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Benni

Dear Spey,

There are so many things I want to say to you. But words aren’t my speciality. I don’t know how much time I should spend hunting for the right ones.

There’s a bit of me that hopes for a happy ending, but, man, I never did like fairy tales. I never wanted to rescue no one nor be rescued by no one. Seriously, Spey, even as a kid, I didn’t want to be that prince scratching myself up on thorn bushes just to kiss a girl I’ve never seen before. And if I was Aladdin, that lamp was gonna stay right where it was because, one thing I do know, Spey, nothing comes for free. There’s always gonna be a debt that needs paying.

Maybe you were different when you were a small kid. I wish I’d been around to know. Sorry. Maybe you were the hero in your stories. I stayed in a kids’ home once and there was a girl called Beatrice. She swore that her mum was a big-time movie star and was too busy racking up blockbusters to look after her. Just one more film and her mum would be on her way back to England to pick up our girl in her limousine. Of course none of us believed her, but it was only when I was way older and saw it on telly that I realised she’d taken it all from Tracy Beaker. I still hope everything turned out all right for Beatrice, though.

Back to us, Spey, because this is what it’s all about – you and me. The Better Dads guy told me to write down everything I want to say in a letter then cut out the bits that it’s best I hold back.

Is it still a letter if I’m talking into a phone recorder? I’m gonna say ‘yes’. If I write a letter, I’m gonna worry too much if I’m getting my spelling right. That’s never been my strong point. I missed too much school when I was a kid. These are the words I want to send you. Though, man, I’m gonna sound old now. I’m trapped in those days when the only reason you speak into a phone is to hear someone speak back. It seems long ago, but close too. Prison time messes with your head. The days you remember are the ones when something happens and most times, that something isn’t good.

Okay. I’m definitely gonna cut that bit out if I ever pass this on to you. I might even just dump it all if it ends up sounding like a load of whinge. You don’t wanna hear me groaning on about prison when I’m the one that put me here. I haven’t come back into your life to make excuses. I want to give you something positive, not string you a load of excuses. So this is what I want to say, Spey. The Better Dads guy told us that we have to take steps to rebuild ourselves and our relationships, like with Alcoholics Anonymous. The step I’ve reached is about making amends, with you and all my kids.

So this is it, Spey. It’s time for me to be the dad you deserve.

Love, Benni






Spey

Mum says it’s a Christmas snowball. It’s her family tradition and the time has come for it to be ours too. It’s supposed to be a drink but it looks like an omelette in a glass with a cherry on top. I don’t want my mouth anywhere near it, but Mum’s happy and it’s making her talk about being a kid. That doesn’t happen often and usually if she starts to say something she’ll stop, like she’s been poked. Now she’s smiling.

‘Christmas wasn’t Christmas until Aunty Miranda cracked open the Advocaat,’ Mum says. ‘She was in charge of pouring.’

Mum wiggles her glass so the yellow gloop wobbles. The cherry she’s been trying to float makes its last dive to the bottom and stays there.

‘How old were you?’ I ask.

‘What?’ She’s staring at the cherry like her mood’s getting ready to follow it down.

‘How old were you when Christmas was Christmas?’

‘Eight or nine.’ She smiles at me. ‘They started us young, our lot. See what a good parent I am, Spey? I saved your snowball induction until you were fifteen.’

She points to my glass on the table. Custard or frothy banana yoghurt or … Yeah, an omelette in a glass with a neon cherry spiked on a cocktail stick and balanced across the rim.

Mum tips back her glass. The drink’s so thick it should bounce off her lips and down again. I lean over and pick up my snowball. Even calling it a snowball … Because everyone wants to drink yellow snow. I sniff it. Sweet, but not creamy. I take the cocktail stick and ease off the cherry. It plops into the drink.

‘Stop delaying,’ Mum kind of sings at me.

