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Dear Reader,

I’d like to thank you for choosing this book and for choosing to come along for Iggy’s summer adventure (don’t forget to pack sun cream!). I’d also like to take this opportunity to talk a little about the subject matter before we begin. 

This book deals with the mental health condition Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, and specifically some of the symptoms this can present, such as flashbacks, anxious feelings and amnesia, as well as violence, homophobia and bullying. I think it’s important to take a moment to acknowledge this before we dive in as these themes can often feel distressing to read about, fictional or otherwise. 

Please know that this story is written with love and care, with the intention to shine light on authentic experiences in a safe way. I really hope you enjoy reading.

Daniel x




GAUDIUM IN VERITATE




ONE

I don’t remember much about last summer.

Pops says I drowned and almost died. They found the body of a boy my age in the river after my accident and, with tears in his eyes, Pops told me that it so easily could have been me. That was enough for me to stop asking questions. It seemed the more I asked, the darker the answers became, and I hated seeing Pops so upset. But I’m still curious. I want to go back this year to do the same holiday again. For closure, I think, or to remember. I want to find the stuff I’ve lost. Navigating life with a head full of broken memories isn’t all that cute. I want to retrace my steps, all the way back to the river if I can, because I want to know every last detail about why. Why did I jump into a river? A river known to be dangerous. A river that kills. I’m ready to face those darker answers. I want to. I think.

Does that sound weird?

I dunno, maybe this is me, Iggy Caddock, entering my ‘weird girl’ era.

‘How has this week been?’ asks Miss Steadman, my therapist. She’s sitting directly opposite me, smiling.

‘Fine,’ I reply, which makes me feel stupid. I don’t think the word ‘fine’ is very useful in a therapy session. ‘Sorry, miss.’

‘I’m not a teacher, Iggy.’

She has to remind me of this quite a lot. I’m supposed to call her by her first name, which is Sian, but I always forget.

‘It’s been easier this week … Sian.’

‘Did the exercise I gave you for sleep help?’ she asks.

‘I think it did,’ I say.

There’s a peace lily in here with one white flower. There are prints of paintings by Monet and Lowry on the walls. I think the one in the corner is van Gogh, but it’s nothing too stimulating. Stimulating would be counterproductive. There are neat cushions on two grey armchairs, facing each other, and a rug that screams Ikea. If this room had a flavour, it would be vanilla. I can taste it on my tongue, sickly sweet. It’s actually making me feel a little nauseous.

‘You say you haven’t heard the noise much,’ she continues, picking up on an earlier comment I made, because using my own words against me is a particular skill of hers. ‘So tell me – what happens when you do hear it?’

I take a breath in through my nose and count to four. I hold it before I exhale, like she told me to. ‘I feel, um … scared, I suppose.’

‘Here, have a sip of water.’

She gestures, palm up, to the glass on the table beside me.

I pick it up and take a big gulp, and then I swallow hard, as if this will clear a path in my throat for my words to crawl through.

‘I’m scared because I think it means I’m … crazy,’ I say.

‘Maybe we shouldn’t use that word.’

Trust me to have a full repertoire of words never to be used in a therapy session. Talking to her is hard. I thought therapists were supposed to smile and nod, not pick apart your entire vocabulary.

I can think of no better word than ‘crazy’. It’s been with me for almost a whole year now. That’s how long it’s been since the summer that changed my life forever, the summer my joy decided to pack her bags and make a beeline for warmer climates, leaving me with overly cautious parents and on first-name terms with the school therapist.

‘What are you thinking about?’ she asks me.

My eye wanders over the bookshelf behind her, stopping on a Latin quote in a golden picture frame: Gaudium in veritate, which means ‘joy in truth’. It’s one of her favourites. I’ve been staring at it a lot lately. First comes truth, and then joy. That’s what the quote means.

‘Iggy?’ she begins, tilting her head to one side.

‘Sorry,’ I say. ‘I’m thinking that … I might be … permanently damaged?’

It’s not a complete lie.

‘Your scans showed no brain damage,’ she says.

‘I know,’ I say. ‘But sometimes I think I’ve tapped into some part of my consciousness that I wasn’t supposed to tap into. You know? I’ve replaced my real memories with stuff that never happened. I’ve become this glitch in the matrix, and now I’m hearing things and seeing things that I know aren’t there.’

