the problems I was having, or the
tricks I'd pulled off. I pretty much ran to my room to tell



him about the first rock-n-roll I managed, because I knew it
would mean much more to a picture of Tony Hawk than it
would to a real-life Mum. I'm not dissing my mum, but she
hasn’t got a clue, really. So when I told her about things like
that, she’d try to look all enthusiastic, but there was nothing
really going on in her eyes. She was all, Oh, that’s great. But if
I'd asked her what a rock’n’roll was, she wouldn’t have been
able to tell me. So what was the point? Tony knew, though.
Maybe that was why my mum bought me the poster, so that
I'd have somebody else to talk to.

The talking back started soon after I'd read his book Hawk—
Occupation: Skateboarder. I sort of knew what he sounded like
then, and some of the things he’d say. To be honest, I sort of
knew all of the things he’d say when he talked to me, because
they came out of his book. I'd read it forty or fifty times when
we started talking, and I've read it a few more times since.
In my opinion it’s the best book ever written, and not just if
you're a skater. Everyone should read it, because even if you
don’t like skating, there’s something in there that could teach
you something. Tony Hawk has been up, and down, and gone
through things, just like any politician or musician or soap star.
Anyway, because I'd read it forty or fifty times, I could remem-
ber pretty much all of it off by heart. So for example, when I
told him about the rock-n-rolls, he said, “They aren’t too hard.
But they're a foundation for learning balance and control of
your board on a ramp. Well done, man!”

The “Well done, man!” part was actual conversation, if

you see what I mean. That was new. I made that up. But the
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rest, those were words he’d used before, more or less. OK,
not more or less. Exactly. I wished in a way that I didn’t know
the book so well, because then I could have left out the bit
where he says, “They aren’t too hard.” I didn’t need to hear
that when I'd spent like six months trying to get them right.
I wished he’d just said, you know, “Hey! They're a founda-
tion for learning balance and control of your board!” But
leaving out “They aren’t too hard” wouldn’t have been hon-
est. When you think of Tony Hawk talking about rock-n-
rolls, you hear him say, “They aren’t too hard.” I do, anyway.
That’s just how it is. You can’t rewrite history, or leave bits
of it out just because it suits you.

After a while, I started talking to Tony Hawk about other
things—about school, Mum, Alicia, whatever, and I found that
he had something to say about those things too. His words
still came from his book, but the book is about his life, not just
skating, so not everything he says is about sacktaps and shove-
its.

For example, if I told him about how I'd lost my temper
with Mum for no reason, he’d say, “I was ridiculous. I can’t
believe my parents didn’t duct-tape me up, stuff a sock in
my mouth and throw me in a corner.” And when I told him
about some big fight at school, he said, “I didn’t get into any
trouble, because I was happy with Cindy.” Cindy was his
girlfriend of the time. Not everything Tony Hawk said was
that helpful, to tell you the truth, but it wasn't his fault. If
there was nothing in the book that was exactly right, then I

had to make some of the sentences fit as best I could. And



the amazing thing was that once you made them fit, then
they always made sense, if you thought about what he said
hard enough.

From now on, by the way, Tony Hawk is TH, which is what I
call him. Most people call him The Birdman, what with him
being a Hawk and everything, but that sounds a bit Ameri-
can to me. And also, people round my way are like sheep and
they think that Thierry Henry is the only sportsman whose
initials are TH. Well, he’s not, and I like winding them up.
The letters TH feel like my personal secret code.

Why I'm mentioning my TH conversations here, though,
is because I remember telling him that things were ticking
along nicely. It was sunny, and I'd spent most of the day
down at Grind City, which as you may or may not know is
a skate park a short bus ride from my house. I mean, you
probably wouldn't know that it’s a short bus ride from my
house, because you don’t know where I live, but you might
have heard of the skate park, if you're cool, or if you know
somebody who's cool. Anyway, Alicia and I went to the cin-
ema that evening, and it was maybe the third or fourth time
we’d been out, and I was really, really into her. And when I
came in, Mum was watching a DVD with her friend Paula,
and she seemed happy to me, although maybe that was in
my imagination. Maybe I was the happy one, because she
was watching a DVD with Paula and not with Steve the rub-
bish boyfriend.
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“How was the film?” Mum asked me.

“Yeah, good,” I said.

“Did you watch any of it?” said Paula, and I just went to
my room, because I didn’t want that sort of conversation
with her. And I sat down on the bed, and I looked at TH, and
I said, “Things really aren’t so bad.”

And he said, “Life is good. We moved into a new, larger
house on a lagoon, close to the beach and, more importantly,
with a gate.”

Like I said, not everything that TH comes up with is ex-
actly right. It’s not his fault. It’s just that his book isn’t long
enough. I wish it were a million pages long, a) because then
I probably wouldn’t have finished it yet and b) because then
he’d have something to tell me about everything.

And I told him about the day at Grind City, and the tricks
I'd been working on, and then I told him about stuff I don’t
normally bother with in my talks with TH. I told him a little
bit about Alicia, and about what was going on with Mum,
and how Paula was sitting where Steve used to sit. He didn’t
have so much to say about that, but for some reason I got the

impression that he was interested.

Does this sound mad to you? It probably does, but I don’t
care, really. Who doesn’t talk to someone in their heads?
Who doesn’t talk to God, or a pet, or someone they love who
has died, or maybe just to themselves? TH . . . he wasn’t me.
But he was who I wanted to be, so that makes him the best
version of myself, and that can’t be a bad thing, to have the

best version of yourself standing there on a bedroom wall



and watching you. It makes you feel as though you mustn’t

let yourself down.

Anyway, all I'm saying is that there was this time—maybe it
was a day, maybe a few days, I can’t remember now—when
everything seemed to have come together. And so obviously

it was time to go and screw it all up.
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CHAPTER 2

A couple of

other things, before we go on. First of all, my mum was
thirty-two years old at the time I'm talking about. She’s three
years older than David Beckham, a year older than Robbie
Williams, four years younger than Jennifer Aniston. She
knows all the dates. If you want, she can supply a much lon-
ger list. The list hasn’t got any really young people on it,
though. She never says, “I'm thirteen years older than Joss
Stone” or anything like that. She only knows about people
round about her age who look good.

For a while, it didn't really register that she wasn’t old
enough to be the mother of a fifteen-year-old boy, but this
last year especially, it’s started to seem a little bit weird.
First of all, I grew about four inches, so more and more
people think she’s my aunt, or even my sister. And on top
of that ... There isn’t a good way of saying this. I'll tell
you what I'll do. I'll repeat a conversation I had with Rab-

bit, who's this guy I know from skating. He’s like two years



older than me, and he goes to Grind City too, and we meet
from time to time at the bus stop with our boards, or at The
Bowl, which is the other place we skate at when we can’t
be bothered to go to Grind City. It’s not really a bowl. It’s a
kind of concrete pond thing that was supposed to cheer up
the flats around the corner, but it hasn’t got any water in it
anymore, because they started to worry about kids drown-
ing. They should have worried about kids drinking it, if you
ask me, because people used to piss in it on the way back
from the pub and all sorts. It’s dry now, so if you're looking
for somewhere to skate when you’ve only got half an hour
or so, then it’s perfect. There are three of us who use it all
the time—me, Rabbit and Rubbish, who can’t really skate,
which is why he’s called Rubbish, but who at least talks sense.
If you want to learn something about skating, watch Rabbit.
If you want a conversation that isn’t completely insane, talk
to Rubbish. In a perfect world, there’d be somebody who
had Rabbit’s skills and Rubbish’s brain, but as you know, we

don't live in a perfect world.

So this one evening, I was messing around down at the Bowl,
and Rabbit was there, and . .. Like I said, Rabbit isn’t the
most incredible brainbox, but even so. This is what he said.

“Yo, Sam,” he said.

Did I tell you that my name is Sam? Well, now you
know.

“All right?”

“How’s it going, man?”

“OK.”
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“Right. Hey, Sam. I know what I was gonna ask you. You
know your mum?”

See what I mean about Rabbit being thick? Yes, I told
him. I knew my mum.

“Is she going out with anyone at the moment?”

“My mum?”

“Yeah.”

“Why do you want to know whether my mum’s going
out with anyone at the moment?” I asked him.

“Mind your own business,” he said. And he was
blushing.

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Rabbit wanted to
go out with my mum! I suddenly had this picture of com-
ing in to the flat and seeing the two of them curled up on
the sofa, watching a DVD, and I couldn’t help but smile. My
mum wasn't the best judge of boyfriends, but she wasn’t
that stupid.

“What'’s funny?” said Rabbit.

“No, no, nothing. But ... How old do you think my
mum is?”

“How old? I don’t know.”

“Guess.”

He looked into space, as if he were trying to see her up
there.

“Twenty-three? Twenty-four?”

This time I didn’t laugh. Rabbit was such a moron that it
sort of went beyond laughing.

“Well,” I'said. “T'll give you a hand. How old am I?”

“You?”



He couldn’t see the connection.

“Yeah, me.”

“I dunno.”

“OK. I'm fifteen.”

“Right. So what?”

“So. Say she was twenty when she had me.” I wasn’t
going to say how old she really was. It might not have been
old enough to put him off.

“Yeah.” Suddenly he got it. “Oh, man. She’s your mum.
I never twigged. I mean, I knew she was your mum, but I
never did, like, the sums. . . . Shit. Listen, don’t tell her I was
asking, OK?”

“Why not? She’d be flattered.”

“Yeah, but, you know. Thirty-five. She’s probably a bit des-
perate. And I don’t want a thirty-five-year-old girlfriend.”

I shrugged. “If you're sure.”

And that was it. But you can see what I'm saying, can’t
you? Rabbit’s not the only one. My other friends would never
say anything, but I can tell from how they talk to her that
they think she’s OK. I can’t see it, but then, you never can if
someone’s related to you, can you? It doesn’t matter what I
think, though. The point is that I've got a thirty-two-year-old
mother that people—people of my age—fancy.

Here’s the other thing I wanted to say. The story of my fam-
ily, as far as I can tell, is always the same story, over and over
again. Someone—my mum, my dad, my grandad—starts
off thinking that they’re going to do well in school, and then

go to college, maybe, and then make pots of money. But
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instead, they do something stupid, and they spend the rest
of their lives trying to make up for the mistake they made.
Sometimes it can seem as though kids always do better than
their parents. You know—someone’s dad was a coal miner,
or whatever, but his son goes on to play for a Premiership
team, or wins Pop Idol, or invents the Internet. Those stories
make you feel as though the whole world is on its way up.
But in our family, people always slip up on the first step. In
fact, most of the time they don’t even find the stairs.

There are no prizes for guessing the mistake my thirty-
two-year-old mother made, and the same goes for my thirty-
three-year-old father. My mum’s dad made the mistake of
thinking he was going to be a footballer. That was how he
was going to make pots of money. He was offered a youth-
team place at Queen’s Park Rangers, back in the days when
the Rangers were good. So he packed up school and signed
on, and he lasted a couple of years. Nowadays they make kids
do exams, he says, so that they’ve got something to fall back
on if they don’t make it. They didn’t make him do anything,
and at eighteen he was out, with no skills and no training.
My mum reckons she could have gone to university, but in-
stead she was married just before her seventeenth birthday.

Everyone thought I was going to do something stupid
with skating, and I kept trying to tell them there wasn’t any-
thing stupid I could do. Tony Hawk turned pro when he
was fourteen, but even in California he couldn’t make any
money out of it for a while. How was I going to turn pro
in Islington? Who was going to pay me? And why? So they

stopped worrying about that, and started worrying about



school instead. I knew how much it meant to them. It meant
a lot to me too. I wanted to be the first person in the history
of our family to get a qualification in something while they
were still at school. (My mum got a qualification after she’d
left, but that’s because she messed up school by having me.)
I'd be the one to break the pattern. Mrs. Gillett asking me
whether I'd thought of doing art and design at college . . .
that was a big thing. I went straight home and told Mum. I
wish I'd kept it to myself now.

Alicia didn’t go to my school. I liked that. I've been out with
people from school before, and sometimes it seems childish.
They write you notes, and even if they’re not in your class,
you bump into them like fifty times a day. You get sick of
them before you've even been anywhere, just about. Alicia
went to St. Mary and St. Michael, and I liked hearing about
teachers I didn’t know and kids I would never meet. There
seemed more to talk about. You get bored being with some-
one who knows every zit on Darren Holmes’ face.

Alicia’s mum knew my mum from the council. My mum
works for the council, and Alicia’s mum is a councillor, which
is like being the prime minister, except you don’t rule over
the whole country. You just rule over a tiny bit of Islington.
Or Hackney, or wherever. It’s a bit of a waste of time, to be
honest. It’s not like you get to drop bombs on Osama bin
Laden or anything like that. You just talk about how to get
more teenagers to use the libraries, which is how Mum met
Alicia’s mum.

Anyway, it was Alicia’s mum’s birthday, and she was hav-
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ing a party, and she asked my mum. And she also asked my
mum to bring me along. According to my mum, Alicia had
said she’d like to meet me. I didn’t believe it. Who says stuff
like that? Not me. And now I know Alicia, not her either. I'd
like to meet TH, and Alicia would like to meet, I don’t know,
Kate Moss or Kate Winslet or any famous girl who has nice
clothes. But you don’t go round saying you’d like to meet
the son of somebody your mum knows from council meet-
ings. Alicia’s mum was trying to find some friends for her, if
you ask me. Or at least, she was trying to find some friends,
maybe even a boyfriend, that she approved of. Well, that all
went wrong, didn’t it?

I don’t really know why I went, thinking about it. Actu-
ally, that’s not quite true. I went because I said to my mum
that I didn’t want to go, and I didn’t want to meet any girl
that she liked. And my mum said, “Believe me, you do.”

And she was dead serious when she said it, which sur-
prised me. I looked at her.

“How do you know?”

“Because I've met her.”

“And you think she’s someone I'd like?”

“As far as I can tell, she’s someone every boy likes.”

“You mean she’s a slag?”

“Sam!”

“Sorry. But that’s what it sounds like.”

“That’s exactly what I didn’t say. I was very careful. I said
every boy likes her. I didn’t say she likes every boy. Do you
see the difference?”

Mum always thinks I'm being sexist, so I try to be careful—



not only with her, but with everyone. It seems to make a dif-
ference to some girls. If you say something that isn’t sexist
to the right sort of girl, she likes you more. Say one of your
mates is going on about how girls are stupid, and you say,
“Not all girls are stupid,” then it can make you look good.
There have to be girls listening, though, obviously. Other-
wise it’s a waste of time.

Mum was right, though. She hadn’t said that Alicia was
a slag. She’d just said that Alicia was hot, and it is different,
isn’t it? I hate it when she catches me out like that. Anyway,
it got me interested. Mum describing someone as hot . . .
it sort of made it official, somehow. I really wanted to see
what someone who was officially hot looked like, I suppose.
That still didn’t mean I wanted to talk to her. But I did want
to look.

I wasn't interested in a girlfriend, I didn’t think. I hadn’t
been out with anyone for longer than seven weeks, and
about three of those seven didn’t count, because we didn’t
really see each other. I wanted to dump her, and she wanted
to dump me, so we avoided each other. That way, we stayed
undumped. Otherwise, it’s just been a couple of weeks here
and three weeks there. I knew that later on I'd have to try
harder than that, but I thought I was happier skating with
Rabbit than sitting in McDonald’s not saying anything to
somebody I didn’t know very well.

My mum got dressed up for the party, and she looked OK.
She was wearing a black dress, and a bit of makeup, and you

could tell she was making an effort.
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“What do you think?” she said.

“Yeah. All right.”

“Is that all right in a good way, or all right in an
OK way?”

“A bit better than OK. Not as good as actually good.”

