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But if you take my voice,’ the little mermaid said, ‘what am I left with?’

HANS CHRISTIAN ANDERSEN,
The Little Mermaid

Let me sing to you now, about how people turn into other things.

OVID, Metamorphoses




I

(preparation)




TADPOLE

My body is stretched out before me like a tongue. Pale pink and improbable as a salamander.

I take a breath and sink below the water’s surface. My ears fill with the rumble of the tap.

Here, I am a creature, not a girl.

I am a tadpole with fledgling legs kicking.

I have gills and a tail as flat as a newt’s.

Once, I told a girl at school I had webbed toes and made her cry. Somewhere out there a girl believes Sissy Savos has webbed toes.

My lungs tighten for want of air, and still I wait. If every time I wait a little longer, one day I’ll hold my breath long enough never to drown.

Mou says we came from the water. She says in the long-ago we grew stumpy little arms and we pulled our pupal bodies from its dark soupy depths. Our flat frog-like faces gasped for air and our lungs burned, as we blinked at the new world, devoid of birdsong.

I let out my breath slowly and sink deeper, the hard knobs of my spine knocking on the base of the tub. By the end of this story, I’ll have turned into something else, something frightful. As in: something full of fright.

My lungs have emptied. Panic pulses through me. Get used to it, I think. Mou says there’s nothing humans can’t get used to. We’re resilient, she says, convincing herself of the fact.

My head bolts from the water, gulping air, like my amphibian ancestors did before me. I blink at the bathroom around me, a pea-green suite my mother hates.

I am a girl again.

I PULL ON the oversized T-shirt I wear in place of pyjamas – Mou doesn’t see why we need special clothes for sleeping – and crawl into the snug in the corner of my room. Mou was already in bed when I got home from school today and she won’t get up. I don’t want to think about that just yet.

The snug is small enough for two me-size girls sitting cross-legged, though it’s always just me. There are shelves for my clothes and belongings, and a basket for toys I’ve outgrown.

Lying on my back, I look up at the sticker of Luke Perry’s face on the underside of the shelves. The sticker came free with a copy of Bliss magazine I read at the doctor’s. I peeled his face away with my finger and carried him home in my pocket, until my palms became clammy, and Luke Perry’s pilfered face collected pocket fluff, losing his stick in the process. I had to glue him to the underside of the shelf, somewhere only I knew to find him.

The girls at school have crushes. Lydia sent a birthday card to Mark Owen from Take That offering him her virginity the day she turned sixteen on the condition he wrote back. He never wrote. My Luke Perry sticker is different. I don’t care about Luke Perry. I don’t want to write Luke Perry a birthday card offering my virginity. I’ve never even seen his TV show. In my daydreams he’s not called Luke. He’s called whatever I want him to be. He’s called Rameses. He’s called Adam. He’s called Freddie. I find him in the woods and lead him astray. I kiss him and he turns into a frog. I lure him into the water and drown him, tangled in my hair.

In the snug, I play with my two Barbies and imagine the romances they might have with Luke Perry (with Rameses, or Adam, or Freddie). I’m too old for toys now, but it’s how I’ve always done it. The Barbies are a prop so if someone were to see me they wouldn’t know what I’m doing. There’s never anyone here to see me.

I have to sit just right, kneeling with my heel wedged neatly in the place between my legs. I don’t know how I discovered this; it’s like I’ve always known. I also know it shouldn’t be done in front of anyone, but I can’t say exactly why.

I move my hips back and forth against my heel, rocking slowly at first, and then faster, as my face begins to flush, and the heat rises in me, the urge with it, emergent and rhythmic, until I close my eyes the better to relish the feeling, the rush and the throb, and then I burst open like a supernova. It’s the end of all time or the beginning. I float in this other-other, the not-thinking place, washed in pale undulating pink light. Like the light behind my eyelids on a summer day. Other times I see winged horses galloping or rushing waterfalls at night. These are worlds of my making; they’re mine. But when I open my eyes, these worlds fall away. I’m just a girl in a snug, holding two Barbies and feeling her pulse beat in every living cell of her body.




