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CHAPTER 1
Life’s a Joke

Is everything a joke to you, Carmichael?’

Ugh.

That ques tion.

Again.

I don’t know how to write a sigh but just know that 

I’m sighing as I write this.

Hearing  it  once more  that  after noon at  school,  I  felt 

like I’d been asked the same ques tion my whole LIFE, or at 

least the major ity of my near four teen years on the planet.

And  yet,  for  as  long  as  I  can  remem ber  I’ve  found 

LIFE a bit of a laugh able pastime.

LIFE:

•  Wake up: why? Sleep is amazing.

•  Go  to  school:  put  on  a  mini ature  suit  (weird)  

‘
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and  travel  through  the  rain  (prob ably,  because: 

London)  to  a  build ing  to  find  out  about  long  

divi sion,  split  infin it ives,  how  to  bake  rock  

cakes and other  things you will NEVER NEED 

TO KNOW IN THE FUTURE.

•  Come  home:  tell  your  parents  about  your  day 

(yuck).

•  Tomorrow:  do  the  EXACT  SAME  THINGS 

AGAIN.

Pretty  ridicu lous.  And  you  have  to  laugh  at  ridicu lous-

ness, don’t you? I mean, if you don’t laugh at it, how the 

actual heck do you live through it?

‘Is everything a joke to you?’

I some times wonder if I was asked that as a toddler. 

I defin itely remem ber Mum asking it when I was around 

five years old. My older brother, Malky, had dropped his 

ice cream into a pile of dog poo, and I laughed and said, 

‘Three-second rule?’

Three-second rule  was  some thing  Mum  often  said 

when  we’d  drop  a  chip  in  the  kitchen  or  a  grape  in  a 

museum or some thing. She’d encour age us to pick it back 

up and eat it before the lurgies of the world descen ded on 

the morsel, so in my five-year-old brain I’d assumed it was 

a funny obser va tional refer ence. She didn’t think so. She 

said I was being vindict ive.
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Words are import ant.

Words can surprise you, hurt you, make you laugh.

Words are power ful.

In  fact,  words  have  the  power  to  change  your  life, 

forever.

Considering  how  import ant  words  are,  you’d  think 

we’d know all the ones we need, wouldn’t you? But if you 

keep  your  eyes  and  ears  open,  there  are  new  ones  to 

discover every single day.

Like vindict ive.

In  that  moment,  I  had  to  ask  my  mum  what 

vindict ive  meant.  (I  was  five years old,  guys,  give  me  a 

break!)  When  she  told  me  it  meant  that  I  was  being 

cruel,  I  tried  really hard  to explain  the events – unseen 

by her –  in  the build-up  to me  laugh ing at my brother’s 

expense. Unfortunately I was missing a couple of crucial 

words in my pre-school vocab u lary: context and karma.

Of  course,  now  I  know  all  too  well  that  context  is 

like  a  frame  around  a  picture.  It  gives  you  all  the 

elements that make up the whole story and helps you to 

focus on it clearly.

And karma describes the prac tice of cause and effect: 

do a good thing and good things might happen; do a bad 

a thing and bad things might happen.

So  if  I  could  go  back  to  that  day  as  a  five-year-old 

outside the park, me and my seven-year-old brother licking 
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99s  with  Flakes  and  straw berry  sauce  in  the  crisp  early 

September sun, I’d say to my mum, ‘Hold your horses there, 

Mother, that was actu ally KARMA. Let me give you a little 

CONTEXT so you know I wasn’t being VINDICTIVE.’

And I’d go on to eloquently describe how Malky had 

kept nudging my shoulder, trying to make me drop my ice 

cream, exactly the type of mean ness in which my brother 

would regu larly – and glee fully – partake.

So when Malky nudged too hard and lost his grip on 

his own frozen trophy, sending it hurt ling not just towards 

the earth but all the way into a putrid, fly-infested point 

of  no  return,  YES,  I  laughed.  I  laughed  heart ily  and 

delivered  the  most  sting ing  of  rebut tals  –  a  recog nised 

Taylor  Family  saying,  fiendishly  turned  on  its  head  for 

ulti mate humour and justi fied revenge.