But she could tell I was joking, so she just kind of swiped
me round the ear.

“Appropriate?”

[ knew what that meant, but I made a face like she’d just
said something in Japanese, and she sighed.

“It’s a fiftieth-birthday party,” she said. “Do you think I'll
look right? Or out of place?”

“Fiftieth?”

“Yes.”

“She’s fifty?”

“Yes.”

“Bloody hell. So how old’s her daughter, then? Like,
thirty or something? Why would I want to hang out with
a thirty-year-old?”

“Sixteen. I told you. That’s normal. You have a baby
when you're thirty-four, which is what I should have done,
and then when she’s sixteen you're fifty.”

“So she was older than you are now when she had this
girl.”

“Alicia. Yes. And like I said, it’s not weird. It’s normal.”

“I'm glad you're not fifty.”

“Why? What difference does it make to you?”

She was right, really. It didn’t make an awful lot of dif-

ference to me.



“T'll be thirty-three at your fiftieth.”

“So?”

“T'll be able to get drunk. And you won’t be able to
say anything.”

“That’s the best argument I've ever heard for having a kid
at sixteen. In fact, it’s the only argument I've ever heard for
having a kid at sixteen.”

I didn’t like it when she said things like that. It always
telt like it was my fault, somehow. Like I'd persuaded her I
wanted to come out eighteen years early. That’s the thing
about being an unwanted baby, which is what I was, let’s face
it. You've always got to remind yourself it was their idea, not

yours.

They lived in one of those big old houses off of Highbury
New Park. I'd never been in one before. Mum knows people
who live in places like that, because of work and her book
group, but I don’t. We only lived about half a mile from her,
but I never used to have any reason to go up Alicia’s way
until I met her. Everything about her place was different
from ours. Hers was big and we lived in a flat. Hers was
old and ours was new. Hers was untidy and a bit dusty, and
ours was tidy and clean. And they had books everywhere.
It’s not that we didn’t have books at home. But it was more
like Mum had a hundred and I had thirty. They had about
ten thousand each, or that’s what it looked like. There was
a bookcase in the hallway, and more going up the stairs, and
the bookcases all had books shoved on top of them. And

ours were all new, and theirs were all old. I liked everything
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about our place better, apart from I wished we had more
than two bedrooms. When I thought about the future, and
what it was going to be like, that’s what I saw for myself:
a house with loads of bedrooms. I didn’t know what I was
going to do with them, because I wanted to live on my own,
like one of the skaters I saw on MTV once. He had this gi-
normous house with a swimming pool, and a pool table,
and a miniature indoor skate park with padded walls and a
vert ramp and a half-pipe. And he had no girlfriend living
there, no parents, nothing. I wanted some of that. I didn’t
know how I was going to get it, but that didn’t matter. I had
a goal.

Mum said hello to Andrea, Alicia’s mum, and then An-
drea made me walk over to where Alicia was sitting to say
hello. Alicia didn’t look like she wanted to say hello. She was
sprawled out on a sofa looking at a magazine, even though
it was a party, and when her mum and I came up to her, she
acted like the most boring evening of her life just took a turn

for the worse.

I don’t know about you, but when parents do that pairing-off
thing to me, I decide on the spot that the person I'm being
set up with is the biggest jerk in Britain. It wouldn’t matter
if she looked like Britney Spears used to look, and thought
that Hawk—Occupation: Skateboarder was the best book ever
written. If it was my mum’s idea, then I wasn’t interested.
The whole point of friends is that you choose them yourself.
It’s bad enough being told who your relations are, your aunts

and uncles and cousins and all that. If I wasn’t allowed to



choose my friends either, I'd never speak to another person
again, probably. I'd rather live on a desert island on my own,
as long as it was made of concrete, and I had a board with
me. A desert traffic island, ha ha.

Anyway. It was all right if I didn’t want to speak to some-
one, but who did she think she was, sitting there pouting and
looking the other way? She’d probably never even heard of
Tony Hawk, or Green Day, or anything cool, so what gave
her the right?

I thought about outsulking her. She was sitting on the
sofa, sunk down low, her legs stretched out, and looking
away from me towards the food table on the wall opposite.
I sunk down in the same way, stretched my legs out, and
stared at the bookshelf by my side. We were so carefully
arranged that we must have looked like plastic models, the
sort of thing you can get in a Happy Meal.

I was making fun of her, and she knew it, but instead of
sulking harder, which would have been one way to go, she
decided to laugh instead. And when she laughed, I could feel
some part of me flip over. All of a sudden, I was desperate
to make this girl like me. And as you can probably tell, my
mum was right. She was officially gorgeous. She could have
got a certificate for gorgeousness from Islington Council,
if she wanted, and she wouldn’t even have had to get her
mum to pull strings. She had—still has—these enormous
grey eyes that have caused me actual physical pain once or
twice, somewhere between the throat and the chest. And
she’s got this amazing straw-colored hair that always looks

messy and cool at the same time, and she’s tall, but she’s
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not skinny and flat-chested like a lot of tall girls, and she’s
not taller than me, and then there’s her skin, which is what-
ever, like the skin of a peach and all that ... I'm hopeless
at describing people. All I can say is that when I saw her, I
was angry with Mum for not grabbing me by the throat and
shouting at me. OK, she gave me a tip-off. But it should have
been much more than that. It should have been, like, “If you
don’t come, you’ll regret it every single minute for the rest
of your life, you moron.”

“You're not supposed to be looking,” I said to Alicia.

“Who said I was laughing at what you were doing?”

“Either you were laughing at what I was doing or you're
off your head. There’s nothing else here to laugh at.”

That wasn’t strictly true. She could have been laughing
at the sight of her dad dancing, for a start. And there were
loads of trousers and shirts that were pretty funny.

“Maybe I was laughing at something I remembered,”
she said.

“Like?”

“I dunno. Loads of funny things happen, don’t they?”

“So you were laughing at all of them, all at once?”

And we went on like that for a bit, messing around. I was
starting to relax. I'd got her talking, and once I've got a girl
talking, then she is doomed, and there can be no escape for
her. But then she stopped talking.

“What'’s the matter?”

“You think you're getting somewhere, don’t you?”

“How can you tell that?” I was shocked. That was exactly
what I thought.



She laughed. “When you started talking to me, there
wasn't a single muscle in you that was relaxed. Now you’re
all ...” And she threw out her arms and legs, as if she was
doing an impression of someone watching TV on the sofa
at home. “Well, it’s not like that,” she said. “Not yet. And it
might not ever be.”

“OK,” I'said. “Thanks.” I felt about three years old.

“I didn’t mean it like that,” she said. “I just meant, you
know, you've got to keep trying.”

“I might not want to keep trying.”

“I know that’s not true.”

I turned to look at her then, to see how serious she was,
and I could tell she was half teasing, so I could just about
forgive her for saying it. She seemed older than me, which
I decided was because she spent a lot of time dealing with
boys who fell in love with her in two seconds flat.

“Where would you rather be right now?” she asked me.

I wasn't sure what to say. I knew the answer. The answer
was, there wasn't anywhere I'd rather be. But if I told her, I'd
be dead.

“I dunno. Skating, probably.”

“You skate?”

“Yeah. Not ice-skating. Skateboarding.” I know I said I'd
never use that word again, but sometimes I need it. Not ev-
eryone is as cool as me.

“I know what skating is, thank you.”

She was scoring too many points. Soon I'd need a calcu-
lator to add them all up. I didn’t want to talk about skating,
though, until I knew what she thought of it.
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“How about you? Where would you rather be?”

She hesitated, as if she was about to say something
embarrassing.

“Actually, I'd like to be here, on this sofa.”

For the second time, it was as though she knew what I
was thinking, except this time it was even better. She had
worked out the answer I wanted to give, and she was pass-
ing it off as her own. Her points score was about to go into
the billions.

“Right here. But with nobody else in the room.”

“Oh.” I could feel myself start to blush, and I didn’t know
what to say. She looked at me and laughed.

“Nobody else,” she said. “That includes you.”

Deduct the billions. Yes, she could see what I was think-
ing. But she wanted to use her superpowers for evil, not
for good.

“Sorry if that sounded rude. But I hate it when my par-
ents have parties. They make me want to watch TV on my
own. I'm boring, aren’t I?”

“No. Course you're not.”

Some people would say that she was. She could have
gone anywhere in the world for those few seconds, and she
chose her own home so that she could watch Pop Idol with-
out anyone bothering her. These people, though, wouldn’t
have understood why she said what she said. She said it to
wind me up. She knew I'd think, just for a second, that she
was going to say something romantic. She knew I'd be hop-
ing she’d say, “Right here, but with nobody else in the room
apart from you.” And she left off the last three words to



stamp on me. I thought that was pretty clever, really. Cruel,
but clever.

“So you haven’t got any brothers and sisters?”

“What'’s that got to do with anything?”

“Because if your parents weren't having a party, you'd
have a chance of being alone in the room.”

“Oh. Yeah, I suppose. I've got a brother. He’s nineteen.
He’s at college.”

“What's he studying?”

“Music.”

“What music do you like?”

“Oh, very smooth.”

For a moment, I thought she meant she liked very
smooth music, but then I realized she was taking the piss
out of my attempts to make conversation. She was begin-
ning to drive me a bit nuts. Either we were going to talk,
or we weren't. And if we were, then asking her what music
she liked seemed an OK question. Maybe it wasn't incredibly
original, but she made it sound as though I kept asking her
to get undressed.

I stood up.

“Where are you going?”

“I think I'm wasting your time, and I'm sorry.”

“You're OK. Sit down again.”

“You can pretend there’s no one else here, if you want.
You can sit on your own and think.”

“And what are you going to do? Who are you going to
talk to?”

“My mum.”
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“Aaaah. Sweet.”

I snapped.

“Listen. You're gorgeous. But the trouble is, you know
it, and you think you can treat people like dirt because of it.
Well, I'm sorry, but I'm really not that desperate.”

And I left her there. It was one of my greatest moments:
all the words came out right, and I meant everything I said,
and I was glad I'd said it. I wasn’t doing it for effect either.
I was really, properly sick of her, for about twenty seconds.
After twenty seconds I calmed down and started trying to
work out a way back into the conversation. And I hoped
that the conversation would turn into something else—a
kiss, and then marriage, after we’d been out for a couple of
weeks. But I was sick of the way she was making me feel. I
was too nervous, too keen not to make a mistake, and I was
being pathetic. If we were going to talk again, it had to be

because she wanted to.

My mum was talking to a bloke, and she wasn’t that thrilled
to see me. I got the impression that she hadn’t got on to the
subject of me yet, if you know what I mean. I know she
loves me, but every now and again, in exactly this sort of
situation, she conveniently forgets to mention that she’s got
a fifteen-year-old son.

“This is my son, Sam,” my mum said. But I could tell
she’d rather have described me as her brother. Or her dad.
“Sam, this is Ollie.”

“Ollie,” I said, and I laughed. And he looked upset and

Mum looked pissed off, so I tried to explain.



“Ollie,” I said again, like they’d get it, but they didn't.

“You know,” I said to my mum.

“No,” she said.

“Like the skate trick.” Because there’s a trick called an
ollie.

“Is that funny? Really?”

“Yeah,” I said. But I wasn't sure anymore. I think I was
still all confused after talking to Alicia, and not at my best.

“His name’s Oliver,” she said. “I presume, anyway.” She
looked at him, and he nodded. “Have you ever heard of the
name Oliver?”

“Yeah, but—"

“So he’s Ollie for short.”

“Yeah, I know, but—"

“What if he was called Mark?”

“Not funny.”

“No? But, you know . . . Mark! Like a mark on someone’s
trousers! Ha ha ha!” said Mum.

Never go to a party with your mother.

“Mark on your trousers!” she said again.

And then Alicia came over to us, and Ilooked at my mum
as if to say, Say “Mark on your trousers” one more time and
Ollie hears some things you don’t want him to know. She
understood, I think.

“You're not going, are you?” Alicia said.

“I dunno.”

She took my hand and led me right back to the sofa.

“Sit down. You were right to walk away. I don’t know

why I was like that.”
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“Yes you do.”

“Why, then?”

“Because people let you be like that.”

“Can we start again?”

“If you want,” I said. I wasn’t sure whether she could.
You know how you’re not supposed to make faces because
the wind might change and you stay like that? Well, I won-
dered whether the wind might have changed, and she’d be
sulky and cocky forever.

“OK,” she said. “I like some hip-hop, but not a lot. The
Beastie Boys, and Kanye West. Bit of hip-hop, bit of R&B.
Justin Timberlake. Do you know R.E.M.? My dad likes them
alot, and I've got into them. And I play the piano, so I listen
to classical sometimes. There. That didn’t kill me, did it?”

I laughed. And that was that. That was the moment she
stopped treating me like an enemy. All of a sudden I was a

friend, and all I'd done to change things was walk away.

It was better being a friend than an enemy, of course it was.
I still had a party to get through, after all, and having a friend
meant I had someone else to talk to. I wasn’t going to stand
there listening to Mum laughing like a drain at Ollie’s bad
jokes, so I had to spend it with Alicia. So in the short term, I
was glad we were friends. In the long term, though, I wasn’t
so sure. I don’t mean that Alicia wouldn’t have been a good
friend to have. She’d have been a fantastic friend to have.
She was funny, and I didn’t know too many people like her.
But by that stage, I knew that I didn’t want to be her friend,

if you know what I mean, and I was worried that her being



friendly to me meant that I didn’t stand a chance with any-
thing else. I know that’s wrong. Mum is always telling me
that the friendship has to come first, before anything else.
But it seemed to me that when I first arrived at the party, she
was looking at me as though I might be a possible boyfriend,
which was why she was all sharp and spiky. So what I didn’t
know was, had she put away the spikes for a reason? Because
some girls are like that. Sometimes you know you've got a
chance with a girl because she wants to fight with you. If the
world wasn’t so messed up, it wouldn’t be like that. If the
world was normal, a girl being nice to you would be a good

sign, but in the real world, it isn’t.

As things turned out, Alicia being nice to me was a good sign,
so maybe the world isn’t as messed up as I'd thought. And
I understood that it was a good sign pretty much straight-
away, because she started talking about things we could do.
She said she wanted to come to Grind City to watch me
skate, and then she asked me whether I wanted to see a film
with her.

I was getting butterflies by this time. It sounded to me as
though she’d already decided that we were going to start see-
ing each other, but nothing’s ever that easy, is it? And also, how
come she didn’t have a boyfriend? Alicia could have had anyone
she wanted, in my opinion. Actually, that might even be a fact.

So when she mentioned this possible cinema date, I tried to
be as, you know, as blah as possible, just to see how she’d re-

act.
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“T'll see what I'm up to,” I said.

“What does that mean?”

“Well, you know. I've got homework some nights. And I
usually do quite a lot of skating over the weekends.”

“Suit yourself.”

“Anyway. Do I have to find someone to come with me?”

She looked at me as if I was mad, or stupid.

“What do you mean?”

“T don’t want to go to the cinema with you and your
boyfriend,” I said. Do you see my clever plan? This was my
way of finding out what was going on.

“If T had a boyfriend, I wouldn’t be asking you, would I?
If I had a boyfriend, you wouldn’t be sitting here now, and
neither would I, probably.”

“I thought you had a boyfriend.”

“Where did you get that from?”

“I dunno. Why haven’t you, anyway?”

“We split up.”

“Oh. When?”

“Tuesday. I'm heartbroken. As you can tell.”

“How long had you been going out?”

“Two months. But he wanted to have sex with me, and I
wasn't ready to have sex with him.”

“Right.”

I looked at my shoes. Five minutes ago she didn’t want
me to know what music she listened to, and now she was
telling me about her sex life.

