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To the eight-year-old me who dreamt of climbing trees and hiding under leaves or flying away on my bed to some far-off sun-filled land as if it were magical, we did it, kiddo, we did, we escaped to these beautiful mountains.

We built our dreams, you, and me.




 

 

 


‘Follow your dreams, lad, don’t be like me and waste your life.’

Dad, 1970 – in something of an odd moment of actually talking to me






Contents

One:
My Family as an Archipelago

Two:
I’ll Always Believe in Love

Three:
Stuck Between Two Pandemics

Four:
(M)others

Five:
Mum

Six:
A Person in the Middle of Nowhere Who Needs People

Seven:
Outgrowing Death

Eight:
Hello Again

Nine:
Simon

Ten:
Our Love Language is Valium

Eleven:
Waking up under a Burning Duvet

Twelve:
Egypt Part One: Two Drug Addicts Plan a Five-Star Getaway to Egypt

Thirteen:
Egypt Part Two: Becoming Cleopatra

Fourteen:
Egypt Part Three: The Little Red Camel

Fifteen:
Take a Breath

Sixteen:
Searching for Family

Seventeen:
The Violent King

 

Epilogue

Acknowledgements

References




One

My Family as an Archipelago

Tracing my family’s history can be like looking at snail trails that you find in early spring or late autumn that poetically snake and whisper across paving slabs, stopping abruptly as if the snails have been lifted into the heavens, vanishing without a trace. Family histories, peppered with intergenerational trauma and the traces and imprints of difficult memories that arise from pain, often appear as disconnected clues across the chasm of time, across centuries. I’ve researched my family’s history back over four hundred years. I made a map, an actual drawing of a map to try to make sense of things.

But making a map based on myths is as reliable as it sounds. As kids we were told falsehoods and exaggerated family legends. My dad, John, once told us that we were descended from the people who set up Barclays Bank. I looked. We’re not.

There’s a pudding called floating islands which is made of nuggets of Italian meringue on a sea of custard. Looking at the map of my family is like looking at a map of floating islands with only hints and clues about how to navigate the space between each distinct shore. How can you read the family’s entire surface? Also, if you leave floating islands out for long enough, they take on board the lush, light custard and start to sink. That’s my family’s history: forever sinking, disconnected little islands in a vast Tupperware bowl.

Faint, fading dots and dashes lighting the paths to you, to me, to form us. Seemingly disembodied from us, from our bodies, like the snail trails they stop a distance away. How did we get from the path, from the lineage to us? So many clues, but no one wants to own them, to admit they belong to them.

Clues that you’d never see at street level, only from above, like a celestial map. To understand my family, you have to stop still and take the time to research, to look around, to find truth in scant clues. None of mine have the luxury of time, only me.

So, I search to try to find hidden truths.

Memories and events that surround us, circling us like soft winds, whispering to us, a few of them slipping in under our skin, to embed in our minds. Addiction in our family feels such. Violence in our family feels such. A fear of abject poverty in our family feels such.

Perhaps when mouths were aghast at the stuff that happened, we swallowed these embedded truths. They festered and grew into seeds of unhappiness that emerge as addiction; addiction runs in the family.

There are nuggets of truth. We come from hard work, addiction, violence and poverty. These nuggets shine brightly on my hand-drawn map, islands you can stand on. Reappearing time and time again, like their own sweet archipelagos.

We are told by polite society that whatever the trauma that we’ve experienced or are experiencing, we can always adapt, change, and move on to a better, brighter future. Find a perfect garden the other side of the fence with flowers and grass, grass that isn’t peppered with dog shit and yellowing patches of seeping dog piss. Gardens inhabited by laughter and childish exploration rather than heavy silence, the aftermath of violence. We are led to believe that we can shuck off these layers of traumatic history like cotton-rich clothing on a sunny day, and emerge anew, different, changed, cleansed, transitioned into happy.

Perhaps some can, perhaps even most, I don’t know any more. Maybe it’s just me that can’t even though I look like I have. The price of escaping has been to crawl inside me and create fantasies.

But the guilt I feel at failing to happily clamour upwards to brighter lands is immense. It shames me that I’m still trapped by my past. I’m still on this map.

The lines, the trails, the dashes that connect my family’s different lines of history have disappeared over time, separating us, the different generations, different siblings, into distinct islands. Separately named. Living alone as singles. Lonesome spots, islets. Blips. Blips that don’t understand what life’s meant to be about, if it’s always going to be this hard.

Dad forcefully explained to us on more than one occasion that our lives were like this because we were mental like our mum, we took after her. ‘It’s genetic,’ he said.

That helped enormously.

Searching ancestry records only gives you a network of clues. At first nothing is emotional, far from it – just dates, places, names, jobs, births and deaths. But just occasionally I could join up two people or two generations and something would fall into place, and I’d be hit with the emotion of knowing these people, loving the names written in black and white.

My gran, my dad’s mum Lou, appearing on the 1911 census in the Bethnal Green Workhouse. She was a kid. The same night, on the same census, her parents and some of their other children were just around the corner in a room in Russia Lane. Why was she there alone? I don’t know if any of the other children were in this workhouse or one of the other workhouses in the East End. I couldn’t find any other leads. Not that night.