Oh,  you  better  believe  it  –  if  I  knew  then  what  I 

knew now, I would’ve defen ded my corner  like a debate 

team cham pion. Unfortunately,  I was  only  five  so  I  just 

cried, ‘I’m NOT binvict ive!’

‘Is everything a joke to you?’

Yep,  I’d  heard  that  one  through out  most  of  the 

follow ing years of primary school, like when I laughed in 

a Year  5  assembly  because  Magid  was  awarded  a  certi-

fic ate  for  one  hundred  per  cent  attend ance  but  missed 

the present a tion due to a dental appoint ment. Or in Year 
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3 when we missed our tour slot at the London Transport 

Museum because of severe delays on the Central Line.

My  laughter  wasn’t  appre ci ated  by  my  teach ers, 

which  was  odd  because  I  wasn’t  laugh ing  at  anyone’s 

hard ship or bad  luck.  I was  laugh ing at  the  irony of  the 

situ ation, which  is actu ally an  impress ively mature  form 

of  humour,  thank-you-very-much,  and  should,  in  my 

opinion, have been celeb rated and encour aged.

The  first  two  years  of  second ary  school  had  been 

much  like  the  last  two years of primary  school:  life had 

become a series of events that I found funny in ways that 

the vast major ity of adults around me just didn’t.

Kids, on the other hand? I mean, I don’t wanna blow 

my  own  trumpet  (although,  hygiene-wise,  shouldn’t  we 

stick  to  blowing  our  own?),  but  I’m  kind  of  a  big  deal 

when it comes to making other kids laugh. I’m the go-to 

guy for chuckles. Kids from all walks would invite me to 

parties  and  outings,  sit  with  me  at  lunch,  gener ally  get 

me involved in stuff – I guess the think ing was, if I was 

there,  some thing  funny  might  happen.  I  was  liter ally  a 

funny sort of popular.

A  big  part  of  school  is  purely  about  survival.  To 

survive, you need an iden tity and I had one. That iden tity 

was known and celeb rated through out Year 8.

My  speci al ity  is  the  ability  to  say  what  most  kids 

want  to  say  out  loud  but  don’t.  Because  when  you’re 
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doing a prac tical science test,  the act of holding up two 

flaming Bunsen burners whilst yelling ‘I AM THE GOD 

OF HELLFIRE!’ tends to get you a couple of deten tions 

and  an  eye-wateringly  boring  one-hour  safety  course 

alone with Mr Clarkson, Head of Science.

It was worth it.

Look. I’m not going to pretend I’m the Cool Kid. I’m 

not the fastest. I’m below average in goal, defence and up 

front. I’m not the best looking. Girls never fancy me. I’m 

defin itely  bottom  of  the  league  in  the  Quality  Trainers 

category.  But  in  that  exclus ive  league  of  Oh  My  Days, 

Remember That Time?, I’m top of the table every season. 

I mean my stats are through the roof.

I’m the undis puted champ in Unnecessary Outbursts 

in Double Maths (‘Guys, I’ve nailed the algebra problem! 

Me plus Maths equals Y! Why, why, WHY?’).

I’m  number  one  in  Witty  Comebacks  to  Bullies 

(‘Well, tech nic ally, Jack, if you’re gonna “eat me for break-

fast” we’ll need to post pone this until  tomor row morning 

at the earli est. What’s your sched ule looking like?’).

I’m  also  unpar alleled  in  Sarcastic  Comments  to 

Teachers  (‘Sir, what does  it  feel  like  to achieve your  life 

goal, live your dream and teach PE?’).

Sarcasm’s kind of a mean one, pretty low, so I try to 

save  it  only  for  those  who  deserve  it.  Sometimes  it  just 

pops  out.  I  mean,  when  you’re  soaking  up  the  pleas ure 
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Mr  Jenkins  takes  from  making  you  do  push-ups  in  the 

rain you just have to go with your instinct.

As much as I love playing with words, I will say I am 

a lifelong fan of slap stick. Actual, phys ical stuff happen ing 

at  random, prefer ably  involving muck,  liquid  or  falling – 

ideally all three – to someone. Anyone. Even me.

Don’t get  it  twisted.  I have no  issue with being  the 

butt of a  joke. When I’m not making stupid people look 

stupid, I’m all for looking stupid myself.

