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Station Road in the 1960s.










CHAPTER ONE



Fried Beans


‘Tequila’ – The Champs


I am William Alfred Sergeant aka Will Sergeant aka Sgt Fuzz. This is my story from the beginning.


The Sergeants – that is mum Olive, dad Alf, sister Carole, brother Steven and me – all lived on the council estate on Station Road in the heart of the village of Melling. The houses on Station Road were built five years after the end of the Second World War. A massive building drive was in full swing; the new government, led by the reinstated war leader Winston Churchill, was rebuilding its way to a new future, after the six years of horror the European continent had just lived and died through.


Our family moved to Station Road in 1952. I am reliably informed by my sister that we were the first family to be housed on the road. It seems my grandfather Tom Sergeant – who was a Justice of the Peace and a rural district councillor – was not averse to using his power to help his own family out. A crafty push up the council house waiting list got the Sergeants a new three-bedroom semi-detached, complete with front and back garden. They are solid houses, built of a brown brick. These bricks were used in the construction of a lot of northern council houses of this period. I’m not sure how a brand-new sturdy house can become so shitty in such a short period, but by the time I was aware of these things, I knew our house was a bit of a dump. I do not think we were poor compared to others in the street. The truly poor were called ‘povos’, a slang word for poverty stricken or skint.


Though Melling is only eight miles from the city centre of Liverpool, it was still far enough away for us locals to be called ‘woolly backs’, a derogatory term connoting an intimate relationship with a farm animal. It never bothered me much; I like being a woolly back. At least it wasn’t the old classic ‘sheep shagger’, a term generally reserved for ‘real’ rural folk.


I always think of Melling as the place where Liverpool’s sprawl ends and the countryside begins. In Liverpool, the perception of Melling was that it was posh. Well, it might have been in some parts . . . but not Station Road. We were the scum, the ruffians from the council estate. To be fair, there was a high proportion of nutjobs, criminals, wife beaters, drunkards and thugs – and that was just in our house.


Even though Melling felt very rural, there was a great big factory right in the middle of the village: the BICC. This stood for British Insulated Callender’s Cables. They made all sizes of electrical cables. Lorries – or wagons as they were called back then – would constantly be leaving the gates of the BICC transporting these massive reels of wire all over the world. It seemed that most people in the village worked at the BICC, including many of my friends’ mums and dads. The factory gave the village its own distinctive smell – a heady scent best described as a cross between burning plastic and Napalm, with a hint of liquorice. Not unpleasant, and almost comforting. God knows what those noxious fumes were doing to our pristine young lungs. Probably not that much, considering everyone smoked non-stop at that time: Senior Service, Capstan Full Strength and good old Woodbines, or ‘Woodies’ as they were more commonly known. Ciggies would be in the gobs or sandwiched between yellow-stained fingers of just about every man, woman and child you came across. Not much time was spent worrying about what this passive smoke was doing to the kids.


The village is carved up by the Leeds and Liverpool Canal. This exciting waterway was a playground for all the local children. It was always fun messing about down there, though it was only about three to five feet deep; a death trap by today’s standards, but this was a health-and-safety free time. Kids would jump off bridges into the brown water. The canal was home to discarded barbed wire, old beds, bikes and general junk. The classic shopping trolley had not turned up at this point, simply because we had no supermarkets to nick them from. It’s surprising that nobody got killed or injured. We would fish for tiddlers – sticklebacks – with nets on the end of bamboo poles. We would generally muck about clambering across swing bridges or making rafts.


Among the flotsam and jetsam of the canal, the occasional dead dog would float by. Back in the 1960s, dead or even still living old dogs would be best disposed of in the canal. Alsatians mainly would appear, their backs bald and blistered by the sun. These were possibly scrapyard guard dogs, too old, arthritic and well past their growl-by date. The sad and rotting beasts, bloated with gas, floated high, bobbed in among the weeds, caught by the wind sailing alongside the towpath, flyblown ears drooping and sad. They made challenging targets for a canal-side scallywag like me, armed with a brick (you had to make your own entertainment in the olden days). Even stuffing unwanted puppies or kittens in a sack and then chucking them into the canal was normal behaviour for some of the more nasty postwar adults. I am guessing that seeing people blown up in the Liverpool Blitz, witnessing death and destruction all around Europe in the not-too-distant past, hardens you up a little.


Liverpool had the shit kicked out of it by the Germans and bore many scars of the devastation. The bombed out St Luke’s Church at the top of Bold Street is a permanent reminder of those grim days, still standing roofless and pocked with bites taken out of the stone by shrapnel. The city was once an architectural jewel in the empire, but now was left as rubble, peppered with bombsites. Plenty of those wastelands were still about well into the 1980s.
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My mum, Olive, in the late ’40s.


My mum Olive told me of a time when, as just a teenager, she’d been caught out by a bombing raid before she could get to the air-raid shelter in Walton. Walton is pretty much next to the docks at Bootle. Bootle was and still is one of Britain’s main ports, a prime target for the Luftwaffe, the German air force. Mum was rushing to get to the shelter instructed by an ARP (Air Raid Precautions) warden, on his head a shiny black helmet bearing a white ‘W’ painted on the front. The warden was cycling along and clearing the streets of people. A bomb fell and exploded very close, sending flames and shrapnel all over the street. My mum witnessed the warden’s head getting cleanly blown off his shoulders. The black helmet with the neat ‘W’ stencilled on the front spun into the air and landed with a clatter on the ground. The warden’s legs peddled on for one or two rotations, then the bike fell to the cobbles. Mum ran as fast as she could into the relative safety of the shelter.


