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This book is dedicated to the memory of my parents Joyce and Raymond, who paid for the life I describe in it.

And to the memory of my daughter Maisie who would have been appalled by almost everything I describe in it: ‘Dad – that’s gross! It wasn’t really like that was it?’
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(Prelude)
 So Long, Dalek Sponge

[image: ]

[image: ]
I was a different creature then. If I go back far enough it seems as though my life happened to somebody else. I recognise the names I’m writing down, the times and the places I lived in, but I don’t recognise the person who actually did the living. He is called what I am still called; we share the same eyes and birth certificate, but I’m not him any more. Maybe our names should be renewable every ten years, like passports.

Yes, old chap: your memories belong to someone else. They are borrowed from a character in a previous tale who has now vanished. So perhaps you should pass some of his memories on before you vanish too?

Very well, let’s try it: who was I? Or, currently: Writing Guy, who are you? That’s easy: I am the voice in the head of the person who is writing this. Hmm. Things are getting complicated – let’s try another approach: who were you back then?

OK, Take 2: I was – I am – a twelve-year-old English male who materialises inside a red-brick Victorian fortress one grey dusk in January 1966. There’s snow in the air and snow on the ground. It tightens my stomach, remembering this. Look! I am standing in a low-ceilinged room with some other people. A coal fire burns in a tidy fireplace. The scene is cosy. We’re ingesting tea and cake through the portals known as our mouths. Most of the other occupants of the room are parents.

Two of these parents are mine: my father, who wears spectacles across his smooth, broad face, and my mother, who doesn’t. He has a dark floppy fringe above his brow, she wears her hair in a stylish auburn perm. They are both here nervously surrendering me to the charge of another adult, a teacher named Blotto, who is standing with his Finnish wife. Blotto is in command of this red-brick house. He’s bald and genial, with sawn-off front teeth. Between those teeth he clenches a pipe, like a leprechaun might. He has acute brown eyes and a concave nose, like Bob Hope’s.

In this cosy room stand two other boys, both aged thirteen. The taller is called Horse, the less tall one is called Martz.

Here in the future, the distant future, as I write, Martz’s mother is just about to turn ninety-nine. I could contact him right now on this very device – shall I do that? No, better not: that might dilute my focus on this narrative. Not that this narrative is going anywhere drastic, only through time, and for just a little while at that.

So back in January 1966, Horse, Martz and I have absorbed our nutrients. It’s time for our parents to climb into the airlock and eject themselves from the Victorian building. My father leans down and shakes my hand, bestowing an ironic twinkle on me from behind his glasses:

‘Good luck, Robyn, dear – I’m sure you’ll get on jolly well here.’

‘Bye-bye, Daddy …’

My mother embraces me awkwardly, making no eye contact, but I do get to inhale her pervasive perfume for the last time in six weeks. Then she gives me a penetrating stare that leaves me feeling inadequate, as always:

‘Goodbye, my darling; be good and kind and true and brave.’

‘… and carrots,’ I add, under my breath: my mother’s attempts to boost my moral fibre always remind me of cooked vegetables, which I can’t stand either. ‘Bye-bye, Mummy.’

Then they depart, leaving me to my future. Horse and Martz have been through this before, entering their junior boarding schools, but for the first time in my life I am to be separated from my family and left in a house full of other teenage boys. I will have to take off my clothes and bathe naked in front of them. We will be intimate, whatever that means. I’ve been anxiously awaiting this for months – being marooned alone in an alien world without anybody I know, or any of my totems. Teresa the comforting Norwegian au pair girl, my model trams and trolleybuses, my bonsaied dinosaurs, even my turquoise Dalek sponge have all had to stay back home where my family lives, coincidentally in another Victorian red-brick house about forty miles away through the petite Home Counties landscape. I don’t even have any of my plastic guns – we’ve been cautioned to bring nothing with us from our previous life.

New inmates aren’t allowed to see their families again for at least six weeks, to give us time to adjust our inner compasses. Cell phones and email are still another thirty years off – mere science fiction. In 1966, alone is alone.

Horse, Martz and I are led through a varnished wooden doorway and down one step into our new life. Our feet land on creaking floorboards, just as astronauts’ feet will soon be landing on the moon. There are floorboards everywhere, clonking with the tread of leather shoes. We pass through labyrinths and grottoes of dark timber. There are high ceilings with sad, sad overhead lights striving to beam antique electricity down onto the boys below. Boys swarm everywhere; it seems like hundreds of them, in their shoes and trousers and jackets. I close my eyes and breathe the place in through my twelve-year-old nose. Boot polish. Disinfectant. Burned onions! Nothing that I’m in a hurry to smell, but nothing threatening either. I open my eyes again, and follow the others into a hall. I’m high on dread.

The light is brighter there, and I can see that all around this hall (it’s called Hall) are wooden cubicles, varnished like everything seems to be in this house. Each cubicle comprises a desk, a seat and a lamp. But before anyone can explain anything to us novices comes the thrilling crackle of a stylus on vinyl, and the voices of Paul McCartney and John Lennon erupt from a round metal grille in the only unvarnished piece of wood in the place: ‘Asked a girl what she wanted to be / She said baby, can’t you see?’ The Beatles have penetrated even here, to the House Gramophone.

‘Mudfellow! Turn it down!’

‘It is down, you oaf!’

‘You – you weren’t here last term: what are you called?’

‘What am I for?’ I ask.

‘What are you called? What is your name, new man?’ shouts Mudfellow.

‘My name?’ I blush: ‘Er, let me think … um, yes, er … Hitchcock, probably.’

They laugh, these taller boys. People are less likely to attack you if you can make them laugh: that’s the first thing that boarding school teaches me. I’d made a joke of being too scared to speak.

The Beatles are faded out halfway through ‘You Won’t See Me’. Their latest LP Rubber Soul is as new to me as everything else here, though it feels less alien. I am about to spend some quality time with Rubber Soul and other new records, courtesy of the home-customised record player that lies embedded in the wall by the fireplace. On the mantelpiece above this fireplace lie the cracked remains of several 45 rpm singles – I pick one up. The label reads ‘Hoots Mon’ by Lord Rockingham’s XI.

‘Namers!’ An adult voice booms from a boy of about seventeen, two years or so older than Mudfellow and his companion, Gallows Senior. I am aware that my voice is still high-pitched and girlish, nowhere near breaking. My feet and other parts of my body aren’t fully grown yet: looking at the shoes of the older boys, they’re like policemen’s boots, bulbous and shiny. The voice continues to read a rollcall from a clipboard:

‘Wantage?’

‘Sum!’

‘Brake-Derringer?’

‘Sum!’

‘Sneed?’

‘Sum!’

‘Hodgkinson?’

‘Sum!’

The names fall from his mouth and swim around our ears until each name’s owner replies ‘Sum’, the Latin for ‘I am’. Every night here you have to prove your existence. The rollcall continues, and as it does the voices replying ‘Sum!’ grow younger and higher.

‘Mudfellow?’

‘Sum!’

‘Scraper?’

‘Sum!’

‘Hitchcock? Hitchcock??’

‘Oh, er … here I am.’

‘“Sum”, you idiot: you say “sum”,’ hisses a voice in my ear. It belongs to Gallows Junior, who has tight red hair and an angry mask of a face.

‘Er, sum – sorry.’

Another laugh ripples through the room. Other people’s errors are comforting if they don’t cost you anything personally. I have already learned to survive being embarrassed at the age of seven when I pissed through my shorts onto the floor because the teacher at my preparatory day-school wouldn’t let me get up from my desk and go to the toilet.
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