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            Prologue

         
 
         I’m sitting on top of the world. Or a pile of poo, depending on how you look at it. How did I get here? Do you really want to know? I’ve been on a voyage to Hell and back. You know what people mean when they say you’re ‘gifted’? They mean you have a gift from God. Well let me tell you, there’s such a thing as a gift from the devil…
         

         
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            One

         
 
         I suppose you’ll want to know my name. OK, it’s Pablo. And before you ask, no I’m not Spanish, not even a teensy bit. My parents are as English as a wet weekend. They called me Pablo because they’re artists, you see, so as far as they’re concerned, Pablo is just the wickedest name ever, because of Picasso, right? You know, the dead famous, supposedly biggest mega-genius artist ever in the entire history of the universe? I know this all off by heart, (you can guess why): he painted every day of his life for ninety-two years, never stopped painting apparently even in his sleep, changed the way everybody in the whole world looked at things for ever after, and invented the theory of relativity. No, I made that last bit up. Oh, and all the women he ever met fell madly in love with him and he got to be really horrible to them, ’cause they wouldn’t leave him alone, right, and they’d be banging on the door of his studio, whole crowds of them going, ‘Pablo, Pablo, we love you, we love you’, and all that sicky stuff. So he’d raise one hand and click his fingers, right, not saying a word, cool as a cucumber, and these fierce dogs would come out, whoosh, and bite their bums and chase them all away. Here I go again, making stuff up. I do that.
         
 
         Anyway, he’s the one they named me after. Boy, am I a disappointment to them! Even their clothes look disappointed. Because I am no Pablo Picasso, and I won’t ever be. Ha! Sounds ridiculous, right? I’m twelve, for Pete’s sake! But it’s true: they want me to be brilliant at art, totally in love with art, making art, talking art, art, art, art all the time just like they do, and I don’t. I just don’t.
         
 
         I remember back when I was four and for a minute there, they thought they had me sorted out. Because they figured, well hey, maybe Pablo’s just suffering from creative block. That’s it! Pablo’s a brilliant artist really, it’s just that he’s stuck for ideas at the moment! So there I was, sitting up in bed one morning, and Mum said, ‘Somewhere at the base of your brain, Pablo dear, there’s a juice box that’s blocked.’
         
 
         And Dad, getting into the metaphor, doing the ‘let’s explain difficult stuff to our four year old’ thing, said, ‘Yes, son. That little foil bit that covers the hole where the straw goes? Well that bit is probably still closed, and nothing’s getting through the straw.’ The genius juice was collecting in the box and had nowhere to go. Hey Presto!
         
 
          
         So what did Mum do? Next day, she whizzed me off to see some friend of Aunt Dot’s; Katinka Tinkar, holistic juice box un-blocker. Me, I just screamed ’til I was blue in the face, I wasn’t having any of it. Well, wouldn’t you? I mean, they might have been a bit more careful with their metaphors. I was convinced that Katinka Tinkar would be coming at me with a giant pointy-ended straw, trying to make holes in me. ’Specially as she described herself as a holistic healer. I mean, come on! Adults are so dumb sometimes.
         
 
         Eventually I calmed down. Actually, it was easy to calm down in Katinka Tinkar’s flat, as it was all lush and green, just crammed with plants. So first thing I think is, wicked! Tarzan! Now here I’ve got to explain something. If my mum and dad had their way, I wouldn’t ever have heard of Tarzan. It’s not the sort of thing that comes up in our house. You wouldn’t have Mum and Dad going, ‘Shall we take a two-hour tube and train ride to Croydon to hear someone we slightly know give a talk on colour theory?’ – ‘No, I hear there’s a fab movie about this kid that grows up in the jungle with the apes, and it’s got loads of adventure and Pablo’ll think it’s just fantastic!’ Not in a million years! That’s just not the sort of thing we do; it’s what other families do. Oh, I get to see films sometimes. I saw one about Beauty and the Beast once, but it was in black and white and in French with not very good special effects. It gave me nightmares.
         
