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  WOTCHA!




  By Kevin Saunders




  ~~~~~~




  ‘Wotcha’ - a contraction of the 15th century English greeting:




  ‘what chere be with you?’




  





  Watcher n - a person who watches or observes somebody or something. A voyeur.




  





  ‘It is necessary only for the good man to do nothing for evil to triumph.’




  Edmund Burke. English Philosopher & Irish Politician




  





  ‘A little learning is a dangerous thing; drink deep, or taste not the Pierian spring: there shallow draughts intoxicate the brain, and drinking largely sobers us again.’




  Alexander Pope. 1709




  





  ‘When you blame yourself, you learn from it. If you blame someone else, you don't learn nothing, cause hey, it's not your fault, it's his fault, over there.’




  Joe Strummer




  ~~~~~~
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  Saturday 28th June 1969. 2.25pm. Norfolk




  Their father’s moonwalk strides in his battered suede fell boots and tucked-in tweed leave his wife and kids trailing disconsolately behind him. The brisk pre-breakfast constitutional hasn’t been as advertised and has taken in a good five-mile stretch of featureless grey coastline shrouded in drizzle and mist and untroubled by anything so distracting as drama. Damp and cold, the two Raines kids grizzle and whinge and clap mittened hands together to stoke circulation.




  ‘Honestly, Erich,’ mutters Rosa, ‘if we’d wanted to get cold and wet we could’ve walked along the beach at home.’




  ‘Oh show some spirit woman.’




  She tuts, puts her head down and quickens her pace.




  Her husband stops.




  ‘Look,’ he calls after her, uncharacteristically sympathetic, ‘If you want to get warmed up, why don’t you take the kids to that café over there.’




  ‘Not the Spazz Café!’ pipes up Bart. The last time they visited the misty-windowed greasy spoon with aspirations to tea-room status it was mobbed out with a party of children with Downs Syndrome and their carers and the boy had to be dragged outside when he parroted at them all the abusive names he got called at school.




  ‘If they’ll have us back in there after your performance last time,’ his mother sighs as she turns towards the café, tugging her two kids by the toggles of their quilted anoraks.




  ‘I’ll just go and check on the beach hut and…’ Erich begins, but the wind takes his words away and his family trudge off oblivious.




  The last of a fifty-strong regiment of salt-scoured beach huts in varying degrees of disrepair, whose faded paint in pale blues, hospital pale green and greying whites hangs off their cracked boards like dead sunburnt skin, the Raines hut is among the most dilapidated. The concreted promenade, bounded by a weather-rounded sea wall, disintegrates where it reaches his hut. It is now the last of the line after a stormy winter weakened the half-hearted bluff that tried and failed to tower over the seafront and a landslide engulfed the four huts at the end.




  Luckily no one had been around. Well, not that lucky. There’s never anyone around.




  Nevertheless, Raines can’t help looking over his shoulder as he wrestles with the rusty padlocks and finally wrenches open the uncooperative door, whose hinges complain bitterly at the disturbance. He winces as the dank air’s mix of rotten seaweed, salt and wet wood hits his nostrils. The exterior door leads into what you’d call a sun deck in warmer climes – now shuttered and sealed with triple folded, glued and tacked polythene sheeting, its sand-scratched surface repelling light more effectively than it resists the storms and spume. Another set of three padlocks secures the inner door, which leads to a doubly dank, windowless interior. He lights a guttering hurricane lantern, then the gas stove, fills the kettle from a Tupperware flask and begins unpacking his rucksack full of provisions: a child-size sleeping bag, a teddy bear still in its packaging, several bags of crisps and sweets and a pile of books. The Secret Seven. The Famous Five. Swallows and Amazons. We Didn’t Mean to Go to Sea. Sipping a cup of tea, he lights the paraffin heater, zips up his cagoule and steps out to survey the deserted beach.
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  Sunday 29th June 1969. 8.04 pm. Norfolk




  Her swimming costume clings clammily to her chicken flesh. That’s what her brother always calls her: Chicken. The big bully. Just a couple of years older and thinks he’s Long John Silver with his toy telescope and his little inflatable dinghy. That’s why she’d steeled herself and jumped into the thing – little more than a lilo really.




  While their parents dozed under the picnic blanket behind their stripy windbreak, the two children had padded across the sand to the drainage outflow, then paddled along the shallow channel that teased into existence a micro delta on the vast expanse of flat sand.




  ‘To boldly go where no man has gone before!’ Simon had trumpeted once they were out of parental earshot, that precious plastic telescope of his clamped to one eye. But there was nothing to see through it – apart from the last yob gulls, wheeling above them and squawking like the last pissheads reeling round the pub at closing time. Ahead of them was nothing but endless pearl-grey air and the distant, cast iron-grey delineation of sea from sky, which was where the sun was going to settle for the night, presumably extinguished with an explosive hiss and a storm of steam to cool and rest in the icy depths till the morning shift. In the meantime the full moon had clocked in early to oversee the territory with its modest, yet power-saving nightlight, the friendly face of a lesser god basking in Apollo’s reflected glory.




  ‘Look – the moon’s huge tonight,’ Susan says.




  ‘Full moon – happens once a month. Big deal,’ comes Simon’s world-wise and weary retort.




  ‘But how does the moon get bigger and smaller like that?’




  Simon tuts with exasperation.




  ‘Girls just don’t know anything do they!’




  ‘Well how does it?’




  ‘It just does OK!’ he snaps, making a mental note to look that up.




  Susan pouts and huddles down in the dinghy – which is awash with water, but at least its sausage-like walls afford some shelter from the abrasive, salty wind that seems to be sandblasting away whole layers of protective and warming skin.




  Simon paddles and paddles and seems to get nowhere. Reaching the now blazing flatline horizon is like following a star (which, in a way they are): it never gets any closer. As the sun sinks immeasurably yet inexorably into the sea, the lack of light, as much as the plummeting temperature, chills Susan to the bone and her sand-encrusted swimsuit chafes painfully in places that she doesn’t yet know are private.




  ‘Where are we going?’ she moans.




  And predictably big brother scorns her, revelling in the wisdom of his thirteen years.




  ‘To explore you idiot!’




  ‘I wanna go back.’




  ‘Well you can’t. This is a mission. You can’t just abort the mission. What if Armstrong, Aldrin and Collins just gave up? What then?’




  ‘Who?’




  ‘You really, really don’t know anything about anything do you,’ he huffs with a self-importance that’s failing to convince even himself in the failing light and overpowering wind.




  So, relenting a little, he explains that in less than two weeks the Apollo 11 mission will be hurtling through that twinkling dome above them towards the moon and that this is a historic moment; one that everyone should witness.




  ‘We’ll be able to see it live on telly – but I want to see if I can see them coming back, once they’re in Earth orbit,’ he lectures.




  ‘Are they landing tonight then?’ Susan enquires, perking up as she envisages the rocket speeding into the moon’s friendly pockmarked face like a needle lancing a boil.




  ‘No, silly. They don’t launch till the sixteenth of next month – and then it takes about four days to travel a quarter of a million miles – even in a rocket. Our mission tonight is to reconnoitre...’ He sees the perplexity on her face. ‘I mean check out some places where we can get a good view of the sky through the telescope without interference from light pollution. And before you ask – that’s stuff like streetlights and cars and houses that shine so much light that you can’t see past it. You know – when you’re outside the house in the dark and they have the lights on you can see everything...’




  ‘And they can’t see you!’ Susan interjects with a look of wonder.




  ‘Yes! Maybe you’re not such a complete girl after all!’ Simon says, favouring his little sister with a rare proud and affectionate beam.




  ‘I’m still cold and frightened Simon. I think we should go back.’




