
Yellow	Jelly	

	

	 	 	 	 	 Y	was	a	Youth,	who	kicked	
	 	 	 	 	 And	screamed	and	cried	like	mad;	
	 	 	 	 	 Papa	he	said,	‘Your	conduct	is	
	 	 	 	 	 Abominably	bad!	
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 Edward	Lear	
	

	

	

He	heard	the	crunch	sound	of	the	shovel	blade	every	time	he	closed	his	eyes.	Tom	

stood	in	the	garden	of	the	house	his	parents	had	bought	with	money	from	a	lottery	win	and	

looked	at	the	ground.	As	a	lad,	he’d	been	a	voracious	hole	digger.	‘Chief	hole	digger’	could	

have	been	his	job	title	but	his	mother	wasn’t	one	for	games	like	that.	The	family	home	was	

an	embarrassingly	large	Victorian	number	on	the	corner	of	Winchelsea	Avenue	in	the	leafy	

suburb	of	an	English	market	town.	It	had	broad	orange-bricked	shoulders,	and	elegant	white	

French	doors,	usually	left	open	letting	the	high-ceilinged	kitchen	breathe.	There	were	pink-

stringed	aprons	hanging	from	a	nail	on	the	back	of	a	pine	door,	and	he	would	feel	the	gentle	

swish	of	a	light,	concertinaed	skirt	as	his	mother’s	well-heeled	shoes	clopped	back	and	forth	

on	 the	 linoleum.	 Tom	 remembered	 the	 home’s	 thin	 glass	windows	 that	 in	 the	 right	 light	

reflected	a	bluey-purple	image	of	the	world,	like	the	membrane	of	a	Fairy-liquid	bubble,	they	

were	grand	in	appearance,	but	cold	to	live	with.	He	knew	and	understood	every	patch	and	

pitfall	of	that	garden,	and	he’d	split	it	up	into	sections,	named	different	areas	according	to	

their	personality.	See	you	at	Crackshadow	Plains,	he’d	shout	from	his	rusty	auction-bought	

mountain	bike,	that	was	too	big	for	him,	as	he	turned	a	corner	onto	the	small	yard	where	his	

mam’s	car	would	sometimes	park.	His	younger	brother	would	be	struggling	to	keep	up	on	a	

tricycle,	two	slugs	of	snot	determinedly	edging	towards	his	upper	lip.		



I’m	sick	of	playing	your	games	Tom,	he’d	eventually	say	as	the	cold	bit	into	his	fingers.	I’m	

going	inside.	

But	Tom	would	stay	outside	and	play	alone	or	lie	on	the	grass	and	stare	at	the	sky.	When	Tom	

remembered	that	garden	he	felt	as	though	he	was	getting	closer	to	the	essence	of	himself.	

This	 is	 it,	he’d	say	out	 loud.	All	his	senses	were	firing,	and	he	could	feel	 the	energy	 in	the	

elements.	When	he	reflected	on	all	this	now,	he	realised	he’d	lost	something,	something	he’d	

spent	a	long	time	trying	to	rekindle.	

The	lawn	was	just	about	long	enough	to	play	a	version	of	cricket	on,	fringed	by	low-

level	shrubbery	that	could	hide	tennis	balls	with	a	mastery	yet	to	be	scientifically	understood,	

it	was	guarded	by	two	ancient	horse	chestnut	trees,	so	huge	to	a	little	a	boy	they	felt	like	old	

uncles	looming	down	and	watching	over	him.	Uncles	on	his	mother’s	side,	that	is.	Only	his	

mother’s	side	could	produce	uncles	as	magnanimous,	gentle	and	constant.	He’d	always	felt	

his	dad’s	side	were	more	entertaining,	but	less	loving.	They	were	more	impulsive	–	gamblers;	

chancers;	and	they	tended	to	die	suddenly	too.	But	he	also	knew	that	if	it	wasn’t	for	them,	he	

wouldn’t	be	here.	Tom’s	favourite	spot	was	looking	out	through	the	branches	of	a	weeping	

willow	tree.	He	used	to	look	out	at	the	world	as	the	branches	drooped	down	and	enclosed	

around	him,	a	hand	clenched	on	the	spade	handle,	a	foot	astride	a	hole.	It	was	as	if	he	was	

being	sheltered	under	the	tentacles	of	a	giant	jellyfish.	Tom	could	remember	the	sound	of	its	

branches	in	the	wind.	If	he	closed	his	eyes,	and	thought	of	that	sound,	he	was	back	in	that	

garden.	He	remembered	the	smell	of	the	rich	soil,	especially	in	the	rain.	He’d	grab	fistfuls,	and	

feel	it	fall	through	his	fingers.	Years	later,	it	would	always	puzzle	him,	when	he’d	recognise	

that	same	earthy	smell	in	the	little	bags	of	cocaine	he’d	be	given	in	the	back	of	hatchbacked	

cars,	down	side	roads	in	the	dark.		



