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         “Loved it! Don’t know what to say but, blimey, that was my life!  Who am I kidding, it still is!”  
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         “A fantastic exploration of hanging on, letting go and fitting in.  Geekishly good stuff.” 
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         “Geekhood  is funny and insightful. Archie is a thoroughly  engaging character who  conveys all the awkwardness of a  teenage boy’s first encounter with  girls.” 
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         “Anyone who enjoys a laugh-out-loud, witty and moving insight  into a geek’s life will love this book.” 
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            “Who am I? Are you sure you want to know?
            
 
            If someone told you I was just your average ordinary  guy without a care in the world, somebody lied.”
            
 
             
 
            
                

            
 
            Peter Parker, Spider-Man 2
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            “Rosie Cotton dancing. She had ribbons in her hair.
            
 
            If ever I were to marry someone, it would have been her.
            
 
            It would have been her.” 
            
 
            
                

            
 
            Sam Gamgee, The Lord of the Rings:
            
 
            The Return of the King
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         There are better ways to wake up. One would be to be nudged into consciousness after a night of Abandoned Passion with Kirsty Ford. (But, short of selling my virginity on eBay, any form of Abandoned Passion will have to remain a solo flight.) Another would be to have my mum and dad gently call my name, and tell me that they’re back together and that everything’s going to be all right. But they don’t and it won’t, so there’s no point even thinking about it.
 
         There are countless ways that are better than the one that I have to go through this particular morning. First it starts with a noxious smell that drifts up my nose, threatening to close my throat and make my stomach rebel against whatever I had for tea last night. Then there’s the bark of a voice that shatters my slumber and catapults me into the morning sunlight that is suddenly streaming through my curtains. Basically, I’m shaking off the bad dream that I was having last night and walking straight into another one.
 
         “Arch! Wake up, mate! It’s nearly lunchtime.”
 
         It’s my stepfather, Tony. Well, he’s not technically my stepfather as he and Mum aren’t married, but it’s easier than saying “my mum’s boyfriend”. He’s standing at the window and might as well be beaming the sun’s rays into my eyes with a magnifying glass. There’s already a fag clamped between his lips, sporting a cylinder of ash that threatens to drop with every word he speaks. Needless to say, the room now stinks of cigarette smoke. As my brain tries to quickly relearn everything it’s picked up in the last fourteen years – speech and basic motor functions, like sitting up – I get this weird feeling that I don’t know where I am. It’s only a split second before I remember that we moved into our new house yesterday. That would account for the pile of boxes at the end of my bed.
         
 
         Tony stands, looking out of the window, a cup of tea for me notably absent from his hands. He’s a big bloke in every sense of the word: tall, big gut, big voice, big pain in the backside. Only his glasses indicate that he might be human at all, hinting at a frailty that seems otherwise missing from the whole deal. He goes over to my painting desk and picks up one of my miniatures; it’s a goblin warrior I’ve been working on, trying to paint in some detail on the shield. I unpacked them last night, to check for any damage that might’ve happened in the move. Tony looks at it closely and chuckles to himself.
 
         “Nice one,” he says.
 
         Just in case you haven’t worked it out, Tony drives me nuts. But he’s my mum’s partner, and I’ve got to live with him for at least the next four years, until I go to uni or he works out that he serves no other purpose on this earth than to wind me up, and then spectacularly explodes in a cloud of guilt. Or something like that. So, I tolerate him; I have to for Mum’s sake. She’d hate it if I kicked up a fuss and, for some reason that I just can’t get a handle on, he seems to make her happy. To cover this conflict of emotions, I’ve developed a VERY LOUD interior monologue that works completely independently from what my face and body are doing. For example, at the moment, while Tony is examining my prized goblin warrior, my face has crinkled into the approximation of a sleepy smile, while my hand scratches at my head in a pantomime of tiredness. Even my voice, although a bit croaky, has a friendly lift in it.
         
 
         “Cool, isn’t it? Just wanted to check they’d made the journey OK.”
 
         However, at exactly the same time that my exterior is sending all these signals of muzzy cheeriness, my Interior Monologue (IM) is saying something along the lines of:
 
         Put that bloody thing down, you Tosser! It’s not there for you to laugh at; it’s there as an expression of my need to escape this world and embrace a realm where anything  is possible! And put that bloody fag out before you come in next time! And stop calling me “Arch”! It’s “Archie”! Nobody else but Mum gets to call me “Arch” – it doesn’t make us any more related or anything! AND WHAT ARE YOU DOING IN HERE ANYWAY?!
         
 
         Does this make me two-faced? I don’t think so. I see it more as a silent pressure release. If I didn’t rant to myself, I’d say something stupid and upset someone. I’ll concede that maybe my IM does get a bit carried away sometimes and perhaps loses a little perspective, but no one’s perfect.
 
         “We’re unpacking the lounge,” Tony declares, as though he’s actually going to be involved. “D’you want to give us a hand?”
 
         IM: What kind of stupid question is that? Of course I don’t want to come and unpack the lounge but, in the interests of a quiet life, I will.
         
 
         “Yeah, sure. Give us a minute and I’ll come down.”
 
         And Tony leaves the room. Doesn’t even say thanks. I sink back into the pillow and let out a loud sigh.
 
         Welcome to my world.
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         I roll out of bed and stumble into the bathroom. Unfortunately, the new bathroom mirror is broadcasting the same picture as the old one: a mess of blond hair that looks like it would be more at home on the end of a mop frames the face of an adult trying to form, somewhat unsuccessfully, on the head of a child. Compared to some of the other guys in my class, I look young for my age, but I still get a thrill seeing the glitter of a scraggy nest of hairs sprouting out of my chin. There’s even the threat of a few on my chest. We’ll stop there.
         
