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BACK IN TIME
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I am eight years old and it’s the school holidays. I’m looking out of the lounge window at the road which curls past and spins off into the distance: the clean pavement, the long front gardens that lead to the brick-built houses with sloping tiled roofs, each three storeys high in blocks of four. New modern houses with the promise of a new modern life.

I can see other children walking down the road past the houses, off to the park or the shops. The boys are play-fighting, trying to trip each other up. The girls let out huge exaggerated laughs and outbursts of mock horror as they exchange gossip. Their noise punctures the air for there are few other sounds. There’s no great industry and little traffic on the roads, just the purring of a light breeze and the odd exclamation from the cattle market near the station; it’s the soundtrack of a small Sussex town in the early 1970s. 

I’m watching all of this but I’m quite happy, for I am a loner. A contented, fulfilled, loner. I can disappear for days to my bedroom and just hang out there on my own. Not that I don’t have any friends, I do – Wal, Pooley, Lil. But I often don’t feel the need to see them. I’m fine by myself.

Particularly today. Because today I am a longbowman from Agincourt. I have on a suede jacket with the arms cut off that I got from Auntie Rae. This forms a medieval jerkin and is worn over an old white school shirt that has been ripped about. I have also borrowed some tights and have made a longbow from a tree at the bottom of my garden. I’m still working on the shoes and I have in mind some sort of leather boots, soft ankle-high moccasins maybe, or crude bindings made from animal hide fastened with hemp. At the moment I’m making do with socks.

Today I’m a bowman, but tomorrow I might be a redcoat from 1815 or Alfred the Great or an eighteenth-century French cuirassier or a bomber pilot from 1945. I like to dress up as historical characters. I’ve always liked it. Other boys might build small fires or do wheelies or climb trees. Each day I come down to breakfast dressed as someone from the past, though recently I have had to abandon being Nelson because the tomato ketchup I put on to his frilly shirt has started to smell. 

I have a large hollow stool whose seat opens up, and inside I store the shirts, coats, lengths of material, belts, ornaments and weapons that make up my historical wardrobe. I have borrowed them from relatives and friends and picked up stuff from jumble sales and school fairs. My mum once bid in an auction for an eighteenth-century backwoodsman’s pistol but could only go to seven pounds: any more, and it would have eaten into the family holiday budget.

I like to dress up as these different people and be them all day. I call it ‘thinks’. I’m happy when I’m doing ‘thinks’. I don’t need anyone else to join in. In fact, I don’t want anyone to join in. They’d say the wrong thing, do the wrong thing. They’d laugh. 

But to me it’s serious. I don’t just dress as these characters: I become them. I am no longer myself. I am no longer eight years old in a middle-class town near Brighton. When I put on these special clothes I’m back there, in time, in history. I build mantraps and fight opponents. I go on secret missions. I’m taken prisoner and escape. I give chase. I scheme. I plot. I build dens and go to sleep wrapped in my cloak. 

I build Hampton Court or Agincourt or the inside of a Lancaster bomber in the living room, turning up the furniture, making houses out of the sofa cushions and emptying the airing cupboard to use sheets fastened with clothes pegs as walls. I carve utensils from tree branches in the garden and eat food from a rough old breadboard I’ve taken from the kitchen. 

And once I’ve built these places I stay there, live there, become part of that life. 

My family is accepting. When I come down to breakfast in the morning, my father lowers his paper and asks, ‘Who are you today?’

I reply, ‘A longbowman from Agincourt.’ 

He says, ‘Oh, good,’ then continues as if I’ve just told him that the weather is going to be sunny or England has beaten the West Indies at cricket.

He’s totally genuine though. When he says, ‘Good,’ he means it. In his eyes my ‘thinks’ are creative, and anything creative is to be applauded. The only thing he fears me becoming is an accountant or a lawyer in life – he’s told me that. He’d rather I ran away and joined the circus. 