  Her brother casts a seafarer’s eye in a 360 degree sweep. The sun has sunk all too suddenly and only a faintly pink ribbon of light separates the crow black, sloe black, beach shop dinghy bobbing, kiddie-drowning sea from the heavy, jewelled and still descending stage curtain of sky. The sun, star of the day’s show, isn’t coming back for any encores now. Not till morning.




  ‘Well if you’re frightened, I’ll take you back,’ Simon says, failing to disguise the panic that’s taken him by the shoulders and shakes them as if to wake him.




  ‘I’ll just take a butcher’s through the scope and then I’ll get rowing,’ he goes on and then is silenced by the staccato woodpeckering of Susan’s teeth.




  ‘Here, take this,’ he says, summoning courage from her fear, taking off his anorak and tucking it round her.




  ‘But you’ll freeze,’ she protests feebly.




  ‘I’ll keep warm by paddling,’ he reassures her bravely.




  Susan snuggles under the quilted coat, kindling and corralling her tiny body’s warmth till her blood creeps back towards her skin with a message from her heart that she’s safe to sleep with her heroic brother rowing her home. And, rocked and rolled and lulled by the rhythmic swell beneath their delicate little wobbling, bobbing, buoyant blob, she floats off.




  * * *




  ‘That’s a nice telescope!’ a kindly voice rumbles, inches from her ear.




  Susan sleepily opens her eyes, rubs them and winces as their encrustation of salt grinds against her dry sclera. The sun, though not exactly hot, is fiercely bright and half-heartedly warming – enough to make the sloshing brine in the dinghy warm as a bath that’s cooled after you’ve dozed off. Susan reaches out blindly, helplessly, for a hot tap that isn’t there.




  ‘Daddy,’ she starts, then focuses on the pitted slab of grey face that looms over her, eclipsing the sun.




  It’s the man in the moon, she thinks, as the cratered, flat and otherwise featureless face swims into focus. But then, it can’t be. The face isn’t round. It’s oblong. No – rectangle. That’s what Simon says. Only kids say oblong. It’s a rectangle. And grey. A bit like granny’s gravestone. Not nice, anyway. And it’s got horrid grey bristles - like the hairs on pork scratchings.




  Susan sits up – and the little boat folds in the middle and dirty brown water swooshes in and swamps her. Now up to her tiny eight-year-old waist in icy water, she cries.




  ‘Simon! Where’s Simon?’




  ‘Who’s Simon?’ the man says, gently but not gently - like Daddy when he’s trying not to be angry.




  ‘My brother!’




  ‘Ah – he must be the Captain of your little ship then! And the owner of this fine telescope, I imagine.’




  Susan nods.




  ‘Well I don’t know where he is. I found you all alone, washed up ashore like Robinson Crusoe.’




  ‘Who?’




  The man sighs.




  ‘Never mind. I think your Captain may have been lost at sea my dear.’




  Susan brightens.




  ‘Oh no. Not Simon. He knows everything about boats and exploring and pirates and everything. I bet he swam ashore to find Mummy and Daddy and he’s coming back with them to get me. With crisps and chocolate probably.’




  ‘And pemmican, I expect,’ the man chuckles, like gravel in a can.




  ‘That’s a big bird that eats millions of fish all at once!’ Susan boasts.




  ‘No – that’s a pelican. Pemmican is a dried... Well, never mind. Let’s get you dried off and warm!’




  The man’s strong hands – which look nearly as strong as her daddy’s – scoop her out of her puddled lump of plastic and gently set her down on the sand. Susan looks around. It’s a beach. But not the one she left. Where’s the little teas and snacks hut where the nice lady gives her free packets of crisps? Always with the little blue sachet of salt in them and not those silly new flavours. Where’s the old wrecked rowing boat, ribcage clutching at the sky like a dinosaur skeleton, that Simon says will be their very own ship once he’s collected enough driftwood to repair it? And where’s the red and green striped windbreak behind which Mummy and Daddy curl up under blankets and sip coffee from their flask and listen to the radio?




  The man kneels on the sand and wraps a big towel round her. It warms her. But it smells funny. She doesn’t like it.




  ‘Where are my Mummy and Daddy?’




  The man says nothing. But stands, picks up Simon’s toy telescope and casts his magnified gaze slowly and carefully along the infinite-looking sweep of this unfamiliar beach.




  ‘Simon must be bringing them,’ she says confidently. ‘They won’t be long.’




  ‘There’s no one here. No one,’ he says quietly. ‘I’m sorry, child, but you seem to be lost.’




  Tears well up, lapping at the rims of her eyes like the dissipated waves at her feet.




  ‘I’m not. Simon’s King of the waves. He’s my brother!’ she states defiantly.




  The rock-face seems to soften a little.




  ‘Well, I’m sure he is. Specially if he’s the owner of a fine telescope like this. But we can’t have you catching cold here can we! ‘




  Susan shrugs. Then a shiver provides his answer.




  ‘See! You’re freezing. Tell you what, I’ll take you somewhere nice and warm and then we’ll see about finding your Captain and your Mummy and Daddy. How about that?’




  With a final scan of the barren beach, Susan acquiesces with a petulant shrug and is swept up, swaddled in the smelly towel and carried across the footsuckingly swampy sands towards a distant row of dilapidated and deserted beach huts. Once upon a time they’d been jollied up in brightly painted red, blue and green and pink and yellow stripes. Now they were faded, jaded, their emptiness full of the sadness of happiness spoiled.




  The man opens up a door and leads Susan inside. It smells horrible. Like her granddad’s bedroom. But it’s warm and the man sits her down and gives her crisps and chocolate and a cup of cocoa before going out again to find her mummy and daddy and Simon. He even has the very book she’s just started reading. So she cuddles up under the smelly blankets, sips her cocoa and waits for him to bring her family back.




  She finishes Swallows and Amazons long before she hears the clink and click of keys in the padlocks. She’s been crying and crying and crying for hours and as hard as she tries, she can’t stop when the man comes back. Before he’s closed the door behind him and painstakingly slid across all the bolts, she hears the voice of another little girl,




  ‘Daddy, I can hear someone crying.’