 
         Teeth brushed and clothes thrown on, I lumber down the stairs, running my hand along the unfamiliar wood of the banister. It’s a fairly big house – much bigger than the one me ’n’ Mum moved into when she split from Dad. There’s no doubting that our lives have taken a financial turn-for-the-better since Mum met Tony (he runs his own business – something about a marketing data service), but it doesn’t make him any less of a Tosser. I do, occasionally, try to step back and look at him with objective eyes, but the same answer keeps returning: Tosser.
 
         IM: Ah, yes. Extensive research has finally allowed us to confirm the existence of the Tosser gene…
         
 
         Mum greets me at the bottom of the stairs with a cup of tea. She’s always been a big tea-drinker, but during The Split-Up, she seemed to drink even more and I sort of joined in. It was the only way I knew of offering some form of support at the time. In films, you see guys drowning their sorrows with beer or whisky. Me and my mum did it with Typhoo.
         
 
         “Sleep well in your new room?”
 
         “Yeah, not bad.”
 
         I can tell she’s scanning me for any worries I might have, but I’ve learned not to give too much away. I know she only has my best interests at heart, but if I say something’s up, she’ll tell Tony and, in a clumsy moment of attempted bonding, I’ll be subjected to some sort of chat that neither he nor I want to have.
 
         We go into the lounge, which is big enough to pass for the entire ground floor of our last house. Tony’s sitting cross-legged on the floor, a Buddha with a fag, reading a book from one of the boxes he’s just opened. Mum’s already buzzing around in the background, like a well-meaning bumblebee.
 
         “I think these are yours, Arch. D’you want me to take them up for you?” She’s standing by the two boxes I couldn’t find last night.
 
         “Yep. They’re mine. Don’t worry, I’ll do it.”
 
         They contain my game-playing gear. OK, here’s where I have to clarify something else. Because of this one quirk, this one fascination, this one harmless little interest, I am, according to the Rules of Society, hereby branded a “Geek”.
         
 
         IM: Let’s not forget your ability to quote Star Wars, your obsession with fantasy novels, your inability to pass a comic book shop without buying something and your general hopelessness with girls. Oh – and you don’t like football. Just sayin’.
         
 
         Like most people my age, I have a computer and a PlayStation, but a couple of years ago I came across the cover of a Sunday magazine – one of those that comes with the papers. On it was a photograph of a dragon – quite obviously a model, but painted in a way that made giving it a go seem like The Most Important Thing in the World. It wasn’t that the model looked alive, it was that it looked like a Work of Art. The dragon in question was a Fire Dragon, and I can still remember how each of the red scales was christened with a yellow highlight that melted seamlessly into the base colour. My world was rocked.
 
         IM: Nothing geeky about that.
         
 
         So, I read the article, just to see what it was about, and it turned out that there was this world of gamers who painted miniatures to accompany their RPGs, or Role-playing Games. It was like I had discovered something that no one else knew about, some ancient and mysterious secret. At least that’s what I thought until Dad said it was pretty big when he was growing up. And Mum told a story about some religious-types handing out leaflets at her school, saying that these games were one step away from Satan worship. And Dad admitted he knew a guy who knew a guy who might’ve played it while he was at college. It seems that even in the Dark Ages, RPGs had a bit of a Geek rep going: no one likes to admit that they ever sat round a table fighting pretend monsters with dice.
         
 
         IM: No kidding? Why could that be?
         
 
         Yes, we’re talking Dungeons & Dragons, the great-grandaddy of all RPGs. And the best. Something in me just seemed to bite. Mum and Dad’s rows had reached biblical proportions by then, and it was a cheaper escape route than the ticket to Greece I occasionally fantasized about. Even better, the article had a list of shops where you could buy this sort of stuff and – guess what? – there was one in my town! Boringsville suddenly had an adventure playground and it went by the name of “The Goblin’s Hovel”.
 
         That was it: any money I came by – be it my allowance or odd-job money or birthday cash – I was straight down the Hovel. It was like an Aladdin’s cave: models of every colour and description stood proudly in display cabinets; others fought battles on gaming boards mocked-up to look like forests or wasteland. Dragons stood side by side with trolls and ogres, while barbarian warriors valiantly tried to hold them off. There was a part of the showroom dedicated to the tricks of the trade: modelling knives, glues, brushes and paints with names that practically begged you to stick a paintbrush in and get cracking – who could resist “Goblin Green” or “Vampire Vermilion”? And the models themselves: sculpted heroes and villains striking poses that made you want to believe that magic is real.
         
 
         IM: “Geek Grey”, anyone…?
         
 
         I s’pose the other thing the Hovel gave me was a place to hide; somewhere I didn’t have to listen to raised voices or conversations cracking under the strain of civility. Even if it did mean listening to the sound of Big Marv, the owner’s, 80s metal collection blaring over the in-store sound system.
 
         And then there were the games: games in which you could adopt the persona of a character a million miles away from who you really were – heroic fighters, wily thieves, insane magicians. It called to me like a whisper from a dream.
 
         IM: *Whispers* Geeeeeeek…
         
 
         It became my Saturday regime: pop down to the Hovel and spend hours deciding which miniature would receive the loving caresses of my paintbrush. Or, if I didn’t have any money, just flipping through the rule books of various games to marvel at the mechanics of imaginary worlds that could be brought to life. I’m not even going to begin to talk about all the dice you can get for the rules systems. Needless to say, I hung out at the Hovel A LOT.
         