Anyway, slap stick was sort of the reason I was where 

I was at this very minute.

FOURTEEN MINUTES EARLIER:

You see, me and my Year 8 Geography class were outside 

on  the  playing  field  with  the  tightly  wound  Miss 

Stillman, trying to identify differ ent types of cloud form a-

tions.  She  was  scream ing  ‘Nimbus! Nimbus!’  at  an 

uninterested  Dion  James  when,  out  of  the  very  blue 

which  we  were  looking  up  at,  A  PIGEON  FLEW 

DIRECTLY INTO HER FACE.

It  was  in  the  weird  silence,  after  both  the  stifled 

laughter  of  the  class  and  the  wild  yelping  of  Miss 

Stillman had subsided, that I said what I said.

THIS VERY MINUTE:

‘Is everything a joke to you, Carmichael?’
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Miss  Stillman  tilted  her  head  down  and  her 

eyebrows up, hoping to coax a response from me by using 

my full, admit tedly ridicu lous, first name.

I  did  that  thing  of  looking  at  my  feet,  partly  to 

display  that  kind  of  ‘I’m really sorry for everything, even 

exist ing’ body  language, but mainly  to avoid eye contact, 

both  with  her  and  Mr  French,  the  Head  of Year  whose 

office she’d dragged me into.

‘Well, is it?’

WHAT I WANTED TO SAY:

No, not everything. But lots of things are, and it’s like 

no one else wants to admit they’re funny. I mean, if you’re 

genu inely asking me did I find it amusing that whilst you 

were unne ces sar ily scream ing at a child, you were head-

but ted by a flying rat? Like, if you’re actu ally ques tion ing 

whether it felt like a joke when you panicked and then the 

pigeon panicked and pooed all over your clip board? I’m sorry 

but the answer is yes. Life is full of really stupid jokes and 

I’m going to enjoy them. Is that so wrong? DOES THAT 

MAKE ME A MONSTER, MISS STILLMAN? DOES IT?

WHAT I ACTUALLY SAID:

‘No.’

‘I could have been blinded!’ Miss Stillman squawked, 

appeal ing  for  similar  levels  of  outrage  from  Mr  French. 

‘Infected  with  God knows  what  kinds  of  germs.  Most 

people  would  have  rushed  over  –  “Are you OK, Miss 
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Stillman?”,  “Shall I get help, Miss Stillman?” But no, not 

Carmichael. You know what his response was?’

She  paused  for  dramatic  effect  and  Mr  French 

raised his eyebrows as if to say, ‘No, what?’

‘He said, “See? Even nature hates Geography.” ’

The  Head  of  Year  performed  an  invol un tary  gulp-

cough  combin a tion,  took  a  sharp  breath  inwards,  as  if 

sucking on an invis ible straw, then looked to his colleague.

‘Thank you, Miss Stillman, I’ll take it from here.’

She nodded, brushed past me, paused at  the office 

door.

‘Send  him  back  when  he’s  ready  to  take  life  

seri ously.’

I  glared  at  the  door  as  it  closed  behind  her.  Mr 

French  let a moment of  silence hang  in her wake,  then 

pulled  a  file  from  a  cabinet  behind  his  desk,  opened  it 

and tapped it as he spoke.

‘There’s a pupil  in Miss Miller’s English class – she 

came  to  me  raving  about  him.  Attentive, confid ent, 

engaged, incred ible ability  …  basic ally  a  joy  to  teach. 

Know what his name is? Carmichael. When I heard that, 

I  thought  what  are  the  odds?  Two chil dren born in the 

same year, in the same class, both with the unusual name 

Carmichael! The other Carmichael? Grades slip ping, atti-

tude worsen ing, respect for almost all other subjects and 

their teach ers at a worry ing low.’
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He turned a page of the file.

‘So  I  pull  out  the  contact  details  to  send  a 

commend a tion  to  the parents of Carmichael One and a 

third  beha viour  warning  to  the  parents  of  Carmichael 

Two and whad daya know?’