‘Seeing things?’ she says. ‘This is new.’

Her eyes light up because I’ve finally given her something to sink her teeth into, so her years of training, studying every one of the books that sit so neatly on the shelf behind her, can be put to good use. I can almost see her report already, written in red pen, because she always writes significant stuff in red, which in all honesty seems macabre. She’s going to feed back to the powers-that-be, also known as my parents, that I’m seeing things, smiling as she writes every blood-coloured word.

Every week I come here, I remember for her sake that it’s her job to make me talk about the stuff I don’t want to. Talking means she can tick all of the relevant boxes and type up her reports accordingly. I guess these sessions have become farcical; I say what I think she wants to hear, she does the necessary paperwork and nothing ever changes. I never tell her what I’m really thinking because there’s no easy way to talk about that stuff. But, at the same time, the plaster that’s holding me together can’t stick forever. It has to come off at some point because it’s old and festering, peeling away from my skin at the edges, folding in and stuck thick with dirt. This plaster is no longer healing the wound beneath it, but making it worse. It’s starting to smell. Bad. Time is running out.

‘I think the noise is concerning me the most right now,’ I say. ‘Maybe we could get back to that?’

She raises her eyebrows and scribbles something in her notebook; probably something along the lines of ‘cut me off rudely’ or ‘refused to talk’ or ‘raised their voice’; she’s burnt me with those words before.

‘OK,’ she says, looking up. ‘Tell me about that. When was the last time you heard it?’

I take another breath. I take another sip of water. ‘Last week,’ I whisper.

‘Have you thought about what triggered it?’ she asks.

‘We’re going away again.’ I shrug.

‘Back to the same place?’ she asks.

Definitely. Probably. I think so.

My parents are both teachers, so they get a six-week break from work every year, meaning every summer we spend about a month touring Europe in our camper-van that spends the rest of the year parked on the drive, gathering fallen leaves and moss around its wheels.

But this year I’m the one who insisted we go. I’m the one who wanted this holiday. Pops and Dad had talked about a few weeks in Cornwall, but I told them that it has to be France. If you run from the monster it chases you, so you have to stand your ground; look it dead in the eye. France is where my monster lurks. France is where I’ll find the truth of what happened that day. And so France it has to be.

‘Do you think you’re ready for this, Iggy?’ she asks.

I don’t know, I think.

But Cornwall just won’t cut it. And what’s the other option, staying home? If I stay home, Pops won’t go either. And Dad won’t go because he’s useless without Pops. I already ruined my family’s last summer break. I’m not going to ruin this one too.

I shake my head and cross my arms across my chest because I’m finding that talking, even though we’re just skimming the surface, is making me feel nervous. This is my last session of the year before summer. This can’t be the time I break, this can’t be the time I reverse a whole year’s worth of keeping myself together.

‘Take another sip—’ she begins.

‘I … don’t need another sip,’ I say. I sound exasperated, strained even, like I’m lifting something heavy and I need to put it down.

The room falls into silence, an echo ringing off the back of my words.

‘I think a few weeks in the sun will do you good,’ she says eventually. ‘I can see you’re still experiencing symptoms of distress.’

‘I’m … fine,’ I whimper, keeping my eyes directed at the rug.

‘Iggy … that word,’ she says.

‘OK – I’m feeling a little nervous, but, you’re right – it’s nothing a holiday can’t fix. Is that better?’

When the session is over I head to the bathroom.

Once inside, I walk over to the sink, jamming the plug in the plughole and turning on both taps. I watch as the basin quickly fills, fresh water swilling and bubbling its way to the top, and then I shove my head in, gripping the porcelain edges until my knuckles turn the same white. The water splashes over my feet, shattering across the bathroom floor like glass. And I know I’m only making a mess. But sometimes I feel like I have to make mess. Sometimes I need this. I read somewhere that water has memory, which is why returning here, underwater, to the place my trauma lives, brings me the sort of relief that therapy sessions can’t.

When I’m done I lift myself out slowly, peeking at my face in the mirror through long tendrils of wet hair.

‘Gaudium in veritate,’ I whisper.

Can it really be that simple?




TWO

Pops is standing in the kitchen, a map of the Mediterranean sprawled out in front of him, a random object on each of the four corners to stop it from curling in on itself: a bowl full of Mini Gems, a pepper mill, a pink salt lamp and an old doorknocker shaped like an elephant that used to hang on Granma’s kitchen door.