 
         I guess I was a bit embarrassed at first and kept myself to myself, but slowly I started to recognize the odd face from school and a few surreptitious nods were exchanged. Some of the nods evolved into conversations and mates were made: Matt, Beggsy and Ravi – all of us united in leaving the Real World behind. Every few weeks, we’d meet at someone’s house and embark on a journey together, hunting monsters, slaying the undead or double-crossing each other for a jewel with special powers. Unsurprisingly, there were never any girls there.
 
         IM: Just can’t … figure … out … why…
         
 
         In fact, the next game is due to be staged at my new house, but I’ve got to find the right time: I need Mum and Tony to be out, so that we can really get involved without the fear of half-time sandwiches being delivered to the door by my mum and bringing us all crashing back to earth. It’s all about atmosphere, you understand.
 
         So there you have it: my name’s Archie and I’m a Geek. But only in this world…
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         I’m halfway up the stairs with the second cardboard box when the landline rings; I won’t be getting a new mobile until I’ve raised the cash to pay for half of it. According to Mum, spilling paint on the last two doesn’t qualify as “looking after your possessions”. Mum calls up after me, masking the mouthpiece with her hand.
         
 
         “Archie! It’s for you.”
 
         I dump the box on the landing and thunder back down, trying not to appear too eager.
 
         “Hey, Archie.” It’s Beggsy. His voice still hasn’t fully broken yet and he swings from sounding like Mickey Mouse to James Earl Jones in a matter of seconds. I’m pretty lucky: mine broke gradually, without me really noticing it.
 
         “Hey.”
 
         “How’s the new pad?”
 
         “Cool. What’s up?”
 
         “Dude – have you forgotten what day it is?”
 
         “Remind me.”
 
         “Dude! June the 9th! It’s Battle-Fest! Down at the Hovel!”
         
 
         Beggsy’s right! It’s the day when the Hovel comes into its own. I can’t believe I’d forgotten! This is the day when they open up the doors for gamers to bring their prize models down to the shop and game like there’s no tomorrow. There are painting workshops with visiting artists, awards for the best models and winner-stays-on war games! It’s Geek heaven.
         
 
         “What time?”
 
         “Two. You coming?”
 
         The “Yeah!” I give him is one that asks, “Are you completely nuts?” at the same time.
 
         “Great!”
 
         “Hang on,” I groan. “I’ve promised to unpack.”
 
         “Du-ude!”
         
 
         “Hang on!”
 
         I smother the mouthpiece and call back after Mum. “Mum! Is it OK if I go down the Hovel? There’s a games day on.”
 
         She comes into the hallway, holding a pewter-coloured kettle half out of its newspaper wrap.
 
         “What about all the unpacking?”
 
         “I’ll unpack my stuff later – I promise. It’s the last  Saturday of half term…”
 
         I know the answer before she says it; she does this frown thing that’s supposed to suggest that she’s thinking about it, but I’ve seen better acting in pantomimes. Without waiting to hear the “yes” that’s rattling around her head, I’m straight back on the phone to Beggsy.
 
         “See you there.”
 
         “Cool. Bye.”
 
         “Bye.”
 
         A hand on my shoulder makes me spin round: Tony’s grinning at me like he knows something I don’t.
         
 
         “Trying to get out of the unpacking, eh, Arch?” He throws in a knowing chuckle, just to make sure that the urge to punch him becomes really unbearable.
 
         IM: You TOSSER! As if YOU’RE going to be doing ANYTHING other than sneaking off to read the paper somewhere!
         
 
         For some reason, I throw my appeal out to Mum.
 
         “I’ve already said I’ll do it later, haven’t I, Mum?”
 
         She just smiles and goes back to the unpacking, and Tony chuckles off as if he’s won some kind of victory. I silently mouth “Tosser” after him, then shoot upstairs to have a root through my miniatures. What should I take? Should I take anything? You’ve got to understand that this is like gun slinging for Geeks; every hotshot who thinks he can use a paintbrush will be there, waving around his best offering and weighing it up against the others. To take nothing would be like admitting defeat, like the Mexican peasants in spaghetti westerns. But if I take the wrong thing…
 
         IM: It just doesn’t bear thinking about…
         
 
         I eventually settle on a wizard I painted a couple of months ago. It’s not a showboating piece, by any means, but I’m quite pleased with the flesh tones, and the detail I’ve put in on his cape was researched from ancient Celtic writings. It also boasts the best varnish job I’ve ever done: four layers of gloss that give it the look of china. It’s good enough to show that I’ve got a steady hand and I’m not frightened to use it. I lay it gently in a carry case and pack it with cotton wool.
         
 
         Two o’clock is just round the corner. If I get my act together, I should make it with time to spare.
 
         It’s time to ride into battle.
 
         I wonder if Mum’ll give me a lift?

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            TWO
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         To be honest, I could have walked it; the new house is only about twenty minutes from town. But you don’t turn up late for a games day. It’s Geek Law. And even though I’m at least ten minutes early, the Hovel is already overflowing with Geeks. This means that on the pavement outside there are loads of little groups of guys my age and men in their forties, all wearing clothes that are meant to act as camouflage. In reality, their clothes are so drab that they might as well be wearing neon signs with “I’m a Geek – And So is He” flashing on and off above them. It’s a weird one, but in an effort to fly under the radar, they make themselves impossible to miss. I s’pose this is where me and my mates break from the herd; we dress pretty normally. But, then again, I’m a Geek, so what do I know?
 
