


    Toggle navigation


ThomasStone
	Home
	Download Pdf Books





    
                
    
    
        Read Happy Birthday and All That Online

                Authors: Rebecca Smith

                    

    
    Happy Birthday and All That

    
    
    
        
            	«
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10
	...
	19
	...
	27
	»

        

                
            
Happy Birthday and All That
REBECCA SMITH


To Sarah and Cecily

Contents
August

September

October

November

December

January

February

March

April

May

June

July

Acknowledgements

A Note on the Author

By the Same Author

August
Here was Frank with a trolley that was empty but for Tom and the flowers that James had said he wanted to buy for Mummy, and there was Melody, standing on a podium next to the Take-Away-Style Curry counter. She was looking pretty cute in her green uniform and some inappropriate shoes. Every so often she interrupted the music to tell people about special offers. Frank hadn't realised that it was a Superstore Party Nite.

â€˜There'll be 30 per cent off for the next twenty customers at the pizza counter â€¦ and 20 per cent off all purchases of savoury bakery items tonight â€¦ And now a spot prize for safe trolley steering. My manager, Mike, is touring the store right now with a big box of Celebrations for someone with a wheely fantastic way with their trolley!' Melody told the chilled air.

â€˜Go away Frank,' she hissed away from the microphone. He took the bunch of flowers and poked her leg. James and Tom laughed.

â€˜Piss off, Frank!' she said, perilously close to the microphone. â€˜And now a prize,' (she kicked at him with her spiky toes) â€˜for our oldest and youngest customers. If you think that might be you then come on up to the stage by the curries. We're looking for our oldest and youngest in store right now â€¦ piss off, Frank.'

He was standing in front of her in mock-adoration, now strewing the stage with chrysanthemums. They'd been on special offer. The music started again.

â€˜Look. I'm going to the toilet until you're gone. Now piss off or the manager's going to be on to me.' She jumped neatly off the stage and disappeared through a â€˜Staff Only' door.

Those who fancied themselves the oldest customers were making their slow way towards the empty stand. People with babies just days old were starting to queue. Free nappies might be on offer. Frank picked up the microphone just as Melody reappeared.

â€˜Get down! I'll lose my job!' she laughed.

â€˜And our next prize,' Frank said, â€˜is for the couple who most resemble each other. Matching trainers? Similar girths? Same tattoos and haircuts? Get up here. We've a year's free shopping to give away!'

â€˜Frank!'

â€˜Get down, Dad!'

â€˜What else are we looking for?' he continued. â€˜We've got prizes in these categories: most obnoxious toddler, heaviest and lightest pensioner, most ridiculous hairstyle - but our star prize of a lifetime's supply of frozen food will go to the person who, in the judge's opinion, least needs the contents of their trolley! So get yourselves up here.'

Melody's manager was back. He seized the mike and two security guards got Frank in an armlock and marched him out of the store. James, close to tears, pushed Tom in the empty trolley behind them.

â€˜Looks like we're going to Tesco's, kids,' Frank said. â€˜We can get Mum some nicer flowers and have chips in the cafÃ©. What do you think?'

â€˜I saw Mrs Fleance in there, and another teacher watching you,' said James.

â€˜It was just a joke,' said Frank. â€˜Mum will never know.'

* * *

Mum was at home, sorting out the washing.

Her name was Posy, unfortunate but true. She had spent her life failing to live up to her namesake, Posy Fossil in
Ballet Shoes.
She tried her best, and wore scoop-necked T-shirts that were described as â€˜ballerina-style' in catalogues, swirly skirts, flat shoes, and now there was even a fashion for wrap-around tops, just like the pink ones her aunts had knitted for her. She'd given up ballet at twelve, concentrated on jazz dance and then nothing. Not dancing anyway.

Posy had tried to give her own children (at least the boys) more sensible names. She had James, Poppy, Tom and Isobel, but then their surname was Parouselli.

Parouselli. The name had seemed like a present. She heard carousel music, and saw candy canes and pink and yellow parasols. The merry-go-round ponies whinnied for joy at it; they pawed the ground and leapt up and down their poles. Dick van Dyke did a little dance. She had tried it out - Posy Parouselli - before she'd even met its owner. She'd been like her thirteen-year-old self, trying out her name with that of whichever boy she currently liked. Perhaps it was the name she'd fallen for. She saw it on lists for lectures and tutorials. Frank Parouselli. She was smitten.

What a disappointment it would have been if Frank hadn't been like himself: tall and dark with eyes the colour of a Cornish summer sky, the blue you see in August when you are swimming far out from the shore, and look back to where the sky meets the gorse-covered, pineapple-scented cliffs. Frank Parouselli. It was lounging in a stripy deckchair, licking an ice cream, reading something funny. Ah, first impressions.

Frank played stand-up bass. His band â€˜The Wild Years' were slowly greying and balding. The New Year's Eve gig seemed to come round more and more often. The twice-weekly practice sessions had become a weekly night down the pub with Melody, the pretty twenty-two-year-old who
sometimes sang with them. They still had their spot at The Oak Tree and a number of other regular gigs too.

Frank had sold his motorbike. The Parousellis had a green Volvo estate.

â€˜It's a prep school car,' the man at Ringwood Motors had told Posy, and she'd smiled; as if they'd ever be able to afford prep school. She entertained vague and silent hopes that the children might win scholarships, perhaps the boys might even go to Winchester College where their grandfather had been, but only as day boys of course.