 
          
         Anyway, Tarzan. The way I knew about Tarzan, I should say, was from my mates in nursery school (obviously, we don’t have a telly in our house). Eventually the Tarzan game came to an end and instead I had to lie down while Katinka Tinkar pressed bits of me and wiggled my toes. Sounds daft, but I seem to remember being dead calm so I must not have minded it.
         
 
         So, after I’d been to her a few times, Mum, Dad and Dot decided they should, you know, check the results. They brought me to my room, where there were paper, paint, clay, the works. All laid on like I was Lord of the Manor arriving for dinner. I obediently sat down, and stared blankly at all the stuff. I looked up at Dad. ‘Help me!’ said a tiny voice inside.
         
 
         He didn’t hear. ‘Just do anything you like, Pablo,’ he said, spreading his hands. ‘Anything at all!’
         
 
         I looked at Mum. She just beamed at me eagerly.
 
         Aunt Dot grinned her brown-toothed grin. ‘Let your mind fly free as a bird in the sky,’ she said, or some such twaddle.
         
 
         Then the door was closed and I was alone. I stared at the great expanse of plain white cartridge paper, the grey lump of clay, the brushes and pots.
         
 
         ‘Help me!’
         
 
         Well, I did use my imagination, but they weren’t very pleased. That’s putting it mildly. I thought I’d done pretty well, actually, but apparently they didn’t see it that way. I mean, if you were being Tarzan, and there was no jungle, well, you’d imagine it, wouldn’t you? So if there was like, something dangling from the ceiling, then that’s just fantastic, because you could pretend it was one of those ropey things that he uses to swing from one tree to another. I had this mobile, you see – no, not a phone, but one of those dangly-jangly things. It hung pretty low, and well, after I’d made a snake with the clay I got a bit bored – they did leave me alone in there for ages – so I got into my Tarzan game.
         
 
         Crash! Down I came, the mobile as well, and half the ceiling with it.
         
 
         Mum rushed in. ‘Pablo dear, what happened?’
 
         Then Dad and Aunt Dot. Not worried about me like Mum, not checking me for broken bones or anything. Aunt Dot barely glanced at me, and instead was straight away searching the room for evidence of creative genius; all she and Dad seemed to care about was (a) why hadn’t I been making art, and (b) how dare I destroy art, because that’s what the mobile was, art. That’s right, you understood correctly, I was four years old and I had a valuable piece of art in my bedroom. Is that weird, or what?! Not any of those wicked things other boys had – you know, Action Men and fire trucks that go WEEYOWEEYOW! – no they’d have no truck with that, ha ha. Just a few wooden things, some serious books I couldn’t read, and a mobile that was a real work of art. And here I was, their worst nightmare: I didn’t just dislike art, I must have hated it, because I killed it.
         
 
         They finally had to admit that the genius juice must have skipped a generation.
         
 
         My juice box was empty.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Two

         
 
         Don’t you just love cartoons? I think they’re the business, I could watch them all day long. Anything’s possible in cartoons, isn’t it? People get bashed and crashed and blown to bits, and then they just pick themselves up, shake it off and go on their way, all new again like nothing ever happened to them. Or they fly off the edge of a cliff and just hang there until they look down and that’s when they start to fall. It happens time and time and time again. You think, well, why don’t they learn that next time, if they don’t look down, they’ll be OK? Just keep on going, don’t look down, and pretty soon you’ll be on the other side of the canyon or whatever. Simple! If I were a cartoon, that’s what I would do.
         
 
         Yeah, I know you’re thinking, what’s he on about, he doesn’t even have a TV, how does he know all this stuff? I’d like to say I spent a lot of time in my friends’ houses and watched them there, but – ooh, no, they were onto that one, my mum and dad. They spotted that little shack wa-a-ay off in the distance and said,‘No way, n’uh-uh, we’re not stopping here, we’re keeping on going ’til we’re in the Almighty Kingdom of Dead Brainy Stuff and Trash-Free Streets.’ ’Cause that’s what cartoons are, they’re trash. They pollute your mind and make you stupid. They’ll make me stupid, I expect. Eventually I’ll be dumb enough to sit there and go, ‘Hey, I needn’t worry if I get squashed by a steam-roller, ’cause all that will happen is I’ll be flat for a few seconds, and then I’ll be all right, and you know what, that sounds fun, I think I’ll go and try it right now.’
         