The war was very fresh to all my family. The effect and the memories of events such as this were still very strong. It was all the older people ever talked about; who could blame them? We, the children of the war generation, are still trying to make some sort of meaning of it all. It’s easy to forget about how hard it must have been to live through all that shit. No wonder some were left with a coldness that never warmed up. Now TV is filled with documentaries about the war such as Hitler’s Henchmen or World War Two in Colour, all very popular with people my age. It’s a link to our parents and the crap they had to put up with.


At the start of the war, Dad joined the King’s Regiment (Liverpool) and became part of the Eighth Army. His test for being assigned to this group consisted of being stuck in a field at the wheel of a lorry and commanded to ‘drive that’. Dad managed to ‘drive that’ in a circle around the field. ‘You’re in,’ they said. With that, he became a driver for Royal Army Service Corps, assigned to the famed Desert Rats commanded by General Bernard Montgomery, or Monty, as he was known. The group now had a lovely brand new rat.
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My dad, Alf, at the start of the war.


After basic training, off Dad went to Greece and the deserts of North Africa. As the war wore on, he was eventually stationed in Italy, driving a lorry delivering shells for the artillery at Monte Cassino. Cassino was the location of an infamous, some say pointless, battle. The Polish had been sent in first to capture the town; the remaining Germans were holed up in a sixth-century Benedictine monastery on the top of a hill. The American Air Force were bombing the crap out of the place to get the Germans out, but it took quite some time. The battered remains of the monastery created perfect spots to hide snipers. Lots more combat followed; it is calculated five tons of bombs were dropped per German soldier. The Allies finally won; the Germans were done for and on the run. I think, after the unpleasantness at Cassino, my dad liked his time in Italy. It was pretty relaxed – for a war, that is. He was there around the time that Italy switched sides and became our friends.


A little later, in the south of Italy, Dad was wounded. He told us he’d been shot in the head, his helmet saving him. He later confessed that it was not a wound inflicted by the enemy at all; it was friendly fire (in a way). His brigade had gone out on the piss to a southern Italian town (possibly Bari), with the entire squad crammed into the back of an army truck. Driven back by the drunken captain, the truck was weaving about the road, throwing the soldiers in the back all over the place, apparently as a jolly jape. Eventually, the captain drove into a ditch and turned the lorry over, seriously injuring quite a few of the men, including Dad. He sustained a bash to the back of his head. The injury left a hole big enough for a finger. I assume that beyond the skin of his scalp, it was possible to push on his brain. This head injury could explain his black mood swings. I say swings; they never really swung back, they just held their trajectory. They would get worse, coincidentally, when Liverpool FC lost a match.


After the accident, Dad was unconscious for nineteen days. When he came to, he was taken to Palestine for recuperation where he immediately got dysentery. He later told me that nothing happened to the captain with regards to a court martial or any kind of disciplinary action. My brother Steven even says the captain was mentioned in dispatches, which was basically a pat on the back for helping with the mess he’d created. ‘Give the chap a medal’ – a clever way to hide any wrongdoing by the toffs.


I look at the few battered old pictures of my dad as a young man, ones taken before the war and even some snaps taken with his pals early on during the war. They show a happy young bloke, smiling and full of hope. These starkly contrast with the reality of him as a dad with zero empathy. He was always angry with all of us. I can’t put the two together. The happy, smiling face looking back from the 1930s photograph and the misery guts he became. I have a theory that the knock on the head and the resulting coma altered his personality. It closed him down. This could all be a kind of wishful thinking, that he had some excuse for being so cold and uncaring, or just a load of bollocks and he might always have been this way. I want him to have a reason for basically showing no love or compassion to the extent that my brother and sister still hate his now dead guts to this day. As soon as they could, they both left to live in London, around about 1970. After their departure, my parents didn’t seem to worry about them or even mention them. They were just gone, like they never existed. I also never really thought about or missed them; it’s odd. That was the way of the Sergeants: everyone seemed to be on their own from day one.


My brother and sister always tell me I was my dad’s favourite; all I can say is they must have had it pretty bad if I was the favourite. Like most kids back then it was normal for parents’ displeasure to be followed by an odd clout or clip round the ear. Our vibe was darker than just a smack round the lughole. It was the atmosphere that Dad exuded. The fear he instilled in all of us – and most of my friends too – was real. He was incredibly unapproachable and unwelcoming. I don’t think he ever really had much time for any of his children. We were all a big inconvenience that got in the way of his boozing and were a burden on his beer money. Don’t get me wrong: I’m not whingeing. I’m not after sympathy and I’m not that bothered; it was just the way it was. This was our normal. I didn’t lie in bed sleeplessly worrying about it all.


Eventually, this sort of angry loveless family life just turns you cold with no real understanding of feelings, as that’s what you experience day after day. I now hate confrontations and will go out of my way to avoid aggravation, even if it’s to my detriment. I overcompensate and put up with a lot because I don’t want to ever be as cold as my dad. I know some things don’t affect me as much as they should, while others affect me more than they should. It’s all a bit mixed up.