I could joke about reporting her to social services for child cruelty, but Mum doesn’t like those jokes. She reckons that if someone had done that for my dad, he would have turned out differently.

I gulp some back. It’s actually okay. Sort of fizzy milkshake with alcohol. I take another gulp. Half of it’s gone. That’s way too quick. I put my glass down and realise Mum’s is virtually empty. It’s only the froth that makes it appear she still has loads to drink. I watch her refill her glass; a side-eye look so she won’t notice. It’s half-yellow-stuff and half-lemonade. She drops in another cherry that bumps fists with the sunk one in the bottom of the glass. At least they’ll displace some of the alcohol.

‘Shall we get on with Christmas Eve, then?’ she says.

‘Yeah!’ Maybe it was the snowball, but my ‘yeah’ was properly cheerful.

‘Well, sort out the music, Spey!’

I scroll through my playlist. There’s nothing on here to power a Christmas Eve tree-decorating session. We were supposed to do it a couple of weeks ago, but somehow we just never got round to it. I think Mum puts it off because it reminds her that we’re heading for another Christmas without Fi.

‘Oh, look! They still work!’

Mum’s dragged a string of lights out of the Christmas box and plugged them in. They’re bright orange and shaped like chilli peppers. They must have been Fi’s. She took almost nothing when she went off to uni eight years ago. Mum thought it was because she was always planning to come back. I knew it was because she wanted to start again. She’s already phoned to wish us a happy Christmas. It’s nine hours ahead in Japan.

I plug the speakers into my phone and press play, turning the volume right up. For a moment, Mum goes still and then she grins.

‘Most excellent choice!’ She starts singing along.

I used to think that I was the only Black boy in my school who knows all the words to ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’. Though that couldn’t be too hard, as I’m one of the only Black boys in my school, full stop. There’s five scattered through Years Seven and Eight, and me and Michael in Year Ten. He’s the one who knows all the words too, or I assume he does. He played the whole thing on his cello at the Christmas assembly. Even the Galileo bits. Mum said afterwards that she didn’t know a cello could make a sound like that.

The sound Mum makes when she’s singing is good, though. She hits all the right notes, which is more than I’ve ever done, even when I was a little kid. We rummage through the Christmas box doing alternate mamma mias. Mum’s the low mammas and I’m up high. Maybe the snowball helped with that too. Then we’re on to ‘We Will Rock You’ as we try to untangle tinsel. The piece I’m struggling with is so long it could zipwire Santa in from Lapland.

‘You’re making it worse,’ Mum says. ‘I’ll do it.’

As she untwists tinsel from the last of the fairy lights, I dig through the box to pick out some baubles. Loads are cracked, probably because Mum chucked them back in like grenades when she split up with Pete last year. I find seven decent ones then realise that two of them are missing the little wire hoop to thread cotton through. We’re down to five: a small and silver one, two gold ones, a giant knobbly green one and a wooden one painted to look like Jiji, the sarcastic black cat from Kiki’s Delivery Service.

I look at the baubles, then back at the tree. I don’t think we screwed in the base properly because it’s leaning off the coffee table like it wants to take a bow. Mum tries to straighten it.

‘You better put those windowside,’ she says.

‘You sure?’

We both glance out. Most of our neighbours look like they went to John Lewis in a sleigh and brought the whole of the Christmas hall back with them.

Mum shakes her head. ‘Those new people opposite must have kidnapped Rudolph. No one sells fake reindeer that big.’

‘Maybe it is a real one. They killed it and stuffed it.’

‘Or sedated it.’

‘Or hypnotised it.’

We look down at our decorations and Mum sighs. ‘Yes, hypnotised.’

‘This is for us,’ I say. ‘Not them.’

‘Yeah.’ Mum draws the curtains. ‘Of course it is. Hand me a bauble.’

I go for the big green one.

‘Blimey,’ she says. ‘This is the only one left over from a set I bought for Fi’s first Christmas. Because you know what’s good for a toddler? A load of shiny baubles that shatter into deadly shards if you so much as breathe on them.’

