Call me Clover.

Actually, I’d rather you didn’t. I don’t really like my name, but that seemed a good way to get started. I did a bit of research before I started writing this thing, and apparently, telling any prospective readers what your name is, what colour your eyes are or how you like your eggs done is called ‘an info dump’ and should be avoided like the plague
. The research book also said to avoid clichés, but I can’t help that.

The problem with the book I read was that it didn’t say what to put in the place of said info dump. Maybe there’s a better book out there somewhere; I just didn’t find it. So…

Don’t call me Clover. Clover Elisabeth Neill. My name was always a source of worry when I met anyone new, and the first day of term was a nightmare. Picture the scene:

CLOVER is blithely perambulating through the school corridors, happily minding her own business. Enter a PREFECT, with a NEW GIRL in tow.

PREFECT. Hi.

CLOVER [stopping, warily eyeballing the NEW GIRL] Hey.

PREFECT [gesturing to the NEW GIRL] This is Cameron/ Rebecca/ Tracey. She’s a new girl.

CLOVER [mentally rolling her eyes at the obvious] Hi.

PREFECT [to NEW GIRL] This is Clover Neill. She’s in your group.

NEW GIRL [incredulously] Clover? Really? [starts to grin] And how’s Clovey-wovey? Does ’ou want a cheese and tommy-toe toastie? Are you expecting a visit from the smack fairy? Do you watch --

[Exit CLOVER]
See what I mean? Of all the possible names for dogs out there
, why did Fry and Laurie, whichever one wrote that sketch, have to pick the name Clover? So far, I had only been spared that particular humiliation 
by the fact that most of the people I met seemed to be immune to good comedy. Well, you can’t have everything.

This particular day, however, was during half term. An oasis of freedom in the bleak, ravaged landscape of Sixth Form 
existence. YouTube beckoned, and I followed.

‘Clover!’

‘Um?’

‘Clover, get off the laptop, you’ve been on for ages!’

‘No, I haven’t.’

‘You’ve been on for hours - literally.’

‘Can I just finish watching this?’

‘What is it?’

‘You don’t want to know.’

A sound that was a crossbred between a sigh, a snort and a hiccup erupted from the parent’s 
lips. Recognising Mum’s danger sounds, I amended my previous statement to, ‘Clip from the extended version of the Two Towers. It’s the ent water bit.’

‘Not that old thing.’

‘Yeah, that old thing.’ The clip finished, and, with a regretful sigh, I handed the laptop over.

‘What are you doing?’ 
Mum asked, opening up her email inbox.

‘Don’t know. Reading.’

‘Have you done your studying?’

I paused in the doorway, experiencing what is commonly described as ‘that sinking feeling’. After half a minute, I said carefully, ‘I’ll go do some now.’

Mum’s sigh filtered through the crack in the doorframe
. I offered nothing more, but went to my bedroom. 
Shutting the door, I sat down at my desk and blew a raspberry at the pad of paper. Dang English. Dang History. And dang, dang, dang Maths. My thoughts continued in this vein for some time, then, with a sigh that matched Mum’s for weariness, I opened Hamlet, took a fresh sheet of paper and began chewing the end of my pen.

An hour later, I muttered, ‘Alas, poor Yorick!’ and stuck the pen in its stand, viewing the doodles on the paper with pardonable pride. A double curlicue wound its sinuous way around a cat’s feet and up its body; where it touched the cat’s ears, it blossomed into a grape vine, and wine dripped from the grape clusters and made a pool on the floor. A very fat and festive-looking Bacchus viewed his reflection with an inebriated grin and patted the head of the donkey standing next to him. The donkey was also grinning, showing a mouthful of slab-like teeth, parted a little to provide an exit for its tongue, which stretched down almost to its knees and showed the tattooed message, ‘In vinum est veritas.’ I touched up the fuzz on the donkey’s ears and decided that it had been an hour well spent, with one eighteenth of the time spent on a character study for Ophelia, and the rest on perfecting the rosy curve of Bacchus’ cheek and nose.

Downstairs, I opened the fridge and began to rummage 
about for leftovers. It was at that time when a free weekday begins to feel like Saturday, and one gets a sinking feeling at the thought that the weekend is nearly over, then joyfully realises that the week is just beginning. At least, that’s how it affects me. I dug out a packet of ham, then
 considered the cheese box. The temptations of ham and cheese were very great
, but… 
How many calories in cheese? Far too many. Why does everything tasty have to be swimming in fat? I dithered for a moment longer, then shrugged and brought the box out. Ah, heck, I thought, as I cut a sizeable slab and wrapped it in a fold of wafer-thin ham. Cheese was made to be enjoyed. I don’t want to deny it its function in life, do I? 
Pleased by this logic, I settled down on the kitchen stool and ate both ham and cheese happily. The sun was shining outside, and looking through the window into the garden, I could see Dad turning over the compost bin, and Daniel kicking a half-deflated football about on the grass. Daniel is my younger brother by three years, being thirteen and a quarter. So, less for those of you who can grapple with sums of more than one digit and more for those of you who can’t
, that makes me sixteen.

Daniel sent the ball sailing up into the crook between the branches of one of the trees, where it stuck. Daniel isn’t one of those die-hard football fanatics that younger brothers so often come in; he’s just as happy with a book or video game as with a leaking ball. I licked my fingers, found a smudge of cheddar trapped under my nail, dug it out and ate it. In the quiet of the afternoon, my thoughts wandered this way and that. Ideas on how Jack Sparrow could say ‘This is not good’ and Jake Lloyd couldn’t, mixed freely with daydreams about Gallifrey’s orange sky and questions about how paradoxes work. Then an unpleasant little thing wormed its way into the gauzy, half-transparent yellow daydream I had fallen into. It solidified into a query: what are you going to do about that English paper?
I’ve done it!

Only the rough copy. You still need to write it out properly so it’ll be ready to hand in next week.

It’ll be done by next week.

You said that you wouldn’t go on YouTube until you’d finished it.

I only said that to me
; I didn‘t promise anything.

And you haven’t done it, but you went on it.

Too many its. Clarify.

Do I need to clarify myself to myself?

Yes.

You’re talking to yourself, you know that? That’s known as, what… schizophrenia? Multiple Personality Disorder?

There is surely a pleasure in being mad, which none but madmen know.

This kind of talk with myself could go on forever, I knew. I did want to do well in my schoolwork, but it was such a bother to get good marks. I could scrape by without making too much of an effort, and it was only sometimes that I got these uncomfortable pangs of conscience. I brushed this one fairly easily, thinking, All work and no play makes Jack a dull boy.
Jack who?

Just saying it kind of lacks something; it’s the facial expressions that really make it funny. Take my word for it, if you want it and consider it worth anything, which I doubt you do... Whatever. Never mind; the ‘Jack who’ joke is funny, when done by the right person.

Dad came in; I heard the garden door slam, and then he was in the kitchen, washing his hands, saying cheerfully, 
‘Hey, Clover. What’ve you been doing?’

‘Not much,’ I replied automatically.

‘Have you got your English paper done?’

Silence. ‘Not yet… At least, not finished…’

And the storm broke.
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