         IM: You said it, not me.
         
 
         I eventually locate Beggsy standing with Ravi and Matt beside a lamp post.
 
         “Hey.”
 
         “Dude!” Beggsy’s always the first to respond. He’s got this hyped-up enthusiasm about pretty much anything you’d care to mention. If he wasn’t such a nerd, he’d be really cool, if you see what I mean. It’s not that he looks like a dork or anything, he’s just a Geek to his teeth. The Geek Factor is a hard one to define, but you don’t need to be Simon Cowell to spot it. It might be the way somebody talks or what they talk about.
         
 
         IM: Star Wars versus Star Trek. Discuss.
         
 
         Often, they’ll be lacking the basic grooming techniques, such as sorting their hair out. The other big one is Geeks who have become Totally Immersed. Basically, this means that they identify heavily with a character from a film or book and go a bit too far in trying to look like them. Cue full-length leather coats or wispy goatee beards and ponytails. Those guys are proper Geeks.
         
 
         IM: And you’re just a regular guy…
         
 
         He might be a Geek to his teeth, but Beggsy doesn’t look like one. I don’t think I do either, for that matter. But Ravi and Matt… You don’t need a Geek DetectorTM to single them out. Ravi’s got the permanent downcast expression of someone who’s heavy with hormones, and Matt is cursed with bright ginger hair and this sort of angular body language that shouts his awkwardness before he even opens his mouth. And when he does open his mouth, you get this kind of thin voice. It’s broken, but he’s no Darth Vader. The Touch of the Geek is definitely upon them. Matt deals with his affliction by dishing out sarcasm like a croupier deals cards. Ravi doesn’t say much – he just watches people, like everyone’s a potential threat: the Geek Factor in full flow. And he’s also got the deepest voice out of all of us, which sounds weird coming from such a weedy-looking guy.
         
 
         “Dude! What did you bring?” Beggsy asks, all enthusiasm and Mickey Mouse squeaks.
 
         I pull out my carry case and unveil my wizard. Three sets of eyes home in on it, examining my handiwork with hawk-like precision. Matt takes the wizard in his palm and squints at it in the sunlight.
 
         “What did you use for the gloss?” he mutters. “A roller?”
 
         This produces a couple of snorts and knowing guffaws from the rest of the gang – me included. It’s not that the guy’s dry, he’s more like a walking drought.
 
         “Yeah, yeah,” I say, grinning. “And what about you losers? What did you bring?”
 
         In an instant, they present me with an ogre, an undead warlord and a goblin wolf-rider. Each of them is pretty good in its own way. Of the lot, Beggsy’s wolf-rider, which has been deftly dry-brushed, then highlighted to show off the intricacy of the model, has the most chance of winning anything.
 
         A bang on a gong from Big Marv pulls us out of our weighing-up: Battle-Fest is underway!
         
 
         We go in, Beggsy leading the way. He heads straight for the role-playing table and quickly digs into an adventure. Matt heads for the war-gaming table: it’s a more mathematical game, which suits his personality, but he waits on the sidelines to size up the competition. Me and Ravi have been given the job of handing in our competition entries and, after registering them with Marv, we take some time to check out what we’re up against. There’s some really eye-catching stuff here, not least an Elf mage and a demon of some sort – they both look as if they could leap off their stands. Ravi raises a wry eyebrow too. It’s going to be a close finish.
 
         For me, it’s straight over to the painting workshop. There’s a guest artist from the miniature-making company giving away some of the arcane secrets of brushwork. There are a few stools for people who want to get in and try their hand, but they’re taken, so I watch for a bit and then go and look at the new model releases “fresh from the forge”.
 
         One of them – a gargoyle – catches my eye. I think I’m going to have to buy it. As I study its bare metal form in the blister pack, imagining how I would paint it and how the finished article might look, I fail to notice that the general babble of Geek-speak around me has dropped to a hushed level. It’s only a gentle tap on my shoulder that snaps me out of my artistic reverie, and I turn round to see the last thing I would ever expect to see in The Goblin’s Hovel, at Battle-Fest, at 2.45 on a Saturday afternoon.
         
 
         It’s a girl.
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         If you haven’t worked it out yet, girls don’t do this. They don’t come to the Hovel. They don’t like goblins and dragons. They don’t paint miniatures. They don’t play role-playing games or re-enact fictional battles. And they don’t come near Geeks like me.
 
         Especially if they’re pretty.
 
         And this girl is pretty.
 
         She’s about my height and my age, and a bit of a Goth. Her hair is black and shiny, cut into a Cleopatra-style bob and there’s just a little too much black eyeliner round her clear blue eyes. While she hasn’t gone for the black lipstick thing, she’s obviously powdered down her skin, giving it that slightly ethereal look. In contrast to her pale skin, she’s dressed in black from head to toe: black top, fingerless gloves, black nail polish and a long, floaty black skirt. There’s a couple of silver, Celtic-style rings on her fingers and some sort of ankh (like a cross with a hoop at the top) hanging round her neck. This is where it pays to be a Geek: I can identify obscure bits of jewellery – I’ve probably painted tiny versions of them somewhere down the line.
         
 
         Of course, being tapped on the shoulder by a pretty Goth girl sends my Exterior Monologue (EM) and my IM into complete conflict. My EM tries to communicate the idea that this happens to me all the time – that I’m not in the slightest bit intimidated by her being of the OPPOSITE SEX and that I might not actually come to this nest of nerds that often. I do this by blushing madly, scratching my head and shifting my weight on to my back foot. Suddenly, it’s like my body is an ill-fitting suit that belongs to someone else. All the moisture in my mouth evaporates and my tongue seems to swell up to the size and shape of a melon.
 