  ‘Don’t be silly Daisy – it’s just the seagulls,’ the man’s voice booms as the closing padlocks clunk home.




  ~~~~~~
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  July 20th 1969. The Eyelid Incident




  ‘A small step for man. A giant leap for mankind,’ crackles Neil Armstrong through a storm of static, the blizzard of blips on the knackered black and white set merging into drifts of moon dust. Daisy Raines sits cross-legged and upright the way they teach at Sunday School, transfixed by this historic moment, cat-green eyes wide to absorb every fleeting electron of evidence that man has escaped; he’s shed his earthly bonds and hurtled outwards towards the stars.




  * * *




  Bart Raines’s room’s like a miniature planetarium, the walls, ceiling and floor painted glossy black and pinpricked with silver self-adhesive stars – from the same stationer’s bulk pack he bought to stick over bad essay marks and forge false fatherly approval. Swirling distant galaxies are depicted with swathes of multicoloured glitter liberally hurled at carefully painted spirals of modelling cement. From the light fitting with a dim red bulb that represents the sun in the centre of the orrery, hang painted ping pong, golf and tennis balls together with painstakingly painted Airfix models of the Lunar and Command modules, dramatically out of scale with the Mother of Pearl bead moon they orbit. Bart’s telescope, his pride and joy and conduit to a better place, sits priapically on its tripod, poking its one enquiring eye out of the window. The Raines had finally bought it for Bart for his ninth birthday after a laboured discussion about the rights and wrongs of Galileo’s treatment at the hands of the Catholic Church and agreed upon after the kitchen table conclave concluded that, as strict Methodists, they needn’t see a Catholic excommunication as any sort of precedent. They’d approved of the orrery, despite its part in their son’s fascination with Godless science, because it symbolised Descartes’ clockwork universe, which was clearly fashioned in six days by the ultimate clockmaker. Not that they rationalised it quite like that. But clockwork worked. Clockwork was trustworthy technology; the stuff the universe was made of. Not like Newton and Einstein’s science, which desecrated the Lord’s creation.




  Otherwise unaware of Descartes version of things – or indeed anyone else’s, Erich Raines continues to view his son’s scientific obsessions as a veiled affront to God. The door opens a crack, spilling light from the landing onto the bed, where Bart dozes and drools into the centrefold of a magazine displaying the entire Apollo 11 mission in graphics, charts and moon maps as lurid and glossy and exciting as porn.




  Disregarding his MISSION CONTROL - ENTER AT YOUR PERIL plaque, Daisy gingerly pushes the door open wider, just to the brink of the creaking point she’s subtly marked in white chalk on the black glossed floor just next to Orion the Hunter’s bollocks – on which she treads with a smile. Flitting, light as moonshine and nearly as strong, across to the window, she freezes as the apple tree, whose leaves nestle in through the window frame, shakes in a sudden breeze and sheds fruit onto the lean-to’s roof with a salvo of thuds like distant guns. Satisfied that no one’s stirred, Daisy takes the end of the telescope ticklingly gently in hand, scrabbles among plastic rocket parts and tiny enamel paint pots and picks up a tube of glue, which she squeezes, suppressing a gasp of delight as she spurts a gob of translucent cement onto the eyepiece. Beaming with glee, she leans back to check that her handiwork isn’t visible and places a hand on the old school desk behind her. It squelches. And stinks like Death. She squawks in horror and swivels. Her hand’s plunged into the splayed belly of one of Bart’s ‘scientific’ experiments: a still-warm tortoiseshell cat, pinned out and splayed like a spatchcock chicken, fur flayed and intestines sprawled. Jaw open in mid-miaow, the unfortunate feline’s clouded eyes seem to stare accusingly into Daisy’s and she flinches from their hazy gaze. To the right of its head is pinned its heart. On the left, what looks like its liver is bayoneted by a scalpel. Bart stirs. Daisy gags and, with a hand held to her mouth and the other holding her nose, slips silently out of the door, pulls it shut behind her with a shiver and reels down the stairs to resume her place in front of the telly’s warming glow.




  * * *




  Her reverie is only partially resumed as the astronauts hop and skip and leap and bound in the boundless freedom of lunar gravity. The opening front door grinds and grates and sends Daisy plunging down to Earth. Erich Raines’s shadow eclipses the light and falls over her as he reaches for the television - as does a sudden gloom when the full moon that beams through the screen suddenly dwindles with a clunk and click to a tiny white dot.




  ‘Oh Dad,’ Daisy sighs, crestfallen but resigned. ‘Please may I watch a little more? Pleeease?’




  Raines senior glares over his glasses and looms over her.




  ‘Absolutely not. I’ve told you before and I’ll tell you again. If the good Lord had intended us to fly he’d have given us wings,’ he preaches as if to a far bigger and greater audience than the little girl looking up at him.




  ‘But it’s the Apollo moon landing...’




  ‘Exactly – this whole sacrilegious venture is named after a pagan god. The Roman god of the sun – too close to which they’re trying to fly on wings of wax. Does this not tell you something, child? These people are godless. They build empires just as the Romans did, they flout the laws of God and Nature and soon their decadence and pride will bring them to ruin – just like the Roman empire.’




  Daisy gazes at the carpet, whose swirling, almost fractal, patterns are refracted and kaleidoscoped by the tears in her eyes to form whirling galaxies full of planets that don’t revolve around her father and his bible bashing bunch of zealots.




  ‘Where’s the pansy?’




  ‘Frankenstein’s in his laboratory, where d’you think,’ Daisy snaps with instant regret as the hand of God smites her down with a hefty slap. Erich leaves her sprawled in tears on the floor and strides towards the staircase.




  ‘And don’t think I haven’t noticed you’re not wearing your school uniform.’




  He turns at the foot of the stairs and awaits a response. Daisy raises her heavy head like she’s lifting a hundredweight.




  ‘Sorry, Father. I shall put it on straight away.’




  Erich nods and allows her a rationed smile.




  ‘Good girl. You know how much those uniforms cost. You must get as much wear out of them as possible before you grow out of them. It’s only common sense.’




  ‘Yes, Dad. Only common sense.’




  Daisy gives it a few seconds before following up the stairs and darting quickly into her room. Dropping her jeans and hauling off her T-shirt, she picks up the training bra her father bought her recently and struggles behind her back to hook it together, still unpractised in the art. The familiar creak of Bart’s door pinpoints in her mind her father’s precise position. She freezes, breathing fast but shallow, straining to hear...




  * * *




  Perched on a stool at the window amidst avalanches of astronomical magazines and rockfalls of weighty scientific tomes, the brittle scree shucked off by his precious mountain of precocious knowledge, Bart’s glued to the eyepiece of his telescope, scouring the skies for a glimpse of the slow shooting star that’s Collins’s fragile orbiting tin can.




  ‘Pansy!’ booms the figure silhouetted in the doorframe.




  ‘Just a minute, Dad – I think I’ve spotted the Command Module! It’s like a shooting star but slower... It’s fantastic and...’




  ‘Come away from that thing now. It’s for the appreciation of God’s creation and Heavens – not the blasphemies of heathen.’




  ‘OK, Dad. Just let me...’




  * * *




  Holding her bedroom door open a crack, Daisy trembles as she eavesdrops on voices venting through two doors half ajar and a carpet-muffled corridor landing.




  ‘No – I won’t let you “just” anything Bartholomew. You’re spending far too much time looking at what you shouldn’t.’




  ‘But Dad, this is fascinating... I just can’t tear myself away...’




  ‘Oh can’t you!’




  Daisy cringes at the thump, thump, thump of the three paternal paces it takes to cross several galaxies and send the model solar system clickety-clacking as if in a solar wind.




  ‘Well I’ll tear you away from the damnable thing!’




  The scream transcends the landing’s muffler and resounds round the house.




  ‘My eyes! My eyes! My eyes!!’ Bart’s scream shrinks with each reiteration of his agony to a whisper.




  ‘Stop fussing, Pansy boy. Will you never be a man?’




  ‘My EYE!!!’




  Daisy slumps terrified to her knees, her back slamming her bedroom door shut.




  Silence. Her speeding heart marks time for the countdown to the blast-off. Ten, nine, eight, seven, six... BANG!




  The door explodes prematurely, sending the little girl bowling across the room. She hits the side of her bed and lays dazed, her still unhooked and titless training bra hanging loose from her equally titless breast, her eyes squeezed shut with all the strength her facial muscles can deliver. But a veil of thin skin can’t save her from this sight. The light that fills the room as her father hits the switch bleeds bright red through her clamped eyelids. A huge, and hugely strong, hand takes her whole face easily in its grip, while another scrabbles at her eyes until they’re prised open.




  Bart’s face oscillates inches before hers, held by a hinge hand and swinging from the floppy top of his short back and sides. The wash of red bleeds out of her field of vision and somehow floods into her brother’s pain-wracked countenance. Another hand snatches at her hair and effortlessly wrenches her to her feet, shoving her tear-wet face against Bart’s. But the sheen of wetness that shimmers on his face isn’t tears. It’s blood – seeping in tiny pulsing waves from the top of a lidless eye and dripping onto Orion’s belt on the floor. Bart stares through an enlarged socket, a gory target, red circling white circling blue with a black heart circled in blood. The telescope’s eyepiece, now blinking with its own ragged, blood and Airfix glue-mascara’d lid, is thrust at her own eyes. Her father’s roar, her brother’s screams, the tearing at her scalp as she’s swung round the room by her hair and the pounding of her own blood in her ears all combine in a dreadful crescendo that only abates as she slumps in a faint to the floor.




  * * *




  ‘Now, finish putting on your uniform and perhaps you won’t be punished too severely for what you’ve done to the pansy.’




  The words filter through long after their meaning does. In an inverted Pavlovian response to her father’s edict, Daisy’s clutching at the bra with one hand and dragging her school skirt up over her knees while Erich salivates. As she edges up onto her bed and hunkers up her hips to get the too-tight skirt over them, two ominously gentle hands take hold of her feet, slide up her calves and tenderly roll down her white socks.




  ‘Now – I think you’re old enough for grown-up stockings, don’t you?’




  She opens her eyes to find Erich kneeling by the bed dangling a cellophane-wrapped and cardboard-mounted rectangular package between a quivering thumb and forefinger. He rips it open and strips away the silky diaphanous contents from their sleek backing, rolls one up and inserts a hand into its opening like he’s fucking it gently.




  ‘You’re about to be a woman now Daisy. And for women life is pain – you can blame Eve for that!’




  His fingers thrust to the puckered tip of the stocking, flex and spread, slip the rolled nylon over Daisy’s right foot and slowly pull and ease and tease the new skin over hers, like he’s flaying her in reverse. With the right leg sheathed, and the stocking’s black lace top underlining the V of wispy seedling pubic hair and cutting across her thighs to form a W, Daisy blinks away tears and raises her other leg automatically.




  ‘No. Not the left leg. Not the left. Not the left. The left is sinistre. It comes from sin. This is right. Just right.’




  At the door, blood and tears seeping from the right eye, just tears from the left, his mouth strung with elastic snot, Bart watches, eyes wide open, yet unable to take it all in. He closes his eyes; shuts it out as he has so many times before. But this time one eye won’t close. It makes him see. Forces him to see too much as it always will from now on.




  A shriek so horrible the sound’s almost visible – almost touchable. It pierces the stifling silence, then is deadened. Through the eye that can’t not see, Bart watches as his father yanks free the knot on his pyjamas’ cord, lets the trousers slip to the floor, then sweeps them up, bundles them tight and clamps them to Daisy’s face to smother her kittenish mewls of pain. Bart closes one eye. Tries the other. Again and again. But still he can see, so he turns, walks to his room, closes the door and sinks onto his bed, reaching for the headphones dangling from the record player. Before he can get the music on to drown it, a whimper penetrates his sanctuary. He drops the headphones and hauls himself shakily to his feet. Shuffling noiselessly to the door he kneels, levers up a carefully cut section of floorboard and dips in a hand, which comes out clutching three padlocks. These he clicks into place on clumsily nailed metal straps across the door jamb before wedging a chair under the doorknob. After a final security check, Bart slowly removes his clothes, pulls out a pornographic magazine from the cache under the floorboards and settles naked on a chair next to his dissected cat and his half-assembled crystal radio set with one hand clutching his telescope.