My dad never knew. When I told him over the phone, he was silent, the kind of resolute silence that’s holding back tears. I only remember him crying after he hit us and then, once, sobbing at his mum’s funeral when they lowered her coffin into the ground. But I could feel tears close on that call.

Dad’s neurological disease is a little like Parkinson’s, phones are tough for him now, he can hardly talk, which is fine because we don’t have a lot to say, but in his silence I sensed years of emotions catching up in his brain, like racing cars on the last lap. An actual piece of information, not supposition, or a family tale about a mythical banking connection, but an actual documented detail that allowed him an insight to his mum, a mum who left them, latch-key kids, day after day, night after night, as she went out to work in one factory after another, calling in for Guinness on the way home. Who was once a little girl left in the workhouse while the rest of her siblings were at home with their parents.

The Sunlight Laundry in Brixton, the Tate and Lyle factory in Silvertown. She worked in them all. All the big London factories.

I didn’t mean the fact to be a gift, but it felt like I’d given him a single detail that explained so much about his own childhood. A childhood that had made him an angry, violent man. His mother would never forget the experience of being a child in a workhouse, possibly handed over when times were too tough for all the kids to be fed.

Her background informed and shaped my dad’s lived experience, his background became the background to our foregrounds, and as I write, now my background, which if I’d had a womb would by now have become my children’s foregrounds.

Single events shape generations, in exactly the same way that a moment of privilege does, privilege allowing space for simple things like breathing and thinking and dreaming.

A crown.

I found a history of alcoholism on both sides, of people dying prematurely of liver disease and bouts of hospitalisation noted on different censuses. Histories of fragile employment, the lowest paid employment possible – begging. On a census the words ‘blind beggar’ described my maternal greatgrandfather. The words ‘blind’, ‘beggar’, ‘labourer’, ‘servant’ and ‘workhouse’ appeared numerous times on both sides. And just occasionally, the words ‘prison’ and ‘crime’.

Through the contemporary cultural phenomenon of creating a family tree, a map, I connected the dots that I was told I could walk away from, because I’d read books and gone to university. Breezily walking away because I was the one in the family who’d done all right. But just because I embody new words for my family – ‘queer’, ‘trans’, ‘HIV positive’ – doesn’t mean I can walk away from the ones I’ve inherited, the ones that shaped so much of my life.

I feel fraudulent because of what I hid when I said I was just reading books. The cocks I sucked for pounds, shillings and pence, the parts of me I sold – my arse and my soul, the deals I cut and the number of times I wanted to run away from running away because I missed my family and wanted to run back to them. I doubt that any of that will show up on any future ancestry research sites. I’ll just look successful, purposeful, intentional. Textbook. Maybe I am, possibly I just can’t find a high enough mountain to see where I stand in relation to the separate islands of my family.

But I want the spaces between my moments to be obvious, the connections to be clear. No one is one thing, no single act has been life changing – I went to university as an addict, and I remained an addict all the way through and after. I sold drugs, my arse, myself, and still got a good degree. Nothing’s one thing. Nothing stands alone without vast conflicting emotions swirling around it, like trade winds around an island that both batter and cajole.

I hate the idea that we’re only allowed to fuck up once or twice and always have to learn from it. I keep fucking up. This year I’ve slumped into my own minute battle with prescription addiction. A year of depressive relapses so deep I just wished for sleep, but sleep never came, just nights filled with anxiety and more pills.

The latticework of family and the endless generations that I’ve drawn together during this summer of pandemic and addiction has helped me to see who I am. Or at least how I might have been constructed from the different historical constituent parts to be this version of me.

Struggle, lapsed religion, addiction, alcoholism, crime and the endless – and I mean endless – family breakdowns, people running away from each other to find security. These loom large in our family tree. People leaving people and often ending up alone.

Here is what I know for sure. We are descended from Huguenots (French Protestants who fled religious persecution) and Irish peasants who settled in London almost three hundred years ago.

Our first Huguenot, a single fellow, arrived in Shoreditch in 1742. Running from religious persecution, he left a beautiful village in south-western France to run to the slums of the East End. He wouldn’t have carried much with him; travel light you run faster. A tradition that’s been strongly upheld by each succeeding generation and come to a head in my family with us all running to different corners. I can see the past repeating itself, but I haven’t yet been able to work out why.

Periodically, I get rid of stuff just in case I should have to flee. It feels hardwired into my brain. I came here to Spain with only a few boxes of things that seemed important at the time. Some seashells, a Chromonica, some books. Whenever I buy something, I feel that something else must leave, because of the irrational fear that I’ll become overwhelmed, overrun by material possessions. Perhaps I thought coming here would only be temporary; I didn’t realise it would become a home because I didn’t understand the meaning of a home. A house maybe, but not a home. Isn’t that a Luther Vandross song?

People glibly say that addicts need to hit rock bottom in order to rise up clean. Phoenix-like. Ready to move on with new, effective, stepped strategies to drug-free pastures.