         IM:You’reagirlyou’reagirlyou’reagirl,you’reaPRETTYgirlyou’reagirlI’mageekI’mageekI’mageekI’mageekyou’re agirlyou’reagirlyou’reaPRETTYgirl…
         
 
         The Beautiful Goth smiles in a way that makes me want to stare at her mouth for ever.
 
         “Hi.” Her voice is like tinsel. I don’t know any other way to describe it.
 
         IM: OhGodohGodohGodohGod…
         
 
         “Hi.” I sound like I’m gargling with sand.
 
         “Sorry to bother you, but … what is this place?”
 
         “It’s a shop.”
 
         IM: Ten points for stupidity!
         
 
         “Yes, but what sort of shop?”
 
         IM: Don’t make it sound like you know too much!
         
 
         “It’s a games shop. Role-playing games – that sort of thing.”
 
         IM: That alone was WAAAY too much!
         
 
         “Oh, right.” She looks vaguely disappointed and all my major organs feel like they’re melting in sympathy. “So none of this is … it’s not ‘real’, then? Not … you know…”
 
         IM: What? What do I know?
         
 
         “…to do with…”
 
         IM: WHAT? TO DO WITH WHAT?
         
 
         “…magic?” She says the last word quickly and quietly.
 
         While it’s a weird question, my memory bank briefly reminds me that my dad once showed me how to pull a coin out of someone’s ear. This may be the wrong time. Besides, I’ve only got a tenner.
 
         “No, it’s not real. It’s all games and models. Just make-believe. You know.”
 
         “Oh, OK. Thanks. Sorry to bother you.”
 
         IM: It’s no problem at all because I think I love you.  Can we forget I’m a Geek and elope?
         
 
         “No worries.” My EM gives one of those stupid shrugs that’s supposed to suggest that I’m friendly and approachable, but in reality probably looks like I’m having a minor fit of some sort. She goes with a shy smile and a quiet “thanks” and a part of me leaves with her.
         
 
         There’s a tap on my other shoulder. I can’t take much more of this.
 
         I turn round to be confronted with a much more ordinary sight: Beggsy, Matt and Ravi.
 
         “Dude! What was that?” says Beggsy, grinning.
         
 
         “Just some girl.”
 
         Matt smirks darkly. “Another dream consigned to the scrapheap.”
 
         “Yeah,” I sigh.
 
         What I hate about him most right now is that he’s absolutely right.
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         “Is that a gargoyle in your pocket – or are you just pleased to see me?”
 
         “Ha, ha. It’s definitely a gargoyle.”
 
         We are heading home, and Matt hasn’t relented for the past fifteen minutes. It’s not surprising, really. Given our Geek status, none of us have had any real exposure to girls, and the fact that I have just been involved in something that might almost be considered a conversation with one does make me an easy target. But we all know it’s just an unconfessed way of expressing envy.
         
 
         My meeting with the Beautiful Goth has eclipsed pretty much everything else; Beggsy got a runner’s-up award in the painting competition and Matt nearly won a war-game tournament. We’ve even forgotten our usual favourite topic of conversation: Kirsty Ford.
 
         IM: But now, “There is another.”
         
 
         Matt’s the first to peel away, firing off a few more Goth-based parting shots before he reaches his house. Ravi’s next – a couple of streets later – leaving me and Beggsy. Before the move, I would’ve been the next to break away, cutting through Davenport Road to the shoebox that me and Mum called “home”. I’m now grateful for the extra ten minutes I’ve got to walk to the new house; it allows me time to give all my Anti-Tosser SystemsTM a quick service.
         
 
         “Dude – we still gaming at yours next weekend?” Beggsy’s voice covers three octaves in one question.
 
         “Yeah, I just want to see if I can get the Olds out for the evening.”
 
         “Why? Your mum and Tony are cool.”
 
         Beggsy’s got a real hate-on for his parents at the moment, which could be down to the fact that his Olds seem to be living in a 1970s time warp. He works in insurance and she is a teacher whose preoccupation with the house being über clean and tidy verges on OCD. It’s one of those “shoes-off” houses, which always makes me a bit uncomfortable as my feet can have a way of announcing themselves – especially if I’ve been wearing trainers. Which I usually have. Beggsy’s comment irks me slightly. I wouldn’t ordinarily use the word “irk”, but it just seems to suit; I’m not quite irritated enough to snap, but in my eyes there are a few variables that he hasn’t taken into consideration. Firstly, that Tony is a Tosser. Secondly, that Tony is a Tosser and, thirdly, that Tony is a Tosser. And then there’s all his knowing Tosser comments about the Game, like “Who’s Gandalf tonight?” or “Off to slay more orcs, lads?” Yeah, yeah, we’ve all read Tolkien, but his only frame of reference is the film trilogy and it doesn’t give him the right. Trouble is, I’ve got to find a way of conveying all this to Beggsy without sounding spoiled.
         
 
         “Whatever.”
 
         IM: Works every time.
         