  ~~~~~~
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  ‘Smith is Going to be a Plumber’




  ‘No way. Not in a million years am I going back to that place. Not for all the coke in Colombia, beer in Belgium or tea in China!’ I shouted in the general direction of my mobile phone.




  ‘A thousand quid’s a thousand quid though,’ cajoled Jimmy, alarmed at the prospect of losing out on his cut. ‘It’s not as if you don’t need it.’




  ‘A thousand quid’s eight hundred quid actually,’ I retorted haughtily, ‘after you’ve got your grubby mitts on it.’




  ‘Have a little think…’ my so-called agent began just as I hit the red and cut him off.




  * * *




  Although I wasn’t exactly on my uppers, royalty cheques could no longer be relied upon to keep me in the rock ’n’ roll lifestyle I’d been accustomed to – which was a bit of a downer. I’d become addicted to the annual financial shot in the arm I still enjoyed thanks to the apparently endless yuletide appeal of a little ditty I’d written fifteen years earlier, which generally covered the mortgage, the booze and the obligatory coke habit. But it didn’t run to the luxuries – like my fifteen-year-old lad’s school fees. It had only been a couple of years ago that his mother had bothered to tell me I was a dad. And only then because she was in prison and he was being taken into care. Rather than be a grown-up and interrupt my latest world tour, I’d taken him out of th local boys’ grammar and the equally atavistic care home he’d been dumped in and palmed him off on an obscenely expensive private college.




  So there I was – as Jimmy knew I would be. Back at the old school. Lured by a quick thousand quid for a snip of a ribbon and a snappy speech to open the new science block, I was unfashionably early, nervous as hell, mooching around the labyrinthine corridors and sneaking a cigarette in one of the dingy classrooms in the school’s oldest wing.




  Till recently I’d been flying just about high enough to escape the nearly ineluctable pull of my personal Big Bang’s source and the gravity of the etiolated memories that stalked its ageless gloom. But now my downward spiral conspired to bring me back into Hartham Grammar’s orbit – and I didn’t like it one fucking bit.




  I’d been invited to officiate at the open day in my capacity as ‘Rock Star Winston Smith’, the only ‘famous’ old boy close enough to the Z List to accept the paltry fee on offer. But it wasn’t just the dosh that brought me back to my smelly old alma mater. It was an excuse to sniff around and decide whether my own boy should be subjected once more to its archaic regime now I could no longer afford the posh, progressive version. The rock ’n’ roll rebel in me told me in no uncertain terms to blank it: ignore the invitation like I’d persistently and deliberately ignored the Rugby Club dances, the old boys’ reunions and the jolly hockey sticks emailed approaches of half-remembered names who’d summoned me up through the medium of Friends Reunited. I say ignored. But that’s not quite true. I rarely did. I slagged them off; I cursed them and I binned them and I eventually snubbed them. But I never ignored them. So it seems that hate really is closer to love than indifference. I hated it. Hate it still. Still can’t manage indifference.




  Question now was whether I really, truly, honestly believed that creaking, reeking place fucked me up.




  My depressingly middle-aged mind was telling me maybe not. What if I ruined the little fucker by leaving him at posey, arty Dartington? Not that I could afford to. What if he had nothing to rebel against? No pricks to kick against? What if he turned out bland and beige and old for his age? Then again, the private school would certainly be the antithesis of the church children’s home I’d found him in, which was the sort that kept its charges on the strait and narrow by terrorising them with hellfire and brimstone; where God created the world in six days and evolution was anathema. It certainly wouldn’t have been my natural selection. But then wasn’t that me hoping to create a clone – a mini-me? A procreative ego-trip like that of every other parent hollering on the rugby sidelines, enforcing the right attitudes and angles, bigotries and prejudices, only to watch their re-run selves kick them in the balls and kick them into touch.




  My boy Joe… He was named after Strummer (the front man of The Clash in case you didn’t know), or so his mother had informed me after dropping her fifteen years overdue bombshell, presumably in an attempt to pique my interest. What if he rebelled against my Johnson’s biker boots and tatty leather and recreated himself in pinstripes? Could I handle it? Nope. I hadn’t even met him yet – let alone told him that a change was on the cards. As far as he knew I was some mysterious philanthropist who’d funded his posh schooling through a made-up trust fund.