My sister recently showed me an old note from my dad to my mum. Oddly, it’s written on the back of Carole’s baptism certificate – as though it was just a worthless scrap of paper. It says:
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Dear Olive


Have gone to Horse and Jockey and keeping you a seat in Big Room Alf X


The ‘X’ denotes a kiss. Pretty normal, you might think. But it’s the only evidence that I’ve ever seen that my parents must have at some time liked each other, at least enough to sit together in a pub. Seeing this tatty note freaked me out; I am still shocked. Even the beginning, where it reads, ‘Dear Olive’; I can’t remember my dad ever calling my mum ‘Olive’, and to use the term ‘Dear’ . . . that’s so bizarre to me. It was generally ‘she’, ‘bitch’, ‘mare’, ‘cow’.


One of the many puzzles of my upbringing is that I can’t get to grips with my conception. I know this is an odd thing to worry about and most people don’t even want to think about such a gross idea as their parents on the job, but let me explain. I had never been witness to any sort of kindness, affection or contact between them. As for love, this really weirds me out even to think of the word in relation to Mum and Dad. I once saw one of my friends’ dad come into his house back from work at the BICC and give his mum a peck on the cheek, and then was even pleasant to her, just like it was something off The Mary Tyler Moore Show, I Love Lucy or some other American telly thing. Nobody does that in real life, do they? At first my parents did sleep in the same bed, but in the style known as top and tail. As soon as my older sister fled the family home in 1970, Mum immediately moved into the vacant bedroom. Yet I was conceived, or I wouldn’t be here. My mum always used to say I was the result of ‘one Mackies too many’. ‘Mackies’ is short for Mackeson, a strong stout. The TV advert at the time claimed Mackeson, ‘Looks good, tastes good, and, by golly, it does you good.’ Well, it did its job for one night in the summer of 1957. On that occasion, all hostilities were ceased.


I’m not sure if it was an invasion or if a white flag had been raised, but I’m here now and I’m not going back. I am, in art terms, mid-century modern. I was delivered in Walton Hospital on 12 April 1958. I saw a birth certificate years ago – lost now, of course. I don’t think I was adopted or found in the cabbage patch; I have the ridiculous Sergeant hooter, so that kind of proves it. At least this saves me from forking out on all that DNA malarkey.


When I was born, Conservative Prime Minister Harold Macmillan resided in number 10 Downing Street. He was old school: a stern-looking chap with pinstripe trousers and black tailcoats, all finished off with a military-style moustache perched on his very stiff upper lip. Macmillan looked like someone from another time, another century (but then again, it was another century; he looked like he was from a century before that century); a character from a Victorian story about a tax collector or petty official. Shortly before my birth, the Soviets spat the shiny, polished orb called Sputnik 1 into space. The ominous beep the satellite transmitted served its purpose: to put the shits up the West – mainly the Americans, who immediately started propelling their country into a very costly space race.


Dwight D. Eisenhower was soon to become the first US president to be broadcast in colour on TV in the States. A couple of years earlier, fuelled by the black blues music bubbling under the mainstream, Bill Haley had rocked around the clock. This in turn lit a fuse of the rocket Elvis Presley was perched on, ready to ride it straight into the world’s consciousness. The resulting explosion showered the globe with brilliant sparks that floated down to Earth like dandelion seeds. They rooted themselves in the minds of anyone with enough fertile loam between their ears. This would nurture a new musical way of thinking, the resulting crop blossoming into the likes of the Rolling Stones, the Beatles, the Kinks, the Doors, the Velvet Underground and a billion other great bands.


All this is going on outside the confines of my white painted cot. I sleep obliviously as the rock ’n’ roll revolution is being waged, a revolution that will still be going as I sprout into a teenager. It will change our lives forever: exciting times for the young William, fresh out of the egg.


The first thing I can remember is being in a highchair, snot clogging up my nostrils, Heinz tinned spaghetti running down my face, on to my bib, the warm squelch of shit in my nappy and an inane smile on my stupid little face. I was at Mrs Bridson’s house, located a few doors up on the other side of the road from our house. This lady would look after me while my mum was at work.


I also have a misty memory of being tucked up all cosy in my pram, staring at the blue, cloudless sky. Mum and I are waiting for the number 307, a bright red bus from the local public transport operators Ribble. Our destination: the butcher’s shop in Walton Vale, Liverpool. On one trip to ‘the Vale’, Mum recalled how she had forgotten me and went home without the pram, leaving me still farting and gurgling outside the shop. I am assuming this was an accident; I know I’m extremely annoying now, but then? I was sweet and innocent of all charges, and I’m sure a chubby joy to any mum. I was only about one year old at the time. After she realised her mistake, she got off the bus and went back. I was still in the pram where she had left me, happy as someone called Larry.
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A young Will Sergeant, fresh out of the egg.


Our visit to the shop was more than likely a mission to buy chops. It was always chops back then, or lamb’s liver. This was when lamb chops were the cheap option. These bony treats had a sorry destiny: a cast iron cremation. Send no flowers; just mint sauce. Other delicacies we had back then were pig heart, cow heel, oxtail, salt fish, mincemeat and black pudding. We had white sliced bread with every meal, soaking up gravy, beans or general food juice. I would mop my plate clean and never left a scrap of grub.