 
         We amble along to Beggsy’s house, discussing the ins and outs of our next game. As we arrive, I can see his mum twitching the net curtains in the living room. At my house, we have a lounge. In Beggsy’s, they have a living room. Mrs Beggs opens the front door and waves at me. I wave back and Beggsy rolls his eyes, muttering a barely audible “Jesus” under his breath.
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         It’s with a certain amount of relief that I notice Tony’s car is missing from the drive. His absence gives me a moment to look at the new house with a different head on. I can see it as my home, rather than the place I stay with Mum and her boyfriend. And, I’ve got to say, as houses go, it’s pretty good. The brickwork is a sort of pale pink and a hedge blocks the view to the front door. It’s private, but lets you know it’s there. And, although we’ve yet to christen it, it’s got to be way better for me and my mates to game in than the house me and Mum lived in after The Divorce. That house was small and my bedroom was right next to the toilet. Here, I’ve got an awesome attic room, well away from the toilet, well away from Mum and Tony’s bedroom…
 
         IM: Don’t even go there!
         
 
         …and, most important of all, well away from Tony.
 
         I let myself in and find Mum in the hallway, surrounded by balls of scrunched-up newspaper.
 
         “Hello, love. Did you have a nice time?”
 
         “Yeah, cool. Where’s Tony?”
 
         “Just nipped out for some cigarettes. He ought to be back by now; he’s probably stopped off at the snooker club.”
 
         Figures. If there’s any hard work to be done, Tony’s usually to be found at the snooker club. According to him, the best business deals are never done in the office, but over “a pint and a frame”.
         
 
         IM: Whatever.
         
 
         So that means Mum’s been left to man the battle stations, single-handed. Judging by the amount of newspaper all over the floor, the stacks of unopened boxes and the ornaments, books and other stuff that is, right now, homeless, she’s going to need another gunner.
 
         “D’you want a hand?”
 
         “Don’t worry, love. I’m quite happy just pottering. Go and relax.”
 
         That’s my mum for you; she gives everything and never thinks it’s enough. With a fond “Shut up”, I help her unpack and enjoy just hanging out, me and her. Just like before she met Tony.
 
         Over the next hour or so, we rummage through newspaper, collapse boxes and put things in one place, only to move them again a few minutes later. Eventually, Mum throws in the towel.
 
         “Cup of tea?”
 
         I think she’s powered by tea. I’m sure there’d be some sort of economic disaster in India if she ever stopped drinking it.
 
         “Go on, then.” It’s a cuddle in a cup.
 
         IM: It’s also the right time to ask her about the  Game on Friday night…
         
 
         But just as we enter the kitchen, I hear the front door go. All my survival mechanisms kick into place, proclaiming that they’re back online with a wave of tension that sweeps through my body and excavates a look that might just pass for a smile. Before he swaggers into the kitchen, Tony sticks his head into the lounge and makes a surprised, yet approving noise. Like the fairies have been.
 
         “Well, that’s the lounge nearly done,” he announces, as though we’ve got no idea.
 
         Beneath my dead-eyed grin, my IM is fully charged and operational.
 
         IM: Yep. That’s the lounge done. And of course you’re going to stand there, surveying your domain, as though you’ve actually been involved. Any second now, you’ll be asking for a coffee, as though you’ve earned it.
         
 
         But Tony’s got an ace up his sleeve; he always has. He suddenly swishes forward and produces a big bunch of flowers from behind his back. Mum, of course, melts and gives him a hug, before locating a vase.
 
         IM: Tosser.
         
 
         The amount of flowers he buys for Mum must keep the local florists in business. And Mum’s always genuinely surprised and delighted. I guess that’s where Dad fell down; he didn’t do that sort of thing and maybe that’s why I hate it so much when Tony does – it’s a reminder of my father’s failings, a little insight into what might’ve driven my parents apart. Not that either of them has ever told me what happened.
         
 
         “Any chance of a coffee, darling?”
 
         IM: Tosser.
         
 
         Mum’s one step ahead of him and rewards the slacking hero with a steaming cup. I just can’t work it out; she doesn’t even scowl as he sparks up another fag. She hated Dad smoking and never stopped telling him. Clearly she’s happy and loves Tony for what he is, warts and all. Although how anyone can be happy living with a Tosser is beyond me. Flowers or not.
 
         Tony’s steam-train voice cuts through the High Court which is in session in my head.
 
         “Good news! I just clinched another deal! And Paul and Tina have invited us out for dinner on Friday night to celebrate…”
 
         IM: Result! Win! No Mum and no Tony = hassle-free Games Night! *Sound of party trumpets being blown*
         
 
         Mum grins and ruffles his hair.
 
         “Well done, love! That’d be nice. Archie?”
 
         The gargoyle in my pocket presses into my thigh as I shift in my seat, almost insisting that I get it over with. So I do. “Could I get my friends round instead, Mum? You know – for a game.”
 
         Mum looks to Tony, even though I’ve asked her. He reacts with that sort of pantomime “you crazy kid” look that tells me that this fits in with his plans nicely. He didn’t really want me along anyway. And, quite frankly, I’d rather spend an evening sticking pins in my eyes than watch him nosh his way through a Chinese.
         
 
         “I reckon that’s a deal, mate!”
 
         “Thanks, Tony. Nice one.”
 
         Smiling has never been such hard work.
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         Back in my room, my shields go offline for a bit. It’s not so much a strain to keep them up these days, more an inconvenience. It’s certainly an irritant. Tony seems to have a knack for getting under your skin, but not in the way that Beautiful Goth did at the Hovel. My mind does the one thing I shouldn’t allow it to and replays our encounter. Complete with cinematic music.
 
         I stand in the Hovel, checking out the gargoyle. The music is like that bit in Return of the Jedi where everyone’s in Jabba’s Palace – a bit edgy and dangerous. There’s a tap on my shoulder. I whirl round, a coiled spring ready for action, all brooding and intense. Beautiful Goth is there and I see her try to hide the Instant Attraction she obviously feels. The cinematic music changes to that bit where Han Solo’s about to get frozen in carbonite and Princess Leia tells him she loves him.
         