“So maybe he’ll change his mind,” I said. “About wanting

sex, I mean.”



“Or maybe I will,” she said.

“Right.”

Was she saying that she might change her mind about
being ready for sex? In other words, was she saying that she
might have sex with me? Or was she saying that she might
change her mind about having sex with him? And if that was
what she meant, where did that leave me? Was it possible
that she’d go out with me, but at any moment she might
decide that the time had come to go off and sleep with him?
This seemed like important information, but I wasn't sure
how to go about getting it.

“Hey,” she said. “Want to go up to my room? Watch
some TV? Or listen to some music?”

She stood up and pulled me to my feet. What was this,
now? Had she already changed her mind about being ready
for sex? Is that what we were going upstairs for? Was I about
to lose my virginity? I felt like I was watching some film I

didn’t understand.

I'd been close to having sex a couple of times, but I'd chick-
ened out. Having sex when you're fifteen is a big deal, if
you've got a thirty-two-year-old mum. And this girl Jenny
I was seeing kept saying that everything would be all right,
but I didn’t know what that meant, really, and I didn’t know
whether she was one of those girls who actually wanted a
baby, for reasons that I could never understand. There were
a couple of young mums at my school, and they acted like a
baby was an iPod or a new mobile or something, some kind

of gadget that they wanted to show off. There are many
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differences between a baby and an iPod. And one of the big-
gest differences is, no one’s going to mug you for your baby.
You don’t have to keep a baby in your pocket if you're on
the bus late at night. And if you think about it, that must tell
you something, because people will mug you for anything
worth having, which means that a baby can’t be worth hav-
ing. Anyway, I wouldn’t sleep with Jenny, and she told a few
of her friends, and for a while people shouted things at me
in the corridors and that. And the next boy who went out
with her . . . Actually, I don’t want to tell you what he said.
It was stupid and disgusting and it made me look bad, and
that’s all you need to know. After that I started to take skat-
ing a lot more seriously. It meant I could spend more time

on my own.

As we were going up the stairs to her bedroom, I had
this fantasy that Alicia would close the door, and look at
me, and start to get undressed, and to tell you the honest
truth, I wasn’t sure how I'd feel about that. I mean, there
was a plus side, obviously. But on the other hand, she
might expect me to know what I was doing, and I didn’t.
And my mum was downstairs, and who was to say that
she wouldn’t come looking for me at any moment? And
Alicia’s mum and dad were downstairs, and also I had
a feeling that if she did want to have sex, it was a lot to
do with this boy she’d just dumped, and not so much to do
with me.

I needn’t have worried. We went into her room, and she

closed the door, and then she remembered that she was half-



way through this film called The Forty-Year-Old Virgin, so we
watched the rest of that. I sat in this old armchair she’s got
in there, and she sat on the floor between my legs. And after
a little while, she leaned against me so that her back was
pressing into my knees. That was what I remembered later.
It felt like a message. And then when the film had finished,
we went downstairs, and my mum was just starting to look
for me, and we went home.

But as we were walking up the road, Alicia came running
after us in her bare feet, and she gave me this black-and-white
postcard of a couple kissing. I stared at the picture, and I
must have been looking a bit clueless, because she rolled
her eyes and said, “Turn it over.” And on the back was her
mobile number.

“For the cinema tomorrow,” she said.

“Oh,” I said. “Right.”

And when she’d gone, my mum raised her eyebrows up as
far as they would go, and said, “So you're going to the cinema
tomorrow.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Looks like it.”

And my mum laughed, and said, “Was I right? Or was
I right?”

And I said, “You were right.”

Tony Hawk lost his virginity when he was sixteen. He’d just
skated in a contest called The King of the Mount at a place
called Trashmore in Virginia Beach. He says in his book that
he lasted half as long as a run in a vert contest. A run in a

vert contest takes forty-five seconds. So he lasted twenty-two
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and a half seconds. I was glad he’d told me. I never forgot

those figures.

The next day was Sunday, and I went down to Grind City
with Rabbit. Or rather, I saw Rabbit at the bus stop, so we
ended up going together. Rabbit can do tricks I can’t—he’s
been doing gay twists for ages, and he was right on the edge
of being able to do a McTwist, which is a 540-degree turn
on a ramp.

When I try to talk to Mum about tricks, she always gets
muddled up by the numbers. “Five hundred forty degrees?”
she said when I was trying to describe a McTwist. “How the
hell do you know when you’ve done five hundred forty de-
grees?” As if we spend our time counting the degrees one by
one. But a 540 is just 360 plus 180—in other words, it’s just
a turn and a half. Mum seemed disappointed when I put it
like that. I think she hoped that skating was turning me into
some kind of mathematical genius, and I was doing calcula-
tions in my head that other kids could only do on a com-
puter. TH, by the way, has done a 900. Maybe if I tell you
that’s basically impossible, you'll start to see why he should
have a country named after him.

McTwists are really hard, and I haven’t even begun think-
ing about them yet, mostly because you end up eating a lot
of concrete while you're practising. You can’t do it with-
out slamming every couple of minutes, but that’s the thing
about Rabbit. He’s so thick that he doesn’t mind how much
concrete he eats. He’s lost like three hundred teeth skating.

I'm surprised the people who run Grind City don’t put his



teeth on the tops of walls to stop people getting in at night,
the way some people use bits of broken glass.

I didn’t have a good day, though. I was distracted. I
couldn’t stop thinking about the evening at the cinema. I
know it sounds stupid, but I didn’t want to turn up with
a big fat bloody lip, and statistics show that fat lips tend to
happen to me more on a Sunday than on any other day of
the week.

Anyway, Rabbit noticed that I was just messing around
with a few ollies, and he came over.

“What’s up? Lost your bottle?”

“Kind of.”

“What's the worst that can happen? That’s how I think
about it. I've been to casualty like fifteen times because of
skating. The worst bit is on the way to the hospital, because
that hurts. You're lying there all groaning and moaning, and
blood everywhere. And you think, Is it worth it? But then
they give you something to take the pain away. Unless you're
unconscious. Then you don’t need it. Not for a while.”

“Sounds good.”

“It’s just my philosophy. You know. Pain can’t kill you.
Unless it’s really bad.”

“Yeah. Thanks. Something to think about there.”

“Is there?” He seemed surprised. I don’t suppose anyone
had ever told Rabbit he’d given them something to think
about. It was because I wasn’t really listening.

I wasn’t going to say anything, because what’s the point
of talking to Rabbit? But then I realized that it was killing

me, not telling anyone about Alicia, and if I didn’t talk to

=T >r wnwv

35



36

him, I'd have to go home and talk to Mum or to TH. Some-
times it doesn’t matter who you talk to, as long as you talk.
That’s why I spend half my life talking to a life-sized poster
of a skater. At least Rabbit was a real person.

“I met this girl.”

“Where?”

“Does that matter?” I could see that it was going to be a
frustrating conversation.

“T'd like to try and picture the scene,” said Rabbit.

“My mum’s friend’s party.”

“So is she like really old?”

“No. She’s my age.”

“What was she doing at the party?”

“She lives there, “ I said. “She—"

“She lives at a party?” Rabbit said. “How does that

work?”

I was wrong. It was much easier explaining things to
a poster.

“She doesn’t live at a party. She lives in the house where
the party was. She’s my mum’s friend’s daughter.”

Rabbit repeated what I'd just said, as if it was the most
complicated sentence in the history of the world.

“Hold on . .. Your mum’s . .. friend’s . . . daughter. OK.
I've gotit.”

“Good. We're going out tonight. To the cinema. And I'm
worried about getting my face all smashed up.”

“Why does she want to smash your face up?”

“No, no. I didn’t mean I was worried about her smashing



my face up. I'm worried about getting my face smashed up
here. A bad slam. And then, you know. I'll look terrible.”

“Gotcha,” said Rabbit. “Is she pretty?”

“Very,” I said. I was sure that was true, but by then I
couldn’t remember what she looked like. I'd spent so much
time thinking about her that I no longer had a clear picture
of her in my mind.

“Ah, well,” said Rabbit.

“What does that mean?”

“Let’s face it, you're not all that, are you?”

“No, I'm not. I know. But thanks for building up my con-
fidence,” I said.

“Thinking about it, I reckon you might do better if you
actually do smash your face up,” said Rabbit.

“How d’you work that out?”

“Well, see, say you go along with, you know, a couple of
black eyes, or even a broken nose. You can tell her you look
bad because of the skating. But if you go along looking just
like that . . . What excuse have you got? None.”

I'd had enough. I'd tried talking to Rabbit, but it was
hopeless. And it wasn’t just hopeless—it was depressing too.
I was really nervous about going to the cinema with Alicia.
In fact, I couldn’t remember ever feeling as nervous about
anything, ever, apart from maybe my first day at primary
school. And this fool was telling me that the only way I was
going to stand any kind of chance was to make my face all
bloody and swollen, so that she couldn’t see what I really
looked like.

=T >r wnwv

37



38

“You know what, Rabbit? You're right. I'm not going to
mess about. Acid drops and gay twists, all afternoon.”

“Top man.”

And then, while he was watching me, I picked up my
board and walked straight out the gate and into the street. I
wanted to talk to TH.

On the way home, I realized that I hadn’t even arranged any-
thing with Alicia yet. When the bus came, I went up to the
top deck and sat right at the front, on my own. Then I got
her postcard out of my pocket and dialled her number.

She didn’t recognize my voice when I said hello, and for
a moment [ felt sick. What if I'd made all this up? I hadn’t
made up the party. But maybe she hadn’t pressed against me
the way I remembered it, and maybe she only said some-
thing about the cinema because—

“Oh, hi,” she said, and I could hear her smiling. “T was
worried that you weren’t going to call.” And I stopped feel-

ing sick.

Listen: I know you don’t want to hear about every single
little moment. You don’t want to know about what time we
arranged to meet, or any of that stuff. All I'm trying to say is
it was really special, that day, and I can remember just about
every second of it. I can remember the weather, I can re-
member the smell of the bus, I can remember the little scab
on my nose I was picking at while I was talking to her on
my mobile. I can remember what I said to TH when I got

home, and what I wore to go out, and what she was wear-



ing, and how easy it was when I saw her. Maybe some people
would think that because of what happened later, it was all
just tacky and grubby, typical modern teenager stuff. But it

wasn’t. It was nothing like that at all.

We didn’t even go to a film. We started talking outside the
cinema, and then we went for a Frappuccino in the Star-
bucks next door, and then we just sat there. Every now and
again one of us said, “We’d better go, if we're going.” But
neither of us made any move to leave. It was her idea to go
back to her place. And, when the time came, it was her idea
to have sex. But I'm getting ahead of myself.

I think before that night I was a bit scared of her. She was
beautiful, and her mum and dad were quite posh, and I was
afraid she’d decide that just because I was the only person
of her age at her mum’s party, it didn’t mean we had to go
out together. The party was over. She could talk to who she
wanted now.

But she wasn't scary, not really. Not in the posh way. She
wasn’t really what you’'d call a brainbox. Or maybe that’s not
fair, because it wasn’t like she was stupid. But seeing as her
mum was a councillor and her dad taught at university, you'd
think she’d be doing better at school. She spent half the eve-
ning talking about the lessons she’d been thrown out of, and
the trouble she’d got into, and the number of times she’d
been grounded. She’d been grounded the night of the party,
which was why she was there. All that stuff about wanting
to meet me was bollocks, as I'd suspected.

She didn’t want to go to college.
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“You do, then?” she said.

“Yeah. Of course.”

“Why ‘of course™?”

“I dunno.”

I did know. But I didn’t want to go into all that stuff about
the history of my family. If she found out that none of us—
my parents, grandparents, great-grandparents, nobody—
had ever been to college, then she might not have wanted to
spend any time with me.

“So what are you going to do?” I asked her. “When you
leave school?”

“I don’t want to tell you.”

“Why not?”

“Because you’ll think it’s bigheaded.”

“How can it be bigheaded? If it’s nothing to do with
being a bighead?”

“There’s more than one way of being a bighead, you
know. It doesn’t have to involve passing exams and all that.”

I was lost. I couldn’t think of a single thing she could say
that would make me think she was a bighead, if it didn’t in-
volve passing exams, or maybe sport. Suddenly I wasn’t even
sure what it meant, being a bighead. It meant showing off,
right? But didn’t it mean showing off about how clever you
were? Did anyone ever call TH a bighead because he could
do loads of difficult tricks?

“I swear I won’t think you're a bighead.”

“I want to be a model.”

Yeah, well, I could see what she meant. She was showing

off. But what was I supposed to say? I can tell you, it was a



tricky situation. I was going to tell you to avoid ever going
out with anyone who says she wants to be a model, but let’s
face it, that’s sort of what we all want, really, isn’t it? Some-
one who looks like a model, but without the flat chest. In
other words, if you're with someone who says she wants to
be a model, you probably aren’t interested in me telling you
she’s bad news. (Definitely avoid going out with ugly girls
who say they want to be models. Not because they’re ugly,
but because they’re mad.)

I didn’t know much about modelling then, and I know
even less about it now. Alicia was very pretty, I could see
that, but she wasn’t as thin as a rake, and she had some spots,
so I didn’t know whether she stood a chance of being the
next Kate Moss. Probably not, I reckoned. I also didn’t know
whether she was telling me this because it really was her
ambition, or because she needed to hear me tell her how
much I fancied her.

“That’s not bigheaded,” I said. “You could be a model
easily, if you wanted to be.”

I knew what I was saying. I knew that I'd just increased
my chances with Alicia in all sorts of ways. I didn't know
who believed what, but it didn’t matter really.

We slept together for the first time that night.

“Have you got anything?” she said, when it was obvious that
we might need something.

“No. Of course not.”

“Why ‘of course not’?”

“Because . . . I thought we were going to the cinema.”
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“And you don’t carry anything around with you? Just
in case?”

I just shook my head. I knew blokes at school who did
that, but they were just showing off, most of them. They did
it to look flash. There was this one kid, Robbie Brady, who
must have shown me the same Durex box fifteen times. And
I'm like, Yeah, well, anyone can buy them. Buying themisn'ta
big deal. But I never said anything. I'd always thought that if
I needed anything, I'd know well in advance, because that’s
the way I am. I never go out thinking, Tonight I'm going to
shag someone I don’t know, so I'd better take a condom with
me. I'd always hoped it would all be a bit more planned than
that. I'd always hoped that we might have talked about it be-
forehand, so that when it happened we were both prepared
for it, and it would be relaxed, and special. I never liked the
sound of the stories I heard from kids at school. They were
always pleased with themselves, but it never sounded like
the sort of sex you read about, or saw in porn movies. It was
always quick, and sometimes they were outside, and some-
times there were other people nearby. I knew I'd rather not
bother than do it like that.

“Oh, you're a nice boy,” said Alicia. “My last boyfriend,
he always carried a condom around.”

You see? That was exactly what I meant. He always car-
ried one around, and he never got to use it, because Alicia
didn’t like the way he was trying to put pressure on her.
Sometimes condoms really really stop you from making ba-
bies. If you're the sort of kid that always has one on you, then

no one wants to sleep with you anyway. At least I was with



someone who wanted to have sex with me. Did that make
me any better off, though? Alicia’s ex didn’t have sex with her
because he always carried a condom around; I wasn’t going
to have sex with her because I didn’t. At least she wanted to
have sex with me, though. So on the whole I was glad I was
me. Which was probably just as well.

“I'm going to go and steal one,” said Alicia.

“Where from?”

“My parents’ bedroom.”

She stood up, and started to walk towards the door. She
had a vest on, and her knickers, and if anyone saw her, they
wouldn’t need to be an incredible genius to work out what
had been going on in her room.

“You're going to get me killed,” I said.