‘Hello, darling!’ he says, removing his glasses. Every time I see Pops, whether I’m gone for a minute or a day, he greets me this way. His smile and arms are always wide open and his voice is full of sunshine. I feel very lucky to have a father like him. ‘Have you had the most gorgeous day?’

‘It’s been all right,’ I say, reaching forward and grabbing a handful of Mini Gems from the north-eastern corner of his map (Georgia, I think).

‘I’m planning our route,’ he says. ‘Would you like to hear it?’

I nod.

We’ve been on the same sort of holiday for as long as I can remember. Sometimes we go south-west to Portugal, sometimes south-east – as far as Bulgaria once. There’s usually a plan in place as all the good campsites get booked up super early, but there’s room for spontaneity too.

On one occasion we found, quite by accident, the most incredible campsite near the Pyrenees in Spain, where the view of the mountains was breathtaking, while on another, we spent the night in some random French service station where the view of a communal toilet wasn’t quite as breathtaking. It’s all part of the adventure. But this year it feels like there’s no space for spontaneity, or even adventure, which makes me feel guilty.

I’m the one who asked for last year’s holiday again.

‘First stop-off is Rouen,’ he says, tapping his finger off the map. ‘It’s where they burnt Joan of Arc. Look, I found this quote.’ He passes me a white Post-it note with Go forward bravely; fear nothing written on it. ‘I think it’s fitting, don’t you agree?’

It’s almost as if he’s not just passing me a Post-it, but some of Joan of Arc’s strength too. He knows how much of a big deal this holiday is, and he’s trying to lighten my load. Just having him make this sort of effort, having him care this much, makes me feel good.

‘Then it’s two whole weeks in Salon-de-Provence,’ he continues. ‘We’re on the exact same campsite as last year. Then along the Riviera to Saint-Tropez and Nice, before crossing into Italy for Portofino.’ He looks up from the map. ‘I thought it might be nice to go a little further this year, so I thought Pisa and Rome before heading back through France all the way to … Paris!’ He taps his finger on the map. ‘Thirty whole days of sunshine, culture and delicious food. Doesn’t that sound delightful?’

I’ve never been to Rome before. I’ve never been to Paris either. Usually, the Family Caddock stays off the beaten track, keeping it rustic in random campsites and caravan parks throughout Europe. Pops is an art teacher in a high school, which means our holidays always include visits to galleries and museums. I don’t think Dad cares all that much about them – he teaches science at the university – but he does care a great deal about Pops, so he’s always happy to tag along. The galleries and museums we normally frequent are low-key, but by the sounds of this year’s itinerary we’ll be visiting some of the most famous ones in the world.

It’s as if this summer is on steroids.

Pops walks around the breakfast bar and places a hand on my arm. ‘It’s going to be the best summer yet,’ he says. ‘I promise you, Iggy.’

He kisses my forehead, and I smile and nod, because he deserves a smile and nod. Last summer he stayed at my bedside the entire time. I was pretty out of it, but Dad told me later that he even slept at the hospital, and wouldn’t so much as go to the bathroom unless someone was there to keep an eye on me. I don’t remember much about the day I woke up in a French hospital, dazed and confused after an accident that almost cost me my life, but I do remember that his was the first face I saw when I did. His was the first face I needed to see too. It was because of him that I was able to take some comfort in the fact that I was OK when I could have so easily not been. It was because of him that I had every scan going, including a brain scan. Everything was fine. Well. Everything was fine physically, at least. I only wish they had a machine at the hospital that could assess my emotional damage. I wish they had a way of knowing how long I would feel so spaced out for. If I’d known it would be nearing a year, maybe I could have done something about it.

Maybe.

I don’t know.

Therapy was my parents’ idea, their way of helping to take care of my mental state. I wish I’d made more progress this year but, I dunno, talking about things hasn’t made much of a difference. And I know this is partly down to my reluctance to share, but that’s just how it goes. Sian Steadman couldn’t get it out of me, and so inside it stays in a place even I can’t access. But I want to. I want to move on. I’m done with the mystery. I’m ready to face what happened last year and find my truth.

‘And … Dijon?’ I ask.

Pops looks up, concern sketching three strong lines across his forehead. ‘There’s an option to stay there on our way to Paris,’ he mutters, looking down at the map.