  Of course they’d brightened the place up since my day. A bit. Gone were the fly-filled fluorescent lights, which used to flicker, flash and glimmer with a harsh light that made even hot summer days feel cold. Modern paint gave the room a far friendlier atmosphere than the cold lavatorial pale greens and cheerless creams that provided the canvas for our handprints, scribbles and ink pellet art. But basically it felt the same because of the smell that still pervaded the place. A smell you don’t dispel by changing your brand of disinfectant, paint or polish - the odour of aged adolescence, coagulated in the air, permeating the bricks and mortarboards and gowns and cold concrete floors. From skirting board to chair rail, the walls were still clad in the rich green glossy tiles I remembered. The ones you associate with Victorian Gents’ public toilets and the unsavoury purposes to which they tend to be put. Such as the ‘bogwashing’ of new boys that I’d endured one sunny September morning in 1972 – a ritual that involves dragging the unfortunate victim kicking and screaming to a toilet stall, ramming his head down the usually un-flushed and shitty bowl and flushing...




  Water frothing and gurgling in my ears and the back of my throat as a tiny, gently disintegrating turd flutters and flaps in front of my eyes. Strong hands clutch the scruff of my neck and haul me up, up, up to the spluttering, retching and hawking safety of the piss-stinking toilet stall. The gaggle of predators flocks off, squawking and cackling like gulls as I sit dripping in a puddle of shit-flecked piss and disinfectant and rub my weeping eyes…




  I shuddered at the memory, as if I was still shaking off that vile toilet water. That charming little episode, I was sure, explained my lasting fear of putting my head under water – and my trigger-happy vomit reflex whenever the smell of shit or its associated disinfectants infected my nostrils. I hoped it wouldn’t happen to my son - whoever he was - the unspeakable cruelty I’d seen; the savagery of adolescent boys turning on anyone different, dehumanising him and massacring his otherness with Gestapo efficiency… Absently, I trailed a finger across an ancient desk, across its prehistoric cave-paintings in turquoise ink of imagined female nudes and crudely gouged names of football clubs and long-forgotten rock groups. And then I spotted his name: BRAINS IS A COCKSUCKER. I shook my head and shuddered again like a dog fresh out of a river, but this time failed to shake off the memories… Suddenly though, a familiar sound shifted the theme of my reminiscence, if not its time-frame:




  ‘Smith! How’s the plumbing?’ boomed a rich, thick, deep brown voice like English grammar school gravy, with a touch of ancient Indian spice, the air of eccentricity made complete by the offbeat clump, click and drag of that shiny orthopaedic boot.




  I could see him before I swivelled. A tall gangling black man in a white Graham Greene character suit with gleaming pate and the habitual hunch of the too tall. I turned and my memory’s image shrank. Mr Patel wasn’t particularly small – but he was no Meadowlark Lemon. His five-foot-ten was coiled into five-foot-six by that goofy foot and curly spine. But the eyes had shed none of their customary daily-bred contempt.




  ‘Not actually a plumber actually sir.’




  Shit. I called the bastard ‘sir’.




  ‘Not a plumber! Not a plumber!’ he mused, looking past me at something I couldn’t see.




  ‘No. Not a plumber. A musician,’ I mumbled, instantly pissed off with the deference to which I’d reverted robotically.




  ‘Play the pipes do you?’




  ‘No sir.’




  Shit. Did it again!




  ‘Actually I sing and play guitar in a rock group... Airstrip One - you probably won’t have heard of us...’




  ‘I’m sure I won’t,’ he pronounced, dismissing my fame and fortune and talent and years of dues-paying in a single breath.




  ‘Aren’t you a bit old for that?’ he boomed.




  ‘Probably – but it’s a living. I’m quite famous actually,’ I tried, pointlessly, to impress him. ‘And rich.’




  ‘Hmmmm. Can’t do simultaneous equations though can you!’




  ‘No, but I can do a simultaneous live TV broadcast and webcast to thirty nations!’ came my resentful riposte.




  ‘I’m sorry Smith, you appear to be speaking in a foreign tongue,’ he ad glibbed at me, leaning, like a colonial diplomat singularly lacking in the skills of diplomacy, on his walking stick, the ornate silver handle of which glinted at me between his bony knuckles.




  I spun on one biker-booted foot and, with Jackie Chan’s élan, kicked the stick away and sent him crashing in a pile of wizened clickety-clacking bones onto unfriendly shiny tiles. The glare of his bald and shiny skull met that of the flawless floor and my steel toecap crunched sickeningly into the delicately thin cranium and spilled his blood and brains. Well, in my mind, anyway.




  What I really did was try to justify my existence – as much to myself as to him – by pointing out my name on the ornate ‘roll of honour’ that listed the school’s most prominent alumni. It was pleasing to note that I’d only been superseded in celebrity terms by one pro footballer - and since he’d just done a Gary Glitter, my status as ‘most famous’ - as opposed to notorious - old boy was intact. It also explained why I, not he, had been invited to do the honours. Nevertheless, I was surprised to have been asked - especially after all the tabloids had gleefully and graphically covered my spectacular fall from grace only the week before. Irritatingly, the plaque listed my date of birth as 1960 – which was true but wrong. All my biogs, blogs and press releases clearly stated that I was a sprightly thirty-nine, not forty-four, and surely their vote outweighed this crusty old plaque and my dog-eared birth certificate. I resolved to see if they’d agree to change it. Purely in the interest of consistency, you understand.




  ‘Not a plumber, eh,’ was Patel’s only murmured comment as he clicked and scraped away.




  * * *




  Old Patel has a lot to answer for in my book. Maybe I should explain this plumbing thing, such depths does it plumb…




  I was crap at Maths. No – that’s not quite true. I was lazy at Maths. At primary school I’d been something of a child prodigy in every subject but I lost the plot in the transition from progressive primary to regressive secondary education. And Patel’s eccentric and confrontational approach to classroom discipline compounded the problem. Learning by rote was alien and, like a small child, my constant refrain was ‘Why?’.




  ‘Yours, Mr Smith, is not to reason why!’ Patel would snap as the board rubber hurtled towards my head with unerring accuracy. I’d gaze at his illegible chalked scrawls on the blackboard searching for the meaning that had never eluded me before.




  ‘Smith, gentlemen, is going to be a plumber,’ he announced, one depressingly memorable day, of which I was to be relentlessly reminded.




  I rarely managed to duck that board rubber – so I started ducking maths lessons instead in favour of the geometric exercises afforded by the local snooker club. There I managed, I’m kind of proud to say, to mis-spend the mis-spending of my youth by failing even to learn to play snooker, billiards or pool. Instead I played the jukebox. Then, in the early Seventies, it was Bowie (Life on Mars) and Bolan (Get It On) and Dave and Ansell Collins (Double Barrel) that got me saving for a crappy electric guitar from Mum’s even crappier mail order catalogue. And, in terms of my career success, theirs was the lesson that made me the man I am.




  My memory led me down the dimly lit pale green corridor that dipped under the grand main stairs and along a trail of ancient pipes as wonky and crap-encrusted as those that wobble so animatedly outside tube train windows into the underworld of the Sixth Form Common Room. A mysterious netherworld to us juniors, glimpsed only though grimy windows that leaked cold air in and pompous progressive rock out, this was the major advantage of staying on for the sixth form. It was a haven from the strictures of school discipline where masters rarely ventured – and when they did it was usually with an air of diffidence and fish-out-of-waterness in which we revelled.




  Under low sagging ceilings precariously propped by steel uprights and rivet-studded steel crossbeams slouched an equally saggy, and in places decidedly soggy, extended family of armchairs and sofas, lining the walls and cowering under their cushions as if scared the ceiling would finally fall.