“Oh, don’t be so soppy,” she said, but she didn’t explain
why a fear of being killed was soppy. To me, it was just com-
mon sense.

So I had probably two minutes on my own in her bed-
room, lying on her bed, and I spent it trying to remember
how we’d got from there to here. The truth was, there wasn’t
much to it. We came in, said hello to her mum and dad, went
upstairs, and that was it, pretty much. We never talked about
it. We just did what we wanted to do. I was pretty sure,
though, that she wanted to go all the way because of her
ex. It wasn’t much to do with me. I mean, I don’t think she’d
have wanted to do it if she hated me. But when she’d said to
me at the party that she might change her mind, I could see
now that she wanted to get him back for something. It was

like a joke on him. He kept asking her, and she kept saying
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no, and then he got pissed off and dumped her, and so she
decided to sleep with the next person who came along, as
long as he was half-decent. I had a bet with myself that if we
did have sex that night, it wouldn’t stay a secret between us.
She’d have to find some way of letting him know she wasn’t

a virgin. That was sort of the point of it.

And suddenly I didn’t want to do it anymore. I know, I know.
There was this beautiful girl I really liked, and she had just
taken me up to her bedroom, and she’d made it obvious that
we were up there for a reason. But when I'd worked out
what was going on, it didn’t feel right. There were three of
us in her bedroom that night, me, her and him, and I decided
that because it was my first time, I'd prefer to keep the num-
bers down. I wanted to wait until he’d gone, just to make
sure she was still interested.

Alicia came back in, holding a small square silver
packet.

“Ta-ra!” she said, and she held it up in the air.

“Are you sure it’s, you know;, all right? It hasn’t gone past
its sell-by date?”

I don’t know why I said this. I mean, I know I said it be-
cause I was looking for excuses. But there were lots of excuses
I could have used, and this one wasn’t a very good one.

“Why shouldn’t it be all right?” she said.

“I dunno.” And I didn’t.

“You mean because it’s my mum and dad’s?”

That was what I meant, I suppose.



“You think that they never have sex? So this has been
lying around for years?”

I didn’t say anything. But that was what I must have been
thinking, which was weird, really. Believe me, I knew that
people’s parents had sex. But I suppose I didn’t really know
what it was like for parents who were actually together. I was
sort of presuming that parents who were together had sex
less often than parents who were apart. I seemed to be very
confused by the whole subject of condoms. If anyone had
one, then I ended up thinking they weren’t having sex, and
that can’t be true all the time, can it? Some of them had to
be bought by people who actually used them.

She looked at the wrapper.

“21/05/09, it says.”

(If you're reading this in the future, then I should tell you
that all this was happening long before May 21, 2009. We had
plenty of time to use that condom, years and years.)

She threw the condom over to me.

“Come on. We haven't got forever.”

“Why not?” I said.

“Because it’s getting late, and my mum and dad know
you're up here. They’ll start banging on the door soon. That’s
what they usually do if I've got a boy in here and it’s late.”

I must have had some kind of a look on my face, be-
cause she knelt down by the side of the bed and kissed me
on the cheek.

“I'm sorry. I didn’t mean it like that.”

“How did you mean it, then?”
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I was just saying anything that came into my head. I
wanted it to get even later than it was, so her mum and dad
would start banging on the door and I could go home.

“You don’t want to do this, do you?” she said.

“Yeah, course,” I said. And then, “Not really, no.”

She laughed. “So you're not confused or anything,
then.”

“I don’t know why you want to do it,” I said. “You told
me you weren't ready for sex with your ex-boyfriend.”

“Iwasn’t.”

“So how come you're ready to have sex with me? You
don’t even know me.”

“Ilike you.”

“So you didn’t like him much, then?”

“No, not really. I mean, I did at first. But then I went
off him.”

I didn’t want to ask any more questions about all that.
None of it made much sense. It was like she was saying that
we ought to sleep together quickly, before she stopped lik-
ing me—like she knew she wouldn’t like me the next day,
so we had to do it that night. If you look at it another way,
though, everyone is like that. I mean, you sleep with some-
one because you're not sick of them, and when you're sick
of them, you stop.

“If you don’t want to do anything, why don’t you just
go?” she said.

“OK. I will.”

And I stood up, and she started to cry, and I didn’t know
what to do.



“I wish I'd never said that thing about wanting to be a
model. I feel stupid now.”

“Oh, it’s nothing to do with that,” I said. “If anything, I
think you're out of my league.”

“‘Out of my league™” she said. “Where did that come
from?”

I knew where it came from. It came from having a mum
who was sixteen when I was born. If somebody knows about
the history of my family, then it’s all they can see, and it’s all
they can hear. I didn't tell her any of that. I sat down on the
bed and held her, and when she’d stopped crying she kissed
me, and that was how we ended up having sex even though
I'd decided not to. If I broke TH’s record of twenty-two and
a half seconds, it couldn’t have been by more than that half-
second.

I told TH when I got home. I had to tell someone, but
talking about that stuff is hard, so absolutely the best way is
to say anything you’ve got to say to a poster. I think he was
pleased. From what I knew of him, he’d have liked Alicia.
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CHAPTER 3

I dreamed my

way through school for the next few weeks. I dreamed my
way through life, really. It was all just waiting. I can remem-
ber waiting for a bus in that first week, the 19 that took me
from my house to hers, and suddenly realizing that wait-
ing for a bus was much easier than anything else, because it
was all just waiting anyway. When I was waiting for a bus,
I didn’t have to do anything else but wait, but all the other
waiting was hard. Eating breakfast was waiting, so I didn’t
eat much. Sleep was waiting, so I couldn’t sleep much, even
though I wanted to, because sleeping was a good way of
getting through eight hours or whatever. School was wait-
ing, so I didn’t know what anyone was talking about, during
the lessons or at break times. Watching TV was waiting, so
I couldn’t follow the programs. Even skating was waiting,
seeing as how I only went skating when Alicia was doing

something else.



Usually, though, Alicia wasn’t doing anything else. That
was the incredible thing. She wanted to be with me as much
as [ wanted to be with her, as far as [ could work out.

We never did much. We watched TV in her room, or
sometimes downstairs, especially if her parents were out. We
went for walks in Clissold Park. You know that bit in a film
when they show couples laughing and holding hands and
kissing in lots of different places while a song plays? We were
like that, a bit, except we didn’t go to lots of different places.
We went to about three, including Alicia’s bedroom.

We were in Clissold Park when Alicia told me she loved
me. I didn’t know what to say, really, so I told her Iloved her
too. It would have seemed rude not to.

“Really?” she said. “You really love me?”

“Yeah,” I said.

“I can’t believe it. Nobody has ever said that to me
before.”

“Have you ever said it to anyone before?”

“No. Course not.”

That explained why nobody had ever said it to her, I
thought. Because if someone tells you she loves you, then
you're bound to say it back, aren’t you? You have to be pretty
hard not to.

And anyway, I did love her. Someone like my mum
would say, Oh, you're just a kid, you don’t know what love
is. But I didn’t think of anything else apart from being with
Alicia, and the only time I felt like I was where I wanted to

be was when I was with her. I mean, that might as well be
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love, mightn’t it? The kind of love my mum talks about is
full of worry and work and forgiving people and putting
up with things and stuff like that. It’s not a lot of fun, that’s
for sure. If that really is love, the kind my mum talks about,
then nobody can ever know if they love somebody, can they?
It seems like what she’s saying is, if you're pretty sure you
love somebody, the way I was sure in those few weeks, then
you can’t love them, because that isn’t what love is. Trying to

understand what she means by love would do your head in.

My mum didn’t want me to be with Alicia all the time. She
started to worry about it after a couple of weeks. I never
told her about the sex, but she knew I was serious, and Alicia
was serious. And she knew about the dreaming, because she
could see it with her own eyes.

One night, I came back late, and she was waiting up
for me.

“How about we stay in tomorrow night? Watch a DVD?”
she said.

I didn’t say anything.

“Or we can go out, if you want. I'll take you to Pizza
Express.”

I still didn’t say anything.

“Pizza Express and the cinema. How about that?”

“No, you're all right,” I said, as if she were being nice to
me and offering me something. I mean, she was, in a way.
She was offering me a pizza and a film. But in another way,
she was just trying to stop me doing what I wanted to do,
and she knew it, and I knew it.



“Let me put this another way,” she said. “We’re going to
spend the evening together tomorrow. What would you like
to do? Your choice.”

Here’s the thing about me. I can’t be bad. Maybe you
think that sleeping with Alicia was bad, but it didn’t feel that
way, so it doesn’t count as badness. I'm talking about things
where I know I'm in the wrong. You see kids at school, and
they're cussing out the teachers, and picking fights with
other kids who are supposed to be gay, or picking fights with
the teachers, and cussing out the kids who are supposed to
be gay ... I can’t do that stuff, and I never could. I'm rub-
bish at lying, and even worse at stealing. I tried nicking some
money out of my mum’s bag once, and I felt sick, and put it
all back. It’s like a disease or something, not wanting to be
bad. I mean, I hate Ryan Briggs more than anyone else on
earth. He’s a horrible, violent, ugly, scary thug. But when I
see him punch some kid in the face and take his phone off
him, or tell a teacher to fuck off, there’s a part of me that
envies him, you know? He hasn’t got the disease. It’s not
complicated, being him. Life would be easier if I didn’t give
a shit, but I do. And I knew that what my mum was asking
for wasn’t completely out of order. She was asking me to
spend one evening away from Alicia, and she was offering
me something in return. I tried not to see things this way,
her way, but I couldn’t, so I was in trouble.

“Can Alicia come?”

“No. That’s sort of the point of the evening.”

“Why?”

“Because you're seeing too much of her.”
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“Why does it bother you?”

“It’s not healthy.”

It’s true that I wasn't getting outside very often, but
that wasn’t what she meant. I didn’t know what she did
mean, though.

“What does that mean, ‘not healthy™?”

“It gets in the way of things.”

“What things?”

“Friends. Schoolwork. Family. Skating. . . . Everything.
Life.”

The opposite was the truth, because life only happened
when I was with Alicia. All the things she was talking about
were the waiting things.

“Just one night,” she said. “It won’t kill you.”

Well, it didn’t kill me. I woke up the morning after we’'d
been to Pizza Express and the cinema, and I was still alive.
But it was like one of those tortures you read about that
are actually supposed to be worse than death, because you
would actually prefer to be dead. I'm sorry if that means I'm
showing no respect to people who’ve actually had that sort
of torture, but it’s the closest I've come so far. (And that’s
one of the reasons I will never join the army, by the way. I
would really, really hate to be tortured. I'm not saying that
people who join the army would like to be tortured. But
they must have thought about it, right? So they must have
decided that it wouldn’t be as bad as other things, like being
on the dole, or working in an office. For me, working in an

office would be better than being tortured. Don’t get me



wrong. I wouldn’t be happy doing a boring job, like photo-
copying a piece of paper over and over again, every single
day, until I died. But on the whole I'd be happier doing that
than having cigarettes put out in my eye. What I'm hoping
is those aren’t my choices.)

In those few weeks, it was bad enough waking up in the
morning and knowing that I wouldn't be seeing her until
after school. That was torture. That was pulling out finger-
nails one by one. But on the Pizza Express day I woke up
knowing that I wouldn’t see her UNTIL THE END OF THE
NEXT DAY, and that was more like the torture that Ryan
Briggs, of course, printed off the Internet. I'm not going to
go into what it was about. But it involved dogs and balls, and
not footballs either. I still have to sort of squeeze my legs
together when I think about it.

OK, not seeing Alicia for about forty-two hours wasn’t
like having your balls et cetera. But it really was like not
breathing. Or not breathing properly, like there wasn’t
enough oxygen in my tank. In all those hours, I couldn’t get
a good lungful, and I even started to panic a bit, like you
would if you were at the bottom of the sea and the surface
was a long way away and there were sharks coming at you
and . . . No, that’s overdoing it, again. There were no sharks.
There were no dogs et cetera, and no sharks. Mum would
have to be the shark, and she’s really nothing like a shark.
She was only trying to buy me a pizza. She wasn’t really try-
ing to like rip my liver out with her teeth. So I'll stop there,
with the surface being a long way away. Alicia = surface.

“Can I make a phone call?” I said to Mum when I got in.
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“Do you have to?”

“Yeah.”

I did. I had to. There was no other way of saying it.

“We’re going out soon.”

“It’s half past four. Who eats pizza at half past four?”

“Pizza at half past five. Film at half past six.”

“What are we going to see?”

“What about Brokeback Mountain?”

“Yeah, right.”

“What does that mean? “Yeah, right?”

“That’s what we say. When someone makes a stupid joke
or something,” I said.

“Who’s making a stupid joke?” she said.

And then I realized she was serious. She actually wanted
us to go and see Brokeback Mountain. We'd already started
calling one of the science teachers at school Brokeback, be-
cause he was all hunched up, and everybody reckoned he
was a gay.

“You know what it’s about, don’t you?” I said.

“Yes. It’s about a mountain.”

“Shut up, Mum. I can’t go to see that. I'll get slaugh-
tered tomorrow.”

“You'd get slaughtered if you went to see a film about
gay cowboys?”

“Yes. Because why am I going? There’s only one answer,
isn’t there?”

“My God,” said my mum. “Is it really that pathetic at
school?”

“Yes,” I said. Because it really was.



We agreed we'd go and see something else, and then I
phoned Alicia’s mobile, and I just got her answering mes-
sage. So I left it for a couple of minutes, and then I got her
message again, and after that I phoned every thirty seconds
or so. Message, message, message. It had never for a mo-
ment occurred to me that I wouldn't be able to speak to her,
even. And then I started to have, like, dark thoughts. Why
didn’t she have her phone turned on? She knew I'd be try-
ing to reach her. She knew that today was our bad day. The
night before, when I told her about my mum not wanting
us to see each other for a night, she’d cried. And now it was
like she couldn’t be bothered, unless she was seeing some-
body else. And I was thinking, you know, Bloody hell. What
a bitch. I can’t see her for one night and she starts going out
with someone else. There are words for girls like that. And
actually, if you couldn’t go for one night without having sex
with someone, then you were a nymphomaniac, weren’t
you? You had a problem. She was like a crackhead, except
instead of crack it was sex.

Really. That was what I was like. And you know what
I thought, a little later on, when I'd calmed down a bit? I
thought, this isn’t healthy. You can’t go around calling your
girlfriend a bitch and a slag and a nympho just because her
charger isn’t working. (That was what had happened. She
texted me later, when she’d plugged it in to her dad’s char-
ger. It was a really nice text too.)

Anyway, I was in a bit of state when I went out, so that
wasn't the best start. And we went down to the multiplex to

see what was on apart from Brokeback Mountain, and there
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wasn't much. Actually, that’s not true. There was a lot I
wanted to see, like the 50 Cent film, and King Kong, and there
was a lot my mum wanted to see, for example the one about
gardening and the one about Japanese girls who made their
feet small. But there wasn’t anything we both wanted to see.
And we spent so long arguing that we couldn’t sit down for
our pizza, so we ended up getting a takeaway and eating it
out of the box on the way to the cinema. We saw this really
bad movie about a bloke who swallowed a piece of his mo-
bile phone by mistake and it turned out he could intercept
everyone’s text messages with his brain. And at first he got
to meet loads of girls who were being dumped by their boy-
friends, but then he got this text message about terrorists
trying to blow up a bridge in New York, and he and one of
the girls stopped them. I didn’t mind it too much. It wasn’t
boring, anyway. But Mum hated it, and we had an argument
afterwards. She said the whole thing about swallowing the
mobile phone was ridiculous, but I said that we didn’t know
what would happen if we swallowed parts of our mobiles,
so that wasn’t the stupid part. She wouldn't even let me tell
her what I thought was the stupid part. She just went off on
one about how my mind had been turned to mush by video
games and TV.