Dijon is where my accident happened. I think both Pops and Dad were shocked when I asked to go back, especially since the only place any of us saw there was the hospital. But even they must realise that I need to know what happened; I need to know why I did what I did. It blows my mind that I was so careless, especially when I know water so well. I’ve been swimming for as long as I can remember and I’m definitely the strongest in my class. I know about rip currents, and I know that a fast-moving river is never a good idea.

‘I’d like to go,’ I say.

‘I know,’ he says. ‘And I think that’s brave of you, poppet, but we’ll see how you feel closer to the time. There are a hundred towns in France we can stop at if we need to – I’ve actually been fancying Annecy for a while; its old town looks beautiful, with a chateau that once homed the Count of Geneva.’ He drops his head towards the map again. ‘Your bag is already laid out on your bed,’ he says. ‘I’m making salade Niçoise for tea tonight. We’ll be eating the real authentic stuff soon enough, in a quaint little bistro in Marseille, I imagine.’ He grips his hands into fists, shaking them at his sides like that excited-face emoji, and then he begins to flounce around the kitchen, opening cupboards and drawers, gathering the utensils he needs to make our last family meal before the holiday. ‘Oh, I forgot to say,’ he says over his shoulder as he reaches into the fridge for a bag of tomatoes. ‘The Redwoods are already at the campsite in Provence. Julie’s school broke up early, so they arrived this morning. Isn’t that just perfect? There’ll be some familiar faces waiting for us when we get there!’

I stop in the middle of the kitchen; the faint excitement I’d started to feel fading at the edges because holidaying with the Redwoods again means only one thing.

‘Is he going to be with us all summer?’ I ask.

‘If you mean Evan,’ Pops begins, ‘then, yes – of course. Julie and I have planned our routes out together, so we’ll be seeing a lot of them again this year. Doesn’t that sound fun?’

Pops and Dad made friends with Julie and Dave Redwood on a campsite in Spain when I was eleven. To my parents it felt like destiny that we would find a family that was the same size as ours, with kids the same age as their own, parents who both worked in schools, and who owned a camper-van and therefore enjoyed the same sort of holidays as us. It was just expected that Evan and I would become best friends and everything would be so perfect. And I guess it would have gone down like that had Evan Redwood not been the very worst person to ever walk the earth.

I can’t believe it’s been a whole blissful year since I’ve been forced to spend time with the person who so affectionately refers to me as Biggy Iggy because of my size. Yeah. That’s the level of idiotship we’re dealing with, people.

‘I’m not hanging out with him,’ I say. ‘You can’t force me this year – I’m sixteen years old. I’m an adult.’

‘Technically speaking – you’re not,’ he says.

‘You can’t make me!’ I say.

He stops chopping and turns to face me, a serious look in his eyes. ‘Nobody is forcing you to do anything you don’t want to, Iggy,’ he says. ‘Although … Evan is such a nice boy, from such a lovely family, I can’t see why the two of you can’t get along.’

I can, I think.

If I listed all of the mean things he’s said and done to me over the years, including calling me names, water-bombing me in the pool and whacking me in the face with a tennis ball so my lip swelled up to three times its usual size, I’m sure Pops wouldn’t be waving the Evan flag so obviously in my face right now. I’m almost grateful for the memory loss; at least it means I have one less summer spent with him to remember. Every cloud, I think.

‘I’m starting to have second thoughts about this holiday,’ I mutter.

‘Oh, don’t be silly,’ says Pops, wafting away my sarcasm. ‘It’s going to be wonderful. Please don’t leave it too late to pack. We have an early start in the morning.’

I begin to shuffle reluctantly out of the kitchen, making lots of loud, unenthusiastic noises so Pops can hear. This is partly for dramatic effect, but also because I would like him to take my concerns about Evan seriously. There’s a reason why keeping away from him is so much more important this year than any of the others that came before. I don’t know why, maybe it’s because I’m standing in the kitchen right now, but when I think of him I can taste potato salad, thick and creamy and cold. It’s the weirdest sensation. I get this strange feeling too, sort of like sadness and anger smashed together. It burns away somewhere on my insides, momentarily stopping me in my tracks by the kitchen door.

‘Evan Redwood and I will never be friends,’ I mutter, before turning my back and walking out.
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