 
         So no, I don’t get to hang out at my mates’ houses, and they don’t hang out at mine. Actually I’d be embarrassed to have mates round to my place. For one thing, there’s not much space; the rooms in our house get smaller year by year, as more and more stuff piles up around the edges. One day there won’t be any space left for us, and instead you’ll have a great solid mass that you could slice through the middle and see the layers that you could date like rings in a tree-trunk. ‘Ah yes, that was Wenda Hobbs’ crushed crockery phase: 1987–88; and look, here’s Humphrey Hobbs’ bodily fluids phase: 1998–99.’ The trouble is, not an awful lot of it gets sold. Even the garden shed’s been taken over – it’s where Dad makes metal sculptures that I don’t understand. He explained them to me once, but it was all to do with maths and physics and made no sense to me at all.
         
 
          
         Then there’s the smell. You walk in the front door and it hits you right away: turpentine. Dad paints in the living room, or rather we live in the painting room. Which is also the dining room, so everything you eat tastes of turpentine, which is a bit like listening to your favourite tune inside the engine room of a gigantic ship. And the bathroom! The bathroom was once a darkroom, which is what people used for developing photographs before computers. It’s not used as a darkroom any more, but you’d never know it. It still has black curtains and a red light bulb, great big dusty old brown jars of chemicals, and an ‘enlarger’, a monster steel thing that looks like an instrument of torture, which looms over you when you’re on the toilet. Dad was convinced that one day he’d get back to photography – ‘but not any of that digital nonsense’ – so he wouldn’t get rid of the stuff.
         
 
         More recently he was going through his black line phase; just painting straight black lines on white backgrounds. This was around the time Mum got into her dead people phase, and I think it was getting her down. For six months she was working on the same piece, one and a half by two metres, which she was covering with tiny zip-lock bags containing dead peoples’ hair and toenail clippings. And I mean dead; she went to the morgue regularly to collect them. And under each bag she’d write the person’s name and the cause of death. All that time at the morgue was doing her head in, I think.
         
 
          
         Imagine me bringing my mates home to all that! I’d be all the time going, ‘Oh, don’t mind that, it’s just my mum’s collection of bits of dead people; no, the bathroom really isn’t a torture chamber; yes, I know the stew tastes of turpentine, but you’ll just have to take my word for it that there isn’t any actually in it.’
         
 
         Now, if you grew up in a home with say, a pet aardvark, you wouldn’t know at first that there was anything unusual about it. It’s only when you go to other people’s homes and they don’t have aardvarks, and you might say, ‘Have you got an aardvark?’ And they’d look at you like you were mad, that you’d realise that the vast majority of homes are aardvark-free zones.
         
 
         I’m telling you this just so as you’ll have some idea of what it felt like, the day I got to see the inside of Donald’s house. It was clean! It was tidy! It didn’t smell of turpentine!
         
 
         And you want to know how many tellies they’ve got at his place? Five. Five. Donald’s dad, you see, he’s American, he’s this big cheese in Cable TV. His whole life is TV. He gets up in the morning and bang, it’s in his face and it’s news, weather, stock-market reports, news, sport, more news. He’s got a telly in the car and a telly in the toilet, electronically programmed to pump up the volume when he flushes in case he misses anything. He wears a telly on his wrist and walks along the street with his arm out in front of him like some martial arts freak. He’s got a device that he wears in bed that feeds telly into his dreams…I’m making stuff up again, you probably guessed that. I can’t help it. Anyway, you get the idea: TV is his work and his play and he never switches off.
         
 
         It happened when Mum and Dad were staying overnight in Manchester for some big exhibition. Normally they’d arrange for me to stay with Aunt Dot, but she was away too so, well, even my parents have to let me stay with someone else in a situation like that. And lucky for me, that someone was Donald and his family. Cornelius, his brother, is like, twenty-one or something, and he gets off work early so he stays with Donald ’til their mum and dad come home from work. So there I was, being shown into this living room and there in front of me was just the most gee-i-normous telly I’d ever seen. Donald wagged the remote at it and it flicked into life, all bursting with colour and stereophonic sound. I must have looked daft, ’cause after a bit I noticed him smirking at me. He knew this was a first for me, and he was enjoying getting a reaction.
         