‘Did she like them?’ I ask.

Mum half-smiles. It’s hard to imagine Fi liking much, or at least showing it, though she seems to like being far, far away from us. As she’s eleven years older than me, all I can really remember are the blow-up rows with Mum.

‘She completely ignored them,’ Mum says. ‘My mother bought her a shed-load of plastic crap and she was happily distracted with that. Never before have I been so happy for plastic crap.’

‘She seems to be enjoying Christmas in Japan,’ I say.

‘Yeah,’ Mum says. ‘In KFC.’

I don’t know why, but that makes me laugh. According to Fi, Christmas lunch in KFC is a big thing in Tokyo. ‘I Was Born to Love You’ comes on. How do I even know this song? It’s not one of Freddie Mercury’s most famous.

‘If I was ever stupid enough to get married,’ Mum says, ‘I’d dance down the aisle to this!’

She tugs some untangled tinsel out of the Christmas box and flings it around her neck. Then she grabs the Advocaat bottle. I think she’s going to swig it back neat, but, no, it‘s a microphone and my mother knows every single word. What else can I do but film it? That will definitely go to Fi.

‘Ah!’ Mum slumps on to the sofa. ‘Freddie could be really romantic when he wanted to. Though the video had him chasing a posh white girl through some swish apartment. What’s the point?’ She waves the bottle. ‘Everyone knew he was gay!’

I give Mum another one of my side-eyes, but this time she catches it. She raises her eyebrows.

‘I’m not being homophobic, Spey. I just don’t like being lied to.’ She sits forward. ‘Put Jiji at the top. We need good luck to watch over us.’

I have to stretch up on to tiptoes to reach anywhere near the top of the tree. My calf tendons ping. I’m not sure if I hear it or just feel it because Freddie and the rest of Queen have headed over to the Seven Seas of Rhye and no one can hear anything above that chorus. I manage to loop the thread from the bauble around a highish branch and slowly let my calves relax. I imagine my tendons whipping back into position like the plug flex in a vacuum cleaner. (Mum says that was one of my favourite games when I was three – pushing the button on the vacuum cleaner for the plug to shoot in. I was always a cheap kid.)

‘A couple of inches more and you’ll be as tall as your father,’ Mum says.

‘Not very tall, then,’ I say.

‘Nope. I’m good like that. I don’t mind short arses.’

‘Thanks, Mum.’

I look at the last three baubles. Maybe I can manage a sort of triangle design.

Mum comes up behind me. ‘Sorry, Spey. That wasn’t the best thing to say. It’s the snowballs. All quiet and then they thwack you round the head with alcohol and your mouth goes off.’

I hang one of the gold baubles. The thread barely stretches over the branch and it’s balancing on the tip. It’ll just take someone to sneeze across the road for it to drop off. Maybe I should leave a cushion underneath, just in case. Mum tries to push the other gold bauble up another branch. She’s not having much more luck than me.

‘Your dad wanted to call you Frederick,’ she says.

I double take. ‘As in Mercury?’

Mum’s laugh is even louder than ‘Seven Seas’. ‘I don’t think he’s into seventies rock. Not unless he’s changed a lot since we were together. No, after Frederick Douglass.’

A Black guy who fought injustice. (Mum’s made sure I’m up on my Black history.) That makes sense. Mum once told me that my father became a conscious man in prison. I had to look up what that means. Apparently, a conscious man takes responsibility for his own actions and blames no one else. There’s also a pretty good reggae song called ‘Conscious Man’ but Mum heard me playing it and gave me the bad-eye because she says it’s sexist. If my father came over all conscious, it didn’t stop him having two women pregnant at the same time. Oh, and going back to prison again. And again.

‘What did he think of “Spey”?’ I ask, though it’s more out of politeness. I’m not interested in knowing what he thinks about anything.