 
         “Hi,” she says, sounding a bit nervous.
         
 
         “Hi,” I reply in a confident yet “I’m mildly surprised to see someone as beautiful as YOU here” kind of way. My tone and ice-cool body language suggest that meetings of this sort are probably the norm for a man of my experience.
         
 
         “Sorry to bother you … but what is this place?”
         
 
         “It’s where I’ve been waiting for you.” My reply comes complete with an amused smile. Beautiful Goth appears in awe of my worldly demeanour. Music swells.
         
 
         “O-Oh,” she stutters, taken aback at my directness. “Is any of this to do with magic?”
         
 
         “It could be,” I whisper, stepping forward and producing the Ace of Hearts from behind her ear. Unable to resist, Beautiful Goth steps into the kiss that is now inevitable. Music reaches a crescendo and then goes off into the Star Wars theme, registering my triumph.
         
 
         IM: Yeah, right. As if. Geek.
         
 
         I sigh one of those sighs that can only come from a heart that aches in vain.
 
         IM: You’re a Geek, she’s not; get over it.
         
 
         I need something to distract myself from Impossible Thoughts. It’s time to start thinking about something else, something I can really focus on apart from how I’m never in a million years going to get it together with someone like Beautiful Goth. The gargoyle suddenly seems really appropriate, like a self-portrait.
         
 
         IM: Cue the violins.
         
 
         I get out my laptop and hit the net. One of the things the internet is good for is research. As I Google the word “gargoyle” under Images, I get my new purchase out and tear the blister pack from its card. The gargoyle sits in my palm. It’s a bit bigger than I’m used to painting – probably about 45mm in height. It sits hunched on a rock, its bat-like wings folded in on themselves, as though the creature is ready for flight. Beneath its heavy, furrowed brow, two perfectly round eyes glare out at me either side of its simian nose. The mouth is curled into a sneer, revealing sharp fangs. It’s got everything you want in a gargoyle: pointed ears, horns, claws, goat legs and a dragon’s tail. I’m going to enjoy painting this one.
 
         The results come back and I browse images of stone monstrosities, deciding which details might be worth pursuing. It’s all in the details; I could put on moss growths or paint in sinister cracks – maybe even birdshit. You’ve got to think outside the box before you commit the paintbrush.
 
         More out of habit than curiosity, I hit the Facebook icon in my Favourites bar and open the home page in another tab. Out of the corner of my eye, I give my mates’ posts the once-over. Nothing really to report: Beggsy’s become friends with someone called Marcus and Ravi’s uploaded a photo of himself as a child. Matt isn’t on it – I think he’s got some sort of conspiracy thing going, like if he uses Facebook, everyone in the world’ll suddenly be able to see just what he gets up to when he’s on his own. Like anyone’s interested. It’s probably more to do with the fact that, without his mates, Matt hasn’t got much going on at all – which would be a pretty lame thing to broadcast over the internet. Not that Ravi and Beggsy have anything of world-rocking importance to say.
         
 
         IM: And you do?
         
 
         I return to the gargoyle images and continue my hunt for inspiration. A picture catches my attention and I click on it to get a better look. As I do so, I see my Facebook tab’s flashing. It’s Dad.
 
         
            Hi son. Hope u r well. Can’t make it 2mrw. The kids r ill & Jane needs my help. Maybe nxt wknd? L u Dad x

         
 
         I hate it when my father uses text speak. I don’t know why. I use it, my friends use it – but when my dad uses it, there seems something just totally … crap … about it. I read the message again. Great. So his new kids are ill and he can’t make it out of the house.
         
 
         Dad’s inherited three children from his new wife. I think he dated her for about a year before I was allowed to meet her. Probably to protect my eleven-year-old self from anything resembling emotional trauma.
 
         IM: Like that hadn’t happened already.
         
 
         But Dad made one major goof: he let me meet Jane before Mum found out about her. From me. Which didn’t go down too well. It wasn’t that Mum was jealous; between cups of tea she said she was glad he’d found someone. It was the fact she hadn’t been told first so that she could tell me – help prevent Collateral Damage. And maybe she felt a bit threatened by Jane, I don’t know. But her stress-outs didn’t last too long – about a year later, Tony wheezed his way on to the scene and everyone was happy.
 
         IM: Almost everyone…
         
 
         Yeah, well, now I’ve got Tony and Jane in my life, and I’ve got to make like they’re Family. Not to mention Jane’s kids: Lucas, Steven and Izzy, aged nine, seven and four, respectively. Somehow, I’m expected to magically believe that these children are suddenly the brothers and sister I never had and that building Lego with them is what’s been missing from my life. And that Jane, purely through signing a worthless bit of paper in a registry office, is somehow allowed to be “cool” and “groovy” with me in a way that makes my skin want to peel itself off. Her attempts at “bonding” make Tony’s look positively sophisticated, and what she thinks passes as funny would make a corpse try and hang itself. Luckily, I’ve developed a VERY LOUD Interior Monologue.
         
 
         IM: Are we done yet?
         
 
         I guess Dad’s happy, though. He’s always rambling on about how well he gets on with “the kids” and how Jane is such a kind and caring person, so I guess I should be used to it by now. Perhaps it’s my age; isn’t that supposed to be responsible for everything that’s wrong in my life right now? It’s not the fact that both my parents are shacked up with idiots.
 