As	a	boy,	Tom	was	shy.	When	he	was	out	in	public	with	his	mum,	if	she	stopped	to	

chat	to	a	friend,	he	would	sometimes	hide	himself	under	her	skirt.	Get	out	from	under	there,	

his	mother	would	say.	Looking	out	 through	her	skirt;	 looking	out	 through	the	willow	tree;	

curtained	away	from	the	outside	world.	Safe.	

	

The	day	he	began	a	fresh	hole	outside	the	environs	of	the	willow	tree	never	left	him.	

He	 scanned	 for	patches	of	 soil	 that	 looked	undisturbed,	 and	 settled	upon	a	piece	of	 land	

behind	a	spiky	laurel	bush.	He	liked	how	the	head	of	the	shovel	sounded	against	the	packed	

earth.	He’d	 launch	 it	 into	the	soil,	crunch	 it	 further	down	with	his	 foot,	and	creak	up	rich,	

moist,	 clods	of	 earth.	 The	dull	 tug	of	 roots	popping	under	 the	pressure	as	he	did	 so.	 The	

rhythm	of	the	digging	warmed	his	shoulders,	and	a	mound	of	soil	stacked	up	beside	him.	He’d	

found	bits	of	pottery,	shards	of	flint,	and	the	odd	fragment	of	bone.	He	wanted	to	make	the	

hole	wider,	that’s	what	the	space	was	telling	him:	wider	and	then	deeper.	He	slung	the	spade	

in	hard	 just	 to	 the	 right	of	 its	deepest	point,	 and	 that’s	when	he	 first	 saw	 it.	A	 spade-cut	

fragment.	 That’s	 the	 image	 that	often	 comes	back.	He	 remembered	 the	 feeling	of	 feeling	

mistaken,	perhaps	pollen	had	clouded	his	vision.	He	blinked	hard,	and	saw	it	again.	A	peeping	

dome.	The	confusion	and	his	digging	efforts	caused	Tom	to	breathe	heavily.	That	unnerving	

colour.	Poisonous	perhaps.	Each	memory,	freeze-framed,	coming	back.	He	touched	it	with	

the	corner	of	his	spade	and	sensed	its	gelatinous	texture.	The	beginnings	of	panic,	but	overrun	

with	 curiosity	 and	 disbelief,	 he	 slammed	 the	 spade	 in	 again,	 and	 in	 doing	 so,	 sliced	 right	

through	 a	 thick,	 wobbling,	 wedge	 of	 the	 substance.	 The	 unblinking	 stare.	 The	 static	

comprehension.	Yellow	jelly.		

	



	 That’s	the	only	way	he	could	describe	it.	He	remembered	a	musky	smell	and	

smacking	it	with	the	back	of	his	spade,	it	made	a	wet,	slapping,	noise.	Bright	among	the	dirt	

it	was	a	trumpeting,	daffodil,	yellow.	He	remembered	an	involuntary,	fearful,	recoiled	sound	

escaping	from	his	mouth.	He	peered	in	again.	It	had	a	kind	of	viscosity,	soft	and	pliable,	but	

toughened	up	when	 struck	with	 force.	 Tom	 remembered	watching	 the	yellow	 jelly	 slowly	

oozing	 itself	 back	 into	one	piece,	 as	 though	healing	 from	 the	 cut	he’d	 just	made	with	his	

spade.	A	shudder	ran	down	his	spine,	as	the	grey	depth	of	the	clouds	revealed	themselves,	

and	the	branches	of	the	weeping	willow	raged	in	the	wind.	He	dropped	his	spade	and	ran	

back	inside	the	house	to	watch	TV.		

	

You	all	right	Tommy	boy,	said	his	mum,	looking	at	his	paling	face	running	through	the	door.		

Fine,	came	the	reply,	tired	that’s	all.	