 
         ‘Cool, huh?’
 
         ‘It’s…yeah!’
 
         Cornelius came in with a massive bowl of crisps and some cans of cola and flopped onto the couch. I watched mesmerised as a tall grey creature with long ears and goofy teeth appeared on the screen.
         
 
          
         Another – apparently human – creature with a bald head chased the long-eared thing into a hole in the ground, then began firing into the hole, blam blam! with his rifle. He was still doing this when long-ears ambled over to his side, produced a carrot and took a bite.
         
 
         ‘What’s up, doc?’ said Cornelius and long-ears, at exactly the same time.
         
 
         ‘How’d he know he’d say that?’ I said to Donald.
 
         He let out a squeak of laughter and he and Cornelius glanced at each other.
         
 
         ‘He’s never seen telly before,’ Donald explained.
 
         ‘Give over,’ said Cornelius, ‘you’re pulling my chain.’
 
         ‘No, really,’ insisted Donald. ‘Right, Pabs?’
 
         I was still glued to the screen. ‘Wha’?’
 
         ‘You’ve never watched telly before.’
 
         I nodded. ‘’S’right.’
 
         Cornelius sat up. ‘You mean you really don’t know who Bugs Bunny is?’
         
 
         ‘That’s his name?’
 
         Well, you’d have thought I’d said I’d never heard of Christmas. Twenty questions right there.
         
 
         ‘Blimey,’ said Cornelius at last. ‘Not much of a chillout scene round your gaff, is there?’
         
 
         ‘Er…no.’
 
         He raised one eyebrow in mock-seriousness.
 
         ‘Interrresting…pull up a seat, have a crisp or five.
         
 
         Relax, you’re standing there like a tent-pole!’
 
          
         I slid into the nearest seat. ‘Well, I s’pose I could, just for a while…’
         
 
         Cornelius elbowed Donald and winked. ‘We gotta get this boy a hed-u-cation!’
         
 
         Coming home after school the next day, I realised just how messy and cluttered our own house was. Mum and Dad hadn’t been back long, and Mum was faffing about with some bags of shopping that were spilling onto the table and mingling with the paintbrushes and dirty rags. I went to the fridge, and what should be staring me in the face but a bag of baby carrots! I grabbed the bag and munched a couple.
         
 
         ‘Rice!’ groaned Mum. ‘I forgot the bloomin’ rice! Back in a minute.’
         
 
         I smacked my lips as I finished my carrot. Before I knew it, I was Bugs burrowing into the sofa. I was Bugs up on the chair, I was Bugs under it. I was Elmer chasing Bugs, I was Elmer shooting with the long paintbrushes. ‘Pcchhoow! Pcchhoow!’
         
 
         ‘Pablo, what on earth are you doing?’ said Mum, back from the shop with a pack of rice in her hand.
         
 
         ‘Uh, nothing!’ I shrugged. I grabbed the carrots and shot up to my room. There, I found myself a pristine pencil and drawing pad, sadly collecting dust on a shelf.
         
 
         How did he look, now? A bunny rabbit. Not like any bunny rabbit you ever saw, though! I scrunched up my eyes, then tried to draw what came into my head. It was rubbish. I tore it up and started again.
         
 
         That was pretty useless, too; there were teeth and there were ears, there were long arms and legs, but it looked nothing like him. I stood there, munching carrots. I shut my eyes again. Pesky wabbit! I know you’s in there somewhere! Carrots are supposed to help you see in the dark, aren’t they? I tore off the page and tried again, and again. I filled page after page with my tries. Then I heard Dad mounting the stairs, and in no time he was outside my door.
         
 
         ‘Yuh, hi!’ I yelled, as I frantically shoved the last piece of paper under the bed. I almost burst into hysterics. Here I was, finally showing some interest in drawing, which was what they wanted all along, and what was I doing? Hiding what I’d done!
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