  The only other furnishing was a regiment of lockers plastered with rock band stickers that peeled like sunburnt skin awaiting use by some future archaeologist to plot the definitive history of progressive rock music. Other than a poorly executed mural of Superman hurtling across the New York skyline with a giant spurting cock and hairy balls scrawled in black marker over his famous pants, the only decor was the inexplicably garish orange, blue and red paint on the pipes that criss-crossed the ceiling so that if you lay on your back in the middle of the room it was a London Underground Tube map. And it reeked of tobacco smoke – with a slight whiff of marijuana. The former was tolerated, if officially banned on school premises. The latter, obviously, was taboo. No one ever got caught, though, thanks to a state-of-the-art communications system comprising alarms and alerts that had been installed during some earlier, more civilised era. At strategic intervals along the passageways leading from the main staircase down into sixth form territory were placed six-inch iron bars purloined from the metalwork shop decades ago. These were tucked out of sight behind the pipe and secured with a chain, their precise position indicated by an Amen Corner or Pink Floyd or Grateful Dead sticker. Every sixth former knew the drill and his duty. Should a master be spotted, the diligent sentinel would tap one of a menu of Morse-like codes on the pipe. This would be clearly audible inside the common room, and fags, spliffs, porn mags and cocks could be stubbed, stashed and secreted well before said master came through the door. The codes were simple enough. For Mr Montgomery, the English master, one tapped out a percussive approximation of the Monty Python’s Flying Circus theme tune. For Mr Richards, the Music master, it was the Stones’ Honky Tonk Women. For Miss Jackson the History teacher – it was a Rod Stewart track. I forget which. But anyway it was some Melody Maker-reading smart arse’s reference to Rod the Mod’s former life in Python Lee Jackson. Not that smart though – because invariably our two Python references got transposed and the unperturbed reaction to an alert for the timid Miss Jackson would prove inappropriate for the entrance of the imperious and usually furious ‘Monty’ Montgomery. For Patel, the code was more subtle: the percussive, cash register-ringing opening to Pink Floyd’s Money, from Dark Side of the Moon, which, when you thought about it, was uncannily like the funky groove his orthopaedic boot, steel wing tips and cane made as he clomp-scraped across the clanging concrete floors.




  In the end, though, the tradition was dying and fewer and fewer new sixth formers took the trouble to learn the codes (Philistines!). That was when one Bart Raines (AKA Brains) suggested an all-round alert signal. A simple SOS in Morse was rejected on the grounds that the masters would instantly recognise it – and if they didn’t, the ancient World War 1 veteran janitor, who taught the code to his troop of army cadets, certainly would. The solution was an inversion of the alphabet whereby A meant Z and vice versa and so on all the way through. Not exactly the stuff of Bletchley Park and the Enigma code but then the stakes were only as high as the Head Master’s skip and hippety-hop in his run-up to your six of his fairly impressive best.




  So it went like this:




  A B C D E F G H I J K L M N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z




  Z Y X W V U T S R Q P O N M L K J I H G F E D C B A




  So ‘SOS’ (or ... - - - ...) became ‘HMH and so on.




  And because the message was the Morse alphabet reversed, some shining wit called it Remorse Code.




  * * *




  One wet Wednesday afternoon those of us too lazy or lightweight to join the rugger buggers in the mud and rain – about thirty – sat gazing gloomily out of the common room windows waiting for the deluge to let-up long enough for a dash to the snooker club. It wasn’t having any of it – and some bright spark suggested a game of ‘Off-Ground He’, in which you’re ‘IT’ if touched by the person who’s currently ‘IT’ and you’re ‘OUT’ if you touch the ground.




  The sofas and armchairs were strategically placed according to their degree of elasticity and bounce. The newer, foam rubber and plastic models were understrung with tough rubber banding, which offered excellent trampolining properties, while the older horsehair stuffed versions were only good for breaking the fall. On the count of three, we’d all literally spring into action and ape-hang, dangle, swing and swoop from pipe to pipe, sofa to sofa, armchair to armchair – and, in retrospect, the whooping and hollering, grunting and groaning must have sounded like that of a troop of gibbons.




  That wet afternoon was no different from countless others. Except that it was about to get a lot wetter.




  I was hanging from the biggest, and therefore safest, pipe, which spanned the room widthways. Brains, the bespectacled victim of parents for whom seventies fashion was anathema, was ‘IT’ and therefore in feeble pursuit. It was unlikely that he’d follow along this dauntingly long span of pipe – hence my cocky demeanour, swinging lazily in the middle, defying the pain in my arms with a devil may care grin. But then Masterson minced in - a nasty, duplicitous little bastard. He fixed me with an evil grin, strolled over to my intended landing point and casually slid it on its coasters a few feet beyond any hope of leaping. The sod left me hanging and made sure I saw how much he enjoyed it – a future copper if ever I saw one. The pain knifed down my arms and stabbed my shoulders. I grinned. But I couldn’t bear it. Any second now I would have to admit defeat and I’d hit the ground and they’d all be running from me like I was a disease. Like I was Raines. I hung in there. I sweated. And the sweat trickled down my face while the other apes hollered and guffawed. Then the rivulets became rivers; became ridiculous.




  It wasn’t sweat. The pipe creaked and leaked a little more and then gushed, the torrent of ice-cold water using my writhing body as a conduit for a few seconds before it cracked open and spewed forth like a shaken Champagne bottle. The fall hurt quite a bit – but at least the pain, if not the humiliation, was dulled by my ice-cold shower. Just as I was smiling weakly in acknowledgment of the good-natured and inevitable piss-taking, shivering violently and thanking my lucky stars it hadn’t been a soil pipe, I found that I was in the shit after all when a familiar voice chilled me much, much more.




  ‘Mr Smith – I’m glad to see that we already have a gentleman on the premises with the requisite skills and aptitudes for just such an emergency.’




  ‘Sir...’ I stammered through teeth clacking like an industrial mincing machine.




  ‘Mr Smith – thank you. I have every confidence in your abilities. However, I shall be examining the arithmetic of your invoice very, very closely.’




  Behind him, still clinging desperately to the yawing, spouting pipe in the forlorn hope he’d not been noticed, Raines screwed up agonised piggy eyes behind misted NHS glasses (this was before Sting made them cool – and before Thatcher made them extinct).




  ‘Mr Raines – what have I told you about hanging around in the Common Room when you should be correcting your dangling participles.’




  Having demonstrated the acuity of the eye-in-the-back-of-the-head with which all teachers of a certain age are issued, Patel turned his front-head gaze on the swinging boy, flicked out his middle finger like a stiletto and jabbed Bart right in the dangling participles with mild disgust as if prodding roadkill to see if it were alive.




  With that he turned back to his audience of sixth-formers, still freeze-framed in the shot where he’d entered stage left, raised a declamatory hand, threw back his head ‘Friends, Romans, Countrymen’ stylee and boomed,




  ‘Smith, gentlemen...’ The pause was punctuated with perfect comedy timing by a lavatorial gurgle and plop. ‘...Is going to be a plumber!’




  * * *




  





  Scenting danger in these long-repressed corridors of memory, my trusty ego led me up into the light-filled, glittering glass halls of the new science block. Here, it knew, I was safe from memories of that thing – and from facing Bart Raines. I, on the other hand, wasn’t so sure. Preparing for my imminent public appearance, I checked my reflection in the expanse of mirror glass, hauling the threadbare and shiny-kneed trousers of my least-fucked black Armani suit over the hillock of my beer gut and spiking my equally threadbare hair with spit and fingers. But I saw someone else. Someone I really didn’t want to see; whose piggy bespectacled eyes I’d ignored peering out of the old school photograph next to the ‘roll of honour’.