â€˜Better drowned than duffers. If not duffers, won't drown,' Frank said, quoting the absent father in
Swallows and Amazons,
which James was ploughing through. Frank didn't believe in private education, and nor did Posy, apart from for her own children.

Frank knew that he was more or less the man in that Talking Heads song â€˜Once in A Lifetime'. He and Posy had loved it when they were students, but now here he was waking up every day thinking â€˜Well, how did I get here?'

He was almost that man, but not quite. He loved Posy, he loved the children. It was all the trappings he could do without; the Jolly Good School, the importance of Start-rite shoes at thirty-seven quid a go (and he was going round in holey old deck-shoes, not that he cared, or damp beige desert boots, Â£12.99 from Portswood Shoefayre). He hated the chitchat in the playground that was oxygen to Posy, all the committees that she was on.

â€˜I don't know why you bother. Why don't you all just decree that every family has to give fifty quid a year instead of all this endless fundraising? Think of the time and effort you'd all save! Or just let somebody else do it.'

â€˜But what if everyone thought that? There'd be no pre-schools if nobody volunteered. I feel compelled â€¦'

So she spent long evenings at the Chair's house making things out of saltdough, and stuffing felt Teletubbies and
Tweenies for the St Peter's Pre-School Autumn Fayre.

The only time Frank felt like himself now was when he was playing; but even with The Wild Years he sometimes felt out of it. He was the only one who was married. Al was divorced, with one child, Finn, whom he didn't see often enough; Rich and Ron were still single. They drove from pub to pub in Rich's van, which was really the band's as they'd all put Â£300 in for it. They hung out in student pubs and looked at girls. When Frank went out with them he felt about eighty years old.

Posy folded the clean towels and jammed them into the airing cupboard. The slumbering volcano of quilts and blankets and swimming towels looked so inviting that she was tempted to throw herself in, to find oblivion in James's leaping dolphins duvet cover. She must pull herself together, wake herself up, hit the Diet Coke. She didn't have long before they'd be back from the supermarket, and Isobel might wake up at any moment.

There were many things that Posy wasn't allowed to do. These included being depressed. If ever Frank noticed her being sad or melancholy or miserable (it had to be quite extreme for him to notice, and involve audible sobbing) he would say things like:

â€˜Everyone feels like that Pose, you've just got to carry on,' or,

â€˜But don't you think that depression is the ultimate self-indulgence?'

It was a different matter if Frank was depressed. His depressions were existential crises, intellectual matters. They'd last for weeks, usually around Christmas and New Year, or family holidays, the arrival of their babies, or other people's birthdays. They involved him getting very drunk each night and watching action thrillers, aeroplane hostage movies, and made-for-TV dramas on Channel 5. The next day his breath
was such that Posy declined any offers he made to do the morning school run. He would usually not be up in time anyway, having fallen asleep on the sofa, then woken up to find something else unmissable: â€˜The Properties of Rope' on the BBC Learning Zone, something like that. He would tell Posy all about it. It was lucky his work never involved early starts.

That was the clean stuff put away. Now for the hip-high heaps of the dirty. She knelt on the landing and started to sort it into colours.

Those whom the gods wish to damn they first call promising. Frank Parouselli, BA Hons (First Class) English Literature, was a BettaKleen distributor. This was one of the day jobs that he couldn't give up. Posy kept her eyes down as she worked so as not to see into the spare room with its stacks of the BettaKleen catalogues (most of the customers and the other distributors called them â€˜books') and the array of products awaiting delivery. Frank had to make up the orders, sorting the microwave cooksets, the sink tidies, the plate stackers, the ceramic teddy scouring-pad holders, the swing-bin fresheners, into the mean little bags that the company supplied. Frank was amazed that anyone could want any of it.

â€˜Hey!' he nearly told his customers. â€˜Don't buy it. Won't it just highlight the emptiness of your life, the futility of your existence? A viscose carrier-bag dispenser with cheeky chick motif won't bring you happiness. Whatever need it is you are trying to meet, whatever void in your life you are trying to fill, the tartan trollymate isn't the answer.'

â€˜I am a Pedlar of Pointlessness,' he would tell people at dinner parties who asked what he did.

â€˜He's really a musician,' Posy would quickly add. They found that they were rarely invited back. Frank so often seemed to do something that Posy thought was inappropriate. There had been the time when he had eaten a huge platter of
cherries that Posy said had been clearly for decorative purposes only. Not only had he wolfed down handfuls of them, implying that the huge five-course dinner he'd just eaten wasn't enough, he'd put the stones back in the bowl.

â€˜You must have realised that they weren't intended for consumption. There would have been a small empty bowl for the stones if anyone was meant to eat them,' Posy told him later. She was also mortified because she thought that he had been much drunker than everyone else, sitting there like a grinning gnome, laughing when nobody else did.

â€˜Cherries for display purposes. So they live in a department store window. That's obscene,' Frank replied, and left for his shed at the bottom of their garden where he went to smoke and practise.

Posy didn't allow smoking in the house, so Frank was always walking out on the family, leaving for his shed. Posy insisted on it, but it made her feel as though he always had somewhere better to go, and that she was being dumped in the kitchen like someone boring at a party.

Posy's kitchen was sunny and yellow with a long farmhouse table where the children did painting. It was the kitchen she'd always wanted. She found herself smiling as she wiped crumbs and jam from the oilcloth.
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