He waved a single Personal Information Sheet with 

a School ID photo of me in the top right corner, pulling a 

subtle  goofy  face  –  nostrils  ever  so  slightly  flared,  eyes 

ever  so  slightly  crossed.  They  said  we  shouldn’t  smile  

in  the  photos,  but  straight  faces  have  never  been  my  

bag,  so  I’d  impro vised.  I  kept  a  straight  face  as  Mr 

French  held  up  the  sheet,  but  my  internal  smile  was 

beaming.

‘Sir, can I—’

‘We’re  an Academy  with  a  strong  focus  on  respect, 

Car. Something  I’ll  have  to  reit er ate  to  your parents  yet 

again in the email home I’m about to write. In the mean-

time,  why  don’t  you  spend  some  time  with  the  other 

Carmichael? I hear he’s a fant astic influ ence.’

Mr  French  did  a  smile  that  wasn’t  a  smile  and 

gestured to the door. I nodded and shuffled out.

Sarcasm.

Ugh.

The lowest form of wit.
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CHAPTER 2
Car. YES, Like a Car

I  stood  in  front  of  the  mirror  of  Wainbridge 

Academy’s  ground-floor  boys’  toilets,  nose  slightly 

wrinkled,  breath ing  through  my  mouth  as  I  always 

did because: boys.

I stared at my reflec tion, ponder ing.

In  adverts  for  perfume  and  hair  gel,  glam or ous 

models  look  to  the camera as  if  to say,  ‘Hey, I can’t help 

being this gorgeous.’

In  selfies,  taken  and  retaken,  edited,  deleted  and 

repos ted online, people pose as  if  to  say,  ‘Yep, this is my 

AMAZING FACE, I think you’ll find it’s pretty darn  

pretty – enjoy it, world.’

In movies, actors look past the camera as if to say, ‘I 

already know how good I look, I don’t even need to make 

eye contact with you – get a load of this beau ti ful right ear.’

But  when  I  looked  at  my  own  close-up  in  the 
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smudged and graffiti-spattered mirror, I patted my unruly 

nest of hair and shrugged as if to say, ‘That’ll have to do.’

OK,  listen  –  I’m  not  a  gargoyle.  But  I’m  also  no 

super model. How do I put  this? My appear ance  is a  lot 

like my humour – under-appreciated.

At  thir teen  and  three  quar ters,  I  was  shorter  than 

average  with  a  round,  light-brown  freckle-covered  face, 

eyes  with  odd  swirls  of  hazel  and  green,  and  a  badly 

behaved ginger Afro.

This was my parents’ fault.

If  you  ever  wondered  what  happens  when  a  black 

woman  from  Grenada  and  a  white  man  from Aberdeen 

have kids, well, the answer is there’s no answer.

Me  and  my  fifteen-year-old  brother,  Malky,  looked 

totally differ ent. Almost weirdly differ ent. Like one-of-us-

was-actually-found-in-a-bush-as-a-baby  differ ent.  Malky 

was  darker  skinned  with  deep  brown  eyes,  wavy,  tame-

able  black  hair  and  the  pointed,  chis elled  features  of  

a young athlete. Which – annoy ingly – was exactly what 

he was.

As  much  as  I’d  love  it  if  it  turned  out  that  Malky 

really  was  a  poor  bush  child,  the  simple  explan a tion  for 

our  phys ical  differ ence  was  that  Malky  looked  like  our 

mum and I looked like our dad. And while my mum, the 

pint-sized,  youthful-looking  Jocelyn  Taylor,  had  smooth, 

blemish-free  features,  perman ently  kissed  by  an  eternal 
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Caribbean sun, my dad, Stuart Taylor, reminded me of the 

rough  granite  blocks  of Aberdeen’s  city  centre,  weather-

beaten  and  starved  of  natural  light,  with  silver-blue  eyes 

topped by a shock of  frizzy  red hair. Lanky and awkward  

at  six  feet  and  four  inches,  he  basic ally  looked  like  a 

Scottish lamp post on fire.

And together, they looked like they weren’t together.

I’d  been  handed  down  everything  from  my  dad 

except  the  height.  That  bless ing  I  was  lucky  enough  to 

inherit from my mum, who was only an African head wrap 

taller than an Ewok. Thanks, guys.

Then there was the name.

The name, the name, the name.

Carmichael.

Ugh.

I  was  called  Carmichael  because  my  parents  were 

idiots.