My favourite dish by far was the Saturday morning bacon-and-egg fry up. Most things were fried in our house back then. My mum even fried baked beans; she would put them in with the fat left in the pan by the frazzled bacon. I have to say, I liked them done this way; it took the humble bean to another level, the beans shiny and bobbing about in a lovely, lardy sea. Obviously, in these health-conscious times, I am too scared to try them now, just in case I become addicted.


The only food that escaped the frying pan was any sort of vegetable. I say any sort; in those days, it was cabbage, sprouts, swede, carrots or peas. As far as I can remember, no other vegetables had been invented – not in Melling, at any rate. They were boiled and boiled and then boiled some more, until they were all squishy and just an anaemic gloop, like a smoothie – only with all the nutritional value removed. I don’t think our family was the only one to do this. I think it was common culinary practice. The slightly crunchy legume was only to hit the north in the late eighties.


In 1958, the Second World War had only been over for a mere thirteen years. This sounds like a long time; it isn’t. Thirteen years are like a blink of an eye. Wartime rationing had only stopped a couple of years before. I’m pretty sure my dad kept it going in our house till the seventies. The war had ended in an uneasy peace, culminating in the Cold War (my favourite war, by the way), the victors squabbling over the spoils – the spoils being what was left of Germany, and control of Eastern Europe. Time trundles on. The Soviets decided to mark my third birthday, 12 April 1961, by flinging Uri Alekseyevich Gagarin into space atop a Vostok rocket for a quick sightseeing excursion: one complete Earth orbit. It seems like a lot of fuss; a simple card would have sufficed. I feign gratitude and give him a little wave from my pushchair. I could have dreamed that bit; it was a long, long time ago.










CHAPTER TWO



Caterpillar Rash


[image: Illustration]


‘Please Please Me’ – The Beatles


Summer 1963. I am four years old. The Beatles are some way through their bid for world domination. On our radio, they belt out ‘Please Please Me’. My sister Carole is in the house, singing along to the transistor radio, or ‘tranny’. Other than nursery rhymes, this is my first memory of any sort of popular music. She sings along and I think, Wow, my sister sounds just like that please please pleasing noise spurting out of the wireless.


Carole would often get lumbered with the task of looking after me when it was school holidays. She wasn’t happy about it but had to do it or face the wrath of the old man. It’s a lovely day: sunny, warm and bright. Carole and her best friend Poppin Clarke have decided to take me on a picnic. She has made a few jam butties: thin white bread and strawberry jam. Other sandwich fillings popular at the time were Smith’s crisps, brown sauce or sugar. I have never had a sugar butty and the concept of it makes me feel a little bit sick. But crisps or brown-sauce butties – they are a winner. Not both together, you understand; that would be hideous.


I’m strapped in a pushchair and we set off for a sandy footpath called ‘The Pads’ in the village. Its track cuts across rich agricultural land and has a dense, thorny hedge on one side and a field on the other. It creeps its sandy trail up a slight hill, leading to a more well-to-do area of Melling called the Rocks. Here sits St Thomas’s Church on the highest point of the village, as do most English churches. Halfway up the Pads is a sharp right turn on to another footpath. Across a muddy field lies what will in a year’s time become my junior school, Melling Church of England School.


It’s nice to be out in the world. We are among the whiskered barley fields of the Matthew’s farm. The warm, soft wind is swaying the golden whispering husks; they hiss and chatter in the breeze, the surface mimicking the ebb and flow of the sea. There is a smell of soon to be ripe grain. Even the slightly damp, rich dark brown soil of the path smells nice. You know the kind of thing: earthy. My little snout is cleansed of the cigarette tar and the BICC factory funk. Butterflies circle my head, and hordes of chirping sparrows tweet from the safety of the spiked hawthorn hedges.


Kicking my little legs in the air, I’m released from the pushchair. We find the driest patch and sit on a grassy tussock. Carole finds some buttercups and holds one under my chin.


‘Hey, our William, let’s see if you like butter,’ she says.


The reflected yellow glow created by the sun’s bright light hitting the little yellow flower indicates that, yes, indeed I do like butter, lovely golden, soft and slightly salted butter all the way from New Zealand.


If only I had actually ever tasted butter. Butter is a luxury that never dwells in our antique, gas-powered fridge. We have the greasy pale-yellow substitute: Echo margarine, best used for making pastry or axle grease and not much else.


As I chuckle with the buttercup tickling my chin, the hedges behind us are covered in a thick blanket of cobwebs. Inside the refuge of the silken webs is a mass of fuzzy orange and black caterpillars, thousands of the little creepy blighters, happily going about their business. Their cosy, cocooned day is about to be ruined as a grubby, inquisitive four-year-old finds poking a stick into their world just too irresistible. Soon I have them all over my arms. The tricky little critters seem to be enjoying a fun ride on a baby human. A little later, I become unbearably itchy. The larvae’s microscopic hairs cause a reaction: caterpillar rash. Pink painful lumps all up my arms, very itchy and sore. The only relief is the cooling pink calamine lotion that gets freely doused all over me when we get home.