None of this matters now. The important thing about
the evening was that Mum met a guy. I know, I know. It was
supposed to be about me and Mum spending some quality
time together and me and Alicia not seeing each other. And
it turned into something else altogether. To be fair to Mum,

her meeting a bloke didn’t take up a lot of our time. I didn’t



even know she’d met a bloke until a couple of days later,
when he came round. (Or rather, I knew she’d met a bloke.
I just didn’t know she’d Met A Bloke, if you know what I
mean.) When we were waiting for our takeaway pizzas, they
told us to sit at a table near the door that they used for take-
away customers. And while we were waiting, I went to the
gents, and when I came back, Mum was talking to this guy
sitting at the next table with his kid. They were only talking
about pizzas, and which pizza places they liked, and so on.
But when our takeaway boxes arrived, I said to Mum, “Oh,
you're a fast worker,” and she said, “No, I don’t mess about,”
and it was all jokey. Except later it turned out it wasn’t. She
didn’t say anything about it at the time, but she knew him
from her work. He’d left a couple of years before, and he
remembered her, even though they’d never spoken at the
office. They worked in different departments. Mum works
in Leisure and Culture, and Mark—yes, Mark, like a mark
on your trousers—used to work in Health and Social Care.
When he first came round, he said that in Islington he never
had time for Health.

We walked home. We had our argument about the film, and
then Mum tried to talk to me about Alicia.
“There’s nothing to say,” I said. And then, “That’s why
I didn’t want to come out. Because I didn’t want to have A
Talk.” I said it like that, so you could hear the capital letters.
“Why couldn’t we just go out? And talk about nothing?”
“So when can I talk to you?” she said. “Because you're

never at home.”

=T >r wnwv

57



58

“T've got a girlfriend,” I said. “That’s it. That’s all there
is to say. Go on. Ask me. Ask me whether I've got a girl-
friend.”

“Sammy . .."

“Goon.”

“Am I allowed a follow-up question?” she said.

“One.”

“Are you having sex?”

“Are your” I said.

What I meant was, You can’t ask that. It’s too personal.
But since she’d split up with Useless Steve, she hadn’t been
seeing anyone, so she didn’t mind answering.

“No,” she said.

“Well, were you having sex?”

“What does that mean?” she said. “Are you asking me
if I've ever had sex? Because I would have thought you're
the answer.”

“Shut up,” I said, because I was embarrassed. I wished we
hadn’t started on this.

“Let’s forget about me. What about you? Are you hav-
ing sex?”

“No comment. My business.”

“So that’s a yes.”

“No. It’s a no comment.”

“You'd tell me if you weren't.”

“No I wouldn’t. Anyway. All this was your idea.”

“What was?”

“Alicia. You thought I'd like her, so you made me come

to that party. And I did like her.”



“Sam, you know that having you when I did—"

“Yeah, yeah. It fucked up your life.”

I never usually use the f-word in front of her, because she
gets upset. Not about the f-word itself, especially, but she starts
to beat herself up for being a teenage mother who couldn’t
bring her kid up properly, and I hate that. I think she’s done
a pretty good job. I mean, I'm not the worst kid in the world,
am I? But I swore because I wanted her to think that she’d
upset me, even though she hadn't, really.

It’s weird, knowing that me being born messed her up.
It doesn’t bother me, really, for two reasons. First of all, it
wasn’t my fault, it was hers—hers and Dad’s, anyway. And
second, she’s not messed up anymore. She’s caught up, more
or less, on all the things she missed because of me. You could
even argue that she’s overtaken herself. She wasn’t any great
shakes at school, she says, but she was so unhappy about
not finishing her education that she pushed herself twice as
hard as she would have done. She went to evening classes,
got qualifications, got a job at the Council. I'm not saying
it was a good idea, her having me when she did, but it only
ruined a small part of her life, not her whole life. It’s always
there, though. And if I want to get out of something—like
a conversation about whether I'd had sex with Alicia—then
I can just say, all sad and bitter, that I fucked up her life. And
whatever it is I'm trying to get out of is forgotten about. I've
never told her that I feel out of everyone’s league because of
what happened.

“Oh, Sam, I'm sorry.”

“No, it’s OK.” But I said it all sort of heroic, so that she’d
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know it wasn’t OK. “But that isn’t what you're worried about
anyway, is it?” I said.

“I don’t know what I'm worried about. Can I meet her
properly?”

“Who?”

“Alicia. Can she come round for something to eat one
night?”

“If you want.”

“TI'd like that. I wouldn’t be so scared of her then.”

Scared of Alicia! I think I can see it now, although I
wouldn’t have been able to come out with it properly then.
My mum was worried about things changing, her being
left on her own, me becoming a part of someone else’s
life and someone else’s family, me growing up and not
being her little boy anymore, me becoming someone
else . .. All of these things or some of them, I don’t know.
And we couldn’t have known it then, but she was right to
worry. | wish she’d worried me, really. I wish she’d taken me
home that night and locked me in my bedroom and thrown

away the key.

So the next night, it was like neither of us had been able to
breathe for two days, and so we took deep lungfuls of each
other, and we said stupid things to each other, and generally
acted like we were Romeo and Juliet and the whole world
was against us. I'm talking about me and Alicia, by the way,
not me and my mum. We talked as if my mum had taken

me away from London for a year, whereas what she’d actu-



ally done was taken me to Pizza Express and the cinema for
an evening.

You know that thing I was saying before? About how tell-
ing a story is more difficult than it looks, because you don’t
know what to put where? Well, there’s a part of the story
that belongs here, and it’s something that no one else knows,
not even Alicia. The most important part of this story—the
whole point of this story—doesn’t happen for a little while.
And when it happened in real life, I made out that I was
shocked and amazed and upset. And I was definitely shocked
and upset, but I couldn’t in all honesty say I was amazed.
It happened that night, I know it. I never said anything to
Alicia, but it was my fault. Well, obviously it was my fault
mostly, but she’s got to take a tiny part of the blame. We’'d
been messing about without putting anything on, because
she said she wanted to feel me properly, and ... Oh, I can’t
talk about this stuff. I'm blushing. But something happened.
Half-happened. I mean, it definitely didn’t happen properly,
because I was still able to pull out and put a condom on and
pretend as though everything was normal. But I knew that it
wasn't quite normal, because when the thing that’s supposed
to happen finally happened, it didn't feel right, because it had
already half-happened before. And that’s the last time I'm
ever going, you know, down there.

“Are you OK?” said Alicia. She never normally asked, so
something must have been different. Maybe it felt different
for her, or maybe I acted different, or maybe I seemed quiet

and distracted afterwards, I don’t know. And I said I was fine,
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and we left it at that. I wonder if she ever worked out that it

was that night. I don’t know. We never mentioned it again.

What’s incredible to me is that you can keep out of trouble
pretty much every minute of your life apart from maybe five
seconds, and that five seconds can get you into the worst
trouble of all, just about. It’s amazing, when you think about
it. I don’t smoke weed, don’t cuss out teachers, I don't get
into fights, I try to do my homework. But I took a risk, for
a few seconds, and that turns out to be worse than any of
the rest put together. I once read an interview with a skater,
I forget who, and he said that the thing he couldn’t ever be-
lieve about sport was how much concentration it took. You
could be doing the best skating of your life, and the moment
you started to realize that you were doing the best skating
of your life, you were eating concrete. Skating well for nine
minutes and fifty-five seconds wasn’t good enough, because
five seconds was plenty of time to make a complete jerk
of yourself. Yeah, well, life’s like that too. It doesn’t seem
right to me, but there you go. And how bad is it, what I did?
Not so bad, right? It’s a mistake, that’s all. You hear about
boys who refuse to wear condoms, and you hear about girls
who think it’s cool to have a baby at fifteen. . . . Well, those
aren’t mistakes. That’s just stupidity. I don’t want to spend
the whole time moaning about life being unfair, but how
comes their punishment is the same as mine? That can’t be
right, can it? It seems to me that if you never wear a condom,
then you should get triplets, or quintuplets. But it doesn’t
work like that, does it?



A couple of nights after that, Alicia came round for dinner,
and it was OK. More than OK, really. She was nice to my
mum, and my mum was nice to her, and they made jokes
about how useless I was, and I didn’t mind, because I was
glad that everyone was happy.

But then Alicia asked my mum about what it was like
having a baby at sixteen, and I tried to change the subject.

“You don’t want to hear about all that,” I said to Alicia.

“Why don’t I?”

“Boring,” I said.

“Oh, it wasn't boring, I can tell you,” said my mum, and
Alicia laughed.

“No, but it’s boring now,” I said. “Because it’s over.”

It was a stupid thing to say, and I regretted it the moment
it came out of my mouth.

“Oh well,” said my mum. “That’s the whole of history,
written off, then. Bor-ing.”

“Yeah, well, it is,” I said. I didn’t mean that, really, be-
cause there are lots of bits of history that aren’t boring, like
World War Two. But I didn’t want to back down.

“And also,” said my mum, “it’s not over. You're still here
and I'm still here and there are sixteen years between us and
it’ll be like that forever. It’s not over.”

And T sat there wondering whether it was not over in

ways she couldn’t even begin to guess.
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CHAPTER 4

It's not that

things started to go wrong between me and Alicia. It just
stopped being as good. I can't really explain why, not prop-
erly. I just woke up one morning and didn’t feel the same
way. I didn’t like not feeling the same way, because it was a
good feeling, and I felt flat without it, but it had gone, and
there was nothing I could do to bring it back. I even tried to
pretend it was still there, but the trying just seemed to make
it worse.

Where did it go? It was like there had been a lot of food
on a plate in front of us, and we ate it all really quickly, and
then there was nothing left. Maybe that’s how couples stay
together: they're not greedy. They know that what they have
in front of them has to last a long time, so they kind of pick
at it. I hope it’s not like that, though. I hope that when peo-
ple are happy together, it feels as though someone keeps pil-
ing seconds and thirds on their plates. That night, the night
after I hadn’t seen her, it felt as though we’d be together for



the rest of our lives, and even that wouldn't be long enough.
And then two or three weeks later, we were bored with each
other. I was bored, anyway. We never did anything but watch
TV in her room and have sex, and once we’d had sex, we
never had much to say to each other. We’d get dressed, put
the TV back on, and then I'd kiss her good night and then go
through the same routine the next night.

Mum noticed even before I did, I think. I started skating
again, and I tried to make out that wanting to skate was just
normal and natural, and thinking about it, it probably was.
If we hadn’t gone off each other, if we hadn’t split up, then
somehow we would have found some kind of routine, I sup-
pose. In the end I'd have gone back to skating and playing
skating games on the Xbox and all that. It always felt like a
holiday, the time with Alicia, and the holiday would come to
an end, and we’d still be girlfriend and boyfriend but we’d
have a life as well. As it turned out, when the holiday ended,
we ended too. It was a holiday romance, ha ha.

Anyway, I came in from skating one afternoon and Mum
said, “Have you got time for something to eat before you
go over to Alicia’s?” And I said, “Yeah, OK.” And then I said,
“Actually, I'm not going over to Alicia’s tonight.” And Mum
said, “Oh. Because you didn’t go last night either, did you?”
And I said, “Didn’t I? I can’t remember.” Which was a bit pa-
thetic, really. For some reason, I didn’t want her to know that
things with Alicia were different. She’d have been pleased,
and I didn’t want that.

“Still going strong?” she said.

“Oh, yeah. Pretty strong. I mean, not as strong, because
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we wanted to get some schoolwork done and stuff like that.
But, yeah. Strong.”

“So, strong, then,” she said. “Not, you know. Weak.”

“Not weak, no. Not . ..”

“What?”

“Weak.”

“So you were just going to say the same thing twice?”

“How do you mean?”

“You were just going to say ‘Not weak. Not weak.””

“I suppose so, yeah. Stupid, really.”

I don’t know how my mum puts up with me sometimes. I
mean, it must all have been completely obvious to her, but she
had to sit and listen to me swear that black was white, or that
cold was hot, anyway. It wouldn't have made any difference
to anything, telling her the truth. But later, when I needed her
help, I remembered all the times I'd been a muppet.

I think I went over to Alicia’s the night after that conversa-
tion, because if I didn’t go three days in a row, then Mum
would really have known that something was up. And then
I didn’t go for a couple of evenings again, and then it was
the weekend, and on the Saturday morning she texted me
to ask me to lunch. Her brother was around, and they were
having this family reunion thing, and Alicia said I was a part
of the family.

I'd never met anyone quite like Alicia’s mum and dad
before I started going out with Alicia, and at first I thought
they were dead cool—I can even remember wishing that

my mum and dad were like them. Alicia’s dad is like fifty



or something, and he listens to hip-hop. He doesn’t like it
much, I don’t think, but he feels he should give it a chance,
and he doesn’t mind the language and the violence. He’s got
grey hair that he gets Alicia’s mum to shave back—I think he
has a number 2—and he wears a stud. He teaches literature
at a college, and she teaches drama when she’s not being a
councillor. Or she teaches people to teach drama, something
like that. She has to go into lots of different schools and talk
to teachers. They're all right, I suppose, Robert and Andrea,
and they were really friendly at first. It’s just that they think
I'm stupid. They never say as much, and they try and treat
me as if I'm not. But I can tell they do. I wouldn’t mind,
but I'm smarter than Alicia. I'm not showing off or being
cocky; I just know I am. When we went to see films, she
didn’t understand them, and she never got what anyone was
laughing at in The Simpsons, and I had to help her with her
maths. Her mum and dad helped her with her English. They
still thought she was going to go to college to do something
or other, and all the model stuft was just her going through
a rebellious phase. As far as they were concerned, she was
a genius, and I was this nice dim kid she was hanging out
with. They acted as if I was Ryan Briggs or someone really
scummy like that, but they weren't going to officially disap-

prove of me because that wouldn’t be cool.

At that family lunch, when I was invited because I was part
of the family, I was just sitting there minding my own busi-
ness when her dad asked me what I was going to do after
my GCSEs.
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“Not everybody is academic, Robert,” said Alicia’s mum
quickly.

You see how it worked? She was trying to protect me,
but what she was trying to protect me from was a question
about whether I had any future at all. I mean, everyone does
something after their GCSEs, don’t they? Even if you sit at
home watching daytime TV for the rest of your life, it’s a
future of sorts. But that was their attitude with me—don’t
mention the future, because I didn’t have one. And then we
all had to pretend that not having a future was OK. That’s
what Alicia’s mum should have said. “Not everybody has a
future, Robert.”

“I' know not everybody is academic. I was just asking him
what he wanted to do,” said Robert.

“He’s going to do art and design at college,” said Alicia.

“Oh,” said her dad. “Good. Excellent.”

“You're good at art, are you, Sam?” her mum said.

“I'm all right. I'm just worried about if we have to do
essays and stuff at college.”

“You're not so good at English?”

“Not at writing it, no. Or speaking it. I'm fine at all
the rest.”

That was supposed to be a joke.

“It’s just a matter of confidence,” said her mum. “You
haven’t had the same advantages as a lot of people.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. I have my own bed-
room, a mum who’s in work and who likes reading and who
gets on my case if I haven’t done my homework . .. To be

honest, I don’t really know how many more advantages I



could use. Even my dad not being around was a good thing,
because he’s not into education at all. I mean, he wouldn’t ac-
tually stop me trying to study, but . . . Actually, maybe that’s
not true. It was always a thing between him and Mum. She
was desperate to go to college, and he’s a plumber, and he’s
always made decent money, and there was this thing going
on between them, because Mum reckoned he felt inferior
and tried to cover it up by telling her what a waste of time it
was getting qualifications. I don’t know. As far as people like
Alicia’s parents are concerned, you're a bad person if you
don’t read and study, and as far as people like my dad are
concerned, you're a bad person if you do. It’s all mad, isn’t
it? It’s not reading and whatever that makes you good or bad.
It’s whether you rape people, or get addicted to crack and
go out mugging. I don’t know why they all get themselves
into such a stew.