MORE!

It’s September, the start of a new school year and I’m the new girl. This means I’m strange until proven otherwise, but I won’t disprove it. We moved to the West Country from London for reasons I don’t fully understand. Sometimes Mou tells me all the reasons before we make a decision. Even reasons for things I don’t need to know. This is because she has no one else to talk to, which she tells me also. Other times she tells me nothing, because I shouldn’t expect her to have all the answers, okay?

Mou isn’t her real name, but the name I have for her, which is mine only. Well, mine and Koko’s, but he’s not around any more to share it. He called her ‘Susie mou’ – pronounced like the moo of a cow – which means ‘my Susie’. Other times he called her ‘matia mou’, which means ‘my eyes’ and is another way of saying ‘I love you’ in Greece, where he’s from (making me half Greek, the half that is unknown). When I was a baby, I picked up ‘mou’ because I heard it so often and it stuck. I don’t tell people this story. When they ask why I call my mother Mou, I lie. Some things are more special when they’re kept secret. And furthermore I don’t like to talk about Koko.

We left my father somewhere out in the North Sea with the conger eels and the basking sharks he told me about in now barely remembered bedtime stories. Basking sharks eat baked beans for breakfast out on a broad blue sea, he’d sing, making it up as he went along. Except the sea wasn’t broad or blue. I could see it from my window then, in the breeze-block tower where I was born outside Aberdeen. It was flat and grey and never-ending, and even when I squinted into its depths I could not see the oil rigs in the distance where my father might still be.

At morning break, I circle the perimeter of the playground, trailing my fingers along the fence. Occasionally a splinter snags my skin and I stop to enjoy the satisfaction of picking it out. It’s while picking like this that I spot Tegan. She’s down by the Wendy houses and there’s a little furore around her. It’s only my second week, but I know who she is. She’s in my class and I’ve already heard the stories they tell about her, the kids who all came up from the same junior school together. Like the time she instructed the boys to spit in her palm one by one. She said she could tell who would grow up the strongest just by the look of their spit. Everyone thought it was gross, but they didn’t say it to her face, because it wouldn’t have stopped her.

Tegan is sitting on a bench with a girl beside her, giggling and whispering. There’s half a dozen more girls lined up behind them, as if waiting for an appointment. I step closer, leaving the safety of the fence to get a better look. She has a copy of More! magazine in her lap. The front is pink and orange, lacquered as lip gloss. Some girls aren’t allowed to read More! until they’re teenagers, because it will make them think about sex before they’re ready. Mou doesn’t mind what I read, not that I read More! anyway.

Tegan permits one girl at a time to sit with her and together they examine the ‘Position of the Fortnight’. It’s just a drawing of a man and a woman, as far as I can see. But as I watch, it occurs to me the ‘Position’ isn’t what matters. What they’re saying to each other isn’t important, either. The pleasure is in sitting for a moment in that coveted space beside Tegan. No one suggests she pass the magazine around for everyone to see. No one is riled at the injustice. The point of it all is Tegan.

‘Wait your turn!’ a girl shouts at me.

I feel a tug of desire to see, to sit, to giggle and whisper beside her – but I won’t join the line.

AFTER BREAK, THE kids are rowdy as we wait for Miss Storey to arrive. She’s the type of teacher we want to love us: slender with elegant un-ringed fingers and long woollen skirts. She fits our image of what a lady teacher should be. Pretty, but not so pretty as to make us cautious.

I take a seat at my desk, somewhere off to the side with least likelihood of being noticed. I sit close to the fish tank so I can watch the pair of Siamese Fighter Fish called Victoria and Albert. The male spins around the female, wrapping her seductively in the ribbons of his red fins. The female, brown and dowdy, accepts this dance blandly. Albert will hammer his head into the glass if he catches his reflection looking back at him. Sometimes at night, when I don’t recognise the girl looking in the mirror, I think about the strength it would take to knock my head against the glass until my skull smashed in.