Another loud laugh. ‘He absolutely bloody hated it. “What? You think he’s some posh boy or something? Sticking him with that Latin crap! The boy’s going to be bullied for the rest of his days!”’

Mum always does a slightly weird accent when she’s pretending to be my father. It makes him sound like Hagrid. Pity he isn’t Hagrid. I’d be a bit taller.

‘That’s when I decided you were going to have every opportunity,’ Mum says. ‘You were not going to be some stupid stereotype like your—’ She takes a gulp of snowball. ‘You don’t get bullied at school, do you?’

I shake my head, but then I haven’t told anyone that Spey’s taken from Latin for ‘to hope’. They probably think it’s just some weird Black-boy name. Grandma says I sound like a neutered cat. Fi never tells anyone her full name’s Fiducia, neither. That’s ‘faith’ in Latin. It’s probably another reason why she’s permanently vexed at Mum.

‘I’m so proud of you,’ she says. ‘You’ve dealt with all the crap and come through it so … so fine.’

‘I have an excellent mother, remember?’

Her eyes narrow. ‘Are you expecting big presents?’

I smile mysteriously even though we both know that all the money’s gone into getting me a new laptop. Mum must have worked out my present to her too. Fi can probably smell those Lush bath bombs from Japan.

‘Let’s get this done!’ She bounces off the sofa, trailing pink tinsel behind her.

I hang the silver bauble. The tinsel gets draped in that droopy uneven way that you never see on Christmas cards. We finish up with the chilli lights just as Freddie and the gang are about to explode like an atom bomb that’s out of control.

‘I wonder if Michael ever tried this one on his cello,’ Mum says.

I try and make cello sounds playing ‘Don’t Stop Me Now’. That makes us both laugh again. We stand back and admire our Christmas tree effort and high-five.

‘Are you going to help sort out that duck for dinner tomorrow?’ Mum asks.

‘Yeah. Of course.’

I’ve no idea what ‘sorting out a duck’ means, but I know Mum’s bought a whole load of luxury ham and olives for starters. There’s panettone for pudding as well as mince pies, the deep ones, so you’re not just chewing pastry, and cream. I’ve spotted freshly squeezed orange juice too, though Mum reckons it was freshly squeezed in a factory a couple of weeks ago. We have an old-school tin of chocolates and random biscuits with ginger pieces in them. Mum’s bought crackers and even some special Christmas paper serviettes decorated with blue angels. And there’s some of those half-baked croissants you warm up in the oven for breakfast.

I turn off the overhead light and Mum flicks on the chillies. There’s a warm glow.

‘Something’s still missing,’ Mum says.

She reaches behind an armchair and pulls out a plastic bag full of presents. She empties it out under the tree. I think it’s just wrapped up boxes for show, maybe left over from Mum’s work decorations, but I see a label with my name on it. I raise my eyebrows and reach over to look.

Mum lunges in front of me. ‘No cheating!’

‘Who are these from?’

‘Your nan and stuff.’

‘And stuff?’

‘Fi sent something from Tokyo.’

‘Did she?’

‘She sent it in October. Just in case.’

‘And the rest?’

‘Some little things from me.’

‘Mum!’

‘Sorry, Spey. I can’t resist.’

I kiss her on her forehead. ‘Thank you, but you don’t have to. The laptop’s enough.’

‘I know, but you’re getting older. And soon you’ll be like Fi.’

‘I’m not planning to move to Japan, Mum.’

‘Maybe not. But you’ll spread your wings. That’s what I brought you both up to do.’ She smiles. ‘Shall we watch a film?’

‘Sure.’ It’s been a long time since we’ve done that. Probably only a couple of times this year.

‘Do you mind if I choose?’

‘I trust you.’ Though only now that she’s stopped trying to make me watch the stuff she liked as a kid. I didn’t mind The Bionic Woman but that bald American kid with the big head and the dog that sleeps on the roof of its kennel? Nah.