I’ve  always  suspec ted  a  lot  of  parents  are.  Forever 

search ing for ‘unique’ and ‘unusual’ names with which to 

tarnish  their  offspring,  when  all  any  kid  wants  to  do  in 

their young life is FIT IN. Simple rules:

•  Kids don’t need a name that rhymes with a body 

part  (Peter,  who  I  play  foot ball  with,  is  forever 

‘Tiny  Feet  Pete’.  Rose  in  my  RE  class  is  ‘Big 

Nose  Rose’  –  her  nose  is  actu ally  smaller  than 

 9781526628688_Something I Said_4th Pass.indb   13 13/04/2021   13:05



–1

  0

+1
14

average, but  to be  fair,  she  is  super nosy.  Isaiah 

in my form group prob ably thought he’d got away 

with  it  until  we  found  out  his  surname  was 

Cluttock).

•  They  don’t  need  a  name  that  is  also  a  brand  (I 

had  a  Dior  and  a  Chanel  in  my  primary  school 

class.  I  mean,  you  might  as  well  go  all  out  and 

call your kid Reebok – at least it’d be funny).

•  And  they  really,  really  don’t  need  to  be  named 

after a great-great-great-Scottish-grandfather who, 

rumour  had  it,  was  the  first  to  think  of  putting 

poppy seeds on a bun, although was never recog-

nised for  it, never got any money from it  to pass 

down, and now his great-great-great-grandson was 

still wearing the same Pumas with the flappy sole 

on the right foot from last winter.

Yet  ulti mately  I  was  ambi val ent  about  all  of  these  

things. That’s right – ambi val ent. It’s a versat ile little word 

that  means  having  mixed  feel ings  about  some thing. 

Ambivalence  is  neither  one  thing  nor  the  other,  which 

seemed  a  perfect  way  to  describe  someone  who  looked 

and felt like neither of his parents.

The  name  is  a  perfect  example.  I  can  see  how,  at 

this point, that was partly my fault. Let’s be honest, I had 

the chance to rein vent myself in Year 7 – to use the more 
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normal  half  of  my  name  by  becom ing  a  ‘Michael’  or  a 

‘Mike’,  but  I  didn’t.  Partly  just  an  over sight,  partly 

because  the  four  or  five  friends  –  includ ing  my  best 

mate, Alex Kember – who came with me to Wainbridge 

from  primary  school  had  always  called  me  Car  and  I 

couldn’t  change  that  now.  Plus  my  Uncle  Lan  always 

called me ‘Carm’, which I kind of liked, and which both 

of us  felt was – enjoy ably  for word enthu si asts –  some-

thing  of  an  ironic  nick name,  consid er ing  how  often  my 

beha viour was the oppos ite of calm.

I remem ber telling him a story about a deten tion I’d 

got for surfing down the newly waxed corridor floor of the 

Science  Block.  Finding  myself  unable  to  stop,  I’d 

contin ued  my  uncon trol lable  journey  into  an  A-Level 

display of hand made helixes, destroy ing a term’s worth of 

papier mâché DNA.

‘You remind me of me at your age, Carm,’ he’d said, 

‘A penchant for impetu ous ness.’

I screwed my face up.

‘Penchant.  It’s  like a strong  tend ency  to do stuff.  In 

your  case  it  was  to  be  impetu ous  –  you  made  a  slightly 

mad decision on  the  spur of  the moment. Your  grandad 

used to say it about me.’

Not ‘Carm’ enough, then.

Oh well.

So  I’d  grown  ambi val ent  about  my  name.  And  my 
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appear ance?  Well  I  mean,  come on,  I  lived  in  London, 

where every one looked – and sounded – differ ent, so … 

So what?

Yes  –  my  height,  my  face,  my  name  could  all  be 

described  as  weird  and  used  against  me  by  some  new 

idiotic  adversary  at  any  given  moment  (‘Ha-ha! Car? 

What type of “car” are you? A Mini? Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha.’ 

Genius), but you know what? I lived for those moments. 

In  my  opinion,  no  one  at  Wainbridge  had  a  smarter, 

quicker, sharper tongue than me. So  if someone wanted 

to have a go, my default posi tion was largely:

BRING.

IT.

ON.
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