“I think Sam was joking, Mum,” said Alicia. “He’s good
at speaking.” I didn’t find that very helpful either. They’d
heard me speak. They could make their own minds up. It
wasn’t like we were talking about my skating skills, some-
thing they’d never seen. If they needed to be told that I could
talk, then obviously I was in trouble.

“No, he is good, I know,” said her mum. “But sometimes,
if youdon’t...If you haven't...”

Alicia started to laugh. “Go on, Mum. Try and finish the
sentence in a way that doesn’t piss Sam off.”

“Oh, he knows what I mean,” she said. And I did, but
that’s not the same as saying I liked it.

I liked Rich, her brother, though. I didn’t think I would,
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because he plays the violin, and any kid who plays the violin
is usually King of the Nerds. He doesn’t look like a nerd,
though. He wears glasses, but they’re quite cool, and he likes
alaugh. I suppose what I'm saying, if I think about it, is that
he likes me. Liked me, anyway. I'm not so sure about now.
And that makes a difference, doesn’t it? I mean, he wasn’t
pathetic about it. He didn’t like me because he had no other
friends in the world. He liked me because I was OK, and [
think because he didn’t know too many people who weren’t
from the Nerd Kingdom, what with the violin and music

school and everything.

Afterwards, Alicia and Rich and I went to Alicia’s room, and
she put a CD on, and she and I sat on the bed and Rich sat
on the floor.

“Welcome to the family,” said Rich.

“Don’t say it like that,” said Alicia. “T'll never see him
again.”

“They’re not that bad,” I said, but they were, really. And
to be honest, it wasn’t just Alicia’s parents who were getting
on my nerves either. When I left the house that afternoon, I

wondered whether I'd ever go back.

Afterwards, I went down to The Bowl for a little while and
messed about on my board. Whoever invented skating is
a genius, in my opinion. London gets in the way of every
other sport. There are tiny little patches of green where you
can play football, or golf, or whatever, and the concrete is

trying to eat them away. So you play these games in spite



of the city and, really, it would be better if you lived just
about anywhere else, out in the countryside, or the sub-
urbs, or someplace like Australia. But skating you do because
of the city. We need as much concrete and as many stairs
and ramps and benches and pavements as you've got. And
when the world’s been completely paved over, we’ll be the
only athletes left, and there will be statues of Tony Hawk
all over the world, and the Olympics will just be a million
different skating competitions, and then people might actu-
ally watch. I will, anyway. I went to the wheelchair ramp
that runs from the back door of the flats round the corner
and messed about—nothing too flash, just a few fakie flips
and heelflips. And I thought about Alicia, and her family, and
started rehearsing what I was going to say to her about us
not seeing so much of each other, or maybe not seeing each
other at all.

It was weird, really. If you'd have told me at that party
that I was going to go out with Alicia, and we were going
to start sleeping together, and I'd get sick of her ... Well, I
wouldn’t have understood. It wouldn’t have made any sense
to me. Before you have sex for the first time, you can’t imag-
ine where it’s ever going to come from, and you certainly
can’t imagine dumping the person who’s providing it. Why
would you do that? A beautiful girl wants to sleep with you
and you're bored? How does that work?

All I can say is that, believe it or not, sex is like anything
else good: once you have it, you stop being quite so both-
ered about it. It’s there, and it’s great and everything, but

it doesn’t mean you're happy to let everything else go out
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of the window. If having sex regularly meant listening to
Alicia’s dad being snobby, and giving up skating, and never
seeing mates, then I wasn’t sure how much I wanted it. I
wanted a girlfriend who’d sleep with me, but I wanted a life
as well. I didn’t know—still don’t know—whether people
managed that. Mum and Dad didn’t. Alicia was my first seri-
ous girlfriend, and it wasn’t happening for us either. What
it seemed like was that I'd been so desperate to sleep with
someone that I'd swapped too much for it. OK, I'd said to
Alicia. If you'll let me have sex, I'll give you skating, mates,
schoolwork and my mum (because I was sort of missing her,
in a funny sort of way). Oh, and if your mum and dad want
to talk to me like I'm some no-hoper crackhead, that’s fine
by me too. Just . . . get your clothes off. And I was beginning
to realize that I'd paid over the odds.

When I got home, Mum was sitting at the kitchen table with
the bloke from Pizza Express. I recognized him straight-
away, but I couldn’t work out what he was doing there. I
also couldn’t work out why he let go of Mum'’s hand when
I walked in.

“Sam, you remember Mark?”

“Oh, yeah,” I said.

“He’s come round to ...” But then she couldn’t think
of any reason why he’d come round, so she gave up. “He’s
come round for a cup of tea.”

“Right,” I said. I think I must have said it in a way that
meant, you know, And? Because Mum kept talking.

“Mark and I used to work together,” Mum said. “And



after we bumped into each other at Pizza Express, he called
me at the office.”

Right, I thought. Why? I suppose I knew why, really.

“Where have you been, Sam?” said Mark, all friendly.
And I was like, Oh, here we go. Uncle Mark.

“Just out skating.”

“Skating? Is there an ice rink near here?” Mum caught
my eye and we both laughed, because she knows I hate it
when people get my skating muddled up with the other sort.
(“Why don’t you just say you're a skateboarder? Or you've
been out skateboarding?” she always says. “What would hap-
pen to you? Would you get arrested by the Cool Police?” And
I always tell her that “skateboarding” sounds wrong to me,
so she reckons that I deserve what I get.)

“What's funny?” said Mark, like someone who knows it’s
going to be a great joke if only someone would explain it
to him.

“It’s not that sort of skating. It’s skating with a board.”

“Skateboarding?”

“Yeah.”

“Oh.” He looked disappointed. It wasn’t such a great
joke after all.

“Has your kid got a skateboard?”

“No, not yet. He’s only eight.”

“Eight’s old enough,” I said.

“Maybe you could teach him,” said Mark. I made a noise,
something like “Ergh,” which was supposed to mean “Yeah,
right,” except without sounding rude.

“Where is he today?” I said.
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“Tom? He’s with his mum. He doesn’t live with me, but
I see him most days.”

“We were thinking of getting something to eat,” Mum
said. “A takeaway curry or something. Interested?”

“Yeah, OK.”

“No Alicia this evening?”

“Oh-ho,” said Mark. “Who’s Alicia, then?”

He could go either way, this bloke, I thought. That “Oh-
ho” didn’t sound good to me. It sounded like he wanted to
be my mate when he didn’t even know me.

“Alicia’s The Girlfriend,” said Mum.

“Serious?” Mark asked.

“Not really,” I said. And Mum said, at exactly the same
time, “Extremely.” And we looked at each other again, and
this time Mark laughed but we didn’t.

“I thought you said things were still going strong?”
said Mum.

“Oh, yeah,” I said. “They're still going strong. They’re
just not as serious as they were.” And then I got sick of not
telling the truth, so I said, “I think we’re breaking up.”

“Oh,” said Mum. “I'm sorry.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Well.” What else was there to say? I felt a
bit stupid, obviously, because the night Mum met Mark was
the night she was trying to tell me to cool it.

“Whose idea is that?” said Mum.

“No one’s, really.”

“Have you talked about it?”

“No.”

“So how do you know?”



“That’s what it feels like.”

“If you've gone off her, then you should tell her,”
said Mum.

She was right, of course, but I didn’t. I just never went
round, and I left my mobile off, and I didn’t reply to her
texts. So she probably got the idea, in the end.

One night I got a very sad message from her. It just said . . .
Actually, I don’t want to tell you what it said. You’ll end up
feeling sorry for her, which isn’t what I want. When I said
before that we’d got bored with each other ... well, that
wasn't right.  was bored with her, but she wasn’t bored with
me, yet, I could see that. Or at least, she didn’t think she was
bored with me. She didn’t exactly seem thrilled to be with
me on our last few times together. Anyway, I tried talking to
TH about it.

“Do you think I'm behaving badly?” I said to him.

“T was an idiot and wanted more freedom,” he said.
“(Read: T wanted to spend more time with girls on the
road.)” I knew what he was talking about. He was talking
about when his girlfriend Sandy moved in with him and then
moved out again. That’s in his book, which is why he said
“Read” and why there are bits in brackets. Was he telling me
that I was an idiot? Was it stupid, wanting more freedom? I
couldn’t work it out. Maybe he wasn’t telling me anything.

Maybe I'd just read his book too many times.
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CHAPTER s

The funny thing

was, going out with Alicia had done me no end of good at
school, especially with girls. A few people had seen me with
her at the cinema, and they’d told other people that I was with
this beautiful girl, and I think it made everyone look at me in
anew way. It was as if Alicia gave me a makeover. I think that
was how I ended up going to McDonald’s with Nikki Niedz-
wicki on the night before my sixteenth birthday. (That’s how
it’s spelt. She wrote it down for me when she gave me her mo-
bile number.) She was exactly the sort of girl who wouldn’t
have looked twice at me before Alicia. She went out with
older boys, usually, probably because she looked five years
older than any of us. She spent a lot of money on clothes, and

you never saw her without makeup on.

When we went to McDonald’s, she told me she wanted a
baby, and I knew that I wouldn’t be having sex with her ever,

not even with five condoms on.



“What for?” I said.

“I dunno. I like babies? There isn’t anything I really want
to study at college? And I can always get a job when my
baby’s older?” She’s one of those people that ask questions
all the time. They drive me nuts.

“My mum had a baby when she was sixteen.”

“Yeah, see, that’s what I mean,” she said.

“What?”

“Well, you're probably more like mates, aren’t you, you
and your mum? That’s what I want with my kid. I don’t
want to be like fifty when he’s sixteen? You can’t go out with
them then, can you? To clubs and that? Because you’d be like
an embarrassment?”

Oh, yeah, I wanted to say. That’s what it’s like. Clubbing,
clubbing, clubbing. If you can’t go clubbing with your mum,
then what use is she? I wanted to go home, and for the first
time since we’d split up, I missed Alicia. Or at least, I felt
nostalgic. I remembered how great it had been, the evening
when we hadn’t gone to the cinema because we’d had too
much to say to each other. Where had all those words gone?
They got sucked into Alicia’s TV. I wanted them back.

I walked Nikki home, but I didn’t kiss her. I was too
scared. If she got pregnant sometime in the next couple of
weeks, I didn’t want her to have any saliva or anything that
she could use in evidence against me. You can’t be too care-
tul, can you?

“Have I done the wrong thing?” I said to TH when I got
home. “Do you think I should still be with Alicia?”

“If something in my life didn’t revolve around skating,
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then I had a hard time figuring it out,” said TH. He was talk-
ing about Sandy again, his first real girlfriend, but it might
have been his way of saying, “How the hell do I know? I'm
only a skater.” Or even, “I'm only a poster.” I decided he was
telling me that I should stick to skating for the time being,
and leave girls alone. After my evening with Nikki, that
seemed like pretty good advice.

I never had the chance to put it into action, though. The

next day, my sixteenth birthday, my life started to change.

The day began with cards and presents and doughnuts—
Mum had already been to the bakers by the time I woke up.
My dad was supposed to be coming over for tea and cake in
the afternoon, and in the evening, believe it or not, Mum and
I were going to go to Pizza Express and the cinema. I got the
first text from Alicia straight after breakfast—it just said
“INEED 2 C U URGENT AXX.”

“Who was that?” said Mum.

“Oh, no one.”

“Is thata Miss No One?” said Mum. She was probably think-
ing of Nikki, because she knew we’d been out the previous
evening.

“Not really,” I said. I knew it didn’t make any sense,
because either someone was a girl or they weren’t, unless
you're talking about men who dress up as girls, but I didn’t
care. Part of me was panicking. It wasn't my head so much
as my guts—I think my guts knew what it was about, even
if my head didn’t. Or pretended it didn’t. I'd never forgotten
that time when something half-happened when I hadn’t put



anything on. The part of me that was panicking because of
the text had never really stopped panicking since the half-
happening day.

I went and locked myself in the bathroom and texted her
back. I said, “NoT 2pAY My BIRTHDAY sxx.” If T got something
back from that, then I knew I was in trouble. I flushed the
loo and washed my hands, just to make Mum think I'd actu-
ally been doing something, and even before I'd opened the
door my phone beeped again. The text just said “URGENT,
OUR STARBUCKS 11 AM.” And then all of me knew—guts, head,
heart, fingernails.

I texted back “ok.” I didn’t see how I could do anything

else, even though I wanted to do anything else.

When I went back into the kitchen, I wanted to sit on my
mum’s lap. I know that sounds stupid and babyish, but I
couldn’t help it. On my sixteenth birthday, I didn’t want to
be sixteen, or fifteen, or anyteen. I wanted to be three or
four, and too young to make any kind of mess, apart from
the mess you make when you scribble on walls or tip your
food bowl upside down.

“I'love you, Mum,” I said when I sat down at the table.

She looked at me as if I'd gone mad. I mean, she was
pleased, but she was pretty surprised.

“I love you too, sweetheart,” she said. I tried not to get
choked up. If Alicia was going to tell me what I thought she
was going to tell me, I reckoned it would be a long time
before Mum said that again. It might be a long time before

she even felt it.
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All the way there, I was doing all kinds of deals, or trying
to. You know the sort of thing: “If it’s OK, I'll never skate
again.” As if it had anything to do with skating. I offered
never to watch TV again, and never to go out again, and
never to eat McDonald’s again. Sex never came up, because
I already knew I was never going to have sex again, so that
didn’t seem like a deal God would be interested in. I might
as well have promised Him that I wouldn’t fly to the moon,
or run down Essex Road naked. Sex was over for me, forever,
no doubt.

Alicia was sitting at the long counter in the window
with her back to everyone. I saw her face as I was walk-
ing in, without her seeing me, and she looked pale and
frightened. I tried to think of some other things that
could make her that way. Maybe her brother was in
trouble. Maybe her ex-boyfriend had threatened her,
or threatened me. I wouldn’t mind taking a beating, I
thought. Even if it was a serious beating, I'd be better in a
few months, probably. Say he broke both my arms and both
my legs . . . I'd be walking around again by Christmas.

I didn’t go over and say hello straightaway. I got in the
queue to buy myself a drink. If my life was about to change,
then I wanted the old life to last for as long as possible. There
were two people in front of me, and I hoped they had the
longest and most complicated orders Starbucks had ever
heard of. I wanted someone to order a cappuccino with
all the bubbles taken out by hand, one by one. I felt sick,

of course, but it was better to feel sick without knowing



for sure. In the queue I could still imagine that it was only
going to be a beating, but once I'd spoken to her, that would
be that.

The woman in front of me wanted a cloth to wipe up
some orange juice her kid had spilled on the table. It took no
time at all. And I couldn’t think of a difficult drink. I asked
for a Frappuccino. At least the ice takes a long time. And
then when I'd got my drink, there was nothing else to do
except go and sit next to Alicia at the counter.

“Hello,” I said.

“Happy birthday,” she said. And then, “I'm late.”

I understood straightaway what she meant.

“You were here before me, even,” I said. I couldn’t resist
it. I wasn’t trying to be funny, and I wasn’t being thick. I was
just putting off the moment, hanging on to the old Sam. I
didn’t want the future to come, and what Alicia was about
to say was the future.

“I'm late with my period,” she said, straightaway, and
that was it. The future had arrived.

“Right,” I said. “I thought you were going to say that.”

“Why?”

I didn’t want to tell her I'd always been worried about
that one time.

“It’s the only thing I could think of that could be this seri-
ous,” I said. She seemed to accept that.