         IM: Of course not. It’s your age.
         
 
         I type a reply that errs on the side of bland. Yes, I’m disappointed that I’m not seeing him “2mrw”, but it’s balanced out by the realization that I won’t have to force a laugh out in the face of one of Jane’s room-clearing jokes or build another house out of plastic bricks. My fingers skip lightly across the keyboard.
         
 
         
            No worries. Next weekend is fine.

         
 
         I hit Return.
 
         
            Nice 1. Hows ur mum?

         
 
         I don’t know why he asks. Probably as some sort of pantomime attempt to show me that grown-ups can behave like adults.
         
 
         
            She’s good. Moved into the new house yesterday.
 
            Thats nice. Hows ur room?
 
            Cool. A lot bigger than the last one.
 
            Good. Cudnt get much smllr! Lol!

         
 
         The “lol” makes the hairs on the back of my neck yearn for freedom. Having a parent who lols is like finding out that that song you liked on the radio was by some ’tard off X Factor. It’s so, so wrong. Best to head it off with a question.
         
 
         
            How’re you doing?
 
            Fine, thnx. Got 2 go, tho. Mking chkn soup. Lol! FB u anthr time. L u xx.
 
            x.

         
 
         With a weighty sigh, I shut down the laptop and take my gargoyle over to my painting desk. Already I’ve got a vivid picture in my head as to how this one’s going to look. I open the window in the sloping ceiling above my desk and reach for a can of undercoat.
         
 
         Time to make everything all white…
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         Once the undercoat is done, I switch the radio on and listen to some music while it dries. I need a distraction; I’ve already broken one of the Golden Rules of Geekdom and I don’t want to go there again: never entertain thoughts about girls who are out of your league. That way madness lies. However, the radio has other ideas and it seems every song that plays has some hidden reference to Beautiful Goth. However tenuous:
 
         Radio: “You’re beautiful, you’re beautiful…”
         
 
         IM: *Sighs*
         
 
         Radio: “You’re beautiful, it’s true…”
         
 
         IM: *Attempts harmonies* “So true…”
         
 
         Radio: “I saw your face, in a crowded place…”
         
 
         IM: Was this guy watching? How does he know? It’s like it was written about me!
         
 
         Radio: “And I don’t know what to do…”
         
 
         IM/Radio: “’Cause I’ll never be … with … you …”
         
 
         IM: AAARRRGGGHH!
         
  
         As a final effort to try and put Beautiful Goth out of my head I kill the radio, unpack a few more models and locate my paint set. It nearly works.
 
         There’s a tentative knock at my bedroom door and I know it’s Mum; my Tosser TrackerTM would have detected Tony lumbering up the stairs, hoiking himself up on the banister just in case his smoke-blistered lungs decided to pack in on him. Mum’s brought me a ham sandwich and a cup of tea.
         
 
         “Will this do for tea, love? I’ll get to the shops tomorrow and we’ll have a roast.”
 
         “Thanks, Mum.”
 
         “We’re going to watch a DVD in aminute, once Tony’s got the player wired up. Want to join us?”
 
         “No, thanks. I’m going to try and sort out my room a bit more.”
 
         “OK. If you’re sure.”
 
         I can tell by her look that she wants me to come and watch the film, but I just can’t face it. For starters, the idea of watching Tony cursing at wires and SCART plugs for half an hour doesn’t appeal. And actually trying to watch a film with him is virtually impossible; he has this habit of talking at the screen, and it drives me nuts. It’s usually at moments of high tension, major plot points or killer lines. Like, if it’s a sci-fi, and the lead guy is looking for an alien and we can see it behind him, Tony’ll start saying things like “Uh-ohhh!” or “Heeerree it comes!”. Or if the heroine goes into the wrong room (as they inevitably do in most films), you’ll hear “You didn’t want to do thaaat!” in this mindless, sing-songy kind of voice. Or when the hero comes out with some killer riposte, Tony’ll chuckle and repeat it two or three times, almost as if he’s storing it away so that he can use it. Like he’s ever going to have the opportunity to tell a damned dirty ape to take its paws off him. Unless his business goes belly up, and he can only find a job as a zoo keeper and gets involved in a horrific set-to with a gorilla. One can only hope.
         
 
         “No, thanks. I’m just going to hang out in my room.”
 
         “OK. You know where we are if you change your mind.” And she’s gone.
 
         Absolved of my duties for the evening, I dig out my books from their box and start arranging them on the shelves above my painting desk. As you might’ve guessed, it’s all escapist stuff: The Lord of the Rings, Terry Pratchett, the Bartimaeus books, fantasy art – that sort of thing. My gaming rule books have to go on horizontally as the shelves don’t have the height for them. It’s funny, when you unpack things, you end up paying more attention to stuff, almost as if its new environment might show up something you hadn’t seen before. Without realizing it, I kill a couple of hours just flipping through books, dipping in and out. It’s only the muffled thunder of Tony’s feet on the stairs that make me notice that it’s getting late and I’m tired. Mum calls through the door.
         
 
         “Night, love!”
 
         “Night, Mum.”
 
         I wait until I hear the click of their bedroom door before I get undressed and into bed. My favourite rule book has made it in with me and I hit my bedside lamp and start reading.
 
         As I look at the pictures and reread rules that I virtually know off by heart, I can feel sleep tugging at my eyelids. Dread makes me fluff the pillows and sit a little straighter. I don’t want to sleep. I’ll fight it for as long as I can.
 
         I don’t want the Dream to come. Please can I dream about Beautiful Goth instead?
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