I told Mou how much I love Albert, and she asked how I could love a fish. A fish offered nothing in return. No affection, no pleasure in being loved. But it’s not about that. I love the Siamese Fighter Fish because he is proud and beautiful regardless of anyone’s love. He’s beautiful without needing to be told, like a god, sure in the knowledge that when he turns in his tank he’ll be worshipped.

Tegan walks in and takes her place in the centre of the room. She sits cross-legged on her desk while the other girls chirp and twist around her. Occasionally, one of their voices rises above the group to make itself known, and then there’s Tegan’s laugh. It’s closer to a shriek. Tegan isn’t the prettiest girl in class and it doesn’t even matter. She’s compact, sturdy. Her cheeks are ruddy and her hands square and strong. She isn’t the most popular girl either. That would be one of the three Sarahs. Or the single Charlotte. Neat girls who keep themselves clean and play nicely. But it is Tegan who commands our attention. She can be monstrous and strange. She can do things other girls wouldn’t dare. I can’t imagine what it is to be Tegan.

IT’S RAINING NOW so we can’t go outside during lunch. We clog up the classroom instead, our collective boredom steaming up the panes. I long to be outside with my feet deep in the damp earth, my hair dripping wet. I want to slip between the sheets of rain, my mouth opening and closing to the sky like gills.

The other girls are playing ‘Never Have I Ever’ in the reading corner of the classroom. Never Have I Ever . . . smoked a cigarette? Never Have I Ever . . . kissed a boy? Their Never Have I Evers don’t interest me much, until Clara screams.

‘She masturbates!’

Her words rise above the classroom din. She is pointing at Lydia, and we all turn to look. Lydia has a slight overbite, which makes her seem unsure even when she isn’t. Her curly hair is tied back in two tight bunches like fists on the back of her skull. Lydia blushes. The blush rises like a tide from under her sweater.

‘See!’ Clara declares triumphantly. ‘She’s blushing. That proves it’s true!’

‘Oh, my God, that’s disgusting!’ Hannah squeals.

Tegan laughs and rolls her eyes like she thinks they’re all embarrassing and childish.

Lydia can take it no longer and runs out of the classroom covering her face with her hands, leaving the other girls to fall about in shock and delight. Even the boys turn and snigger.

LATER, AT HOME, I look up masturbate in our old dictionary. I’m embarrassed even on my own, knowing this word is shameful enough to make Lydia run from the room. I pretend to look up words above and below it, for the sake of the girls in my head who are always watching. They’re all the versions of me I’ll never become, and they can be noisy and judgemental.

I look up masticate, v.t. to chew, and Mataco, n. a people of Bolivia. Mastitis, mastodon and matachin, and then, finally, my eyes land on masturbation:

n. erotic stimulation especially of one’s own genital organs commonly resulting in orgasm and achieved by manual or other bodily contact exclusive of sexual intercourse, by instrumental manipulation, occasionally by sexual fantasies, or by various combinations of these agencies

I read it again, and two more times before I start to understand. Never Have I Ever. Yes, I have. With the heel of my foot or the edge of my hand. But I never thought to give it a word, certainly not a word I can look up in the dictionary. A word I can call across class, like an accusation. The girls in my head jump up and down, excited and horrified. I shush them and tell them to get back in their places.

I look up orgasm, too.

n. intense or paroxysmal excitement especially: the rapid pleasurable release of neuromuscular tensions at the height of sexual arousal that is usually accompanied by the ejaculation of semen in the male and by vaginal contractions in the female

This is a lot to take on. There is no mention of the undulating pink light. Or the rush and the throb. No mention that sometimes it’s pale yellow and bright as the sun. Or at other times there are winged horses with hoofs galloping hard, like my hammering heart. There is no mention of anything like that.