At five years old, it is my time to go to junior school. I remember the first day being taken to the Victorian sandstone building on School Lane. I am getting dragged and am screaming for my freedom. I was not at all keen to enter this scary establishment. After my mum had pried my desperate grip from her leg, I was deposited in the first year’s classroom. I was begging not to be left in this dismal place. Our first-year teacher, Mrs Corsair, looked like a witch straight out of a story by the Brothers Grimm: tall, wiry and stern, standing up straight and occupying a grey tweed two-piece like the Gestapo occupying a town square in Belgium. On her angular face sat winged glasses popular back then, the kind that swoop up to give the wearer a cat’s eye outline. These specs are considered quite sexy now, in that retro fifties pinup style; back then, to a five-year-old, terrifying. Yes, I did piss my pants; but luckily, everyone else was pissing their pants too. I think this must have been a regular event in that classroom as they had a cupboard drawer stocked to the gills with musty second-hand kids’ undies. I was immediately relieved of my wet ones and inserted into a pair of formerly white but now grey, pre-war, abrasive Y-fronts.
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Carole, me, Harry Corbett, Sooty and Stephen.


The classroom windows are too high to see out of and too thin for much sunshine to peep into. The class smells funny, not just of the piss streaming down the legs of most of the kids in the room. It’s another smell: the scent of a century of fear that has left its stink engrained in the sandstone. The room is colder than it should be. It’s early September and autumn is about to sneak up on us. Outside, the pale sun is trying hard but it’s a losing battle. The stone walls capture the overnight low temperature and now slowly release the dank chill like an electric storage heater in reverse, killing any warmth that the weak sun could get through the tiny windows.


Break comes at last, the first playtime on the tarmac playground and the large field at the far end of the school. This school field is enclosed by the same type of hawthorn hedge I had encountered on the picnic the year before. These hedges are also covered in the familiar silk tents, the same orange and black caterpillars writhing around in a chaotic squirm. I might be stupid, but not stupid enough to get involved with those little bastards again, although there will be many others that get the calamine lotion treatment throughout those Swinging Sixties summers. I don’t see caterpillars like that any more; they must have been done for by global warming.


The kids were starting to form friendships. I already knew a couple of the kids at the school: from across the road, Billy Besant was a new boy like me; and David Mazenko, who was a couple of years older and already a pupil. They lived next door to each other at number four and number two. Even at that young age, we were all regulars playing footie, cricket and British Bulldog on the green. Another kid I got to know that first day was Paul (Davo) Davenport. Davo wore glasses and lived on the road directly behind our house. He supported Everton while I had been indoctrinated since birth to support Liverpool. We never let this bother us; instead, we became a team and were always together right through primary school and into secondary school. I made great friends at this school; some I’m still in touch with today, including Davo, Billy Besant, Dave Mazenko and my brother’s mate, Steve Mazenko.


A little later on during the break, I saw my older brother Steven with a few of his mates. The age gap between us meant that he wanted nothing to do with me. I don’t blame him for not liking me hanging about. He was not far off secondary school age and would be leaving the juniors next year. Who would want to have a snotty-nosed and piss-stained brother hanging around? His total involvement with me up to that time had been zero, unless you count the numerous times he had locked me in the spider-infested outside toilet. I would be trapped in that dark and extremely shitty place for what seemed like hours. After a few times of being incarcerated, I learned how to escape. I would stand on the toilet bowl, open the small window, grab the metal framework, then hoist myself up to the tiny opening. By squeezing through, dangling headfirst, then gripping with my legs and hands, I could get a leg out, then, getting a foothold on the narrow window ledge, manage to twist the other leg through and drop down to safety without smashing my head on the concrete flags below. Harry Houdini would have been proud.


On a plus point, I’m not scared of spiders now. Except for those great big ones you get in the desert, tarantulas. Or those nervous weird ones that can suddenly jump at you, or the fat, dark, hairy ones with big fangs, or even the type that crawl into your mouth as you are fast asleep and snoring with your gob wide open. Their mission: to set up shop in your windpipe and choke you in the middle of the night. I take it all back: I am scared of spiders. I have just made myself petrified of the evil little buggers.


As the year wore on, me and our Steven did play together on very rare occasions: piggy-back fights, Steven with me on his back against his friend Steve Mazenko with his brother David on his back, charging about the school field, pulling and shoving each other trying to topple your opponent. It was great fun.


Our headmaster was a tall, thin man called Mr Adamson, better known as Pop Addy. He was not as scary as Mrs Corsair – the fear factor was not as intense, but there was just enough level of threat that you would not mess about with him. Not that I was going to; I was only five and a quiet and distant child. Pop Addy lived right next door to the school in a detached Victorian house called The Poplars. As you would expect, his garden was surrounded by a border of tall poplar trees, all standing to attention and guarding the periphery of the house. On the school side of the property, the poplar trees plus a high wall separated his garden from the school grounds.


In history lessons, Pop Addy would transfix us with wartime tales. He had been a prisoner of the Japanese, held captive in the jungle of some godforsaken place before being put to work as slave labour constructing a railway. One such tale involved chopping the head off a snake with a spade then secretly sharing the meat out with his starving comrades.


Rather oddly, another of his stories was also spade-related and involved the nasty tale of a punishment the men suffered. The Japanese would take two long-handled spades and push them into the ground. The prisoner would be made to put a spade handle into each of his armpits, then raise his legs and swing there, the handles painfully digging into his pits. He would be left balancing on them like some sort of twisted gym equipment, legs up with feet dangling just above the ground. If his feet touched the jungle floor, the guards would thrash his ankles with bamboo canes. Eventually the punishment would become too much and the poor soul would collapse, then receive a good beating. Not many survived.