“Have you been to the doctor’s?” I said.

“What for?”

“I dunno. Isn’t that what you do?” I was trying to speak in

a normal voice, but nothing would come out right. I sounded
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all quivery and croaky. I couldn’t remember the last time I'd
cried, but I was pretty close to crying now.

“No, I don't think so. I think you buy a pregnancy test,”
she said.

“Well, have you done that?”

“No. I wanted you to come with me.”

“Have you told anyone?”

“Oh, yeah. Course. I've told everyone. Fucking hell. I'm
not stupid.”

“How late are you?”

“Three weeks.”

Three weeks sounded very late to me, but what did
I know?

“Have you ever been three weeks late before?” I said.

“No. Nowhere near.”

And then I'd run out of questions. I'd run out of ques-
tions that I could actually ask, anyway. I wanted to ask things
like, “Am I going to be OK?” “Are your parents going to kill
me?” “Do you mind if I go to college anyway?” “Can I go
home now?” Stuff like that. But these were all questions
about me, and I was pretty sure that I was supposed to ask
questions about her. Her and it.

“Can you just buy pregnancy tests in a chemist’s?” There.
That was another good question. I didn’t care whether you
could or couldn’t, but it was something to say.

“Yeah.”

“Are they expensive?”

“I don’t know.”



“Let’s go and have a look.”

We slurped the last bits of our drinks through the straws
and slammed the cups down on the counter both at the
same time. I still think about that sometimes. I'm not sure
why. Partly it’s because the slurping noise sounded childish,
and yet we were making it because we were in a hurry to
find out whether we were going to be parents. And partly
it’s because when we put the cups down at exactly the same
moment, it seemed like a good sign. It wasn’t, though.
Maybe that’s why it’s stuck in my memory.

There was a little chemist’s next door to the Starbucks,
so we went in there, but we got out quick when Alicia saw
a friend of her mum’s in there. She saw us too, this woman,
and you could tell she thought we’d gone in to buy condoms.
Ha! Condoms! We were way beyond condoms, missus! Any-
way, we realized that we could never go into a chemist’s that
size—not just because we might have been spotted, but be-
cause neither of us would be able to ask for what we wanted.
Condoms were bad enough, but pregnancy tests were in a
different class of trouble and embarrassment altogether. We
walked on to the Superdrug round the corner, because it
seemed like we wouldn’t stick out there.

The cheapest one was £9.95.

“How much have you got?” Alicia said.

“Me?”

“Yes. You.”

I fished about in my pockets.

“Three quid. You?”
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“Afiver and . . . sixty pence in change. One of us is going
to have to go home for more money.”

“If you'd told me as soon as I came in,” I said, “I wouldn’t
have bought that drink.” I knew she couldn’t have told me as
soon as I came in, because she didn’t know I was there, and
I didn’t want her to know I was there.

“Doesn’t matter now, does it? Who's going home?”

“I can’t,” I said. “T've already disappeared once. I can’t
disappear again. I'm supposed to be spending the day with
my mum and dad.”

She sighed. “OK. Wait here.”

“I'm not standing here for half an hour.” Alicia lived ten
minutes’ walk away. Ten minutes there, ten minutes back,
ten minutes to persuade whoever was there to cough up.

“Go back to Starbucks, then. But don’t buy a drink. We
can’t afford it.”

“Can’t you just get a fiver? So I don’t have to stay here
without a drink?”

She sighed again, and swore to herself, but she didn’t
say no.

I went back to Starbucks, spent my three quid, waited
twenty-five minutes, and then went home. And I turned my

mobile off, and left it turned off.

My birthday is one of the only days of the year when you’ll
catch my mum and dad in the same room together. They
pretend they’re all friends together now, and the past is
the past, and all that, but they never see each other un-

less it’s a special occasion involving me. If I'd been the star



of the football team, or, I don’t know, the violinist in the
school orchestra or something, they’d probably have turned
out to see me. But luckily for them, I don’t do anything apart
from have birthdays. I've entered a couple of skating com-
petitions, but I never tell Mum and Dad about them. Tour-
naments are hard enough without worrying about whether
those two are arguing about who said what to who fifteen
years ago.

I was in a right state for my birthday tea, as you can
imagine. All they seemed to talk about was what it was
like when I was a baby, and even though they try not to
go on about how hard it was, there’s always a story about
my mum sitting her exams at school while my gran jiggled
me up and down in the corridors. (She failed her maths be-
cause she needed to feed me in the middle, and even then
I wouldn't settle.) When they come out with these stories,
one of them always says something like, “Well I'm glad
we can laugh about it now . . .” If you think about it, that
means there wasn’t much laughing back then. That partic-
ular birthday was the first time I'd been able to see just how
unfunny it must have been. And when they weren’t talking
about how hard it was when I was little, they were talking
about how I'd grown up, and they couldn’t believe how
quickly the time had gone, and blah blah. And that didn’t
help either. I didn’t feel grown up—I still wanted to crawl
onto my mum’s lap—and the time hadn’t gone quickly.
They were talking about my whole life, which seemed to
me to have lasted forever. And if Alicia was pregnant, that

meant . . . [ didn’t want to think about that. I didn’t want to

=T >r wnwv

8g



86

think about tomorrow, or the day after, let alone the next
sixteen years.

I couldn’t eat any cake, of course. I told them my stom-
ach wasn’t good, and Mum remembered me rushing off to
the toilet after breakfast, when I had to send Alicia a text. So
I sat there, and picked at my food, and listened to them tell
stories, and fiddled around with the mobile in my pocket. I
wasn't ever tempted to put it on, though. I just wanted one
more day of my old life.

I blew the candles out.

“Speech!” said my dad.

“No.”

“Shall I make one, then?”

“No.”

“Sixteen years ago today,” said my dad, “your mum was
in the Whittington Hospital, making a lot of noise.”

“Thanks,” said my mum.

“I got there late because I was on a job with Frank, God
rest his soul, and I didn’t have a mobile then, and it took ages
for anyone to track me down.”

“Is Frank dead?” said Mum.

“No, but I don’t see him anymore, do I? Anyway, I got a
bus going up Holloway Road, and you know what that’s like.
We just sat there. So I had to jump off and leg it, and by the
time I got there, I was cream crackered. Seventeen years old
and I was wheezing like an old man. I was still smoking roll-
ups then. Anyway. I sat down on one of the old flower bed
things outside the hospital to get my breath back, and—"

“Tlove this story,” said Mum. “We hear it every year. And



every year there’s no place either for Sam or his mother.
There was only one hero that day. There was only one per-
son who suffered for his firstborn. And it was the man who
ran all the way up the Holloway Road.”

“Last time I looked, women hadn’t completely taken
over the world,” said my dad. “Men are still allowed to speak.
Probably when your next birthday comes around, son, we’ll
all be in prison with gags on. But let’s enjoy our freedom
while it Jasts.”

You look at my mum and dad now, and you can’t believe
they ever lived in the same borough in the same century, let
alone got married. Let alone . . . Well, we don’t need to think
about that. She went one way and he went another way;,
and . .. Actually, that’s not true. My mum stayed here, and
my dad went to Barnet. But my mum has come a long way,
and my dad has gone nowhere.

They've only got one thing in common, and that one
thing is talking to you now. They wouldn’t even be speaking
if it wasn’t for me, and I can’t say that makes me feel proud,
really. Some people shouldn’t speak to each other.

You could tell what I spent the afternoon thinking about.
It was like it wasn’t my birthday anymore. It was somebody
else’s, someone who hadn’t even been born yet. There were
three of us that afternoon. How many would be there for

my seventeenth?

We didn’t go out in the evening in the end. I told Mum I was
still sick. We watched a DVD and she ate scrambled eggs on

toast, and then I went up to my room to talk to Tony.
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“Alicia might be pregnant,” I said to him. And then, “I'm
shitting myself.”

“She called to tell me she’d taken the test and that I was
going to be a dad,” said TH.

“How did you feel?” I asked him. I knew the answer, but
I wanted to keep the conversation going.

“It was not exactly what you’d call expected, but I was
happy just the same.”

“You were twenty-four when you had Riley, though,” I
said. “And you were earning decent money. You could afford
to be happy.”

And now we come to the part that I was talking about
before, the part where I don’t know whether what happened
really happened.

“Tricks are strange,” said TH. “I'm extremely proud of
some of the ones I've invented, and some of them are hi-
larious to look back on and wonder what I was thinking at
the time.”

Ilooked at him. I knew what he was talking about: skate
tricks. He says that right at the end of the book, before going
through all the tricks from back in the day. But why bring
that up? I didn’t want to know about skate tricks.

“Yeah, well, thanks a lot, man,” I said. I was cross with
him. You couldn’t talk to him about serious stuff, even
though he was a dad himself. I was trying to tell him that
the whole world was about to end, and he wanted to tell me
about kickflip McTwists and half-cab frontside blunt reverts.
I decided to take the poster down whether Alicia was preg-

nant or not. It was time to move on. If he was so great, how



come he couldn’t help me? I'd been treating him like a god,
but he wasn’t a god. He was nothing. Just a skater.

“How the park locals stopped themselves from beating
me up I'll never know,” said TH. “I could be a real idiot
sometimes.”

“You said it,” I told him.

And then TH played a strange trick on me, so he probably
is a god after all.
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CHAPTER 6

I know this

sounds stupid, but normally, you know when things have
happened to you, don’t you? Well, I don’t. Not anymore.
Most of the story I'm telling you happened to me for sure,
but there are a couple of little parts, weird parts, 'm not ab-
solutely positive about. I'm pretty sure I didn’t dream them
up, but I couldn’t swear that on Tony Hawk’s book, which is
my bible. So we’re about to come to one of these parts now,
and all I can do is tell it straight. You’ll have to make your
own minds up. Suppose you were abducted by aliens during
the night, and dumped back in your bed before breakfast. If
that happened to you, you'd be sitting there eating your ce-
real the next morning and thinking, Did that really happen?
And you’'d be looking around for evidence. That’s how I feel.
I didn’t find any evidence, and I'm still looking.

Here’s what I think happened. I can’t remember going

to bed, or falling asleep; all I remember is waking up. I woke



up in the middle of the night. I wasn’t in my own bed, and
there was someone in the bed with me, and there was a
baby crying.

“Oh, shit.” The person in bed with me was Alicia.

“Your turn,” she said.

I didn’t say anything. I didn’t know where I was or even
when I was, and I didn’t know what “Your turn” meant.

“Sam,” she said. “Wake up. He’s awake. Your turn.”

“Right,” I said. And then, “My turn for what?”

“He can’t need feeding again,” she said. “So he either
needs winding or he has a dirty nappy. He hasn’t been
changed since we went to bed.”

So this baby had to be mine, and he was a boy. I had a
son. This is what I got for not turning my mobile on. I felt
sick with shock, and I couldn’t speak for a little while.

“T can’t,” I said.

“What do you mean, you can’t?”

“I don’t know how.”

I could see that from her point of view that must have
sounded weird. I hadn’t had much time to work all this out,
but Alicia must have gone to bed with a different Sam, right?
She must have gone to bed with someone who at least knew
he was a father. And if he knew he was a father, then pre-
sumably he’d winded a baby, and changed a nappy. The trou-
ble was, I wasn’t that Sam. I was the old Sam. I was the Sam
who’d turned his mobile off so that he wouldn’t find out if
his ex-girlfriend was pregnant or not.

“Are you awake?”
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“Not really.”

She whacked me with her elbow. She got me right in
the ribs.

“Ow”

“You awake now?”

“Not really.”

I knew I was going to get another whack, but the al-
ternative was that I got up and did something terrible to
this baby.

“Ow. Ow. That really hurt.”

“You awake now?”

“Not really.”

She put the bedside light on and stared at me. She looked
terrible, to be honest. She’d put weight on, so her face was
much fatter, and her eyes were puffy from sleep, and her hair
was greasy. I could see that we were in her bedroom, but
it was different. We were sleeping in a double bed, for ex-
ample, and she used to have a single. And she’d taken down
her Donnie Darko poster and put up kiddy stuff in its place. I
could see this horrible pink-and-blue animal alphabet.

“What's wrong with you?” she said.

“I don’t know,” I said. “T just seem to stay asleep no mat-
ter how hard you hit me. I'm asleep now. I'm sleep-talking.”
That was a lie, really.

The baby carried on crying.

“Just pick the bloody baby up.”

I was pretty confused, obviously, but I was beginning to
work some things out. I knew, for example, that I couldn’t

ask how old the baby was, or what he was called. That would



make her suspicious. And there wasn’t much point in trying
to explain that I wasn’t the Sam she thought I was, that some-
body, maybe Tony Hawk the skater, had put me in some sort
of time machine, for reasons best known to himself.

I got out of bed. I was wearing a T-shirt of Alicia’s and
the pair of boxer shorts I put on that morning, or whatever
morning it was. The baby was sleeping in a little cot at the
end of the bed. He was all red in the face from crying.

“Smell his bottom,” Alicia said.

“What?”

“Smell his bottom. See if he needs changing.”

I bent down and put my face near him. I was breathing
through my mouth to stop myself from smelling anything.

“He’s all right, I think.”

“Just jig him about a bit, then.”

I'd seen people do this with babies. It didn’t look too hard.
I picked him up just under his armpits, and his head went
flying backwards, as if he had no neck. He was crying even
harder now.

“What are you doing?” said Alicia.

“I don’t know,” I said. And I really didn’t know. I didn’t
have a clue.

“Have you gone mad?”

“A bit.”

“Hold him properly.”

I didn’t know what that meant, obviously, but I had a
guess. I put one hand behind his head, and the other hand
against his back, and I put him against my chest and jiggled
him up and down. After a little while he stopped crying.
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“About bloody time,” said Alicia.

“What shall I do now?” I said.

“Sam!”

“What?”

“It’s like you've got Alzheimer’s or something.”

“Just pretend I have.”

“Is he asleep?”

I looked down at his head. How were you supposed
to tell?

“I don’t know.”

“Have a look.”

I carefully moved the hand that was holding his head,
and it flopped over to one side. He started crying again.

“He was, I think. He’s not now.”

I got him back against my chest and jiggled, and he went
quiet again. I didn’t dare stop, this time, and I kept jiggling,
and Alicia went back to sleep, and I was alone in the dark
with my son on my chest. I didn’t mind. I had a lot to think
about. Like: Did I live here now? What sort of a dad was I?
How did Alicia and I get on? Have Mum and Dad forgiven
me? What did I do all day? Would I ever go back to my own
time? I couldn’t answer any of these questions, of course.
But if I really had been projected into the future, then I'd
find out the next morning. After a little while I put the baby
back in its cot and got back into bed. Alicia put her arms
around me, and eventually I went back to sleep.

As I was waking up, I was convinced that I'd had this
really weird dream. I moved my legs forward under the

bedclothes, just to see if I kicked Alicia, but there was noth-



ing there, so I opened my eyes. The first thing I saw was
the animal alphabet poster on the wall, and then I looked
down the bed and saw the empty cot. I was still in Alicia’s
bedroom.

I got out of bed and put on the pair of trousers I saw
draped over Alicia’s armchair. They were mine, I recognized
them, but the shirt underneath them was new. It looked
like a Christmas present from somebody, because I couldn’t
imagine I'd have bought it. I never wear proper shirts with
buttons, because buttons are boring.

I went to the kitchen, just to see if anybody else was
around, and they were all in there—Alicia, her mum and
dad, Rich. The baby was in there too, of course. He was
sprawled out in Alicia’s lap, holding a small plastic spoon in
his fist and looking at the lights in the ceiling.

“Oh, good morning, Sleeping Beauty,” said Alicia’s mum.