My father is creative too. He writes poetry and paints and on Saturday mornings he often makes me objects I can use when I’m having ‘thinks’. He has made me a magnificent papier-mâché mace from the Middle Ages and a two-handed sword out of cardboard – it has an intricate handle inlaid with jewels (buttons). He is planning to make me a shield but we don’t quite have enough cardboard – he wants to stick several layers together because he says it has to be strong enough to withstand the blow from an axe. 

My mother is just as supportive. For months now she has been making me a suit of chain mail. She has managed to get a pattern from a local theatre group who have just done a production of Saint Joan. The thread she uses is thick, like rope, and she weaves it together in a complex cross-stitch using giant knitting needles; the idea is to spray it silver afterwards so it looks like metal.

She has been labouring long and hard for nearly six months, late at night, but she hasn’t shown me anything yet. Until now.

‘Here it is,’ she says. She holds up a chain-mail hood – the result of her hours and hours of hard graft. The stitching is immaculate, the texture perfect, and it looks as if it could be on display in the Tower of London even though it has yet to be coloured. She smiles as she holds it out. ‘There,’ she says proudly. ‘What do you think?’ 

I take it from her and hold it up to the light. Then I look at her hands, red and gnarled from their labours, and her bright, sweet, optimistic face, alive with expectation. ‘Where’s the rest of it?’ I say.

It’s a Saturday morning in the same year. It’s hot, especially in the shopping arcade where I’m standing, which is packed with people. It’s a small arcade, not particularly spectacular or glamorous, not one of those show-off Victorian arcades you get in London. It’s scruffy, provincial, like the rest of Brighton before it became bohemian and hip. 

I’m standing outside Gamley’s, the biggest toy shop in the town, and I’m wearing khaki shorts and a T-shirt with horizontal stripes. I’m alone and I’m clutching an Airfix model kit of King Charles I. What’s more, I’m holding it in front of my crotch and I’m crying. 

My English Civil War ‘thinks’ have been particularly strong over the last few months and have dominated my every waking hour. I’ve got some books on the Battle of Naseby from the library, I’ve been to see the film Cromwell, starring Richard Harris, and my mum has written off on my behalf to see if I might become a very junior member of the Sealed Knot Society. 

I’ve been drawn instinctively to the Roundhead side, partly because the Ladybird book on Cromwell that I’m basing most of my research on seems to describe him, with the exception of what happens in Ireland, as a hero, and partly because Mum and Dad are suspicious of the royal family and vote Labour.

So I have organised a complete parliamentarian officer’s outfit – the suede jacket from Auntie Rae that was my Agincourt bowman’s jerkin now recut to make a seventeenth-century cavalryman’s coat, accompanied by some long boots from a church jumble sale, which are the right height, if a little bit girly, and a cummerbund made out of some old curtain material, which is tied around my waist.

I have paraded around the house and galloped through the hallway wearing the outfit. I have restaged all the battles – Naseby, Marston Moor. I have even made speeches to my troops, standing on an old tea chest at the bottom of the garden. I have lived, breathed and slept the life of a Roundhead. 

The trouble is, I’m starting to tire of it now – the dull, conformist colours of the clothes, the respectful, disciplined living, the lack of laughter (apparently Roundheads didn’t even smile much). In fact, truth be told, I’ve found myself wondering what it would be like to be a Royalist – daring and wild, colourful and free. Galloping up and down the garden, waving my hat in the air and laughing uproariously. 

So I decide to switch sides.

Making a Royalist outfit, though, is not easy: my house is a bit short on fine silks, and achieving a decent ruff around the neck is well-nigh impossible – the closest I get is a forlorn attempt to reshape some cake doilies with a pair of nail scissors. I persist, I experiment, I even try origami but, try as I might, I can’t get anything like the look I want. I feel stuck. No costume, no possibility of a costume. Yet my new enthusiasm for being a Royalist just seems to grow. 

I then discover that the model-maker Airfix includes Charles I in their historical figures series. The figures are seven inches high, composed of forty or fifty parts, which you put together, then glue onto a plinth.