On the edge of the playground was a little brick outbuilding; this was the toilet block. It was literally built like a brick shithouse. It had no windows, as you would expect, but it did have a stone lintel supporting a horizontal slit above the urinal; it looked like the opening you might find in a wartime pill box with a heavy machine gun poking out. Our new game was ‘see-who-could-pee-through-the-gap-and-douse-unsuspecting-passers-by’. I could just about get my pathetic stream of piss up to the opening and manage to get a few drops through, my sad and weak bladder just not up to the task. The undisputed champion of this game was a kid called Kevin. He could piss like a jet washer and would blast it through the little slitty opening like the legendary firefighter Red Adair putting out a raging Texan oil-refinery fire. Such talent and skill can only be dreamed of; he was our much-admired champion pisser. We would cheer him on and pat him on the back; we drew the line at shaking his hand, though.
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Time creeps on. As with all new things – even the ones you hate – you eventually get used to them. Melling School became a fun time. We got older and the school got bigger as the population of the village grew. New houses were going up all around Station Road. The fields that surrounded us were now becoming private housing estates. As more and more of the countryside was eaten up, the little school responded. A large shed was erected over the summer holidays. A freshly creosote washed wooden classroom had appeared. The shed was split into two rooms with a central cloakroom, every child designated a peg to hang up the duffle coats and balaclavas that most kids had then. This hut became our form rooms and we were based there from the age of nine until the eleven-plus exam sorted the wheat from the chaff. The new classes were bright and a lot warmer than the old stone building; everything was fresh.


For some English lessons, we had a temporary student teacher named Miss Brindall. She was not at all in the stuffy Victorian teacher mould that we were used to. She was a young woman wearing the latest flowery clothes, mini dresses or brightly coloured flared trousers. This English class was great; we had no work. All we had to do was sit quiet and still while she read to us. A novel called The Weirdstone of Brisingamen by Alan Garner, an Arthurian legend of a wizard and goblins and sleeping knights waiting to be roused when the shit hit the fan and England needed them. All of this took place deep inside a hollow hill that could crack open when a wizard called Cadellin would pop out and be on the lookout for a magic stone – the Weirdstone. The story was based round Alderley Edge in Cheshire and we all loved it. We couldn’t wait until the next lesson to find out what was going to happen. I think this was when my love for fantasy and science fiction was born: other worlds, other times and places, anything to escape the constant bad vibes in our house.


While I’m on the subject of bad vibes, opposite the school gate is a little side street, Sandy Lane. There sits a very ordinary bungalow that would become the scene of a horrific murder in 2004. The bad juju from the school walls may have seeped out across the lane and twisted a young and receptive occupant’s mind. A psycho swot kid called Brian murdered his parents with the use of a claw hammer to the back of the head. To make sure they were dead, he then knifed them both a few dozen times. Once done, he took off across the world with his dad’s credit card. That part of Melling used to be a very rural quiet place; the only thing to disturb the peace in my school days was a couple of hundred kids let off the leash at playtime. That sort of thing would never have happened in my day; nobody in our road had even seen or heard of a credit card.


Monday 21 July, 1969. There’s a buzz going around the school – normal lessons are out today! It’s a different atmosphere; something big has occurred. All the kids are gathered in the assembly hall that trebles as a gym and dining room. All of us are sitting cross legged on the floor; we are here to watch the TV coverage of Apollo 11. Buzz Aldrin and Neil Armstrong along with Michael Collins have achieved the impossible: they have piloted a sodding massive rocket into space and landed on the moon, their mission just a bit of flag planting, a small amount of soil stealing and some jumping about. The real mission is to put the shits up the East, mainly the Soviet Russians. It serves its purpose, and they continue to propel the USSR into a very costly space race. They had landed the previous night, Sunday. We all watched the grainy black-and-white telly pictures and were awestruck. My eleven-year-old imagination is clicked wide open to all possibilities. Maybe my two favourite kids’ TV sci-fi puppet shows, Fireball XL5 and Thunderbirds, could be a glimpse into a real future. Surely by the 1980s we’ll all have jet boots. But at this moment, these intrepid spacemen have wangled us a day free of lessons. It was worth zipping the quarter of a million miles up there for that alone in my book; never mind Velcro and the other crap NASA is supposed to have invented along the way. Our very old and very grey local vicar, Dr Hayes, even turned up to watch the lift off, so it must be important. The kind and well-loved vicar would lead assembly every morning. That would be the only time we would see him. On this day, though, he must have been rushing to get to the school, as Davo and I notice he’s cut himself shaving – there is a small amount of blood on his starched white collar. But to us kids with imaginations fired, it is like someone has cut his throat. We sit inventing wild tales of ghosts or space zombies in the vicarage. He sits snoozing on a little raised stage area along with the teachers plus our new headmaster, Mr Carradine. He is a lot less scary and more approachable than the recently retired Pop Addy.


Later, at playtime, one of our classmates, Richard Brunskill, tells us that he gets paid for being in the church choir. You get a threepenny bit for rehearsals, sixpence for a Sunday morning and two and six for a wedding. This is a whopping 12½ pence in new money – life-changing cash to us. Davo and I are always skint; we are yet to make the career move to paperboy and a steady weekly wage of five bob or 25p in today’s money. After school, we take the short walk to the vicarage and knock on the imposing front door. The door opens. Davo does most of the talking as we sit in the shambolic parlour of the vicarage. After a short amount of polite and nervous chat, we are in. ‘Come to the church on Sunday,’ the vicar says. Probably just happy to get a couple more faces in the dwindling congregation.