Scooped	up	in	an	armchair	he	felt	the	warmth	of	the	glowing	electric	fire	bars,	as	a	flat,	dusk	

light	cast	its	filter	across	the	room.	He	looked	at	his	hand	slightly	trembling,	and	he	had	a	head	

full	of	questions,	but	also	a	reluctance	to	ask	his	mum	in	case	she	banned	him	from	digging.	

In	the	end,	she	won	him	over.	

Come	on,	what’s	the	matter?	she	said	perching	herself	on	the	edge	of	the	settee.	

I	saw	something	weird	that’s	all,	he	said	never	taking	his	eyes	off	the	television.	

Where?	

In	the	garden.	

What?	

Yellow	jelly.	

…	



Yellow	jelly?	she	said	quietly	after	a	pause,	a	hint	of	relief	flickered	across	her	face,	as	she	

allowed	herself	to	assume,	this	wasn’t	serious.	

I	dunno	what	it	is,	said	Tom,	eyes	still	on	the	screen,	which	was	now	showing	a	cartoon	of	a	

cat	using	two	planks	of	wood	to	scale	a	cliff	face.	It	nailed	a	plank	into	the	cliff	stood	on	it,	

then	nailed	in	a	second	plank	a	little	higher	up,	and	stood	on	that	one,	before	leaning	down	

to	un-fix	the	first	plank,	and	place	it	higher	than	the	second	plank,	and	so	on.	The	cat	was	

moving	in	a	diagonal	 line	across	the	cliff	face,	and	it	was	doing	all	this	at	breakneck	speed	

while	being	chased	by	a	dog,	who	was	doing	the	same.	Tom	knew	she	was	reading	his	face.	

Then	she	went	to	stand	up,	and	Tom	sensed	by	the	way	she	moved,	a	sort	of	sudden,	springy	

motion,	that	she	was	going	outside	-	she	meant	business.	It	looked	as	though	the	cat	wasn’t	

going	to	make	it,	but	the	suspense	wasn’t	enough	for	Tom	to	stick	with	it.	He	followed	his	

mother.	She	picked	up	the	spade,	and	Tom	remembered	them	peering	down	into	the	hole,	

and	then	the	hollow	shock	of	 finding	 the	scene	perfectly	unremarkable.	No	yellow	 jelly	 in	

sight.	I’m	sorry,	he	felt	like	saying.		

See	Tommy,	there’s	nothing	there,	love.	There’s	nothing	to	worry	about	darling,	his	mum	said.	

He	remembered	the	cuddle	she	gave	him	that	felt	like	a	hot	drink,	but	he	was	still	cold.	He	

stood	there	dumbfounded.	His	mum	scraped	the	earth	back	over	and	into	the	hole.	It	was	

there,	 he	 protested	 silently,	 I	 don’t	 understand.	 It	might	 have	 gone	 somewhere	 else.	 He	

quickly	scanned	the	space	around	the	hole,	he	couldn’t	see	anything.		

Whatever	it	was,	it’s	not	there	now,	said	his	mother.	

Tom	saw	the	hanging	of	the	spade	back	on	the	shed	wall.	He	watched	it	rock	gently,	as	he	

walked	away	hand-in-hand	with	his	mother.	He	 looked	back	and	felt	 the	silence,	his	mind	

stayed	in	the	shed,	wishing	it	could	talk	to	the	spade.		

	



	

That	night	he	dreamt	it	was	in	the	hole	again,	more	of	it	this	time	splurging	out	from	

the	sides.	It	seemed	fat	and	impenetrable,	like	lava.	He	was	stuck	in	it,	squelched	like	an	egg	

in	a	gala	pie.	His	only	way	out,	was	to	gorge	on	it,	and	he	woke	himself	up	retching.	He	began	

to	 realise	 he	 couldn’t	 shake	 the	 yellow	 jelly	 from	his	mind.	He’d	 often	 turn	 it	 over	 in	 his	

thoughts,	 and	 this	 bred	 something	 else,	 a	 feeling	 of	 a	 different	 kind.	 He	 remembered	

developing	 nerves	 about	 walking	 into	 the	 school	 canteen	 to	 see	 what	 dessert	 had	 been	

prepared	by	the	cooks.	Some	days	it	would	be	jelly	and	ice	cream,	and	he	felt	a	kind	of	relief	

when	the	jelly	was	red,	or	green,	or	orange,	anything	but	yellow.	He’d	skulk	about	outside	