Finally, I look up paroxysmal, which I can’t pronounce and therefore won’t later remember, only the vague shame forever associated with the word.

n. a fit, attack, or sudden increase or recurrence of symptoms (as of a disease): CONVULSION

a sudden violent emotion or action: OUTBURST

Each word leads to more words, the unknown piling up in terrible pages, until I shut the book with a thump and put it back on the shelf. A dictionary is a book of spells.

A recurrence of symptoms (as of a disease). Am I sick? Or, worse still, dying? Are the feelings that follow a contraction or a convulsion, some sort of fit? Is this why it shouldn’t be done in public?

At night in bed, the idea grows so terrible I can’t sleep. What if the pleasure isn’t pleasure but some sort of trap? Like how scratching a bite soothes the itch, but you’re not supposed to do it. It’ll leave you scarred. The more I think about it, the more wrong it seems to feel so much that I lose control. It starts between my legs, and then spreads through my body into my belly, where the undulating pink light turns first red and then purple and blue as a bruise.

If I’m sick, I should tell Mou. In the morning, I’ll say, ‘Mou, there’s something wrong with me and I need a doctor.’ I whisper out loud to practise: ‘Mou, I think I’m sick.’

I’ve always been able to ask Mou anything. Like when I was six, and I asked her about the neat rows of tampons stacked in a box in the bathroom, like cotton missiles waiting to be fired.

‘They’re for women to put in their vaginas like a plug to stop them bleeding,’ she said. ‘When girls become women their womb starts to shed.’

I didn’t want to become a woman if that was what it meant.

That night, I climbed into Mou’s bed and cried. ‘How do I stop it?’ I said. ‘I’m frightened I’ll be the first girl who dies becoming a woman.’

She laughed and said no one had died yet.

But this is different. I’m older now, closer to the moment I might die becoming a woman.

Throwing off the covers, I slip out of bed. The girls in my head are rowdy, delirious. All their fingers are pointed at me and they’re chanting: ‘Have you ever? Have you ever? Yes, she has! Yes, she has!’

I ignore them, as I fetch my two Barbies from the snug. In the corridor, Mou’s door is open, like usual. Her arms are flung over her head, her chest rising and falling with every breath.

‘Mou, there’s something wrong with me,’ I whisper.

She doesn’t stir.

I tiptoe onwards, downstairs, gripping the Barbies like bludgeons. We don’t own a shovel, so I take a spoon from the kitchen drawer, shushing the clattering cutlery, and head into the garden. A spray of late-summer honeysuckle sweetens the air. We’ve never had a garden before. It’s wild and overgrown, the hedges unruly; I cut the grass with a pair of scissors because we have no mower, but I love it all the same. I like to lie in the long grass and let tiny insects conquer my body.

The moon is full and weighty, watching. I am caught in its beam, a barefoot girl in an oversized T-shirt. The world bristles with my every step. I drop to my knees and dig. The ground, still wet from the rain, gives way beneath my spoon. I’m shivering now, but it won’t take long. I don’t need to dig so deep.

Mou told me once that in the beginning of humanity there was just one woman. This one woman, all alone, birthed the world and each of us in it. She was Eve without an Adam. She was our first mother. They carved her likeness from bone and stone and tusk and dreams. In this likeness she has giant breasts and no face. She is small, smooth and round, made to be gripped in the night when afraid. And then she was forgotten, or lost, or she was broken apart and died. She was replaced by men and their myths, and first forgotten Eve sank out of sight. She went unloved, untouched, until a man dug her up and named her Venus. Mou showed me her photo in National Geographic, a figurine of a faceless woman with giant breasts and no feet. She said this was the true story. This was the only story I needed to know.

I can’t tell Mou my secret. I can’t tell anyone.

The hole is deep enough now to reach my hand in up to my wrist.

I make a promise. I promise I’ll stop. From this moment on, I won’t make my body explode like a supernova. I won’t visit the other-other or feel the rush and the throb. I’ll give it all up for good, as long as it’s not too late to save me. I lay the Barbies lovingly in their shallow grave, before burying them for future generations to find, a pair of golden goddesses.

This is my offering.

This is my sacrifice to first forgotten Eve.
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