That Sunday we cycle up to the church on Rock Lane and get fitted with a cassock. This is a long black garment with about twenty small, cloth-covered buttons up the front. This is my first job and it’s in the music industry! It’s an omen, surely. My sweet pre-pubescent voice is enough to make paint peel off the walls and try and crawl back in the tin. I can’t hold a tune to save my life; Davo is not much better. Yet this doesn’t seem to affect our eligibility to be part of the choir. I’m just told to keep it down or, better still, just mouth the words and look holy.


After the service, we climb aboard the second-hand, cobbled-together push bikes we have christened ‘Ludicrous Machines’ or ‘Ludes’ for short. Complete with optional extras of super-wide handlebars called stags and still wearing a dusty cassock, I’m flying back from church rehearsals, a twelve-sided threepenny bit tucked in my jeans. I’m rich. I’ve only fastened the top couple of buttons of the cassock round my neck. As I zoom downhill from the church, it billows behind me. I am Batman.


Our time at junior school is coming to an end; we are well into the final year of Melling Church of England Primary School. We are now very well at home in the new shed classrooms. We have just taken the eleven-plus examination to determine what school we can go to. Davo and I fail the test and get sent to Deyes Lane Secondary Modern in the neighbouring town of Maghull. Billy Besant passes and will be admitted to Maghull Grammar School. It’s the end of an era. We will all still kick around together in the village on occasion, but it is never quite the same again.
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Billy Besant and me.


Before we go for good, the school has one final cosmic trick up its sleeve, something to remember the place by. It’s a breezy, warm and extremely humid summer day, close or muggy. In the sky, boiling clouds suck up moisture from the air, along with the summer heat of the sun charging up the humidity. The black clouds are churning and crashing with thunder. Negative and positive particles are building up above us and not getting on very well at all. The storm is directly above the newly constructed huts now. The class guinea pig Willie is hiding and squeaking in his little straw nest, as are most of the girls, and some boys . . . I mean squeaking, not trying to get in the little brown and white rodents’ cage; let us just say a fair amount of squeaking is audible. A sudden flash and the clouds spit an unbearable ribbon of light towards the little school. We have been hit by a lightning bolt! The strike sends several balls of plasma dancing about the playground. There is a distinct smell of charged electricity as a cricket-ball-sized sphere of energy bounces through an open window. We watch, too freaked out to do much as the iridescent, crackling orb floats about for a few seconds, then, with a distinct pop, vanishes back into the ether. I now know this is a very rare phenomenon called ball lightning.










CHAPTER THREE



Achtung Billy
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‘Telstar’ – The Tornados


Because we lived in a council estate, I felt below the people in the homeowner estates that grew to the left and right of our road. Britain was and is a very class-ridden place. The posh people are seen as better than the rest. This is complete shite, of course; just look to the royal family, the poshest of the posh. They are just as big a gang of scumbags as the worst people in your town. They just do it with their pinkies sticking out. In the UK, it’s seen as a major mark of success, trust and stature if you are a homeowner. I think all the kids in our road felt this slight sense of shame living in a council or ‘corpy’ house. Now I can see that it is a stupid way of thinking and, to my mind, the council houses were built a lot better than the other homes in the surrounding roads. Many countries around the world think it’s odd to slave away all your life so you can own a place. You are only renting it until death; you are just passing through this world. This puts me in mind of when the Native Americans’ land was being stolen and occasionally bought off them. These people were truly in touch with and a part of the land. They had no concept that you could own land and thought the white men fools for offering to buy their lands for whisky, guns, beads and tools, asking, ‘Do you want to buy the sky as well?’


Looking at it with older, wiser eyes, Station Road is quite a nice road with a central green. The council houses ring an elongated oval of grass. When not at school, all the estate kids played on this green from dawn until dusk.


The exterior of the brown-brick houses that surround the grass was kept in good condition by the council. If any of my mates knocked round to see if I wanted to play out, however, I would keep them at the door, not wanting them to see the state of the inside of the house. A keen gardener, my dad kept our front garden nice and tidy; this belied the dismal state of the inside of number 15.


Beyond the front door was an entirely different kettle of fish: a scruffy shambles, a dump with no toilet seats and worn-out everything, an embarrassment to me and my brother and sister. We had manky old net curtains, yellow and smoke-stained. In place of toilet tissue was newspaper, usually the Daily Mirror, torn up into squares. Old, broken and cracked linoleum was on the floors. The only heating came from a coal fire in the front room. In the winter months, the pools of condensation on the inside of our bedroom windows were often a sheet of ice. On the beds were army blankets, rough and grey. We had a fridge, but we probably never needed one; it was always freezing in our house. Weirdly our fridge was run on gas. I still can’t get my head around this. I can remember igniting the pilot light, with a flaming piece of the wax paper torn from a Wonder Loaf bread wrapper. It might have been a common type of fridge back then, although none of my friends’ fridges worked on this gas-fuelled alchemy. It was usually empty anyway.