when	it	was	yellow.	Flashes	of	the	jelly	continued	to	enter	his	mind	at	the	most	inopportune	

moments,	usually	just	when	he	started	to	believe	in	himself.	He’d	begin	a	sentence	carefree,	

catch	the	whites	of	an	accusing	eye	and	fall	over	himself,	tongue	tied.	It	was	easier	to	play	the	

class	clown.	Easier	and	funnier,	and	that	became	his	space.	It	was	Tom	who’d	leave	drawing	

pins	sticking	sharp-end	up	on	 the	 teacher’s	 seat,	or	 sit	 there	 reading	 Jane	Austen	with	an	

obvious	protruding	bulge	around	his	crotch,	caused	by	a	can	of	deodorant	shoved	down	his	

pants.	It	was	Tom	who’d	deliberately	mishear	the	question,	until	his	classmates	struggled	to	

contain	their	 laughter.	 ‘Correct’	became	‘erect’,	 ‘wrong’,	 ‘schlong’,	and	so	on.	 	 ‘Detention’	

simply	became	‘thank	you	for	buying	tickets	to	my	next	show’.	He	came	to	realise	the	clown	

had	power,	and	he’d	weigh	in	on	moments	of	injustice,	like	when	his	friend	Matthew	Tool	

caught	the	wrath	of	Mr	Eweherd	in	a	maths	lesson.		

You’re	a	fool	Matthew,	Mr	Eweherd	boomed.		

It’s	not	fool	sir	–	it’s	Tool,	Tom	said.			

I	beg	your	pardon,	Mr	Eweherd,	thundered.	

Before	Tom	unloaded	with:	You	heard,	Eweherd.		



	

Sometimes	when	he	was	playing	to	the	gallery	he	would	suddenly	get	the	wind	knocked	out	

of	his	sails.	He’d	sense	it,	in	fact	when	he	analysed	it	later	and	alone,	he	wondered	whether	

he	was	almost	willing	it	to	happen	in	some	kind	of	sadomasochistic	way.	He	saw	the	teacher’s	

head	as	a	sloping	lava-lamp	globule	of	yellow	jelly,	as	if	like	subliminal	advertising.	Sometimes	

even	with	 a	 vacant	 black	 felt-tip	 smile	 scrawled	 across	 its	 face.	 He’d	 blink	 hard,	 and	 the	

teacher’s	head	would	slip	back	into	its	protruding-chin	of	normality.	Tom	saw	yellow	jelly	in	

the	exam	hall;	at	the	doctors;	or	later	in	life,	during	job	interviews;	sometimes	even	reflected	

in	the	eyes	of	a	lover.	He	wrote	it	off	as	his	thing,	another	layer	to	accommodate.	So	much	

time	 passed	 from	 the	 episode	 in	 the	 garden,	 asking	 questions	 got	 caught	 in	 an	

embarrassment,	buried	in	holding	his	own.	

	

	 	 	 	 	 	 **	

	

Some	twenty	years	later,	when	Tom	was	living	and	working	far	away	from	where	he	

grew	up,	he	decided	to	go	back	to	his	home	county	for	the	weekend.	It	felt	like	returning	to	

an	 old	 battlefield.	 The	 family	 home,	 now	 owned	 by	 somebody	 else,	 stood	 as	 a	 shell	 of	

memory,	 long	 since	 abandoned	 from	 the	 digging	 days.	 Before	 making	 the	 journey,	 he	

searched	for	an	apartment	to	rent,	and	scrolled	through	seemingly	endless	suggestions	until	

he	came	across	one	little	pop-up	image	that	stopped	him	in	his	tracks.	He	remembered	the	

thumbnail	picture	of	a	narrow	path	leading	to	a	black	door	with	hanging	baskets	either	side,	

cradling	pink	and	white	geraniums.	Just	a	regular	front	door,	but	Tom	felt	 it	was	strangely	

familiar.	He	racked	his	brains	and	tried	to	remember,	but	all	he	got	was	the	misty	rock	and	

sway	of	forgetfulness.	He	clicked	through	and	looked	at	the	poorly	photographed	rooms:	the	



bedroom,	the	kitchen,	all	of	it	ringing	a	bell	in	the	distance,	but	then	again,	there	was	nothing	

remarkable	about	these	rooms,	they	were	generic	enough.	He	remembered	the	doubt	that	

came	with	the	muddling	up	of	somewhere	with	somewhere	else.	Some	house	party	back	in	

the	day,	he	told	himself.	He	remembered	the	feeling	of	stepping	over	the	mark,	of	pushing	

himself	into	the	abyss,	of	turning	into	the	resistance.	He	arranged	to	stay	there.	