  Of course it wasn’t him. It wasn’t the image of Bart Raines I saw – it was me. It was just that after twenty or more years’ so-called rebellion my man-in-black image was almost identical to the Hartham Grammar school uniform – particularly as styled by Bart Raines’s purityrannical parents. All I lacked was the specs, the embroidered badge and the hacked, sheared and smeared-down fifties hairstyle. This was the fear I hadn’t admitted to myself till now; the real reason I’d never ventured back here before now. I was afraid of meeting Bart Raines again – or, more accurately, of facing my shame.




  I don’t think I can bring myself to tell you about the thing that happened to him. Not yet.




  But I will.




  Soon.




  I think.
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  Daisy Raines – Summer ’76




  In my game, you could say that academic success was, well, academic. But I still crave the respectability of the educated; still can’t resist flaunting my second-class degree from a second-class university as evidence - no, proof - that I’m no dumb-ass rocker. I went back from time to time to the torture of those Maths lessons – usually in the spring term, when hay fever and looming exam conscience tickled and pricked me. I’d creep in and sit at the back and try to shrink myself small enough to hide behind the textbook I stood on my desk like a shield. Once in a while that propped-up book deflected the assault of the flying board rubber (or torchon as the French master, who was just as board-rubber-happy as Patel would translate gleefully as he hurled said projectile: ‘le torchon qui vol!’). But it was no defence against the onslaught of humiliation. With sadistic glee, my Mathematics master had passed on my personal catchphrase to the French teacher.




  ‘Messieurs! Smith,’ the vicious fucker would pronounce solemnly, ‘va être plombier!’




  Not the worst insult imaginable, I grant you. But one I wasn’t allowed to forget for a very long time – regardless of the excellence or otherwise of my academic performance. That early plumberism, as I came to think of those witless pronouncements, was delivered sometime in the fourth form. By the time I reached the sixth and swapped the school uniform for sports jacket and slacks in even worse taste, the plumberisms had gone away and I could concentrate on being me – or more specifically on working on the ‘me’ becoming an ‘us’ with my new-found muse.




  I was secretly in love with Daisy, the delicately innocent waif whose green eyes sparkled at me through the school bus windows as her brother mounted the step every afternoon and the coach rumbled away in a cloud of diesel fumes. I couldn’t tell my sidekick Bart that I had the hots for his sister. Two years my junior, she was way too young for a man of my nearly seventeen-year-old maturity; too innocent.




  Like so much in my life though, even then – my crush was doomed to crash. After ‘the thing’, to which we never really referred, and its repercussions, I was no longer welcome in the Raines household. In fact my parents forbade my going there. Even before it happened, I’d never enjoyed going home with Bart for ‘tea’; would never have gone without my ulterior motive. The house smelt of dogshit, damp and death and so did their terrifying tyrant dad. So my ever-efficient gag reflex ensured I couldn’t ever swallow a bite of a soggy sandwich or a sip of lukewarm recycled and thrice re-used teabag tea. All I did was sneak longing looks at the elfin vision at the end of the table and pretend I had no time for her. And she did likewise – except I had a feeling she wasn’t pretending.




  * * *




  





  Daisy Raines didn’t have much time for school either. So school didn’t have much time for her – and what it did expend on her was measured out in hour-long presences after the school day’s end as punishment for her absence within school hours. Daisy’s long term strategy – the term in question being the Summer Term of 1976 – was to build upon her achievements and receive the ultimate truants’ accolade: suspension from school. The irony of this punishment, which didn’t so much fit the crime as make it compulsory, seemed to have escaped Mrs Heacock, the Headmistress. Indeed Daisy had high hopes that a penal system based on the same homeopathic and utterly ineffective principle would soon be introduced to discipline those caught using, possessing or selling cigarettes, drugs and alcohol.




  The punishment, like the school, the crap it failed to teach and the witless wimps who gave and got it, was useless. The uniform, on the other hand, was far from useless – that was something her father had inadvertently taught her and which she intended to use against him and everyone else.




  Build a bonfire, build a bonfire, put the teachers on the top. Put the prefects in the middle and burn the fucking lot, Daisy scribbled, five lines at a time using five biros Sellotaped parallel and perpendicular to a ruler (the ineffectual student History teacher who’d placed her in this particular detention with a sentence of a thousand lines had neglected to specify what those lines should say).




  ‘Raines, I just don’t know what to do with you, I really don’t,’ Benjamin ‘Call Me Benjamin Girls’ Biddle, her Year Tutor and, nominally, French and Art Master had sighed in exasperation muddied by his unacknowledged (by him anyway) lust for her and his much-mocked insistence that he was ‘more an older brother than a figure of authority’. He certainly wasn’t the latter – and the flares, flowing locks and hippy beard he still wore in devout faith that ‘Punk’ was just a safety-pinned rip and snarl in Rock’s rich tapestry made sure none of the hip contingent would see him as the former. Well, not in a good way. ‘Ben with the silent “T”’ they called him – although Daisy’s precocious PAYDAR (and GAYDAR – not that anyone had yet coined the word) told her the rumours weren’t true.




  ‘You’re a bright girl – but it seems to me that you simply refuse to use what you’ve got up there.’




  Daisy raised a knowing eyebrow, throwing back her arms behind a flyblown beehive of barely tamed raven-black hair so that her breasts strained against the crisp white cotton of her regulation shirt. Biddle’s beady eyes oscillated for a nanosecond then his head dipped, eyes swivelling sideways and beak dipping behind his report book. Ruffled and birdlike, he flicked pages mechanically, head tilting to one side, then the other, then bobbing up with a quiet cluck.




  Apparently forgetting that Daisy had said nothing in reply, he went on.




  ‘I mean, what’s the point of my trying to teach you if you simply refuse to learn?’




  ‘None,’ Daisy replied brightly. ‘I’m glad you finally see things my way.’




  Camouflaging embarrassment with a wobbly smile, in turn dismissed by a standard issue frown, Biddle buried his beak back in his book and brooded.




  ‘Come on, Daisy. I’m trying to help you here. Can’t you meet me halfway?’




  ‘OK, fire away.’




  She shifted in her seat – actually his seat. He’d sat her down in his pleasantly Bohemian study, in his pleasantly old and comfortable leather-upholstered swivel chair and pulled up a bony wooden classroom one for himself, which he’d swivelled and straddled, slapping down on it with folded arms and chin resting on the back. Which had the effect of framing the tent at the front of his trousers. To be fair, at the start of their little tête à tête this could well have been one of those unfortunate trouser folds that contain nothing but sweaty air and suggestion. By this time though, Daisy was pretty sure it housed something more substantial and she aimed to make it more so. Not for any particular reason other than the discomfiture that grew with it.




  ‘Well, since it’s my subject, let’s talk about French.’




  ‘D’accord.’




  ‘Very good, Daisy. Trouble is, as far as I can see, the only words of French you’ve assimilated in five years are d’accord and merde.’




  ‘Ce n’est pas vrai.’




  ‘You see, Daisy, I would like to help you get a decent result in your ‘O’ Levels – because I think you have it in you. In fact I’d like to see you sitting ‘A’ Levels too... With some effort, you could go further... But it takes two, Daisy. I can’t do it on my own.’




  ‘Not what I’ve heard,’ Daisy muttered, shifting on her seat with a leathery squeak and crossing her legs slowly so that her standard issue but subtly customised skirt crackled with static against her decidedly non-standard fishnet tights as it rode slightly higher up her thigh.




  ‘I’ll ignore that. I know what the girls say – and it isn’t true.’




  ‘I know. I can see that.’




  Biddle jumped to his feet, turning away and gazing at a Degas print on the wall – then self-consciously sidestepped to bring a Landseer stag hunt scene into view.