Immediately I become fixated on getting one, all the enthusiasm for the failed outfit now redirected towards a plastic figure the size of a small garden gnome. 

I dream of painting the various sections, gluing them together, then sitting the finished model proudly and elegantly on the little desk next to my bed, along with my Ladybird book on Charles I and maybe a hat with a feather on it. I foresee a whole Royalist display in that corner of my bedroom, with the Airfix figure as the centrepiece. My desire to get one becomes all-consuming. It’s an obsession that haunts my every waking hour. 

None of the local shops seems to have a Charles I. They can supply a Richard I, they can supply several Napoleons and even an Anne Boleyn, but no Charles. 

We ring up places further afield. We ask friends and relatives. We look in newspapers and magazines. Finally we track down a batch of Charles’s in Gamley’s, the toy store in Brighton, a short train ride away. 

Brighton to me is all about dreams and great moments. Excitement and fun. Always has been. My strongest childhood memories are bound up with the place, among its Regency streets and handsome squares; on the boisterous colourful pier; near the beautiful, barmy Prince Regent’s Palace; in the crumbling old football stadium with its noise and smell of cheap hotdogs.

Brighton is where I have my first kiss, go to my first live gig, and drink too much alcohol for the first time while dancing the night away. Brighton is my inspiration, my gateway, my escape, my first glimpse into another more exciting world. Brighton is where it all starts.

We come out of the station and follow the main road that falls away to the sea, a walk of faded chip shops and Victorian bars, an elegant handrail stitching them together as it accompanies you down the hill. When we get to the clock tower we turn right, up a small incline towards the main body of the shops, towards the arcade. It’s a walk of colour, of vivid smells. A walk of tingling anticipation.

When we get to the door of the shop my mum and dad give me the money to buy the figure, then arrange to meet me afterwards – they are popping next door to C & A. I don’t wait to watch them turn and disappear before I spin round and speed inside. 

It is sitting there in a shiny rectangular box, with the Airfix logo and a full-scale picture of the contents. It is Charles I and it is the only one left.

Quickly I pick it up. I shiver as I lift it: it’s every bit as beautiful as I imagined. I hold it in my hand, disbelieving, joyous and fulfilled. And then I become aware of something else, another reason why I’m shivering. 

I want to go to the loo. Quite badly. 

Clearly I’ve been focusing so intently on this moment that everything else has been ignored. All other thoughts, sensations, ambitions have been shelved, shut down in my single-minded obsessive quest, including the usual signals that it’s time to empty my bladder. 

Still, no matter – a quick trip to the loo, then I can nip back and make the purchase. I put the box down carefully, making sure it’s as far out of sight on the shelf as possible. Then I look round …

And see another boy, not much older than me, looking along the same shelf.

He is working his way unerringly towards me, past a couple of Richard Is, past Henry VIII, past Julius Caesar. He picks up each in turn, looks at it for a minute, then replaces it on the shelf. He’s going to take King Charles from me. I know it. 

I reach back in, pick up the box and head for the till, the need for the loo so acute now that I feel the occasional sharp pain around my midriff and I’m conscious of taking small steps. There is a queue. I brace myself, determined. I’ve got this far and I’m not going to give in. Two people ahead of me. Just two. I can manage that. Even if the sharp pain around my midriff is coming more frequently. 

The woman operating the till is speaking to the person at the front of the queue. ‘You got much shopping to do?’

‘Not really, just Marks, then Habitat.’

‘Oooh, you should see some of the stuff they’ve got in there. So lovely. How’s Bob?’

Oh no. They’re friends! Please hurry up. Please. 

The pain in my midriff is spreading. I can feel a twinge in my back now too. A wave of panic grips me. I feel trapped. There is no way out. I look around – my rival is still loitering by the Airfix models, a clear and present danger. My breathing gets shallower. I look down at my fingers, which clutch Charles I so tightly that the knuckles are a bloodless white. I can feel a drop of sweat snaking down my back inside my T-shirt. 