We had a tub washing machine, no spin dryer. We had a prehistoric mangle that would squeeze water out of clothes. Clothes would be slurped in by hungry, rubber roller jaws. With all the upset in the house, I peed the bed just about every night. The bed had a rubber sheet stretched across a bony mattress. I would often get out of the bed damp and smelly. I only got a bath once a week on Sunday night, so in the morning I would just get out of the pissy bed and get dressed for school. By the time it was bedtime the next night, the piss had usually dried. I hardly ever cleaned my teeth; a quick cow’s lick round the face with a tatty flannel and I would be off. My feet stank and the socks were filthy. I was in a bad state of neglect. The stink must have been vile but I don’t remember being bullied for smelling bad. By some good fortune, I must have always been upwind of everyone.


The one thing my dad did do in terms of home improvement was to make our living room smaller. Above the fireplace was a chimney breast. On either side of this was a floor-to-ceiling recess of about one-foot deep by four-foot wide. I had seen the same design in other houses on our street, and people had put up shelves in this handy bit of space. Instead of doing that, our dad positioned everything to make the room as tiny, cramped and dismal as possible. Dad had opted to cover up the right-hand side of this useful area with a large piece of hardboard from floor to ceiling. This ate up a fair chunk of the living area. This was doubly strange as my dad was handy at making stuff out of wood and even worked all day with it. He could have knocked up some shelves for this wasted space in no time. But no. On the left-hand side of the handy hollow, our telly sat with its arse pushed up against the wall.


He then had the genius idea of putting curtains up, not following the line of the bay window as all our neighbours had, but effectively cutting off a large piece of the front room by attaching the curtain rail to the ceiling and having the putrid, effervescent green curtains cut across in a straight line. This caused the whole of the bay window area to be separated from the rest of the room when the vomit-inducing curtains were drawn. To top this off, he then painted the textured wallpaper a depressing chocolate brown and orange. Add a shade-less forty-watt light bulb dangling forlornly and the design is complete. All this had the effect of making the already small room noticeably smaller and darker. But the design was not finished yet! Next, he got someone who was handy with a MIG welder to weld the metal window frames permanently shut. Hey presto! He had successfully turned our main living area into a very cosy cell in a Victorian psychiatric hospital.


None of the parents of my mates – even the ones on the same road with a house of similar design – ever thought, This house is too bloody big! I’ve got it! Let’s slice a few bits off and make it more like a hamster’s cage. They had better heating, colourful shagpile carpets, nice warm cosy lighting and comfy furniture. I can only assume that central heating was an option that the council offered to tenants at extra cash, but my dad was too miserly to pay for it. He was never in, so why would he pay to keep the wife and kids warm? He gave the impression that he hated all of us anyway. He was as tight as a gnat’s chuff back then. Living in damp and cold conditions, consequently I was always snotty, with a blocked or runny nose, constantly sneezing, firing snot everywhere.


Outside, at each end of the central strip of grass, was a wooden sign attached to a very sturdy concrete post which stated ‘By Order of LCC [Lancashire County Council] NO BALL GAMES’. All the kids played every ball game known to man – well, football and cricket – on the grass. Lots of other games that did not involve the use of the forbidden balls were also played endlessly, the killjoy notice ignored. We were sticking it to the man even before we knew there was a man to stick it to.


This was a time when parks had an angry ‘Oi, you lot, get off the bleeding grass!’ park keeper. One of their duties would be to lock up the swings in the parks on a Sunday. Pathetic! Think of it . . . some overzealous, religious nutters spoiling our weekend fun. Swings aren’t even mentioned in the holy book of your choice (so many to choose from, but still no swings); I reckon Baby Jesus wouldn’t be that arsed anyway. He was always messing about doing tricks and shit for his mates, some of them even better than Uri Geller, David Blaine or even the Amazing Kreskin. I don’t remember having this commandment shouted at me in assembly: ‘Thou shalt not piss-eth about in the park on the Sabbath.’


I was an avid reader of comics such as the Valiant, Victor or the Hornet. They always featured a war story or historical tale inside, something at least a bit educational. To my mind, these titles were aimed at a slightly older kid. They were the equivalent of watching the history channel or a documentary about how a can of beans is made. The more comedic comics like Beano and Dandy tended to focus on the fine art of bullying, thus the more effete or academic members of the comic universe would bear the brunt of Dennis the Menace or the Bash Street Kids. They would feature more daft adventures like hiding from the park keeper or ripping up a swot’s homework. I liked both types of comic in the same way that I like a good documentary on Richard II or, when I’m in the mood, some drivel like I’m a Celebrity . . . Get Me Out of Here! I would say the stories about the armed forces were the inspiration for playing war, a favourite game at the time. Our imaginations conjured up all kinds of tactical scenarios; a tennis ball became a hand grenade; a stick would be a gun – all frowned on in today’s politically correct climate. It is OK to play very realistic war games on a computer, though? No imagination required.
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‘Ginger’ and my dad.


A wartime item we didn’t have to imagine was a large swastika flag. During his time in Monte Cassino, Italy, my dad had a mate named Ginger (everyone in the army then seemed to have a slightly mental pal called Ginger – so why not Private Sergeant?). After the Germans had well and truly scarpered from the town, Ginger climbed up and nabbed a swastika from the post office. This battered old flag – along with another snatched trophy, a German army belt – lived hidden at the bottom of Dad’s wardrobe. The belt’s swastika emblem had been filed off by someone; I often wondered what the story behind that was. The tatty flag had a few holes in it and some dirty brown stains. We suspected the holes had been made by bullets and the faded brown stains had to be blood. This made it more fun to play with. Not knowing the significance of the swastika at the time, it was just a wartime flag and had no political significance to a seven-year-old.
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