“Hello,” I'said. I was going to say “Hello, Mrs. Burns,” but
I didn’t know whether I called her that anymore, and I didn’t
want to start the day with that whole Alzheimer’s thing.

“You were so weird in the night, I let you sleep in,” said
Alicia. “You feeling better?”

“Tdon’t know,” I said. “What time is it?”

“Nearly eight,” she said, as if eight o’clock in the morning
was like lunchtime. “Roof did well, though.”

I had no idea what this meant.

“Yeah?” “Yeah” seemed like a safe thing to say.

“Yeah. Seven-fifteen. You're a good boy, Roof, aren’t you?
Yes you are.” And she lifted the baby up and blew a raspberry

on his tummy.

=T >r wnwv

95



96

This baby—my baby, Alicia’s baby, our baby—was called
Roof. Whose idea was that? What did it mean? Maybe I
hadn’t heard right. Maybe it was a boy called Ruth. I think
on balance I'd rather he was called Ruth than Roof. At least
Ruth was a name.

“What'’s happening today?” said Alicia’s dad.

“I'm going to college this afternoon, and Sam’s looking
after Ruth,” said Alicia. To be honest, she said Roof again,
but I was going to stick with Ruth for the time being. Being
called Ruth wouldn’t cause him any trouble until he started
school, and then he’d get the shit kicked out of him.

“Have you got college this morning, Sam?”

“I think so,” I said. I wasn’t sure, though, because I didn’t
even know [ went to college, or where that college might be,
or what I studied there.

“Your mum’s helping you this afternoon, isn’t she?”

“Is she?”

“Yeah. You told me she’s taken the afternoon off.”

“Oh. Right. Is she coming round here or am I going
round there?”

“You made the arrangement. You’d better call her.”

“Yeah. I'll do that.”

Alicia’s mum handed me a cup of tea.

“You'd better get your breakfast if you're going to get to
college on time,” she said.

There were bowls and milk and cereal on the table, so I
helped myself, and no one said anything. At least I'd done
something normal. It felt like I was playing some sort of

game that everyone else knew the rules for except me. I could



do or say anything at any moment, and it would be wrong,
and I'd be out. I tried to think. College probably started at
nine, and it probably took me half an hour to get there. Most
places take you half an hour to get to in London. I decided
to walk out of the door at half past eight. Until then, I'd just
try and keep out of the way.

Even though I didn’t need to go, I went to the downstairs
toilet, locked myself in and stayed there for longer than any-
one usually stays in a toilet.

“Are you OK?” Alicia said when I finally came out.

“Bit of a weird stomach.”

“You OK to go to college?”

“Yeah, yeah.”

“You can’t go out like that. Go and put your coat on.”

My parka was hanging up with all the other coats in the
hall. T did as I was told and put it on. Then I went back to
the kitchen, hoping that someone would say something like,
“Hurry up, Sam, you’ve got to catch the number 4 to So-
and-So College and then walk to room 19 to study art and
design.” But no one said anything like that, so I said good-

bye to everyone and walked out the door.

I didn’t know what to do or where to go, so I walked home.
No one was in, and I didn’t have any keys, so that was a com-
plete waste of time, but wasting time was sort of the point,
so I didn’t mind. I wandered around for a bit. Nothing had
changed. No one was zooming around on flying scooters
or anything like that. It was just the future, not, you know;
The Future.
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I was thinking a lot while I was mooching around. Most of it
was just the same little thought, over and over again: I've got
a baby, I've got a baby, I've got a baby. Or: I'm going to have
a baby, I'm going to have a baby, I'm going to have a baby.
(See, I didn’t know whether I already had one or whether I
was going to have one—whether that was it, now, whether
my old life was over, or whether TH was going to project me
back into it at some stage.) And I thought about how come I
was living at Alicia’s house, and sharing a bed with her, and I
thought about whether I could find out the results of some
horse races or the next Big Brother or something, so I could

bet on them if I ever got sent back to my own time.

And also, I thought about why TH had done this, if it was
him. The way I saw it was this: if he’d done it a while back,
before I'd had sex with Alicia, then there’d be a point to it. He
could have been trying to teach me a lesson. If I'd been pro-
jected magically into the future then, I'd have thought, you
know, Aaaagh! I don’t want a baby yet! We’d better not have
sex! But it was too late for a lesson. Back in my own time,
there was probably a text message on my mobile phone tell-
ing me that my ex-girlfriend was pregnant, so what was I
supposed to learn from this? It was like TH was saying, Yo,
sucker! You shouldn’t have had sex! That just seemed mean
to me, and not like him. He wasn’t mean.

I was about to go home when I saw Rabbit sitting on the
steps that led up to his flats. He had his board at his feet, and

he was smoking, and it didn’t look like a cigarette.



“Yo, Sammy! Where you been?”

At first I didn’t want to talk to him, because it seemed
as though I couldn’t talk to anyone without making myself
look like an idiot. But then I realized that Rabbit was actu-
ally a pretty good person to talk to. You couldn’t look like
an idiot when you were talking to Rabbit, unless there was
someone else apart from Rabbit there to witness it. Rabbit
wouldn’t notice. I could tell him anything and a) he wouldn’t
understand it, and b) he’d forget it anyway.

For example:

“Sam,” he said when I'd walked over to him. “I been
meaning to ask you. How old is your mum?”

“We've been through this, Rabbit,” I said.

“Have we?”

“Yeah.”

He shrugged. He still couldn’t remember, but he was
prepared to take my word for it.

“When was the last time you saw me?” I said to him.

“I don’t know. I got like this feeling that it’s been ages.”

“Have I got a kid?”

“Oh, Sammy, Sammy,” he said. “That sort of stuff you
should remember. Even I wouldn't forget that.”

I wasn’t so sure, but I didn’t say anything.

“It’s not that I've forgotten,” I said. “But I couldn’t re-
member if I'd told you or not.”

“You didn’t have to tell me,” he said. “I've seen you with
him loads of times. You bring him over to see your mum,
don’t you? Little . . . What's his name again?”

“Ruth,” I said.
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“Nah. Ruth? That’s not right.”

“Roof?”

“That’s it. Roof. Funny name. What was that about,
then?”

“I don’t know. Alicia’s idea.”

“I was wondering about whether it was, you know;,
where . . . What’s the word?”

“I don’t know.”

“You know Brooklyn Beckham?”

“Yeah.”

“They say that’s where he was, you know . . .”

“You're losing me, Rabbit.”

“David Beckham and Posh Spice have sex in Brooklyn.
And nine months later they have a baby. What’s the word?
Brooklyn was somethinged in Brooklyn.”

“Conceived.”

“Exactly. I was wondering whether yours was conceived
on the roof.”

“Oh. No.”

“Just an idea,” said Rabbit.

“So you've seen me a fair bit over here?” I asked him.

“Yeah.”

“But I don’t live here anymore.”

“No. You moved over to your girlfriend’s place when she
had the baby, I heard.”

“How did you hear that?”

“I think you told me. What's all this about? Why don’t

you know nothing about your own life?”



“T'll be honest with you, Rabbit. What's happened is, I've
been like whizzed forward a year in time.”

“Wow.”

“Yeah. Just today. So in my head, it’s still a year ago. And I
don’t know what’s happened to me. I didn’t even know I had
a kid, so I'm kind of freaking out. I need help. Any informa-
tion you can give me.”

“Right. Well. Information.”

“Yeah. Anything you think might help.”

“Who'd just won Celebrity Big Brother before you got
whizzed?”

“It’s not that sort of stuff I'm looking for, to be honest,
Rabbit. I'm trying to find out what’s happened to me. Not
to, you know, the world.”

“That’s all I know. You had a baby and you moved into
your girlfriend’s house. And then you disappeared.” And he
made a disappearing noise, like, Pfffft.

I felt a little shiver then, as if I really had ceased to exist.

“So it’s good to see you haven’t,” said Rabbit. “Because
you wouldn’t be the first person I knew who’d dematerial-
ized. There was this kid called Matthew, and I was watching
him one day, and he just...”

“Thanks, Rabbit. I'll see you later.” I wasn’t in the
mood.

“Oh. Yeah. Right.”

On the way back to Alicia’s, I found two two-pound coins

in my pocket, so I stopped in McDonald’s to get something
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to eat. I couldn’t remember how much a cheeseburger and
fries cost last time I was in there, but it didn’t seem to have
gone up by much. It wasn't a thousand pounds, or anything
like that. I could afford a Coke as well, and I still had some
money left over. I sat down at a table on my own and started
to unwrap my burger, but before I could take a bite, this girl
started waving at me.

“Oi! Sam! Sam!”

I waved back. I'd never seen her in my life before. She
was a black girl, about seventeen or so, and she had a baby
with her. She’d taken the baby out of the pram and sat it on
her knee while she ate.

“Come and sit here,” she said. I didn’t want to, but what
could I do? She might have been my best friend.

I put my food and drink back on the tray and walked
across the restaurant to join her.

“How’s it going?” I said.

“Yeah, not so bad. This one was up half the night,
though.”

“They’re terrible, aren’t they?” I said. This seemed safe
enough. Parents were always saying things like that.

“How’s Roof?” she said. It was definitely Roof. Everyone
said so.

“Yeah, all right, thanks.”

“You seen anyone?” she said.

“No,” I said. And then, “Like who?” I was hoping I might
recognize a name, and then I'd understand who this girl was,
and how I knew her.

“You know, like Holly? Or Nicola?”



“No.” I knew a lot of girls, all of a sudden. “Haven’t seen
them for ages.”

She suddenly lifted up her baby and sniffed at its bottom.
You had to spend half your life doing that if you had a baby,
apparently. “Phwooar. Off we go, young lady.”

She got a bag out from the base of the pram and
stood up.

“Can I come with you?” I said.

“To change her nappy? Why?”

“I want to watch you do it.”

“Why? You're good at it.”

How did she know? Why would I change Roof’s nappy
in front of her?

“Yeah, but . .. I'm sick of the way I do it. I want to try
something different.”

“There isn’t much you can do with a nappy,” she said. I
just kept my mouth shut and followed her downstairs.

“You'll have to come in the ladies’, you know that?”
she said.

“That’s OK,” I said. It wasn’t OK, really, but the nappy-
changing thing was really worrying me. From what I'd seen
overnight and this morning, there wasn't a lot I couldn’t
work out for myself. Mostly it just seemed like you had to
pick the baby up and take it somewhere, and I could do that.
I didn’t even know how to take a baby’s clothes off, though.
I was worried about breaking its arms and legs.

There was nobody in the ladies’ anyway, thank God.
She pulled this table thing out of the wall and put the baby

down on it.
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“Tjust do it like this,” she said.

She sort of ripped off the all-in-one tracksuit thing that
babies wear (after she’d done the ripping, I could see there
were lots of poppers down the legs and round the bottom
bit), then she pulled its legs out and undid the tags on the
side of the nappy. Then with one hand she held the legs up,
and with the other she wiped its arse with a wet paper hankie
thing. The actual crap part wasn’t too terrible. There wasn’t
much of it, and it smelled more like milk than dog shit. That
was why I hadn’t wanted to do it during the night. I thought
it would smell of dog shit, or human shit, anyway, and I'd
throw up. My new friend folded the dirty nappy up and put
it in this little blue carrier bag with the dirty wet hankies, and
then put a new nappy on in about ten seconds flat.

“What do you reckon?” she said.

“Awesome,” I said.

“What?”

“You're brilliant,” I said, and I meant it.

It was the most incredible thing I'd ever seen. It was
the most incredible thing I'd ever seen in a ladies’ toilet,
anyway.

“You can do that, though,” she said.

“Can I?” I couldn’t believe it. If I'd learned to do that in a

few weeks, then I was a lot cleverer than I thought I was.

There was a bunch of keys in my parka pocket too, so I
was able to let myself back in to Alicia’s house, after about

twenty minutes of putting the wrong keys in the wrong



locks. My mum was already there, sitting at the kitchen
table with Roof on her lap. She looked older, my mum, older
than a year older, if you see what I mean, and I hoped that
the worry lines that had suddenly appeared on her forehead
were nothing to do with me. I was so pleased to see her,
though. I nearly ran for her, but I might have seen her the
day before, so she might have thought it was a bit weird.

“Here’s Dadda,” she said, and of course I looked around
to see who she was talking about, and then I laughed as if
I'd been joking.

“Alicia let me in, but she’s gone for a walk,” my mum
said. “I made her go out. I thought she was looking a bit
peaky. And there’s no one else here.”

“Just the three of us, then,” I said. “That’s nice.” That
seemed safe enough. Me, my mum and a baby—that had to
be nice, didn’t it? But I was still nervous, because I didn’t re-
ally know what I was talking about. Maybe I hated Mum, or
she hated me, or Roof and Mum hated each other . . . How
was I supposed to know? But she just smiled.

“How was college?”

“Yeah, good,” I said.

“Alicia told me about your bit of trouble.”

It was like a computer game, getting whizzed into the fu-
ture. You had to think on your feet, really quickly. You were
driving fast down a straight road and then suddenly some-
thing was coming straight at you and you had to swerve.
Why would I be in trouble? I decided I wouldn't.

“Oh,” I'said. “That. It was nothing.”
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She looked at me. “Sure?”

“Yeah. Honest.”

And I was being honest, every way you looked at it.

“How are things?” she said.

“Notbad,” I'said. “How about yours?” I didn’t want to talk
about me, mostly because I didn’t really know about me.

“Yeah, OK,” she said. “Very tired.”

“Oh,” I said. “Oh, well.”

“What a pair, eh?” And she laughed. Or she made a noise
that was supposed to be something like laughing, anyway.
Why were we a pair? What did she mean? I'd heard people
like my mum say “What a pair!” one zillion times, and I'd
never thought about what it meant before. So now I had to
try and remember when and why people said it. Suddenly
I could hear it. Last year, or the year before last, depending
on what year we were in now, we both got food poisoning
from a dodgy takeaway. And I was sick and she was sick and
I was sick and she was sick, and we were taking it in turns to
lock ourselves in the bathroom to throw up. “What a pair,”
she said. And another time . .. Rabbit and I, coming back
from Grind City, and we’d both slammed, and Rabbit had a
bloody nose, and I had a graze down the side of my cheek.
“What a pair,” she said when she saw us. So people usually
said it when something had gone wrong, when two people
were sick or injured, when there was some sign that they’d
messed up.

“Are we going to take him out for a walk?” my
mum said.

“Yeah, that'd be good,” I said.



“So I'd better go to the loo. For the one hundredth time
today.”

She lifted Roof up and passed him across the table to
me. She was sitting in the window, behind the kitchen table,
and so I hadn’t been able to look at her properly. But when
she pushed the table out and stood up, I could see she had a
football up her jumper. I laughed.

“Mum!” I said. “What are you doing ... ?” I stopped.
That wasn't a football. My mum wouldn’t have put a football
up her jumper. My mum was pregnant.

I made a noise, like “Eeek!”

“I know,” said my mum. “T look massive today.”

I don’t know how I got through the rest of the day, really. I
probably seemed weird and spaced out, but the football up
my mum'’s jumper was just about the last straw for me. I'd
had it up to here with the future. I mean, it was fine if you
justlet it happen, day by day. But missing out chunks of time
like this . . . It was no good. It was doing my head in.

We put Roof in this sort of backpack thing that goes
on your front, not your back. I carried him, because Mum
couldn’t, and also, I suppose, because he was my kid and not
hers, and he made my chest all sweaty, but he stayed asleep.
We went to the park, and walked around the little lake, and
tried not to say anything, so most of the time we were quiet,
but every now and again Mum asked me a question. Like,
“How are you getting on with Alicia?” Or, “It’s not too dif-
ficult, is it, living in someone else’s house?” Or, “Have you

thought about what to do when this course finishes?” And
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I just said, you know, 