When I look up again the chatty woman is leaving. It’s okay. Everything is going to be okay, I tell myself. We all shuffle up one, towards the till. As we do, I’m conscious of having to tighten my groin muscles even more. They can’t go any further.

‘That’ll be eight pound fifty,’ says the lady behind the counter. 

That’s good. Straight to the point. And, even better, the customer in front of me is a man. A man is less likely to do friendly chatting. Plus, he’s only got one thing – a chemistry set. He’s giving it to the till lady now. And he’s got the money too.

Yes! Thank you, Man-with-a-chemistry-set.

The till lady suddenly stops. ‘Oh, run out of bags. Hang on.’ She looks up. ‘Maureen?’

Maureen, who is stacking shelves on the other side of the room, walks slowly towards her.

HURRY UP MAUREEN OR I’M GOING TO WET MYSELF.

I wince. The pain is now so severe that I have to stoop and cross one leg in front of the other.

‘Are you all right?’ asks Maureen.

‘Yes,’ I croak. ‘I’m—’

I start to pee on the floor. 

At first it’s just a few drops. Then a few more. And then a few more.

Before long it’s a stream and a little dark patch appears on the light blue carpet at my feet, like a cloud on a previously perfect day. 

‘Don’t worry, love,’ says Maureen, cheerfully. ‘I’ve seen worse.’

I move to one side in the vain hope that by shifting my position I might be able to get hold of my bladder again but it doesn’t work. All it means is that another cloud appears next to the one that has already formed. I move again and again with a similar result. Soon there is a number of little clouds at my feet, and all I can do is try to stand on them in a desperate attempt to cover them up. 

‘Really, don’t worry,’ says Maureen, kindly. ‘It can be cleaned.’ 

The carpet is now a patchwork of dark clouds and I’m hopping around on them from foot to foot as if I’m involved in a bizarre game of Twister. Other people are starting to stare at me, the strange, sad, dancing child with tears in his eyes and a sizeable wet patch on his shorts, but I won’t let go of the Airfix model. I won’t let it go. I WON’T LET IT GO. IT’S MINE. I hold it out of danger, out of harm’s way, at the end of my outstretched arm till my bladder is empty and the light carpet has become a dark sky and the people who were watching have lost interest and turned away. 

Needless to say, when my mother and father finally come to collect me from the shop, I’m already standing outside, in the street, as far away from the scene of my crime as possible. 

But as we walk back to the station, with their consoling arms around me and their comforting words in my ears, it dawns on me that this was no disaster: my mission has been accomplished. I have indeed bought the very last model of King Charles I, which I am now holding diplomatically in a horizontal position to cover the wet patch on my crotch. And though I’m still crying, still shaking and still ashamed, inside I’m triumphant.

A container houses the Airfix model of Charles I and the chain-mail hood. It also holds an old copy of the Mid Sussex Times with a picture of me dressed as Sherlock Holmes’s assistant in a school play, a Subbuteo pitch and a book I won as an English prize at secondary school. I find that container in the first few frantic days after I return from Hong Kong as I’m looking for a different box, the one that has the family documents, the birth and marriage certificates, the stuff you need when someone dies.

Several similar boxes are piled high in the bottom of the wardrobe. They are plastic and rectangular with tops that clip on. They get rough treatment, these boxes, being moved around, stacked and bumped. We don’t have much storage space in our house. The boxes have scratches but they work. They do the job. They look after the past. 

In the mad scramble to find the documents, I pull out all these boxes, rip the lids off and there they are, mementoes of a young life, a little dusty, smaller than I remember them, smelling of the seventies and the hard plastic of an airless container that’s rarely opened. 

I find myself thinking of the eight-year-old boy who wore the chain-mail and peed in a toy shop just so he wouldn’t lose his dream. I think of his naivety, his self-absorption, his youthful insensitivity. I see his delight, his obsessiveness.

So free. So oblivious.

I think of the life ahead, its unexpected twists and turns, and the darkness that will gather. I think of him and how ill-equipped he is to face it all. And I want to warn him.
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