  ‘Who killed Bambi?’ Daisy muttered as she gazed out of the window at the clock on the school chapel. Three minutes to five. As if drawing inspiration from the painting, Biddle inhaled deeply and paced up and down – the intended impression of steely resolve hampered by the limited space between teetering piles of exercise and text books, faded and dated exhibition stands and sideways-stacked clip-frames of his charcoaled nudes and fuzzy black and white photographic oeuvre.




  ‘I suspect you feel that we - the school, I mean - have failed to challenge you.’




  Daisy shrugged, impassive, but nodded; permission to go on.




  ‘So I’m going to try and put that right.’




  A raised eyebrow disconcerted him – but he persevered.




  ‘You have, currently...’ He consulted his notes. ‘Fifteen impending detentions. Now,’ he announced as he pounced on his backward chair and thrust his trouser tent back into its frame and rocked forward so that what he imagined was his piercingly intelligent, gentle yet strangely powerful gaze would transfix her, ‘I have a proposition for you, Miss Raines, that will cancel out all those detentions and get you back on the road to the glittering spires of academe!’




  His steely gaze became alloyed, softened with success as Daisy’s hardface melted in the warmth of an incipient new understanding. All she’d needed was a guy like Ben to reach out to her; to show her someone cared; to show her she was valued. This was what teaching was about. Drawing out the goodness and talent in young people, giving them inspiration and making them friends and confidantes.




  ‘Can you really do that Ben?’ she whispered hammily and cheesily, not even bothering to act.




  ‘Yes I can – if you’re willing to work with me,’ he Tony Blaired, suffused with renewed confidence and pride in his work. ‘What I’m suggesting is that I have a word with Mrs Heacock and convert your fifteen detentions to just ten hour-long sessions with me...’




  ‘Will you take that long then Ben?’ Daisy Barbara Windsored coquettishly.




  Ignoring her, Biddle biddled on.




  ‘...In which we shall speak only French, but will be discussing topics such as Maths, History and Geography – that way I propose to help you get through your ‘O’ Levels in each of those subjects.’




  ‘Will we not be doing practical Biology? Or sexual Chemistry?’ she brazened with a subtle leg shift, which generated thousands of galvanising volts that weren’t all static.




  ‘Of course not... If you’re not going to take this seriously I...’




  ‘I’m serious. Really. Vraiement.’




  ‘Now that’s better.’




  ‘Mais vous voulez dire, “ça c’est plus bien”, n’est-ce pas?’




  ‘Very good Daisy. Alors, maintenant nous parlons seulement en français, oui?’




  ‘Oui Monsieur. Mais je ne connais pas beaucoup de mots. J’ai oublié beaucoup.’




  Biddle smiled. Now we’re getting somewhere, he smugged to himself.




  ‘Ce n’est pas un problème. Simplement, nous parlerons de quelque chose que tu connais bien! Qu’est ce que tu veux discuter?’




  ‘Soixante-neuf. Ménage a trois. La bête avec deux dos. I’ve heard about you people that advertise French lessons. Will you be expecting me to use your cane on you or are you a “Dom”?’




  ‘Get out!’ Biddle squawked.




  Daisy bounced girlishly to her feet and flounced to the door, halting in its frame to blow Biddle a kiss.




  ‘I shall be talking to your father about this young lady.’




  ‘Good idea – he’ll be able to give you plenty of pointers!’




  It had been her dad, after all, who’d unintentionally taught her that her school uniform had its uses.
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  Back on the A List




  ‘Rich? Rich. Come on wake up you old sod!’




  ‘I’m not asleep. I’m thinking.’




  George’s graceful curves swam above my eyes, silhouetted but leaking dazzling laser-like shafts of concentrated disinfectant sunlight that scoured through interesting clefts and cracks in her fabulous outline. As her pneumatic form floated lazily into three dimensions - as my eyes began to adjust to the glare - I saw stars, all of them lucky, and counted them, every shimmering evanescent one of them till they faded, as all lucky stars do. This was more like it!




  She straddled the sun lounger, raised both hands to her head and tousled and tossed her dreadlocks, raining saltwater onto my chest – so cold on my superheated skin I was surprised it didn’t sizzle.




  ‘Hi George,’ I rasped.




  And she launched into a torrential report on the events she’d packed into the two hours we’d been apart.




  ‘We’ve got VIP passes to a reception for Bowie on some yacht at seven and then there’s the Geffen party and we should be able to make it to the Velvet Revolver gig for midnight. I’ve got us All Areas passes and the guys are really keen to meet you...’




  She curled down to kiss me, her breasts dripping on my chest like they were lactating brine. I put up a silencing hand.




  ‘Hang on... Thought this was supposed to be a holiday.’




  ‘Come on. It’ll be fun!’




  Clocking my clear lack of enthusiasm, she pouted in that schoolgirl manner that had first hooked me, her pretty, tanned face clouding with exaggerated disappointment.




  ‘New thong?’ I evaded.




  ‘Ooh you noticed! How do I look?’




  I craned my neck, squinted and pretended to appraise her silhouetted form.




  ‘Absolutely George-ish as always!’




  ‘That won’t get you off the hook you know...’




  ‘All right babe,’ I murmured and, with a hefty pelvic thrust, sent her tumbling onto the sand.




  ‘That’s my rock ’n’ roll hero,’ she cooed as she flicked encrusted damp sand off taut shiny skin. ‘And by the way, I bumped into an old friend of yours!’




  I groaned. Not another one. The crossness you had to bear as a famous rock star was that every cunt you ever met was suddenly an old bosom buddy, rather than someone who’d laughed at your early musical efforts, stolen your girlfriends, beaten you up or nicked your fags.




  ‘No, Georgie!’




  ‘Oh but you have to. He’s going to be at the Bowie thing – and I promised you’d be there to meet him. He was really chuffed!’




  ‘No!’




  That coquettish, simpering, hideously appealing schoolgirl smile.




  ‘What’s his name?’




  ‘I forget.’




  ‘Well then...’




  ‘You can’t let him down.’




  ‘I won’t be – you will! I’m not going to this Bowie thing and that’s the end of it. And put your tits away!’




  * * *




  Two weeks on from my inaugural appearance as a Z-List school/fête/supermarket-opening, ribbon cutting ex-celeb, I was back in what I’d come to think of as my own world. As usual I was no more at home here than there. I was - am - as much of a shrinking, flapping fish out of water in this star-spangled sea as in Hartham’s small pool. More sharks in this one though.




  Miraculously, just as I had resigned myself to a future of dwindling fame, demotion to the bottom of the rock ’n’ roll barrel and a subsistence based on the odd Japanese gig or eighties nostalgia package tours with other has-beens, also-rans and could’ve-beens, my agent-cum-manager Jimmy Gold announced a substantial back-catalogue publishing offer from some new outfit with massive financial backing for intellectual property investments. To my amazement, he told me it would make me financially secure for life – as long as I curbed some of my more expensive excesses. I was in a Denmark Street-bound cab quicker than you could say ‘don’t look a gift horse in the mouth’ and in a matter of days the deal was, apparently, all but signed and sealed. ‘Just a matter of dotting the “i’s” and crossing the “t’s”,’ Jimmy grinned, the impending big fat twenty percent lighting up his eyes. It’s amazing how the prospect of a major cash injection gets the old heart pumping, the creative muscles primed and the appetite for excess whetted. Full of the old self-confidence that only fame and a soon-to-be fat bank account can endow, I was more than happy to accept when Jimmy informed me that my new publishers were keen for me to show my face at Midem (the big Music Biz event) in Cannes for a high profile press launch of our new deal.
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