This notion presupposes that life always starts away from the bottom, a rung or two up. I was born and raised as close to an emotional and dysfunctional rock bottom as you can imagine. I’ve forgotten much of what happened, because your head can only manage to hold in so much before it feels like it’s imploding and you want to sleep for ever.

Holding inside what I do know has been exhausting. Especially as it’s ongoing, it’s a live event.

Setting out to write this book has created vistas back over my life in which events have popped up: some slight, a word here or there; some major, a full-on punch. Occasionally I’ve written down a memory, something that’s so dysfunctional that I know as kids our brains must have been constantly whirring, trying to process what had happened while walking to school. Mum screaming, Dad punched, must learn about triangles and verbs (in a robot voice).

Little wonder that most of us dropped out and only I made it through the system, albeit on drugs. I was educated despite my addiction or perhaps through my addictions.

We were a working-class family forever scrambling upwards, never reaching above the first step, where we pointlessly squabbled, fought and fell out, arguing over whose head was just above the scum line, just above the parapet. Layers of violence and dysfunction gathering on that first step, dysfunctions we had to fight through to find space. Over the years that tiny space became so embittered and divisive that it separated us at first into factions, and then into singles. Blips in an ocean sky.

We are siblings only in name. I doubt that we will see each other again in this lifetime. Perhaps at the funerals of our parents. Perhaps not, if they’re held on Zoom.

Our blood is not thicker or finer or more viscous than water. Sadly. But that doesn’t mean that we don’t want to love each other; we simply don’t know how.

I still get two or three phone calls a week from my mum, Ann, about old or ongoing dramas, about my dad or something his new wife, also called Ann (the plot thickens), has said or done or not done or is going to do. About someone’s drug intake (other than mine), someone’s slip back into, or towards poverty, or new dramas, often age-old ones osmotically passed on, old behaviours that I’ve mapped through my research emerging in the actions of young nieces and nephews.

Bless them, some of them are already snared by the meagre offerings of comfort from a family in disarray. A family unable to put strong, protective arms around them. None of us has anyone to fall back on. Perhaps my mum has me. But the rest have no one.

There isn’t a spare penny or ounce of emotional support. As I write, my sister Jack, my brilliant older sister, who taught me how to dance and how to be feisty, has two crisis teams looking after her; she struggles to dress or get up off the sofa. She shakes almost constantly, the stresses of our history manifest in her as a constant nervous quiver.

It’s the way it is, the way it’s always been.

Nothing spare to support any hardship that might arise, no advice, encouragement or soothing wise words are proffered, apart from my dad’s ‘follow your dreams’, which I did. And of course, the classic, ‘keep your pecker up’, which I didn’t, in fact I had it cut off and refashioned.

I mistrust support, because I have no frame of reference for unconditional, uncomplicated love. I’m suspicious of kindness, as if kindness itself is a malevolent trick that’s out to get me, to trip me up. Like kindness is the enemy.

What a way to be. I’m aware that this huge flaw in me has dented my character, scarred it deeply. How could it not? Not being able to trust has led me to seek silent sanctuary in among ancient trees.

I witnessed violence that ended in blood and cuts, and the next day I’d have to go to school and listen to care and share moments about other kids’ kittens and play-fights with their dad.

I once saw my sister dragged off by her hair by my dad because he was a racist and she’d been seeing a Black man. It was as violent as any action you’d see out on the street, but it was in the house. In the front room. Mum had hidden my sister’s boyfriend in a cupboard in her room because Dad came in early, but he found him and violence ensued. A crowbar and a car door frame weaponised. Later that night, stitches in the back of my sister’s head. We never talked about it. But I can still clearly see the congealed blood in her hair. She had a beautiful asymmetric stack perm weighed down like a sink hole with congealed blood.

I went to the school the next day, tried to smile and to focus on what was being said about learning and the value of learning. But I gave up and stared out of the window silently counting objects that didn’t move and ones that did, counting down the minutes until I could return home, to a home that was the problem, but also the solution because it was home.

By the time I’d left school I’d discovered a myriad of ways to hurt myself – not eating, eating too much, throwing up, holding my breath under the bed-covers, holding my breath under the hand-me-down bath-water, scratching my hands and arms with a compass or a needle. By my teens I’d found cigarettes and then with increasing rapidity drink and a plethora of different drugs, and then pleasing men in dangerous spaces. Kids running away from harm often run into harm, running blindly, with arms open, desperate for a hug.

I found books.

A book was a physical thing that I discovered I could climb into; it could be an actual journey away from the place I was in. I crossed whole lands, getting lost in the words of a book. I could stand still, surrounded by noise, and still leave. No permission, just run.

I’m not sure if that makes writing a natural sanctuary for me, it actually always feels arduous and draining because of the stuff I write. But you do what you do.

I dreamt about becoming a Borrower and hiding under the floorboards or between the book-club books that we weren’t allowed to read. I dreamt about still being able to see my family; I loved them, but needed to be apart from them, hidden from them, at a safe distance from them.

Me in a book, or perhaps them as a book?

Is this house here in the Spanish mountains a book?

Cognitive dissonance is a prerequisite for survival when a family isn’t a place of safety.
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