The	drive	back	to	where	he	grew	up,	was	just	over	three	hundred	miles;	the	roads,	

corners,	hedgerows	and	skylines,	came	with	their	own	stories.	The	kids	play	area	outside	a	

pub	he	used	to	go	to	with	his	parents,	now	so	muted,	rusted	and	overgrown.	The	once-bright	

red	of	the	slide,	faded	and	aged;	the	swing	chains	wrapped	over	the	crossbar,	the	saddles,	

missing.	He	arrived	at	the	front	door	of	the	rental	property.	The	cracks	in	the	narrow	path,	

the	shine	on	the	black	front	door,	the	drip	of	the	hanging	baskets	either	side,	just	as	the	advert	

had	promised.	He	got	out	of	his	car,	walked	round	to	the	side	of	the	property,	and	tapped	in	

the	code	he’d	been	given	on	the	key-lock.	He	picked	up	the	key	and	made	his	way	back	round	

to	the	front	door.	He	heard	music	coming	from	the	neighbour’s	house	and	saw	they’d	decked	

out	the	entrance	to	their	home	in	birthday	bunting,	with	the	number	twelve	daubed	on	the	

little	flags.	He	inserted	the	key,	swung	the	door	open,	and	watched	his	shadow	folding	out	

and	lengthening	in	front	of	him.	The	worn	varnish	at	the	end	of	a	swirl	of	banister,	and	the	

thought	of	the	hands	that	had	held	onto	it.	The	thin	carpet,	and	the	foot-worn	threadbare	

patches.	Envisaging	naked	legs	thundering	down	the	stairs,	and	his	heartbeat	starting	to	rise.	

Tom	shuffled	forward,	and	breathed	in	the	smell	of	the	place.	The	faint	scent	of	maths.	He	

noticed	the	kitchen	door	ajar	ahead	of	him.	Just	as	he	was	growing	accustomed	to	the	sound	

of	the	hallway,	recognising	the	pant	of	his	own	breath	against	the	silence,	Journey’s	Don’t	

Stop	Believin’	started	playing	next	door.	Some	will	win,	some	will	lose,	some	were	born	to	sing	

the	blues.	He	could	hear	the	lyrics	through	the	wall	as	he	moved	towards	the	open	door	of	



the	kitchen.	He	was	drawn	to	the	kitchen.	The	edges	of	a	shadow	splaying	out	under	the	small	

gap	between	the	door	and	the	floor.	A	sensed	presence.	He	pushed	the	door	open	further.	

The	feeling	of	falling,	and	dropping	to	his	knees.	The	crushing	ache	in	his	throat.	He’d	waited	

his	whole	life.	It	goes	on,	and	on,	and	on,	and	on.	There	before	him,	a	six-foot	tower	of	yellow	

jelly	shaped	like	a	Christmas	tree,	tapered	to	a	point.		

	

And	that’s	when	it	all	went	black	for	Tom.	He	woke	up	next	in	a	hospital	bed.	A	warm	

breeze	drifted	in	through	the	open	ward	window,	and	caressed	his	face.	He	felt	relieved	to	be	

there.	He	looked	into	the	inquisitive	eyes	of	a	policeman	and	noticed	his	bushy	moustache	

wriggling	all	over	his	upper	lip	as	his	mouth	moved.	But	he	couldn’t	hear	the	officer’s	words.	

All	he	could	hear	was	the	sound	of	the	branches	rustling	in	the	breeze.	He	looked	out	and	saw	

the	unending	blue	of	the	sky	and	the	gentle,	bowed,	figure	of	a	weeping	willow	tree	in	the	

hospital	garden.	Its	leaves	beginning	to	yellow	in	the	sunlight.	A	folded	newspaper	lay	next	to	

his	bed	with	a	 little	bookies’	pen	placed	on	top	of	 it.	He	picked	up	the	pen,	and	felt	 it	 fall	

between	his	fingers.		

Mother,	he	said	faintly,	don’t	go	filling	it	in	this	time.		

He	was	ready	to	dig.		

	
	
	