Mum checks the DVD cabinet. She reckons our Wi-Fi is too dodgy to risk streaming but I think she just likes the feeling of clicking the box open and sliding the disc into the slot. I check my phone. There’s a whole list of messages. Vinny and Drew went into central and got thrown out of Leicester Square McDonald’s. They’re on their way home now. I don’t need to see the picture of puke, though. Marta’s hanging with her sisters, cooking up something special for tomorrow. Paul’s a Jehovah’s Witness and they don’t celebrate, but he’s wished me Happy Christmas anyway. Oli’s mum’s French so they’re having their big night tonight.

I take a picture of our tree. Chilli lights, five baubles with a cartoon cat instead of a star. Two years ago, I’d have posted it with a stupid caption on my private account, the one Mum doesn’t know about. But now … it’s just a picture.

Mum sees me. ‘Are you sending it to Fi?’

‘Maybe.’

I won’t, though. It’ll be like telling her how much fun we have without her. And she’ll prefer the one of Mum singing along with Freddie, anyway.

‘This one!’ Mum’s waving The Blues Brothers. ‘Car crashes and nuns and singing. It’s proper Christmas fare.’

‘Good choice.’

We settle down. The film goes on for ages. I always forget that, but the music’s good.

‘Most of them are dead now,’ Mum says. ‘Ray Charles, Aretha Franklin, John Belushi. Even Carrie Fisher.’

I don’t know what I’m supposed to say to that. We watch in silence as Carrie Fisher stalks John Belushi through a sewer. She’s carrying a gun the size of a small tree. Mum nudges me.

‘Life’s short,’ she says. ‘We have to make the most of it.’

When the film finishes, we say Merry Christmas to each other and I go upstairs. She’s digging around in the DVD drawer, like she’s planning to keep on until morning. Technically, I could open my presents now as it is Christmas Day. Mum says that when I was little, I never used to wake up early on Christmas like other kids. She used to prod me awake at about ten in the morning because she was getting bored of waiting for me.

In my room, I sit on the bed and go through my friends’ stories. Some are having a good time and I flick past those. It’s the other ones that make me stop. Shauna’s stuck with her dad and her step-mum, who’s nearer Shauna’s age than her dad’s. She’s videoed her baby sister snoring and is complaining that she’s got to share a room with her. Marta had a row with her sister and she’s sitting outside her flat filming the drunk people coming out of the pub opposite.

I lie down and turn off the light. I wonder what Mum’s watching now and turn down my music to see if I can work it out. It’s got a woman in it … That’s all I can hear. It’s probably Love, Actually again. No wonder she didn’t mind me going to bed. She always forgets the porn bit with Martin Freeman and stares at her feet until it’s over.

I’m glad she didn’t realise how much I was dreading tonight. I didn’t even want school to end because it meant Christmas was closer. I just wanted to stand still and close my eyes and let the days stream past me. But it was all right. Mum wasn’t so upset this year about Fi not coming home. I don’t feel that I have to try and be extra-special because it’s just me and Mum with no sister and no dads. I’m glad we’re not going to Grandma’s tomorrow. I’ve got a day’s delay until I have to sit through Uncle and the aunties bigging up my cousins. All of them are going to be top lawyers, or accountants or heart consultants, or ready to score thirteen GCSE grade 9s as soon as they hit Year Seven.

Instead, me and Mum are going to eat the duck and open our presents and watch Up and have the most chilled Christmas Day ever.

I pull on my headphones and carry on scrolling through my phone. I don’t want music. When I close my eyes, songs take me to different places, and I can’t control it. I find a Sherlock Holmes story. Mum read me a load of them when I was eight. She tells me now that she handpicked them to avoid the dodgy ones. I choose one where I know who the killer is. It’s the first Christmas Eve in ages I’ve gone to bed without a stress lump in my stomach. I’m not in the mood for surprises.
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